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Chapter 1
The end of an era is always a time of great importance. Sweeping change. Advancing into a new age. These are surely things worthy of a place in the memory of a people. Too often, though, it is a single event that brings about the most direct change that receives the attention. The blow that ends the battle, the last brick to fall. In our worship of these moments, these endings, we neglect the journeys, the trials, the hardships, and the battles endured to make them possible.
Whosoever is fortunate enough to find this book shall finally hear the greatest of these tales. I have spent much of my life piecing together the words that follow. Most of what you shall read comes from the mouths of the people who lived it. It is my hope, in recording the path taken by these heroes, that those in the years to come will not be blind to the dangers that threatened this world once before. If the unthinkable is once again allowed to come to pass, perhaps the knowledge and the deeds of the heroes of old will stir others to their greatness.
The tale you shall read is of the Perpetual War. If you live in a time or a place that has allowed you to forget this dark era, consider yourself fortunate. To be ignorant of these events is a blessing. However, knowledge of the evils of old is the only protection against their return.
The Perpetual War, at the start of our tale, had been plaguing the world for one and a half centuries. It was a conflict that divided our people. The large farming kingdom, Tressor, formed half of the conflict. It was a land of fertile fields, a land of plenty, that covered most of the southern part of the continent and was home to more than half of the people of the world. They opposed a union of the three remaining kingdoms--Kenvard, Ulvard, and Vulcrest--that had come to be known to its people as the Northern Alliance, and by its enemies as the Nameless Empire. This was a land of snowy fields, dense forests, and icy mountains. Despite a vast disadvantage in strength and size, this Alliance had managed to withstand decade after decade of battle. This conflict was a constant part of the lives of all, and is the reason that what follows must be told.
My place in this tale is small. There are others better suited to put to words what came to pass, but most have taken their final steps down their own paths. Thus it falls to me, lest the tale go untold. I shall endeavor to recount the events in as straightforward and impersonal a manner as possible. Do not imagine this as a tale told by a man. It is merely a record. Words on a page. Words that tell of the most unlikely of events, beginning in the most unlikely of places . . .
#
The end of the fall had only just come, and already the air could chill one to the bone. Of course, this far north, one could seldom expect anything else. It was not the cold that bothered her, though. She'd dealt with that all of her life. Pulling the tattered remnants of her uncle's old cloak closer about her, she pressed on.
As Myranda strained her eyes against the blistering wind, she saw nothing more than horizon. It would likely be another full day of walking before she saw anything but the unbroken field ahead of her. She shook her head, a faint frown cracking her dry lips.
"I should have known," she said aloud to herself. "He seemed a shade too eager to give me directions."
Myranda had taken to talking to herself to fill the long, lonely, and all too frequent trips like these. With no companion, the only thing likely to interrupt the ceaseless howl of the wind was the periodic noisy complaints from her stomach. That much concerned her. She could afford to buy no supplies in the last town, and no tavern or inn had been willing to serve her thanks to a simple yet disastrous slip of the tongue. Anyone could have made the same mistake. In another time, it might have gone unnoticed--or, at least, unchallenged--but in the world of her birth it was inexcusable.
Two older women had been standing in the street, discussing the most recent news of the war. These days one would be hard-pressed to find a different topic of discussion. In this instance, it seemed that the Northern Alliance had pushed back a rather sizable advance. After three long, bloody days of battle, the Alliance troops had managed to take back the very same piece of land that they had started on. The cost of this maintenance of status quo was the lives of the better half of the troops in the area. In and of itself, such a tale was anything but notable. Indeed, a day without such a battle was rarer than a day with one. The difference on this day was that the Tresson army had lost even more.
The two women cackled and bragged over the victory, each telling exaggerated tales of their nearest war-going relative. "My boy promised to kill three of those swine just for me," one would say. Another would respond triumphantly that all four of her children had made the same promise. It was during this exchange that Myranda made her fateful slip.
"All of those lives . . . wasted," she had said with sorrow.
Wasted! Having your child give his or her life for the cause was the greatest honor a mother could hope for. To speak of such noble efforts as a waste was tantamount to treason. How dare this wandering woman speak ill of the war! After countless generations, it had ceased to be a simple struggle between two lands and had become a way of life. Those who opposed this sacred tradition of noble battle were unwelcome. That one word--wasted--may as well have sealed the poor girl's doom. It had kept her from filling her pack and from filling her belly. Worse still, it had led a seemingly good man to send her through this frozen waste, claiming it to be the fastest way to the next town.
She shook her head again. It was one lesson that she could not bring herself to learn. If someone was going to tell a lie, they would tell it with a smile. Now she found no less than a day of solid travel between herself and another human being. The cold was tightening its grip on the icy field with each passing moment. In perhaps an hour, the last glow of the sun would leave the sky, taking with it the meager warmth it had cast upon the world. The cold of the day was unbearable, but the night was unlivable. Worse, there was a darkness due to the impenetrable sheet of clouds overhead that warned of a snowfall in the coming hours. She had yet to find a replacement for her thin summer blanket, and she could neither afford nor carry a tent. If Myranda was to survive this night, she would need a fire.
Alas, there were but three types of terrain in this land: vast, treeless fields; dense, forbidding forests; and rocky, impassable mountains. She found herself in the first, an icy, barren stretch of land with not a plant to burn for warmth save some sparse grass and tough lichens. Neither would be good for producing anything more than smoke and ash. She scanned the endless horizon for a tree, a bush, anything that could yield a flame. Finding none, she made ready to bed down where she was and hope for the best.
Just as she stopped, the last rays of the setting sun peeking through a rare break in the cloud cover reflected their crimson radiance back from the east. After squinting, rubbing her eyes, and blinking only to find the fading twinkle still present in the distance, she was convinced that whatever it was, it was real.
"It was probably nothing," she said. She glanced back in the direction she'd come, then in the direction she'd been heading. "Which beats every other direction, where there is certainly nothing."
To fill the time as she approached the mystery object, and to take her mind off of the rather dire position she found herself in, she busied her imagination with thoughts of what it might be.
"Shiny . . . a mirror. Perhaps a caravan of nomads came by and dropped wares. Or perhaps it is a jewel. A dozen or a hundred jewels. And gold, too. A king's ransom left behind by some daring thief where no one would ever find it, in no man's land. Ha, that would be my luck. To find a pile of treasure when all I need is a pile of wood," she said to herself.
The time passed quickly as she dreamed up objects and ways to explain them. She'd not yet reached the object when the sun's rays failed, leaving her without a reflection to guide her. Her sense of direction was nearly flawless--a fortunate fact, as it was all she had left to lead her to the mysterious object. The sunset-painted clouds gave little in the way of light, but night brought utter darkness. Neither moon nor stars could hope to break through the solid sheet of gray overhead. That was no different from any other night, though. Even without the stars to follow, one found ways to stay on course in this land.
In the thick blackness that surrounded her, she literally stumbled over what she was looking for. There was what seemed to be a large mound of rocks surrounded by a liquid that was sticky, despite the cold that would have frozen most things. There was also a bundle of irregular metal plates that she heard clang and crunch as she stepped on them.
"What happened here?" she asked no one in particular as she tripped blindly through the obstacle course she'd found. Two more steps, though, brought a squeaky crunch that made her heart skip a beat. It was the sound of icy wood. She must have stumbled into the remains of a camp site, and now stood ankle-deep in her salvation.
She knelt by the fireplace and began to pull away the icy crust that eventually formed over anything that remained outside long enough. Soon all that remained was the powdery remains of the fire that had occupied this place not long before. It was bone dry and better than kindling. A single spark and she would have a fire in no time. The overjoyed young lady pulled her flint from one of her tattered pockets and reached blindly for one of the metal plates she'd heard clang free when she'd nearly tripped over it. She struck the flint to the metal and in moments had a warm bed of embers. A few moments more and the largest of the charred pieces of wood had caught, casting a delicious warmth and light on her immediate surroundings.
Now, with light enough to see what she held in her hand, she looked over the piece of metal. It was oddly shaped and not nearly polished enough to have caused the reflection that had led her here. On the curved interior of the metal plate, she found a few torn leather straps bolted to it. The outside bore an embossed symbol that looked to be a crest--one that she did not recognize.
"It must be a piece of armor," she decided, turning it about one last time.
Satisfied that the fire was in no danger of going out, Myranda stood to inspect the strange place she'd wandered into. She found the bundle she'd stepped on and could now clearly see that it was indeed a full suit of plate armor. It appeared to be badly damaged and fairly frozen to the ground.
"Why would an empty suit of armor be in the middle of a field?" she wondered aloud. The answer came quickly and brought a chill to her spine that the iciest of wind never could. It was not empty.
She backed slowly away, dropping the piece she held. Myranda hated death above all else, a fact that had made her life a good deal more miserable than those of the war-hardened villagers who shunned her. They saw death not only as a necessary part of life, but a positive one, a source of glory, respect, and honor. They heaped more praise upon a fallen soldier than the poor man or woman could ever have hoped for in life, a fact that bothered Myranda all the more.
As she moved away from the body, her eyes darted all over. Something caught her panicked gaze and froze her in her tracks. Peeking out from beneath the frost-covered shield was a patch of coarse brown cloth. A pack! One could not live in a time of war and not know what such soldier's packs contained. Money, water--and, best of all, food. The body could not be more than a few days old. In this cold, the rations in his pack would still be edible.
Myranda may have hated death, but if being near to a corpse for a few minutes could save her life, she would not hesitate. She grasped what little of the cloth was visible and pulled with all of her might, but it was no use. The pack was frozen to the ground and pinned beneath the heavy shield. If she wanted to free the pack and its precious contents, she would need something to pry the metal sheet off of it.
Myranda's eyes swept across the cluttered campsite. Surely there must be something she could use, but what? The chest plate from the corpse? It had been partially torn free, but the thought of tearing the piece of armor from the fallen soldier's ice-cold body turned her stomach. Not nearly enough, though, to make her forget how starved she really was. Reluctantly, she locked her cold-numbed fingers around the frost-covered metal and threw her weight against it. After three failed attempts, she kicked the plate in frustration, her other foot slipping on a patch of loose snow. She lost her balance and tumbled to the ground, her head striking something far harder than ice.
The impact dizzied her. As she rolled to her knees, she punched the ground. The food that could keep her alive for another day was mere inches away and she could not get it. It was maddening. Myranda rubbed her sore head and looked up with her blurred vision to see what had delivered the painful blow. The light of the fire danced on a highly polished, almost mirrored surface. Even before her eyes had regained their focus, she knew that this was the object that had led her here.
Standing out of the frozen earth was a sword that was beyond elegant. The hilt was covered with a myriad of different jewels. The blade itself, at first seeming to be a flawless surface, revealed itself to be engraved with an exquisite design, composed of countless lines as thin and delicate as a spider's web. It was a weapon unlike any she'd seen before. The price of a single jewel from the hilt could keep food in the bellies and clothes on the backs of an entire family for a year. The sword as a whole could easily provide her with a lifetime of luxury and leisure far greater than she could ever imagine.
The value of the sword did not concern her--at least, not at this moment. Regardless of the price it might fetch in the future, at the moment it represented a far greater find. It was the means to extract the only thing that mattered to her right now, the food that would give her the strength to leave this frozen wasteland. It represented life itself. When her senses at last returned to her in full, she reached out to the lifesaving tool.
The very instant she touched her skin to the ornate handle of the exceptional blade, she felt a crisp, sharp burning. It originated in her palm and shot straight down her arm. She hit the ground hard, agonized and trying desperately to pull her hand from the torturous burning. Her fingers, though, would not obey her. Instead they locked tightly about the source of the torment and would not release. The pain grew to the point that Myranda was certain it would force her into unconsciousness. She was a heartbeat from blacking out when the pain relented, her fingers loosened and her hand came free.
Myranda gasped for breath, cradling the afflicted hand. What was it that had just happened to her? Had she triggered a booby trap? She turned her watering eyes to her left hand, fearful of the state she might find it in. Her survival was unlikely enough without a wound to deal with. Slowly she opened her fingers. To her great relief, the palm was merely red and tender, as though she'd scalded it in hot water. A simple bandage would suffice. Myranda pulled herself back to the fireside to recover.
"This is why I hate weapons. I find a sword and it manages to injure me twice without once being held by its owner," she said, eying the offending tool angrily.
Myranda touched the tender hand to the lump that had already formed on her head from the first encounter with the blasted weapon. She cursed the blade over and over again in her mind, never once thinking about the fact that if her head had found one of the weapon's cutting edges when she'd fallen, she would not have lived to suffer. When she was through letting her anger pour out at the sword, she stared broodingly into the fire and tore a bit of her inadequate blanket to treat her hand. As she did, light from the flame danced on the ground around her. Slowly her hungry eyes drifted to the sword, then to the pack, then back to the sword . . .
"No! It would take a fool to try to grab that blade again. I have lasted for days without food. One more day will not kill me. Besides, that food is probably rancid. It has been out in the open for at least a number of days. Why risk burning the other hand to free some spoiled food?" she reasoned aloud.
Her stomach growled loudly.
"Of course, the touch to the sword wasn't that bad. It did not kill me. After all, it was probably a booby trap, and how likely is it that it would be set to trigger more than once? It is cold out, so the food has probably been preserved fairly well," she reasoned again, this time the hunger getting the better of her.
She moved carefully toward the weapon and, extending her bandaged hand to the handle, while keeping the rest of her body as far from the blade as possible, touched her fingers to it. She cringed at the expected onslaught, but when none came she knew it would be safe to use the hand that still had some strength in it. She wrapped her right fingers around the grip and pulled, but the icy ground held tightly to the sword, allowing only the slightest movement. Myranda put her left hand around the grip as well and pulled as best she could. On a normal day the sword would have come free quite easily, but hunger had robbed her of more strength than she knew. Had she not taken the chance tonight to free the food, the morning would have found her without the strength to stand.
Finally, the weapon came free. She dragged the sword across the icy earth and slid its tip beneath the edge of the huge shield.
"I am very sorry about this, sir," she grunted to her fallen benefactor. "I do realize how disrespectful this is." Grunt. "But I am left with very little choice."
Several minutes of prying and apologizing later, she'd cracked the icy buildup and freed the pack. Eagerly, she pulled it open. Savior! Salted meat and hard biscuit. By no means a banquet, but it was more than enough to save her. The food was well past its prime, but so long as it was still edible, it would serve its purpose. Aside from the food, she found a small bag of copper coins and a rock-hard frozen flask of water. There was also a pan for cooking and something that roused her spirits even higher. There were two loops of fabric across the top of the pack that could be only one thing.
"Tent straps! You had a tent, stranger! And if you had a tent, then I have a tent. I just have yet to find it," Myranda said.
Grabbing the unlit portion of the largest stick in the fire, Myranda held the makeshift torch, swept it about near to the ground. Before long, she found what was left of the tent. It was flat against the ground and crusted with ice, one of the supports shattered. Myranda set what was left of the tiny tent near the smoldering fire. The heat slowly filled the half-collapsed cloth shelter and gave her the first comfort she had felt in days.
She had only just fastened the tent flap when a heavy, wet snow began to fall. Myranda put the pan on the coals and heated some of the food she'd found, smiling to herself about her accuracy in detecting the coming snow. It was a skill to be able to read the clouds. The northern lands were shrouded in thick, gray clouds for most of the year. One could not simply see clouds on the horizon and predict rain. It was more a feeling, a nearly imperceptible change in the color of the gray, a new quality to the wind. Even she wasn't quite sure how she knew, but whether it was to be rain or snow, hail or sleet, she always knew. It was a gift.
She nearly burned herself as she snatched the meat eagerly from the pan. She had stood the hunger this long, but the smell of the cooking food made the pain a thousand times worse. Myranda took her first bite of food in days, the first full meal in more than a week. Her eyes rolled and her jaw tingled at the first taste of food. When she'd eaten the ration for the day, she slipped into a sleep few would ever know. If there was one thing she'd learned in her years of endless travel, it was that starving made any meal a feast, and exhaustion made any bed fit for a king. She was warm, full, and happy now, and that was all that mattered.
In a flash, she found herself in the middle of a sun-drenched field. She was bewildered and disoriented. The ground was warm against her bare feet. As her eyes adjusted to the light, they saw the beauty of the field. It was the finest sight she had ever seen, a vast meadow of lush green grass as far as the eye could see. She breathed in the freshness of the air and let out a triumphant sigh of joy. Myranda closed her eyes and began laughing, sheer happiness spilling out of her.
When she opened her eyes to take in more of the splendor, they came to rest on a tiny speck of black. It was the smallest fleck of darkness, but in such a place nothing could have been more foreign. It floated near to her, then off and way, almost out of sight. Slowly, it drifted down and touched the ground. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, the ground began to darken. The life-giving soil turned a charred black color, spreading outward like a stain across the countryside. The green grass faded slowly, so slowly that it was barely noticeable. She stood, helpless, as her paradise blackened. It was as though the world was being consumed by night from the ground up.
When all of the life had been drawn from the grass it spread skyward. Night flooded the field in spite of the sun above. In a grim finale, that too was blocked out by a curtain of black clouds. Only darkness remained, a darkness stirred by a frigid wind. Myranda strained her eyes, searching desperately for some wisp of what had been before. She saw faint, flickering lights far off in the distance. She rushed toward them, but one by one, the embers of light winked out, swallowed into the darkness as all else had.
"No!" Myranda screamed, opening her eyes. A sliver of light peeked through the flaps of her tent.
It was not real. The horror she had seen was false, a dream. The horror she had felt, though, was real. She took several minutes to catch her breath and steady her pounding heart. Never before had a dream been so vivid. She shook herself in a vain attempt to chase the tormenting images from her mind. The only comforting thought came in the words her mother had spoken to her long ago. Even with the eternity that had passed since she lost her mother, the voice still echoed in her ears. Now memories were all she had left.
"A nightmare is the best kind of dream. The only one that brings happiness when it ends," she repeated.
The fright had brought her to full wakefulness instantly, with no hope of returning to sleep. She smiled as she wiped a drop of sweat from her brow. How long had it been since she had been too warm? The feeling of sweat trickling down her back was one she'd not felt in weeks--months, even. Of course, once the cold hit her when she left the tent, the novelty would wear thin rather quickly. Carefully, she pulled the flap of the tent aside. A cascade of snow from the previous night's fall assured her that it was at least not dangerously cold, or else the wetness of the snow would have frozen it into a shell of ice. She crawled out of the dilapidated tent, favoring her stricken left hand.
With the light of the morning filling the field where she'd slept, she could finally see the scene she had stumbled through in darkness the night before. It had all been blanketed with several inches of dense snow that elsewhere might have been a terrible storm, but amounted to little more than a light flurry to the people of the Northern Alliance. She waded into the ankle-deep snow and surveyed the campsite.
Where she had thought there was a great mound of rocks the night before could now be seen for what it really was. Even buried beneath the snow, the mound clearly had the shape of a beast. The form indicated a dragon, but it was a bit bulkier than she'd imagined a dragon to be. Of course, she had no interest in finding out if she was correct, particularly because she would have to step into the pool of blackish liquid that stained the snow around the fallen creature. A liquid that was too thin to be pitch, and too black to be blood.
"Well, you killed it and it killed you," Myranda said, looking at the fallen soldier, its form barely discernible through the snow. She looked to the dragon. "That goes for you too. But why were the two of you here, I wonder? The dragon can come and go as it pleases, but this is awfully far from the front to find a soldier from either side."
She knelt and brushed the snow from the shield. It was standing nearly straight up after the prying she had done to free the meal the night before. She expected to find the crest of the Northern Alliance, or perhaps that of the southern land of Tressor. Instead she found the same simple crest she'd seen among other marks on the sword and armor. It resembled a smooth, curving letter V, with a rounded bottom and downturned ends, or perhaps a pair of smooth waves with a trough between them. Centered above them was a single point.
"So, you were not of the north or the south. That must be why you were in this forsaken place. You fall into the same lonesome caste as I. Non-supporter of the Perpetual War. You refused to join either side. You should consider it something of a triumph that you had managed to be killed by something other than an angry mob. I know it is no consolation, but the end you came to here prevented my own. I sincerely thank you for it, and I hope that whatever powers pass judgment on you in the great beyond will take that into account. I thank you for the food, the shelter . . . and the sword."
It had not been her intention to take the sword, but even she could not resist such a treasure. Even the most treacherous buyer would be forced to dole out a sizable price for such a weapon, and it was unlikely she'd find a buyer of any other kind. Myranda never even entertained the possibility of being paid a fair price for the piece. These days the shopkeepers were nearly as cutthroat as the soldiers, with barely enough wares to go around. Still, something of such value was sure to at least provide her with the funds to buy a horse, a tent, some food, and perhaps some clothes more befitting of the season.
She rolled the sword in her blanket and took some of the softened biscuit for breakfast. She then transferred the food, as well as the water and the heavy blanket, from the soldier's pack to her own lighter one. If only it had been smaller or she had been stronger, she could have taken the tent with her, but the days of walking would be made difficult enough with her newly-filled pack without a mound of heavy canvas and wooden poles. When all had been prepared, Myranda went on her way.
 



Chapter 2
It was surprising how much spring was put into one's step by a decent meal and good night's sleep. Myranda's pace was twice that of the weary trudge of the day before. A trained eye and the clouds overhead told her that it was just past noon when she finally saw something on the horizon. A building with a spire. A church. The sight brought a wide smile to Myranda's face. She'd been turned away by every type of shelter, but never a church.
Quickening her pace, she came to the door of the small building and pushed it open. There was not a single occupied pew, nor was a single candle lit. The only light was that which filtered through the clouds to the simple stained glass window.
"Hello?" Myranda called out.
"In the priest's quarters," came the answer.
Myranda walked up the dim aisle and, on the wall left of the pulpit, found a door.
"May I come in?" she asked.
"Of course, all are welcome," the kindly voice replied.
Myranda opened the door. Inside, the warm orange light of a cozy fire danced in an otherwise unlit room. A large, fine chair faced away from the doorway and toward the fire. Aside from the luxurious-looking seat, the room was nearly bare. The walls were empty, not a painting to break the view of plain wooden planks. In the center of the room, a simple table and chair stood awaiting the next meal to be served. The corner held an immaculately made bed with a coarse gray blanket and single pillow. The only other furniture in the room was a suitably humble chest of drawers and a cupboard.
"What brings you here?" asked the unseen priest.
"I thought I might warm up a bit before I went off on my way again," Myranda said.
"Well, I am always glad to share what the heavens have provided for me," he said without rising.
"I am quite grateful. If you don't mind me asking, why do you keep it so dark?" Myranda asked as she walked into the room of her gracious host.
"I've little use for light these days," said the priest.
When she was near enough to spy the face of the priest, the answer to her query became quite clear. He was a kind-looking man, dressed in plain black vestment. Old, but not terribly so, he had sparse white hair on his wise head and a carefully shaved face. Most notably, though, was the blindfold over his eyes. Myranda had a vague feeling that she'd seen him before.
"Oh, I am so sorry!" Myranda said, covering her mouth. "You are blind!"
"Now, now, not to worry. It was none of your doing," he said.
"How did it happen?" she asked.
"It is the place of a holy man not to burden others with his troubles, but to relieve others of their burden," he said.
His voice had a powerful, clear tone, deep and commanding. It radiated wisdom and authority. He sipped something from a clay mug and cleared his throat before speaking again.
"May I offer you some tea, my dear?" he asked, raising his cup.
"Oh, I couldn't bother you for that," she said.
"No bother at all," he said, slowly rising from his chair.
"Oh, please, let me," Myranda offered.
"Nonsense, nonsense, sit down. You are my guest. Besides, if you get in my way I may lose my place and be lost in my own home," he assured her.
Myranda took a seat and watched as the priest paced out a practiced number of steps to the cupboard and ran his fingers over the contents until he found the correct canister. It was astonishing how smoothly he navigated the task without the aid of vision. In no time at all, he had placed her cup on the table and found his way back to his seat. She slid the cup in front of her, warming her near-numb hands on its warm exterior.
"That was amazing," she said.
"Oh, yes. Folks come from all over the kingdom to watch me make tea," he said lightly.
"I only mean that I had thought that losing one's sight would leave one helpless," Myranda said.
"I've still four senses left. A hand without a thumb is still a hand," he said.
"But you cannot count to ten," she said.
"You can if you remember how," he answered swiftly. "My goodness, why are we talking about me? I have been here for years. You are the newcomer, what about you?"
"What would you have me say?" Myranda asked.
"I would not mind a description. My ears can only tell me so much. I know your height from where your voice comes from, and your build by the creak of your chair, but try as I might, I still have not found a way to hear hair color," he said.
"Oh, well, I have got red hair, long, and brown eyes. My clothes are gray," Myranda said, embarrassed.
"And I am sure you are every bit as lovely as your voice," he said.
"Oh . . ." Myranda blushed.
"And your name?" he asked.
"Myranda Celeste," she answered. "And yours?"
"You may call me Father," he said. "So, from where are you headed?"
"North," Myranda said.
"North West or North East?" he asked.
"Just North," came her reply, worried about the line of questions that were sure to follow.
"There is nothing north of here but miles and miles of tundra," he said.
"I know," she said gruffly.
"The only things that would send a person through that waste are very good confidence or very bad directions. Not to offend, but I am inclined to believe that the latter is the case," he said.
"No, no. I just  . . . misunderstood; I asked for the shortest way to Renack, and he sent me this way," she explained, hoping that the priest would not pry further. Her story was suspect enough as it was. The truth would reveal the reason she had been shunned, and she would at least like a chance to let her feet stop throbbing before she was thrown out in the cold again.
"Oh, well, that certainly would explain it. It could have used more conflict, though. The best fairytales always have plenty of conflict. The essence of drama, you know," said the priest, clearly aware that Myranda was hiding something.
"What? How did you know I was lying?" she asked, realizing the purpose of the comment.
"Listen hard enough and you begin to hear more of what people say than they had intended. Care to tell the truth--or, at least, a more compelling tale?" he asked.
"I wanted to know the easiest way to get to the next town. That was true, but I was purposely misled," she said.
"Why would someone do that? You could have died out there," he wondered.
"I had made myself  . . . unwelcome," she said, carefully dancing about the key bit of information sure to cost her the respect of her host.
"Do I need to ask, or will you save me the trouble?" he asked, clearly in search of the missing piece.
Myranda sighed heavily. There were no two ways about it. She simply could not lie to a holy man.
"I . . . showed sympathy for the soldiers killed in a battle . . . both sides. From that moment on, no one there would help me. When I finally found someone who would speak to me, I asked for directions and he sent me through the field, assuring me it was the surest way," she confessed.
"A sympathizer," he said coldly. "It stands to reason why you would have been sent down such a disadvantageous path."
"I will leave, I don't want to--" Myranda began, rising from her seat.
"No, you may remain. I am a man of heaven and it is my place to show compassion. I will hear your confession and oversee your penance," he said with poorly-suppressed disgust.
"I will take my leave, I have caused you enough trouble," she said, gathering the pack that she had only just let slip to the floor, and turning to the door.
"Young lady, for your wrong to be forgiven, you must repent," he demanded.
Myranda froze. She turned back to the priest.
"Forgiven? Wrong?" she said, anger mounting.
When the priest asked her to redeem herself, it stirred thoughts she'd long ago pushed aside. So long as she'd cost herself the comfort of the shelter already, she may as well at least free her mind of its burden.
"I will not apologize for what I know in my heart is right," she cried out.
"You have sympathized with the Tressons. These are men who seek only to kill your countrymen. Every soft thought for them is a knife in the back of a brother," he said.
"Don't you understand? Somewhere on the other side of the line that splits our world, another priest is giving this same speech to a person who had shed a tear for the Alliance Army. Any life cut short is a tragedy. I do not care how or why!" she proclaimed, giving voice to feelings long suppressed.
"If we allow our resolve to weaken, we will be overrun! Today you waste thoughts on an enemy. Tomorrow you poison the mind of another. Before long, there will be no one left with the will to fight!" the priest said, spouting the same tired ideas that Myranda had heard all of her life.
"At least then the war will be over," she said. "I will take an end to this war regardless of the cost. Enough lives have been lost already."
"Even if it costs you your freedom and the freedom of all of the people of the Northern Kingdoms?" he asked.
"Freedom? What freedom do we have? In the world we live in, there are but two choices to be made: join the army or run from it. If you join, you will pray each day that you will live long enough to pray again on the next. Pray that the impossible happens, that you live to see your children march off to the same fate as you try for the rest of your life to wash the blood from your hands. And if you cannot bear to throw your body into the flames of war, then you can live as I have. A fugitive, a nomad. Known by no one and hated by everyone. What worse fate could the Tressons have in store? What worse fate exists?" she proclaimed.
"It is talk such as that which will cost us victory," the priest said.
"Victory!? There is no victory in war! War takes everything and gives nothing! I only wish my words were as destructive as you would have me believe! If that were true, I would shout myself hoarse, I would not sleep until my words had poisoned the thoughts of everyone who had ears--but the cold truth is that nothing I say or do will have even the slightest effect on this wretched war. I am nothing! A shadow! A whisper! Dismissed and forgotten!" she ranted.
Her heart pounded and tears clouded her eyes. She shakily lowered the tea cup to the table. In the heat of her impassioned speech, she had managed to douse herself and a good deal of the room with the piping hot contents. The bandage on her left hand was dripping with it, rekindling the faded pain of its last scalding.
"I am very sorry for how I have acted, and I am sorry for the trouble I may have caused you, but I am not sorry for the thoughts and feelings that you insist are wrong. I will leave you now, before I say or do something deserving of regret," Myranda continued, in control of her emotions again.
"Were I you I would turn left at the sign post that you will find outside of my door," the priest said. "The people of Renack are decent, patriotic citizens. Should they discover your sadly misguided beliefs, I doubt they would trust an icy field to do you in. Bydell is to the east. Nothing but scoundrels and deserters. You just may find someone there who shares your blasphemous views."
These last words were heard through the slammed door of his quarters. Myranda moved with swift, motivated strides. She would have no more of this place if she could help it. The cold wind of the outside staggered her like a blow to the face. It had grown even colder than when she had sought shelter just minutes before. The patches of scalding hot tea turned icy at the first exposure to the stinging cold. The fuming girl gritted her teeth and leaned into the wind. It never ceased to amaze her how, seemingly regardless of which way she turned, the wind blew in her face. It was as though someone up above was toying with her, seeing how much torment it would take to break her. She turned her eyes skyward.
"You will have to do better than that!" she assured her unseen tormentor.
Not long after storming out of the church, she found the signpost of which the priest had spoken. Renack to the west and Bydell to the east. Both were ten miles away. A few hours by foot. It was a long hike by any means, but along a road, she could make it to either town well before nightfall. She might even make it to a pub before the tables had filled for supper. But which town to go to? Reluctantly, she headed off to the east.
 



Chapter 3
As Myranda walked eastward, trying to put the anger of her confrontation out of her mind, she questioned her choice. The advice of a person who knew how she felt about the war had nearly cost Myranda her life the previous day, and here she was making the same mistake.
Her father would have frowned on this. Her thoughts turned to him. It had been even longer since she'd seen his face than her mother's. She had to struggle to remember his features. He had been a soldier, never home more than a few weeks before he was off to another tour of duty. He still found time to teach her some of the most valued lessons she had ever learned, though. Even though she had not been more than six when she last spoke to him, he had made sure she knew something of the real world. He would tell stories of adventures he'd had, always with a piece of advice at the end. Above all, he'd taught her to pay attention and to learn from her mistakes.
She shook the memories away. Those days were gone now, too painful to remember.
With her reminiscing over, the infuriating words of the priest quickly returned. Again, she physically shook. What she needed now was distraction, anything to distance her mind from the pain and anger.
"So, Bydell and Renack. Each the same distance from the church. What other towns have I been to that shared a church between them? Lucast and Murtock . . . Skell and Marna . . ." she thought aloud.
She grimaced as the distraction proved inadequate to force the words of the priest from her mind.
"Bydell!" she forced herself to consider. "Where did that name come from? I wonder if it is by a dell."
Myranda continued to force her mind onto this and other suitably pointless subjects for the remainder of the cold and lonely trek. She had exhausted nearly every last meaningless avenue of consideration by the time she sloshed into the smoky, dark interior of the Bydell tavern. The sign over the door labeled this place The Lizard's Goblet, a name she wished she'd had to toss about in her mind on the trip. The reasoning behind such a name could have filled at least a few minutes. The smell of roasting meat and the tantalizing sound of wine being poured set her mind firmly on her empty stomach.
The tables of the noisy room were all at least partially filled. As she scanned the establishment for a place to sit, she could feel eyes staring back. Myranda's eyes passed the faces of at least a dozen men far too young and healthy to be anywhere but the front line. They each had found some way, likely underhanded, to avoid their obligation to serve. Now they sat, drinking and laughing in this place, criminals for choosing life. Among the rogue's gallery of faces was a particularly suspicious-looking person in the dark far corner, still shrouded in his gray cloak. Nearly every man in the whole of the room wore a similar cloak, as the King had made them available for free as a favor to the downtrodden masses.
When she finally located a seat she would be comfortable in, she moved quickly to claim it.
 The seat she chose was at the counter where the drinks were served. The odd plate and knife scattered about the bar assured her that she would be allowed to take her meal there as well. It was not the most luxurious of chairs, but with a handful of empty seats between herself and the nearest denizen of the bar to ease her nerves in such a rowdy place, it would do well enough. She sat and awaited the tavern keeper's service.
Several minutes passed, punctuated by stomach rumblings reminding her of the fact she had yet to be served. A glance down the bar revealed the keeper to be in a very spirited conversation with a gruff customer he shared more than a casual resemblance to. She decided that they must be brothers, and chose not to interrupt their conversation. Surely he would take her order soon. As this thought passed through her mind, a particularly thick cloud of pipe smoke wafted past her face. It was all she could do to keep from gagging. She turned a watering eye to the source of the offending fumes.
Behind her, an old man with a patch over his right eye let out a long, raking sound somewhere between a cough and a laugh. The outburst lasted for a disturbingly long time, shaking his body as it progressed. The long, thin pipe he gnawed on was lodged securely between two of the only teeth left in his mouth. The half-rotten things had been used to clutch the stalk of the pipe so often they had parted to make room for it. She winced as a second, far more powerful outburst spread his lips far enough to confirm the solitary standing of the pipe-holding teeth. Another man sat at the table with him, staring intently at her. He looked as though he had not slept in days. On his shoulder was a scraggly bird of some kind. He whispered to it dementedly, prompting another long, raking laugh from his companion.
Sneaking another scan of the patrons of the tavern, she realized that most of the other men were staring at her as well, a fact that made her more than a bit uncomfortable. Myranda turned back to the bar. A trio of flies were enjoying the remains of the meal left by the seat's previous occupant. It was seldom warm enough outside for flies to survive, so it was more than likely that these creatures had lived for generations due to the lackluster housekeeping skills of the Lizard's Goblet's staff.
The flies drifted lazily off to their next meal when a particularly tipsy couple bumped into the bar on their way to the stairs that were at Myranda's right side. The collision nearly knocked her from her seat, but the couple merely stumbled up the stairs without so much as an acknowledgment of their rudeness. There were half a dozen similar bumps and jostles before the innkeeper reluctantly headed in her direction.
"Make it fast, missy, I am in the middle of something," said the less-than-hospitable man.
"What have you got over the fire?" she asked.
He sighed heavily as he turned to the kitchen.
"Goat," was his rather unappetizing description of the meal when he turned back.
"I will have some of that and some wine," she said.
"No wine," he said.
"Why not?" Myranda asked.
"Haven't had a drop in weeks. Very expensive stuff, you know," he said.
Myranda turned to a nearby table where a man was pouring himself a tall glass of the very beverage she sought.
"Are you certain?" she asked.
"Wine is very expensive," he repeated. "People who cannot afford wine usually order ale."
Now it was clear. The wine was reserved for the better-off of his customers. He did not think she could afford any. Judging by how this man did business, the price was surely prohibitive.
"Ale will be fine," she said.
He pulled a heavy tankard out from underneath the bar and held it below the tap of one of the numerous kegs that lined the wall between himself and the kitchen. He dropped it down in front of her, sloshing a good deal of it onto the sticky surface of the bar. Myranda wiped the rim and sampled the beverage as she watched the keeper shuffle into the kitchen in no particular hurry. His back was to the girl when the intensely bitter flavor of the ale struck her, sparing him the rather contorted face it brought about.
In truth, it was not particularly a bad brew, as ales went, but she not been fond of the best of them, and this was not nearly as good as that. She briefly entertained the notion of skipping the drink and simply awaiting the meal, but the barrel clearly indicated that this was a home brew, and the owners of taverns tended to take great pride in their creations. It was best not to turn her nose up at it. For the sake of harmony, she took another swallow. At any rate, it was a darn sight better than the leathery rain water she had been living off of from her flask day in and day out, and she did not look forward to the flavor of the contents of the soldier's flask either.
The plate of food was set before her: a slice of rather overcooked goat meat accompanied by a mound of boiled cabbage. A knife clattered to rest beside her plate. She carved a piece of the charred meat, speared it with the knife tip, and tasted it. The morsel required more than its share of chewing to render it fit to swallow. She followed the meat with a mouthful of the typically bland cabbage. Cabbage seemed to be the only vegetable that existed these days, and the flavor was always the same. Absent.
Myranda's jaw ached by the time she had done away with the shoe leather of a main course. It was barely the equal of the disturbingly old provisions that were even now growing older in her pack, but it was thankfully enough to satisfy her appetite. When she pushed the pitted metal plate aside, she was greeted quite swiftly by the innkeeper.
"Will that be all?" he asked insincerely, more interested in her money than her satisfaction.
"Oh, yes. Thank you," she said.
"Five coppers for the food, two for the ale," he said, holding out his hand.
Seven copper coins. That was a bit more than she'd expected. If she recalled correctly, there had been twenty or so coppers in the soldier's bag. Her first thought as Myranda reached for the bag was whether she would have enough for a room that night. That worry was pushed aside by the chilling realization that the bag of coins was not hanging from her belt, where she had left it. She patted desperately about, hoping to hear the jingle of coins somewhere, but the only sound she heard was the impatient drumming of the fingers of the man waiting to be paid. Anxiety burned at the back of her mind as she rustled first one side then the other of her tattered cloak, shaking any pockets she had on her person. She knew she'd had it when she had come in. There had been the distinct clink of coins when she sat down. Her mind raced. Where could they be? As her panic grew, the bartender's patience wore thin.
"Today, Missy. The other customers want service," he said sternly.
"I--I just--" she stuttered, pulling her pack to her lap to search it.
When she pulled the bag in front of her, the sudden shift knocked the heavy bundled sword free. It clanged to the ground. Quickly she bent to retrieve it. She plucked it awkwardly from the floor and sat up, finding she had been joined. It was the tall, cloaked figure she had noticed in the corner earlier. The hood was pulled forward, and in the dim light of the tavern his face was wholly hidden. He stood at least a full head taller than she, but the coarse cloak hid his build. He pushed the fold of the cloak aside to extend a lean, leather-gloved and gray-sleeved arm. As was nearly the requirement in the biting cold of the north, not an inch of skin was uncovered. The stranger opened his hand and a silver coin fell to the bar.
"The young lady's meal is my treat," spoke the stranger in a clear, confident voice. "She and I are old friends. I do hope you will be staying until morning, there is so much to catch up on."
"Oh, yes, well  . . . I had planned to if I could afford it," she said.
A second coin fell to the bar.
"Your finest room, good sir," he said.
The keeper pulled a ring of keys from his stained apron. Carefully, he selected the least worn of the keys, placing it on the table and sweeping up the coins. The stranger stopped him.
"Not so swiftly, kind keeper. I think a bottle of wine would make a fine companion on a night such as this," the stranger added.
"I am sorry to say that I have none," the innkeeper said, the silver apparently earning this newcomer the polite treatment.
A third coin clattered to the table.
"Do be sure, I am quite thirsty," he said.
"Wish I could oblige, but you see . . ."
A fourth coin dropped.
"Perhaps a glance in the back would not hurt," the innkeeper said.
He walked through the smoky doorway and returned immediately with a bottle.
"As luck would have it, I have a single bottle left from last season. Drink it in good health," the innkeeper said with a wide smile as the equivalent of a large pile of copper coins was swept into his apron.
"Thank you, and thank you very much. Good . . . to see you  . . . again. I will just get up to my room now," Myranda said as she hurriedly gathered her things, as well as the key and the bottle.
Bouts of luck like these were rare, and tended to turn sour quickly. She wanted to make sure she made it to the room before this one gave out. The warped stairs groaned as she rushed up them to a very poorly-lit hallway at the top. The left wall was lined with windows hung with heavy drapes drawn against the cold. A few of the last amber rays of the sunset found their way between the drapes to cast weak light on a row of thin, flimsy doors. They totaled seven, the last adorned with a fancier, arched top. She approached it, squinting to make out the number of the door and match it to her key. After pulling the drapes aside to shed light on the door, she tried her key.
Though the key clearly matched the lock, it refused to turn. She turned the worn piece of metal every which way, but in the frustratingly dark hall she could not see what the problem was. She glanced at a candle holder on the wall and grumbled. Its candle had burned beyond the point of usefulness long ago without being replaced. Eventually she managed to force the key into the appropriate position, turning it and gaining entrance to the room.
She closed the door behind her, mercifully finding it easier to lock than to unlock. It was a modest room, shrouded in near-complete darkness, but it may as well have been a palace. Sleeping in a half-collapsed tent next to a smoldering fire in the middle of a tundra had a way of improving one's appreciation of the lesser luxuries, such as walls that were thicker than her clothes. Without even lighting a lamp, she dropped her pack on one of the two chairs set at a small table on one side of the room.
She dropped herself onto the second chair and released a sigh of satisfaction. With effort, she pulled her left foot to her right knee and undid the stiff laces of her boot. Slowly, she slid the boot from her aching foot for the first time in days and flexed her toes. The second foot had only just received the same treatment when she heard a knock at the door that startled her.
"Who is there?" she asked, getting back to her feet.
After the all-too-brief rest they had received, the sore extremities were reluctant to go back to work. She hobbled painfully as she stowed her things, particularly the sword, safely behind the bed.
"Your friend from downstairs," answered a familiar voice.
Myranda took two steps toward the door, but stopped. She wanted very much to thank him for all of his help. Unfortunately, it was more than likely that he had come with a particular form the gratitude should take in mind. In times like these, kindness was a rarity, but charity was nonexistent.
"I  . . . I am a bit tired just now," she said.
"Tired? Well, I suppose we shall talk tomorrow then. Enjoy your rest," he said--disappointment in his voice, but no anger.
Myranda placed her ear to the door to hear the light retreat of footsteps, followed by the scratch of a key in a similarly misshapen keyhole. His response was not what she had expected. There was not a hint of resentment or malice in his voice after he had been denied entrance to a room for which he had paid. He did not even try to convince her otherwise. It was contrary to every lesson she had learned in her years alone and every piece of advice she had ever received, but Myranda decided that she would let the man in. She would not allow the bitterness and cynicism that had infuriated her so in the past guide her own decisions.
She limped to the door and turned the key, which was still in the lock. The door creaked open and she stuck her head out to see his darkened form still struggling with the temperamental lock. He turned his hooded head in her direction.
"I am very sorry; you are welcome to come inside," she said.
"Nonsense, I would not dare deprive you of a good night of sleep," he said.
"I insist," she said.
"Well, if I must," he said lightly.
When she had allowed the cloaked stranger into the room, she shut the door, but left it unlocked. Just in case his intentions were less than pure, she wanted to be sure that she could usher him out quickly.
"I am very sorry if I had seemed rude a moment ago," she said, pulling the second chair out for him.
"Rude?" he said. "Am I to take it that you are not tired, then?"
"Well, I am, but--" she began.
"Then what is there to warrant apology?" the stranger asked.
"I should have asked you in. The room is yours, in all reality. You paid for it," she said.
"You hold the key, the room is yours," he said, easing himself onto the chair. "Interesting, the fellow sells wine but has no wine glasses. No matter, it is not the glass but the contents, eh?"
He placed two tankards on the table while Myranda found a lamp and managed to light it. She turned to her guest, who still had his heavy hood pulled entirely forward, hiding his face far back in its shadow.
"You know, thanks to your generosity, this room is near enough to the chimney to provide a comfortable temperature. You do not need the cloak," she said.
"I would just as soon keep it," he said.
"Well  . . . that is fine, I suppose," Myranda said, removing her own cloak and hanging it on the bed post.
The stranger carefully poured out a third of a tankard of the wine for each of them.
"Here's to you, my dear," he said, bringing the cup beneath the hood and sipping awkwardly.
After getting a taste, he lowered his glass to the table, smacking his lips thoughtfully. Myranda sampled it herself, immediately startled by an intensity closer to brandy than wine. It was quite a bit stronger than she had expected. As it dripped down her throat, she felt the fiery heat spread, finally taking the lingering chill from her insides, just as she hoped it would.
"Intriguing flavor," her guest commented.
Myranda coughed a bit as the powerful drink seemed to hollow out her throat.
"It does the job, though," she managed.
"Admirably," he agreed, lifting the cup to his lips for a second awkward sip.
"Wouldn't it be easier to drink if you pulled the hood back?" Myranda asked.
"Drinking would be easier, I am sure, but things would become  . . . uncomfortable," he said, tugging his hood even further forward.
Myranda looked uneasily at her guest. There was something very unsettling about his rigid refusal to reveal his face. She sipped at the wine as the darker reasons for such a desire flooded her head. He might be self-conscious, or perhaps if he were to reveal his face, he would place her in some kind of danger due to some dark past that is haunting him.
"Well, since we are here under the pretense that we are old friends, I think it would be best to learn your name," he said, breaking the uneasy silence and Myranda's train of thought.
"Oh, yes, of course. My name is Myranda. And yours?" she asked.
"Leo. A pleasure to meet you, Myranda," he answered, putting his hand out for her to shake. She did so graciously.
"And a pleasure to meet you as well, Leo. I really cannot thank you enough for helping me. I have yet to meet another who would have done the same," she said.
"I do not doubt it," he said, a bit of anger in his voice. "So tell me, how did you come to be in such a predicament?"
"I had brought a bag of coins with me. It must have been stolen," she said.
"Where you were sitting, you were asking for that to happen," he said.
"I know it," she said. "Had I been thinking I never would have chosen that seat."
A moment of silence passed. Myranda took another glance at the hood.
"Is it because you are cold?" she asked.
"Pardon?" said the stranger.
"The cloak. Are you cold?" she asked again.
"Not particularly," he said. "You do not strike me as a local. Where do you call home?"
"Nowhere, I am sorry to say. I honestly cannot remember the last time I had spent more than a week or so in one place," she replied.
"Really? We have something in common, then!" he said, pleased. "I spend most of my days on the road myself. In my case it is the nature of my career. Is it likewise with you?"
"If only. My nomadic nature is strictly by choice," she said.
"Hmm," he pondered. "You have chosen a life you hate. You will have to elaborate on that."
"Well, suffice to say that those that I encounter tend not to be especially fond of those like myself," she said, immediately worrying that she had said a bit too much.
"Oh? Another common trait," he said.
"Really? Is  . . . that why you have got your face hidden?" she asked.
"Alas, I am found out," he said, throwing his hands up in mock despair.
Myranda's imagination seized this new fact and constructed a new set of possibilities. What about his face could make him an outcast? He may be the victim of some terrible disease. Worse, he could be a wanted criminal. There were more than a few outlaws who would find themselves in a cell for life if they ever showed their faces again. She was even more uneasy now. What sort of man had she let into this room? Could the kindness have been nothing but a ruse?
"What sort of man are you?" she said, her worry showing through. "I must know."
"Now, now, Myranda, fair is fair. If you pull back your hood, and I will pull back mine," he said. "What are you hiding?"
"Very well," Myranda sighed. It would seem tonight would be spent outside again. "I am  . . . what you would call  . . . a  . . . sympathizer."
She hung her head, awaiting a voice of disdain. She did not have to wait long.
"A sympathizer!?" he said in a harsh whisper. "Oh come now! Is that all!?"
"What?" she said, looking up.
"You are a sympathizer. I would hardly place us in the same boat. Sympathy is nothing!" he said angrily.
"You mean you don't care?" she said, a hint of a grin coming to her face.
"I have got quite enough worries of my own. What do I care what side you root for? It hardly seems fair that I have to show you my face after a measly little confession like that," he complained.
A full smile lit up Myranda's face and she let a bit of joy escape in the form of laughter.
"You, Leo, are too good to be true. Generous, gentlemanly, and understanding," she said.
"Well, let us see if you still think so highly of me in a few moments," he said, lifting his hands to his hood.
"Leo, after all you have said and done tonight, I cannot imagination anything behind that hood that could keep you and I from being friends," she said.
Leo's leather-gloved hands clutched the edge of the hood and quickly drew it back. The smile dropped from Myranda's face. A mixture of fear and revulsion spilled over her. It was no human that looked back at her. Protruding from the neck of the cloak was what appeared to be the head of a fox. It was in proportion to the body, with a deep orange fur covering all but the muzzle, chin and throat, which had a creamy white color. His eyes were larger and more expressive than an animal's, brown and the only remotely human feature. The corner of his mouth was turned up in a slight smirk as he read her expression.
He twitched a pointed, black-tipped ear as he pulled a fiery red pony tail from inside the hood. It fell to nearly his waist, lightening along its length to the same color as his throat. Myranda couldn't keep a gasp from escaping her lips.
"Not what you expected, eh?" he asked. "I told you things would become uncomfortable."
Myranda closed her eyes and reached for the glass she had put on the table. Leo slid it to her searching fingers. Grasping it, she gulped down the contents hoping to settle her churning stomach and rattled nerves. When she lowered the glass, Leo filled it to the brim, then stood and began gathering up his ponytail.
Myranda ventured another peek at her visitor.
"What are you doing?" she asked.
"Unless I have greatly misread your reaction, it would seem you do not much relish my presence," he answered as he tucked the hair inside his cloak and restored the hood.
Now knowing the shape of the face that the hood had concealed before, Myranda wondered how she had not noticed earlier. Though a normal hood might conceal him, it would be perilously close to revealing the tip of his snout, even with the hood pulled comically far forward. Yet his face seemed to vanish into inky shadow the instant the hood was pulled into place. Leo was nearly to the door before she had finished sputtering and coughing from the powerful wine she had forced down.
"Don't go!" she coughed.
He stopped.
"Please--" Cough, cough. "--sit down, I should not have reacted so horribly. I was startled," she said.
"Are you sure you do not want me to go?" he asked, turning to her.
"I insist you stay for a while. Nothing has changed. I still owe you for all of this, and you have still treated me with more kindness than anyone I have met in years," she said.
Leo returned to his seat. "Would you prefer me to keep the hood up?" he asked.
"I want you to be comfortable," she said.
Leo opened his cloak and removed it, tossing it to the bed. Now that it was no longer obscured, Myranda finally got a glimpse of his build. It was lean, bordering on gaunt, but healthy. His clothes were plain and gray, quite simple and very worn. He slipped the leather gloves from his hands, revealing a second pair of black gloves, these composed of his own fur.
"You  . . . you are a  . . . m--a m--" Myranda stuttered.
"A malthrope? Indeed. To my knowledge half fox and half human," he answered.
"I was not sure if it was alright to call you a m-malthrope," she said, the word sticking in her throat.
"Mmm, I understand. It is not exactly a term for mixed company. Certainly one saved for the end of an argument," he said knowingly.
He was right, of course. The term carried the very most negative of connotations. Speaking it as a child was a sure way to a sound scolding. Malthropes were the thieves, murderers, and scoundrels of horror stories told to frighten children into good behavior. Half man and half some manner of beast, they were monsters and fiends. The kindness and consideration Leo had shown could not be farther from what she had been taught to expect from these creatures.
"I thought there were no more m--no more of your kind left," she said.
"You are not far from correct. I've more fingers on my hands than I have memories of others like me. Clearly we are not the most popular race," he said, his demeanor was somehow cheerful despite the loneliness and isolation he described.
"How is it that you have made it for so long in a world so hostile to your kind?" asked Myranda.
"Well, thanks in no small part to that little wonder I threw on the bed. I had to spend every coin I had and more than a year searching for a wizard willing to produce it for me. With it on, no one can see my face," he said.
"But, how did--" she began.
"Now, now. By this time you should know my policy. Money has its value, but information the greatest treasure of all. You must give to receive," Leo said.
Myranda sipped at the wine again. She had consumed quite a bit of the powerful stuff and done so very quickly. Her judgment was a bit impaired. Had she her wits about her, she likely would not have said what she said next.
"A trade then. I will tell you all you care to know about myself and my people, and you return the favor," she offered.
"A fair proposition," he said, extending his now-bare hand.
Myranda grasped it and gave it a firm shake. It was a peculiar experience shaking the hirsute appendage, but she was careful to appear as though she didn't notice.
"Now, where to begin? I was born in a large town south of here called Kenvard," she said.
"Kenvard  . . . was that the old western capital?" he asked.
"One and the same. My father was Greydon and my mother was Lucia. She was a teacher. The teacher, really. Because of that she knew every man woman and child in town by name and so did I. When I was about six years old, though, the front came very near to our walls. Father was away, serving in the army somewhere else as he often--no, usually was. I was in the garden with mother. The church bells started ringing, which at that time of day was the signal to meet in the town center during an emergency.
"We had not even made it halfway there when the arrows started to fall. Flaming arrows. They fell like rain. In a heartbeat the whole town was aflame. Panic spread as it became clear that a force had surrounded the town, and siege was not their intention. A siege we were prepared for, but they wished to destroy us. To eliminate the town. My mother gave me to my uncle and sent us away to find safety. She went off to round up the screaming children that had been separated from their parents. Somehow, we found an exit clear of attackers and escaped the town. To this day I have not seen another familiar face from Kenvard," she recounted, tears welling in her eyes.
"I had heard about the Kenvard massacre. Totally pointless. The city of Kenvard had no military value. It was filled with women and children. Perhaps ages ago, when it was the capital of the entire kingdom of Kenvard, such an attack would have made sense, but ever since it was merely made part of the Northern Alliance, there are dozens of cities that would have fallen more easily, and done more damage to the war effort. Needless destruction. Until now I had thought there were no survivors," Leo said.
"There were at least two. My Uncle Edward and I spent a dozen years trying to find a place that would have us. It was not easy. Uncle never forgave the Alliance Army for failing us, and he could not quell his hatred for the men who had attacked either. He became a man consumed with hate. He was not shy about his feelings, either. Before we had been in any community for very long, something would trigger a rant about the uselessness of the Alliance Army. It did not matter to the townsfolk that his hatred for the enemy burned just as brightly--he was a traitor for speaking ill of the beloved army.
"Then, when I was eighteen, we stayed just a bit too long. His words had been heard by a neighbor, and before we could gather our things to escape, an angry mob battered down our door. I do not even remember which village it had been, all I know is that for the second and final time a member of my family met their end due to this wretched war. Not by combat, but by the war itself. Since then, I have been on my own, going from place to place. I am a bit more discreet about my feelings for the war, but I am constantly on the move regardless, either because I misspeak, or I fear I might, or . . ." She trailed off.
"Or what?" Leo asked.
"No, it is just foolish," she said.
"I would still like to hear it," Leo said.
"Well  . . . I saw the death of my mother and uncle with my own eyes. My father, he was a soldier, and by this time he would have been one for nearly thirty years. My head tells me that he must have been killed by now. Soldiers who make it past their first few years are few and far between, let alone their first few decades. My brain tells me he cannot be alive. My heart pleads me to believe that he still lives. Whenever I find a nice home, and I have been careful to behave as the other villagers do, it is the hope that my father might be in the next town that tears me from my place," she said.
"Sometimes hope is all we have. Tell me, though, if the Tresson army stripped you of your home and loved ones, why do you feel sympathy for them?" he asked.
"At first I didn't. I shared my uncle's blinding hatred for them. Years passed and slowly my eyes began to open. The men who performed that terrible deed, they were only soldiers. Our men have laid siege to targets to the south time and again. It is not through spite or malice that these men kill, but through tradition. This conflict started more than a century ago. None of us have ever known any other life. They kill because their fathers did, as did theirs before them. The war is to blame, and every man woman or child, regardless of which side, is a victim of it," she answered.
"You are wise beyond your years," he said, and began to ask another question but she stopped him.
"Uh, uh, uh. You know the rules. I give, you give. Time for you to answer one of my questions," she said.
"Right you are, though I must warn you, yours is a difficult tale to follow. Let us see. I am not sure where I was born, but it was somewhere in the deep south. I spent the first ten years of my life in an orphanage for, shall we say, unfortunate children. It housed children of every race and background that were, for whatever reason, left behind. Be it due to injury, illness, deformity, or  . . . species, none of us would ever see a home.
"I would wager to say that there were only two things that all of the other children shared. A longing to be a part of a normal family, and a healthy hatred for me. I am frankly shocked that I was allowed to live as long as I did. One of the caretakers was a softhearted old man who, for whatever reason, did not loathe me. I am certain it was only through his intervention that I was not murdered by the other orphans and caretakers.
"By the way, you would think that if a child just so happened to be the spitting image of a story's villain, they would spare the child that tale. Not so. I heard so many stories of my kind performing unspeakable evils so many times that I know them all by heart. The others remembered the lessons taught by those stories as well. Never trust my kind," he said.
 "Now, clearly those were not the most ideal years one could hope for, but after I turned ten, things found a way to become remarkably worse. The old man who had protected me for so long died. His body was not even in the ground when the others proved once and for all that he had indeed been my savior for all of those years. They showed me what they thought of my kind in no uncertain terms.
"I was forced to run away and go into hiding. As much as my  differences had seemed a curse before, they began to show their blessing side when I was faced with life in the forest for months at a time. This nose may not win me any friends, but it can sniff out a rabbit half a forest away, that is for sure. It was years before I set foot in a town again--at least, during the day. I had managed to sneak into farmhouses and such to steal an easy meal on occasion, but I never let anyone see me.
"To this day I wonder what made me decide to return to the world that had chased me away. I suppose the human in me has as much say in what I do as the fox, because one day I wandered into a small town. What was it named?  . . . Bero. Well, I looked about as you would expect after years in the woods. I was wearing barely a shred of clothes, absolutely filthy. My hair was about so long," he remarked, indicating shoulder-length with his hand. "and a knotty, matted mess. As a matter of fact, I have yet to cut it since that day, so somewhere among these tresses are the very same locks I wore on that day."
"At any rate, my return to civilization was not warmly greeted. I received what still stands as the worst beating of my life, and was thrown into a shed until the townsfolk could claim a live bounty. In those days you could turn in a live malthrope for one hundred-fifty silver pieces or the tail off of a dead one for seventy-five. Fortunately those fellows got neither, as I was able to escape that shed in time.
"Had I a decent head on my shoulders, I would have learned my lesson, and returned to the forest until some hunter or woodsman killed me in typical fairytale fashion. Then at least my memory would have been passed on from generation to generation to scare children. Instead I let the vengeful instincts of youth guide my actions. I decided that if humans did not want me among them, then among them I would remain. Before long I found that during the winter I could bundle up enough to go unnoticed. The next clear step was to go to the place where such gear was commonplace in all seasons. And so I came to be a denizen of the Nameless Empire," he said.
"Please, not that I mind, but we prefer to call it the Northern Alliance," she said, realizing how evil the alternative sounded.
"I know," Leo said, drawing his vulpine visage into his peculiar little smirk. "I wanted to see how you would react. Besides, now it is my turn to ask you a question."
"Go right ahead," Myranda said.
"If you are so often on the move, how is it you manage to earn money enough to survive?" he asked.
"Well, the money I had intended to buy dinner with was in a satchel I had found on the body of a dead man in the middle of a field north of here," she said smoothly. Now that the second glass of powerful wine was nearly empty, it did not even occur to her how strange and awful that must have sounded.
"I see  . . . so do you roam the wastes in search of expired aristocrats, or have you got a more conventional means of support?" he asked, raising an eyebrow.
"Oh, I do whatever I can. Help in a field, clean a house, that sort of thing. Anything anyone with money needs done. If the odd jobs in a town dry up, I move on. Yet another reason I never sit still," she said. "What about you? What do you do?"
"That is a shade more difficult to explain. As you pointed out, the Perpetual War tends to get under the skin of the good people, north and south. It seeps into everything that they do. As such, battle is as much a matter of sport and pleasure as it is a matter of combating the enemy. Here and there, particularly in the north, arenas can be found. People gather there to watch various fighters clash in the name of entertainment," he said.
"I have heard of those places," Myranda said with a sneer.
"Well, it is in those places that I earn a living," he said.
"You earn a wage by beating others to death?" Myranda said, shocked.
"No, no. Not to death. We would run short of fresh talent rather quickly if that was the case, what with the army offering the same opportunities for far greater prestige. No, our matches last until the other fighter, or fighters, either submit or are unable to continue. When I fight, I wear a helmet with a face mask that completely conceals my face. Needless to say, a faceplate with a snout draws a bit of attention, but I have led the crowd to believe I am a man pretending to be a beast to gain a psychological edge over my opponents," Leo explained.
"Clever," she said.
"I hate the mask, though. The thing is practically a muzzle. I will wear it every day, though, so long as the prize money continues to flow. I just won a three-week-long tournament a few days ago. Placed a hefty bet on myself. All told, I took away more than two hundred silver pieces. That ought to last for some time. After all, I get most of my food, drink, and even shelter from the forest. Aside from medical and clothing, I have no expenses," he said.
"I wish I could say the same. There are a few rather expensive purchases I need to make, but before I do, I will have to find a wealthier town," she said.
"Why is that?" he asked.
"Well, this town has a rather sparse market. I will need to find a town that has a store that buys and sells weapons or jewels," she said.
"Jewels? Interested in buying jewelry?" he asked, raising the eyebrow again. "You do not strike me as the jewelry type."
"Oh, no, that sort of thing does not appeal to me. I need to buy a tent and a horse," she said.
Leo furrowed his brow and scratched his head. "You are aware that those are items not typically found at a gem dealer or a weapon smith," he said.
Myranda laughed, covering her mouth and shaking her head. "I am sorry about that. I did not quite make myself clear, did I? You see, I have got something that I want to sell so that I can afford those things."
"Ah, now I see. What did you have in mind? I thought I heard something clang right before I helped you out," he said.
"Well, um, right you are," she said. She still had enough sense about her to know that she should not show off the sword to someone she barely knew, but he had seen it fall. It would be terribly rude and distrustful to hide it from him now. She would show it and hope for the best.
She stood and quickly stumbled back down. The room was spinning.
"Careful now, I think that the wine had a bit more of a kick than you had realized," Leo said, standing to help her.
"It certainly did," she said. A tinge of fear raced through her as she worried that there might have been more than just wine in that glass. The dizziness and fear faded together after a few moments. "I must have stood too quickly."
Myranda carefully pulled the sword from its hasty hiding place and placed it on the table, pulling the blanket off. Leo's eyes widened.
"That is a fine weapon," he said.
He leaned close and cast a gaze of admiration upon the mirror finish.
"Excellent temper  . . . clean edge," he said, scanning the weapon eagerly with his expert eyes. "Would you mind if I lifted it?"
"Go right ahead," she said.
He slipped his gloves on before touching the elegant weapon, apparently fearful of smudging the surface. He then lifted it, carefully considering its weight and looking down the length of the blade, admiring its quality.
"Superb balance, surprisingly light. I do not have much use for the long sword in my work, but I can tell you that this is a remarkable weapon," he said, placing it down and removing the gloves.
"I was most interested in the handle," she said.
"Why? There was nothing specifically remarkable about the grip," he said, puzzled.
"What about the jewels?" she asked.
"Oh, Oh. I had not even noticed. Cosmetic touches like that are the last things I look for," he said. "Those would raise the price a tad, I would say."
"I should hope so," Myranda said, wrapping the sword and replacing it.
"A word of advice. If you want the best price, see a collector, not a smith. Shop owners always pay less than what they think they can sell something for. Collectors pay what the piece is worth. As much as those jewels are worth, I would wager the workmanship and uniqueness of that piece would fetch a still higher price," he said.
"I am not greedy. So long as this treasure earns me what I need, I will be more than satisfied. If it pays for a want or two, all the better," she said.
"Trust me, you will have quite enough," he said.
Putting the sword down again had disturbed the bandage. She adjusted it, frowning at its appearance. The filthy bar had lent more than its share of filth to the already tea-stained cloth, turning it black and greasy wherever it had touched the table.
"What happened?" Leo asked, indicating the injury.
"Oh. I burnt myself," she said--best not to be specific in this case, particularly considering the fact even she was unsure of exactly what happened.
Leo nodded thoughtfully. "You will want to let the air at that. Burns heal better that way. Just a few hours a day ought to do. Less of a scar," he said.
"Is that so?" she asked.
"Trust me. I spend most of the year recovering from one injury or another," he said, placing his hand on his shoulder and working the joint until a distinct snap could be heard.
"Why not see a healer, or a cleric?" she asked.
"Aside from the fact that they are nearly impossible to find? Believe it or not, when those folks do their job, they tend to want a look at their patient. I would rather not have them find out what I am--and if a healer cannot tell at the first glance I would frankly think twice about allowing them to work on me," he explained.
"Right, foolish of me to ask," she said.
As the hours of the night passed, Myranda made up for an eternity of solitude. She spoke until her voice nearly failed her and drank in Leo's words as deeply as she did the wine. They were equally rare luxuries to her, and she would enjoy them as long as she could. Weariness and wine were a potent mix, though, and finally her eyes were too heavy to ignore. Even so, she fought to stay awake to share more tales with her friend. It was Leo, always the gentleman, who insisted that she get some rest. He stood to leave.
"Before you go, I must ask you something," Myranda said.
"Don't let me stop you," he said, slipping his gloves on.
"You have every reason to be as bitter and angry as my late uncle. How is it that you have come to be so kind?" she asked.
Leo threw his cloak about his shoulders as he answered. "Simple. Would you have let such a grim and angry person through this door?"
"I suppose not," she said.
"Of course not. You reap what you sow in this world. I do not mean to say that I have never been as you described. I spent the better half of my years hating your people with all of my heart and soul. Perhaps a part of me still does. The truth is, whether I like it or not, your people rule this world. I can either live a life of hate and solitude, or I can do what I feel is right and hope for the same in return. Until today, though, I'd had little luck. Meeting you serves to remind me that there is some good within everyone, even if you have to dig to find it," he explained.
With that, the unique creature pulled his hood into place, instantly becoming one of the nameless, faceless masses again. He then pulled the door open, wished her a good night's rest, and shut it behind him.
Myranda spent a long moment staring at the door. She had learned much in the past few hours. It shamed her, but she could not deny the fact that had she seen his face before she'd known his nature, she would have treated him with the same disdain and prejudice he had come to expect. All of her life, she had heard the horror stories of what these beast men did. To think that one of these "fiends" would show her the patience, warmth, and understanding that even the priest lacked  . . . In short, Leo was everything that Myranda feared had been lost forever in the wake of this horrific war.
Without his lively presence in the room, Myranda realized how tired she really was. She rose from her chair and sat on her bed. Doing so jostled a cloud of dust from the poorly-kept quilt. A glance at the bandage reminded her of Leo's words. Carefully, she removed it. The coarse, grayish material had absorbed only a drop or two of blood. Her palm had been entirely swollen the day before, but now there was only a stripe of redness along her palm and a single welt toward her fingers. She laid back and winced as the tightness in her back slowly eased away.
Finally she shifted herself under the covers and stretched, prompting the odd crack or snap from her weary joints. She smiled as she lowered her head onto the greatest luxury of all, a pillow. Before drifting quickly to sleep, she placed her left arm over her head on the pillow, exposing the afflicted palm to some much-needed fresh air while she rested.
 



Chapter 4
The very instant she closed her eyes, Myranda found herself transported to the blackened field that had poisoned her sleep the night before. Fear and desperation filled her as she searched for some remnant of the light she had remembered. In the distance, a handful of faint, flickering lights seemed to beckon to her. She ran toward them--but, one by one, the shining embers flickered out.
The ground became uneven and she stumbled, feeling the cold, dead grass crunch beneath her palms. Unwilling to waste even the time to stand, Myranda crawled toward the lights. There was a feeling within her that if she looked away for even a moment, the last piece of light would be lost to her forever. A sudden coldness beneath her hand started her, and she reflexively closed her fingers around it. Whatever it was that she had found, it was firmly planted in the frigid earth. She wanted to move forward, but at the same time, she could not bring herself to let go of the freezing object she'd found. She pulled and strained, finally looking to the artifact she had stumbled upon.
Even as she could feel the speck of golden light in the distance flit away forever, she saw the item she'd found replace it. It was a lantern, and the second her eyes met the wick, it fizzled to life. In the oppressive blackness, the dim flame seemed blinding. When her eyes painfully adjusted, she rubbed them to find that the world she was accustomed to had returned. The light she blinked at was the handful of rays that made it through the heavy curtains. The dream was over.
#
Blinking the sleep from her eyes was a matter of moments. Shaking the powerful emotions and painful throbbing from her head was another matter. She looked in vain for a basin or such to at least wash her face, but the room was rather poorly stocked. Dejected, she slowly gathered her things and laced her boots. When she was certain she had everything, particularly the sword, she entered the hallway, locked the door behind her, and sought out her only intact pocket to place the key. On the way to the stairs, she stopped in front of the door she'd seen Leo at the day before. After a long moment she continued on, deciding to let him sleep.
The tavern was a very different place in the wee hours of the morning. Pale light from the cloudy morning sky replaced the warm light of candle and lamp. The only motion was the stirring of flies upon a half-finished plate of food left by an unsatisfied customer the night before. Where had been a room full of rowdy patrons now was only one, a filthy man who'd had a bit too much of the ale and made a pillow of his leftover cabbage.
Behind the bar was a wiry young fellow, likely the owner's son. He'd leaned his chair against the wall and gazed lazily into space through a few greasy locks that hung in front of his half-closed eyes. Myranda approached him, hopeful of procuring a few pieces of the meat from last night. In her experience, if the meat was past its prime, the kitchen would usually part with it free of charge. It might not be tasty, but it would be nourishing, and so long as it filled her stomach, she was satisfied.
"Sir?" she said.
He did not react.
"Um, sir?" she repeated loudly.
She waved her hand before his eyes, only to hear a long, grating snore. She shook her head. It was one thing to sleep on the job, but teaching one's self to do so with open eyes was quite a trick. He had earned the sleep, she would not rouse him. Her stomach already grumbling, she pushed the door open slightly. A biting wind blew some stray snowflakes into her face. She paused for a moment to pull up her heavy hood and fasten its frayed cord, all the while letting the arctic breeze whisk inside. Once she had finished preparing herself, she opened the door fully.
Despite her precautions against it, the full force of the wind passed right through the cloak. There was a time when it had been as thick and warm as the ones that nine out of ten of her fellow northerners wore, but time and use had rendered it thin and ragged. The sleeping innkeeper shifted uncomfortably as the cold air found its way to him. Myranda glanced back at the motion, suddenly reminded of something she needed to do. She walked up to the counter and dug the room key out of her pocket. The groggy keeper gave a glance of acknowledgment and drifted back to sleep.
Again, she pushed open the door and faced the blast of wind from outside. The vague white light from the clouds reflected off of the barely disturbed snow. Her slowly-adjusting eyes glanced at the mottled gray sky and dark horizon of the nearby Rachis Mountains to the east. The colorless landscape did little for her sour mood, as the chosen beverage of the night gone by made its presence known as a dull, constant ache in her head.
Finally, she could see well enough to take in the more specific sights around her. A scattering of the town's residents were up and about in these first hours of daylight. Five were huddled together against the wind, all but one wearing the ubiquitous drab gray cloak. She began to look away when the inn door swung open to allow yet another cloak-clad, faceless villager into the cold. The newcomer stood briefly beside the others, not even evoking a glance from them. It then turned and waved at Myranda with a familiar black-gloved hand. The figure, indistinguishable from the others, rushed over to her.
"Leo?" asked Myranda as the figure approached.
"Indeed," came his familiar voice. He hunched over a bit, turned his hooded head to and fro slowly, and slouched. "The bed is a devious invention, letting one sleep until after sunup. Some folks need the dawn to catch their breakfast."
"Why are you slouching?" she asked.
"I am still tall enough to draw attention. On a bright day like this, the shadowy face can seem a bit suspicious," he explained quietly.
"So I suppose you are moving on then," she surmised.
"As quickly as possible. It was fine meeting you--" he began.
"Well, now, wait a moment. I am quite through with this town. We could walk a bit together. I would appreciate a friendly ear for a few minutes more," Myranda offered.
"Wonderful, as long as we do so quickly," Leo agreed.
The pair moved swiftly out of town. Fresh snow crunched beneath their feet, and a stiff and constant wind blew in their faces, but they made sure to keep a quick pace until they were well outside the village walls. When Leo was satisfied they were quite alone, he slowly straightened and tugged his hood back enough to break its spell and reveal his face. His return to his full posture was accompanied by a sigh. Myranda shook her head.
"I am so sorry that you have to live like this," she said, nearly sickened by the behavior of her own people.
"Oh, it is not so bad. I only spend time in a city once in a great while," he said.
"It should not be that way. I honestly do not see how you could treat me so kindly when my people have never done the same to you. How can you put the anger aside?" she asked.
"You must remember that at least half of my interactions with other races are in the form of combat. When every alternate memory you have of a human consists of forcibly delivering him into an unwelcome slumber, and getting paid quite well to do so, the anger tends to fade a bit," he said with a grin.
Myranda nodded. She tried to picture this thoughtful, helpful gentleman in battle, but it seemed absurd. As her mind wandered, she casually rubbed her sore palm with her right thumb.
"How is it coming?" Leo asked.
"Pardon? Oh, the burn. Very well. Thanks for the advice. It itches a bit, but not nearly as it had yesterday," she said. In fact, it had recovered so much, she had forgotten to bandage it that morning.
"Let's have a look," he said, stopping to gently take her hand into his gloved hands. He looked it over thoughtfully. Over the night the redness had all but disappeared, leaving a thin, raised area where the red had been.
"There will be a scar. Two of them. Here and here. If you want to keep them small, leave the bandage off and don't scratch at it," Leo advised.
"You are starting to sound like my uncle," she said as he released her hand.
"The man must have given some fine advice," he said.
The pair continued on.
"So, how long can I expect your company?" Myranda asked hopefully.
"Until I find a decent hunting ground to live off of for a few days. A pine forest will do," he said.
"I hope we do not find one. I would hate to have to say goodbye," she said.
"We all say goodbye in time. I always say it is a good bye when we choose it and a bad one when we are forced. As such, I much prefer good byes," he said. "And besides, I am long overdue for a time in the wilderness."
"Don't you ever get lonely?" Myranda asked.
"Now and again. Woodland creatures are a fine lot, but engaging conversation is not among their talents," he said.
"So you can speak with animals?" asked Myranda, intrigued.
"I am speaking with you, aren't I?" he pointed out.
"I mean besides humans. Can you speak with creatures who cannot speak  . . . No, that just sounds silly. How can I say this? You speak the language of your human half exceptionally well. Do you have to same talent with other foxes and the like?" she finally asked.
"Yes, I suppose. I can smell the scents and hear the sounds that you cannot, and I can understand them. If pressed I can make myself understood to them, but the need has yet to arise," Leo explained.
"That is amazing. I would love to be able to do that," Myranda said.
"You aren't missing much. Most animals are concerned with little more than where predators are, where prey is, and how to get from one to the other," he said.
"Are there any messages I am missing right now?" she asked.
"I am not sure. Stand still," he said.
The two halted. After a quick glance to assure they were still alone, he pulled back the hood entirely. His ears twitched slightly, and he drew a long, slow breath into his nose.
"Not terribly much. A pair of rabbits passed through here. They have nested a fair way off of the road in that direction. They are both scared half to death that we might find them," he said.
"Astounding . . ." said Myranda.
"If you say so," Leo said, replacing his hood and continuing on.
"Oh, come now. You don't think it is amazing that you can simply perk up your ears and take a whiff and learn all of that?" she asked.
"No more amazing than the fact that you can understand the impenetrable accent that these townsfolk mumble day in and day out," he said. "That was another reason I lent a hand. For once I heard someone speaking properly."
"Well, my mother was a teacher. I had little choice. How is it that you came to speak so well?" she asked.
"To speak a human tongue without the benefit of actually having a human tongue is a supremely difficult task," he said. "I simply decided that I may as well put all of that effort into speaking correctly. That goes for all of the languages I speak."
"Oh, you speak other languages?" she asked, nearly slipping on an icy track beneath the snow. The pair of gray lines left by a trade wagon was the only things as far as the eye could see that interrupted the canvas of white.
Leo's answer came in the languages he described. First was the slow, flowery dialect of the southern empire, Tressor. These words Myranda understood.
"The glorious tongue of my homeland," he said in Tresson.
What followed was an odd grouping of syllables spoken in a very clear and precise manner. Myranda racked her mind, but she could not place the sounds.
"I recognized Tresson, but what about the second?" she asked.
"Just a silly little language I learned from the fellow who taught me to handle a sword properly," he explained. "Your guess is as good as mine as to where that verbiage originates."
"Well, you spoke Tresson wonderfully. Tell me, do you remember much of Tressor?" she asked.
"A bit," Leo answered. He sniffed the air and turned to the eastern horizon briefly before turning his shrouded gaze back to her.
"Well?" she said expectantly.
"Oh  . . . descriptions. Warmer. Much warmer. It only snows in the winter, and rarely even then. There tends to be a lot more green and a lot less white. The trees shed their leaves in the colder months. There are pests of all sorts buzzing about your head. I've got many an irritated memory of flies, mosquitoes, and the like flitting in and out of my ears. Mostly in.
"What else? The towns are more spread out. The space between is littered with farms. Very large farms  . . . with many, many workers," he reminisced, his last words carrying a tone that betrayed a distant repressed emotion.
"It all sounds so lovely. Like a paradise," she said.
"I, for one, am glad to be rid of it," he said. "I have a natural coat that I cannot remove, and the summer can be downright unbearable. About the only thing I do miss is the hunting. My, but those forests were stocked. I could go for weeks without repeating a meal."
He breathed a sigh of remembrance, but pressed onward. Myranda scanned the stark white countryside and tried to imagine it as he had described. Gentle rolling hills, a brilliant green instead of white. Warm breezes blowing, perhaps a fluttering of butterflies among a patch of wild flowers. She realized that no sight like that had ever truly blessed her eyes. Indeed, the closest she had come was the dream a few nights ago, before the darkness had come. Leo might as well have been describing a dream, though, because it was a place she would never be. It might exist somewhere, but crossing the battlefront to see it was as likely as reaching the stars with a step stool.
"It reminds me of what I imagine when I think about the Chosen," she said.
"The Chosen?" he replied
"The Chosen Five. Surely you heard that old tale when you were a child," she said.
"As I said, most of the tales I was told focused on convincing me just how awful my brethren were," he said.
"Oh, well, you missed something. There is a long story that my parents used to tell. It tells of a time in the future when the war is at its absolute peak, and the world itself is on the brink of destruction. On that day, the gods will look down on the world and proclaim that an end to the fighting must come. And thus there will arise five warriors with the strength to strike down the strongest foe, and the wisdom to set things right again. The tale differs greatly from person to person in terms of just what these warriors will look like. As for me, I picture five noble knights in shining silver armor, astride white horses, riding across a green meadow," she said, thinking back to the bedtime stories of her youth.
"Sounds nice. I would have liked to hear that one," he said.
Pleasant conversation filled an hour or so more of walking before one of Myranda's frequent glances to the east brought her the sight she'd been dreading all day. Melorn Woods, a small forest well known for its hunting. It would certainly suit the purposes Leo had in mind, which meant that her company would soon be leaving her. Carefully, Myranda shifted to the right side of the road, away from the forest. If she could keep his eyes on her, he might not notice the woods for a few minutes more. Leo only smiled when she did so.
"Clever," he said. "I suppose I should be flattered."
"What?" Myranda said, mock innocence on her face.
"You don't want me to see the forest over yonder," Leo replied, pointing squarely at the woods without looking.
"I did not  . . . How did you . . ." Myranda stuttered confused by the immediate collapse of her plan.
In answer, Leo pulled his hood back and shifted his finger to the tip of his sensitive nose, tapping it twice before tugging forward the hood to conceal it.
"Oh, yes  . . . I had forgotten," Myranda said.
"This is where we part, then. I truly enjoyed your company. If ever you find yourself at an arena, do look into the fighters' listing. I fight under the name ‘The Beast,'" he said.
"I never thought I would have anything to do with one of those places, but now I just may," she assured him.
Leo held out his hand for a farewell shake, but Myranda pushed it aside and embraced him warmly. He reluctantly returned the gesture.
"Before I go, I have been meaning to ask. How much money was stolen from you?" Leo said.
"I would say there were at least twenty copper coins in the bag. I had plans for that money." She sighed, shaking her head.
"Well, it just so happens I have got a bit more money than I can carry, so if you will just do me the favor of taking it off my hands. . ." said the friendly creature, digging into the heavy bag in his cloak.
Even before he had finished making his transparent excuse, Myranda was shaking her head.
"I couldn't take your money. You have already done so much for me. It just wouldn't be right," she said.
"Well, if you say so," he said, placing a hand on her shoulder. "Until we meet again."
With that he turned to the woods, quickening into a sprint that no man could match. Myranda watched as her unexpected friend disappeared over the hill and into the forest. Almost immediately, the loneliness closed in around her. She sighed heavily and pulled her hood up into place, the long goodbye leaving her ears badly stinging from the cold.
The sigh turned to a startled gasp as she felt a trio of ice-cold objects creep down her back. After frantically tracking them down with her hands, she retrieved the culprits. Three large silver coins, worth fifty coppers each. Leo must have slipped them into her hood just before he left.
 
Myranda placed the sneaky gift into the one pocket that had not been worn through by overuse. With no company to occupy her mind, Myranda focused on the unfamiliar jingling of money in her pocket to distract her from the long road ahead. Not unlike the rest of this war-torn land, the coins had a rather troubled past.
There had been a time, long before her own, when the three kingdoms that had become the Northern Alliance were still separate. Each had coins of their own. There were different sizes, designs, and names. Then came the war. The reason for the conflict between the vast southern kingdom of Tressor and the small mining kingdom Vulcrest was lost to the ages, but hostilities soon became such that Vulcrest could not hope to face the mighty foe alone. The sister kingdoms of Kenvard and Ulvard were called upon for aid. Before long, any distinction between the three kingdoms was lost--as with nearly all aspects of life, the money was stripped of its individuality for the sake of unity.
Gone were the colorful, cultural names like Dellics, Glints, and Ouns. Instead there were the four types that remained today: copper pieces, half silvers, silver pieces, and gold pieces. The likeness of kings and queens of the past were hammered away, leaving the coins as plain and faceless as the people who spent them.
The aimless wandering of her mind had done its job at least as well as the wandering of her feet. Before she knew it, she was approaching a shoddy wooden wall around an equally shoddy little town. Both were likely a remnant of the bygone age when the three kingdoms were separate. In those days, forts such as these dotted the landscape along the borders. Now most were left to rot, and some were made into trading posts. Such was the case here.
A weathered and faded sign proclaimed the frosty place to be Fort Wick. A few steps more took her past the decrepit gate that had once held doors heavy enough to turn away a battering ram. Now one was wholly missing, burnt during a particularly harsh winter, no doubt. The other had dropped from its massive hinge and buried its corner in the earth, never to close again. The buildings, what few there were to speak of, were in slightly better condition.
At the town's center was a large building surrounded by a handful of smaller ones. Here and there, the ancient gray wood of the walls gave way to the brown and yellow of new wood where the old had been replaced. Where once had been the cots of dedicated soldiers now stood shelves of poorly-made tools. A former armory held the flimsy wares of a leather smith. Most importantly, in what had been a stable in the years past could be found a market marked by a carving of crossed swords. Perhaps inside she could relieve herself of the burdensome sword and gain the means to reduce her burden further.
Myranda hurried to the door and pulled it open. Inside, a simple, smoky oil lamp cast its sallow light on case after case of weapons of various types. An elderly man sat behind the counter, lazily shaving pieces off of a wooden stake. Judging from the mound of shavings on his shirt and the plank of a counter, it had been his sole activity for some time. The sight of a customer stirred him from his seat. The fellow had a head of wiry gray hair that had grown wildly out of control. He was exceptionally thin, but moved with considerable speed at the prospect of a sale. He glanced past her to the closing door, but when it shut without another customer, his eager look took a step toward confusion.
"Ah, hello, little lady. What can I do for you?" he said, in a voice to match his withered features. "Have you lost your way?"
"Do you sell these weapons?" she asked.
"I do," he assured her.
"Then it would seem I have found my way," she said.
"I see. My apologies, miss. I don't get many young ladies through here. Truth be told, haven't had many people at all through here," he said.
"Then I would think you would be happy to see me," she said.
"Oh, that I am, miss. As a matter of fact, I've got just what you'll be wanting right here," he said.
The feeble old man tottered to one of the cases behind the counter, mumbling all the way.
"Just the thing for dainty hands. Nice and light  . . . and small," he muttered.
He hobbled back to the counter with a leather pad with an array of small knives arranged on it. The eager salesman placed it down, beside where Myranda had placed the cloth-wrapped sword while he walked. The hidden prize drew a curious glance from the old man.
"Did I put this here?" he asked, scratching his head.
"No, sir, I did," she assured him.
"Oh  . . . why?" he asked, the years having taken their toll on his mind, it would seem.
"I would like to sell it to you," she said.
"Oh, well, we can settle that later," he said, shifting quickly back to his sales pitch. "First, take a look here. A stiletto, and a fine one, you can be sure of that. Nice and thin, but tough. Toughest metal made. Won't bend, not one bit, you can be sure of that. Someone tries to bother you, young lady, you just put this little knife right through their ribs. Won't take hardly any effort, you can be sure of that. Push it in right up to the hilt. Won't have any trouble from that troublemaker any more, you can be sure of that."
"That is very nice, but I would really like to show you this sword," Myranda said.
"Now, now, miss, I am not in the habit of picking up rusted relics from the public, even from those as lovely as yourself," he said with a wink.
Myranda weathered the unwelcome compliment for the sake of the deal she hoped to make.
"I think this sword will pique your interest," she said.
Myranda pulled the ragged cloth from her prize and carefully watched the merchant's face. His eyes widened briefly in astonishment, but dropped quickly back to their cool and sullen state. Now the game would begin. Uncle Edward's advice often echoed in the place of her mother's in Myranda's head, and when it came to haggling, he had a wealth of advice to give: "The only difference between a ten-copper price and a five is confidence. You can give them the most unreasonable of prices, but if you are confident about it, that price will not move an inch."
For Myranda an additional requirement arose that made her perhaps a bit less of a skilled bargainer. Certainly confidence was essential--but, for Myranda, honesty was required for confidence. She was an excellent liar, but she simply functioned better with the truth on her side. As such, she had become something of an artist at sculpting the truth into something she could use.
"Where does a little lady get such a big sword?" asked the old man.
"It was left to me by a very dear friend," she said. That soldier in the field had saved her by leaving the sword. That made him a dear friend in her book.
"So it is old, then . . ." he said, searching for a reason to drop the price.
"The age has no bearing. This blade is immaculate and in perfect condition," she said, careful not to fall for his trick.
A few words crept up from her memory.
"Note the clean edge and excellent temper," she added, quoting Leo's observations.
The two haggled back and forth for the better part of an hour. In the end, he bargained her down to fifty silver pieces, plus the stiletto and a sheath. Rather, she bargained him up from five. Both knew that the sword was worth ten times what he was paying, but she wasn't greedy. If she was equally skilled in her dealings with the other merchants, she would walk away with all she needed, and even some change in her pocket.
"Now, I don't have all of the money right here. I deal mostly in coppers, so unless you want to carry around a few thousand of those, I will have to get some exchanged with my supplier," he said.
"Of course," she said. "How long?"
"Three days. Nearest inn is Bydell," he said, pointing a shaky finger in the direction from which she came.
She'd had enough of that town, and decided on a second option.
"Is there a church nearby?" she asked.
"A churchgoer, eh? Good to hear it. These days, folks don't pay the reverence to the good word like they ought to. Particularly you young folks. To tell the truth, I haven't found the time to make it up there myself. The spirit is willing, but these old legs won't get me there. Time was I could . . ." he rambled.
The old man attempted to regale her with a painfully long tale of his athletic exploits of youth. After the third off-topic story, Myranda cut in to request directions to the church. He indicated that there was a fork in the road a half-hour south. If she took a left there, she would find the church about an hour down the road. She thanked him, and, after getting the less than generous offer in writing, headed down the road.
 



Chapter 5
The sky had an unfriendly look to it. Myranda quickened her step. Snow came suddenly and severely this time of year, and to be caught in it would be very treacherous indeed. As the minutes wore on, the air became colder, and stinging pieces of ice were hurled into her face by a swiftly stiffening wind. She pulled her tattered hood forward and leaned into the wind, which blew out of the southeast. She had only just reached the fork when the wind began to carry not only snow from the ground, but also fresh flakes from the sky. She took the left turn and exposed her right cheek to the blustery assault that the left had thus far endured. The cold bothered her little, her mind locked instead on the consequences it brought with it.
A snowfall alone would slow her, so long as there was little wind. Likewise, wind alone was more an annoyance than a threat. Together, though, they were deadly. The wind and snow were growing in intensity with equal ferocity. If she did not get a roof over her head soon, all of that bargaining would have been wasted. Periodically, a gust came so strong it stopped her in her tracks. Myranda closed her mouth and breathed through her nose, longing to gasp but knowing that air this frigid could tear at her insides if she didn't warm it first.
The sun was still high in the sky, but the curtain of snow blocked its rays, making early afternoon seem like dusk. The road in front of her was a wall of white. In these conditions, she could pass within an arm's length of shelter without seeing it. Finding what her eyes told her useless, Myranda closed them to spare them the stinging wind. Now she had only the sound of her feet to guide her. Even under layers of snow, the crunch of a road had a different timbre than that of the turf of the field. Before long, she was not so much walking as wading through snow that had already drifted to knee height in some places. With each passing step and each icy flake, the hope of reaching the church seemed to fade.
A streak of ice beneath the snow caused her to slip. She stumbled forward to catch her balance, but instead caught a sharp blow to the shoulder from an unseen obstacle. Sparks swirled against the black of her closed eyes as she reeled from the impact. She opened her eyes a sliver to see what had happened, and nearly cried out in joy at the sight of the frosted over shingles of the church. Feeling along the wall with what little sensation her fingers had left, she came to the door. Eagerly she pushed the gateway to savior, but after only a few inches it stopped and would not budge.
"Hello?" Myranda said, banging desperately at the door. "I need help! Please let me in!"
Even if there had been an answer, she could not have heard it over the howling wind. She shoved the door with all of the strength she could muster. It slid open a bit more. One more valiant push allowed just enough of a gap for her to slip through. She angled herself through the opening, a task greatly complicated by the large pack and long sword she carried. When she finally tumbled inside, she heaved the door shut against the biting wind.
After spending several minutes catching her breath and brushing the caked snow from her clothes, she inspected the clearly unoccupied church. A pale white light filtered through the snow-encrusted windows, dimly illuminating what little there was to see. Aside from the odd broken chair or pew strewn about the floor, there was nothing in the way of furniture. It was clear that this place had been ransacked long ago and stripped of anything of value, leaving a large, empty room with a raised platform at one side and a fireplace.
Myranda slid to the ground with her back against the door. Even with little more than the wind and snow out of her face, she could feel her cheeks redden with warmth. She sat for a time, letting her heart slow to a more normal pace and listening to the wind rattle what few shutters remained on the windows. When she finally recovered from the onslaught, her trembling having subsided somewhat, she rose to inspect the fireplace. The flue was clear, so at least a fire would be safe. She gathered together some wood from a broken pew and carefully arranged it in the hearth.
Eventually, she was able to get a fire started. After basking in the much appreciated warmth, she pulled her provisions from her pack. The last of the purloined food would have to serve as her meal for the day. In truth, it might have been wiser to ration the precious stuff, as this blizzard had the potential to block her way for days, and there was no other food to be had. The meat was old already, though, and only getting older. She would rather have a full stomach today than an upset one tomorrow. She dropped all of the salted meat into the pot and put it over the fire.
The fire was weak and not nearly able to heat the whole of the empty church, but, huddled near it, Myranda finally began to feel like herself again. The smell from the food was not exactly appetizing, and stirred memories of her uncle's hideous attempts at cooking. It seemed that whenever he tried anything more complicated than applying heat to a pot of water, the results were sickening. Myranda's father would kid that if he churned out one more concoction, he would ship him over to the enemy.
That had been one of the last times she'd seen her father. Myranda tried to push the unwelcome memories away, but a tear came to her eye when she pictured the two of them together. It was foolish, but something inside her refused to believe that her father was gone. Somehow, after all of these years, she would still ask after him in each new town, even though every answer thus far had been one of ignorance or doubt.
A draft from one of the several broken windows whisked through the largest hole in Myranda's worn cloak, reminding her once again that it needed to be replaced. Of course, she could never do that. Links to what little past she had were too precious to give up simply because they had lost their usefulness, and this cloak was the last thing she owned that had belonged to her Uncle Edward. She pulled the blanket from her sword and wrapped it around her. As she recalled the history of the cloak, she vaguely remembered relating it to that Leo fellow she had met. Quietly, she wished he were here to keep her company again.
The light of the fire danced on the mirror-like finish of the blade. She stared at the pristine edge. It had likely been used in battle, certainly left to the elements, and yet the edge looked to be as keen as the day it was forged. Her eyes drifted to the grip. The jewels there were like none she had seen before, though, in truth, she had seen very few. Gazing into the deep blue gem at the hilt's center, she swore that she could see on forever, like looking into an endless dark tunnel.
Myranda reached for the magnificent weapon, but stopped. She turned her palm up, the very same one she had risked to touch it with the first time. It had healed quickly. Now all that remained was a thin pink scar running across her palm, with a single red mark just below her middle finger. The longer scar, centered on her palm, was a long, curving line that twisted back and forth on itself. It resembled a pair of smooth waves with a trough between. The red mark was centered above this trough. It was the very same mark that adorned the blade. The blade, not the handle.
Carefully, she touched the scabbard and flipped the sword to its other side. There was no mark anywhere near where her hand had touched the sword. How could such a scar have been formed?
"Magic," she decided aloud. The owner had some sort of spell cast on the sword to brand the would-be thief with the mark of the rightful owner. For such a fine blade as this, a security measure of that type would hardly be out of place.
Satisfied with her own explanation, she looked back to the fire. Using the corner of her blanket to shield herself from another burn, Myranda pulled her pot from the flames. The heat had done little to improve the flavor of the food, but the ration was nonetheless filling. With the meal gone, she realized that so long as the storm raged, she would have nowhere to go. Her weary muscles made it quite clear how they felt she should spend the spare time. She sought out perhaps the only unbroken chair in the church and sat upon it. Sitting on the cold floor was one thing, but sleeping on it was quite another. Once properly situated, she wrapped herself all the more securely in her blanket and drifted quickly off to sleep, regardless of the fact that there were still hours of sun left.
The single night in a proper bed had spoiled her, it would seem. The clattering shutters and sudden drafts pulled her from slumber a handful of times through the afternoon and night. At first, she would jerk awake and look around, but soon she tried simply to ignore them and get back to sleep. In a way, the light sleep was a blessing. It spared her the terrible dreams that she had been suffering. Not once in her life had she had a recurring dream, though she had often hoped for one. Such dreams were said to carry great meaning. The dark and frightening images of her nightly torment did not bode well for the future.
 



Chapter 6
After she'd had her fill of fitful slumber, Myranda opened her eyes. The yellow light of the fire flickered on the walls of the otherwise darkened church. This struck her as odd. She had not fed the flames for hours. She tried to turn to the mysteriously lively fire, but something stopped her from shifting. Still groggy, she struggled to gain a glimpse of the tightness about her chest, straining until she could just barely see the cause. There were coils of rope wrapped tightly around her, securing her to the chair. Panic gripped her as tightly as the ropes as she struggled. Both rope and blanket trapped her hands. Despite the maddening effort to free them, there was little progress and even less hope of escape. In her struggle, all she managed to do was to knock her chair to the floor. With much effort, she was able to slide the chair along the floor to where she had left the sword, only to find it had been taken.
Myranda regained her wits. This struggling was getting her nowhere. She had to think. Who would do this? Who could do this? All that she had of value was the sword. Why would someone who had the skill to bind her without awakening her even do so when they could have merely taken the sword? She tried to struggle again, hearing the jingle of silver in her pocket. They had not even robbed her.
"It doesn't make any sense! Steal the sword, tie me up, and feed
the
fire!?" she cried in frustration. "Why would you feed the fire? Unless . . ."
Unless whoever did this was still here. She held perfectly still and strained her ears, fearful to even breathe. All that could be heard was the tap of shutters and the crackle of flames. Myranda's rattled mind shaped each of them into a half heard footstep. Finally she gave up listening. What could she do, even if she heard her captor? Nothing while she was tied up. She glanced about in her limited view from the floor for something, anything to free her. The fire! She could burn the ropes! A second thought brought the realization that her blanket and clothes would likely burn to ashes before the binding even lit, let alone what would happen to her skin. There had to be another way.
Irregularly scattered about the room were pieces of broken wood. If she could make her way to one of the piles, free her hand, get a shard, and work its jagged edge at the ropes that held her, she just might be able to free herself. It wasn't much of a plan, but it was at least more than she was doing now.
Tipping over had slid her painfully to the side of the chair. By alternately working her right shoulder and right foot, she was able to inch along the floor. Each tiny slide the chair made produced an earsplitting grinding noise. If the captor was still near, he would most certainly hear it, but that didn't matter. Her best chance was to try to escape. After what seemed like an eternity of awkward sliding, she managed to reach a handful of the wood shards on the church floor.
With her hands tied firmly beneath a blanket, there was no obvious way to get at the shredded wood. An option came to mind. It was foolish, it was desperate, and it likely wouldn't work. It was also her only choice. Taking a deep breath and tensing, she heaved her shoulder down upon the woodpile with all of the force she could muster. The cruelly sharp edge of one of the pieces burst through the blanket and bit into the flesh in her shoulder. Agonizing and damaging as this was, it was the result she had been hoping for. She cried out at the savage pain of it and slowly wriggled her left hand beneath the blanket to the site of the throbbing new injury. The rope permitted nearly no movement, but through sheer effort she managed to bring her fingers to the now-blood-soaked wood. She grasped weakly the shard and worked at pulling it from its new home.
As painful as its appearance had been, the shard's removal was doubly so. With the utmost of care, she pulled the piece of wood through the tear in the blanket, out of her shoulder, and to a point just above the topmost of her bindings. A knife would have freed her with a few slices, but the jagged splinter tore only a few fibers of the rope at a time. After an eternity of patient scraping, the rope held by a tiny strand. Myranda strained at the weakened rope and it snapped. The other coils loosened and she was finally free of the chair.
The injured arm was the first to reach the floor, and she had to roll quickly off of it. All of that time bound in the same position made standing a difficult task. When she was on her feet, she looked around her and strained her ears. She was alone. Whoever had tied her up had left and all of the noise had failed to prompt a return. A sharp throbbing in her arm drew her attention. It was bleeding fairly heavily. Convinced that she was safe from her captor, at least for the moment, she decided to care for the wound. The blanket was ruined; it might as well serve one last purpose. She tore it into strips and used it to bandage the afflicted limb. The blood from the gash had seeped through her shirt and the blanket, pooling on the floor. Looking at it intensified the dizziness that its loss had caused.
With the most pressing of her concerns attended to, Myranda set her mind to the task of escaping. She assessed the situation. Of course, her pack was gone. A pull on the door revealed it to be solidly secured from the outside. The windows were all small and near to the high ceiling. There would be no escape through any of those. The sole window large enough to allow her to escape was the shattered stained glass window behind the pulpit, but it was even further out of her reach. She had to try the door again.
She grasped the heavy wooden handle and tugged it with all of her strength. Slowly a tiny crack opened, one that closed the moment she relented. It wasn't much, but it was hope. Myranda scoured the assorted piles of wood until she found a reasonably sturdy plank. Placing its edge between the doors, she used it as a lever. Even with the added leverage, the doors would only open an inch or two. After carefully wedging the lever in the opening so that all of her hard work would not slip away, she put her eye to the narrow portal to the outside.
It was night, and the perpetual cloud cover kept even the slightest hint of moonlight from reaching the snowy field. In the pitch blackness, she was barely able to make out a few coils of the same rope that had bound her securing the door. There was no way she could sever it in the same way she'd cut her own, and the harder she pulled at the door, the tighter the rope held.
"Of course!" she said, immediately clasping a hand over her mouth.
The rope! She could use it to escape. Hurrying to the severed bonds, she tied the ends, producing a strong rope of considerable length. Choosing a heavy piece of wood, she tied it to the rope. The resourceful young lady ran to the broken stained glass window and hurled the weighted end of the rope. A twinge of pain in her shoulder robbed the throw of some of its strength and the rope fell short. Shifting the rope to her left hand, she tried again, reaching the window but failing to hook onto it. A third throw held.
After testing the strength of the rope, she tried to climb. The injured shoulder again slowed her, but she refused to let it stop her. With supreme effort, she managed to pull her feet from the ground, only to come crashing down again a moment later, preceded by the subdued but unmistakable sound of metal biting into wood. She looked up from the ground to see a single throwing blade protruding from the wall. Myranda traced the path of flight back to its source, a dark form crouched on the rooftop outside one of the smaller windows.
A scraping sound drew her gaze back to the window. With nothing securing it the wooden grapple fell to the ground outside, dragging the precious rope along with it. All that was left behind was a useless length of rope no longer than her arm. By the time she looked back to find the person who had thwarted her escape, the window was empty.
"Who are you!? What have I done!? Why are you holding me here!?" Myranda cried out to her captor. Silence was her answer.
Beaten, Myranda stood the fallen chair upright and sat down, no more free now than when the ropes had bound her, and with a rapidly stiffening right arm to remind her of her defeat. She surveyed her prison once more. Tiny windows topped the sloping roof on either side, they themselves topped by a smaller roof. Above the entrance was a small room that once held the church bell. The hole that had been made for the bell pull to hang through now showed a few dry, rotted strands. A plank with some stray rungs dangling from it was all that remained of a maintenance ladder.
She trudged to the door she had wrestled partially open. The inch-wide portal to the outside remained, for whatever reason, undisturbed by the kidnapper. The fiend could have easily pushed her wedge from the door and robbed her of this tiny accomplishment, but instead it remained, whistling with the frigid wind of the outside. Earlier that day she had prayed to find this place and to be allowed inside, but now all she wanted was to leave. She put her eye to the crack.
The sky to the east was beginning to take on the rose hue of dawn, coloring the stark white snow a faint crimson. The only soul to be seen was the captor, dressed in the same blasted cloak as any other northerner. The stranger sat with eyes to the east and back to Myranda. Far off in the distance, a speck of black was moving toward them along the snow-mounded road. As it drew nearer, it revealed itself to be a horse-drawn sleigh. It was not unusual for such vehicles to be seen so soon after such a terrible storm. Blizzards were anything but uncommon, and waiting for the roads to clear was a surefire way to be caught in the next. However, it was clear that no one had been along this road for many months, save for whoever had looted this place. This sleigh's appearance could not be a coincidence.
When the sleigh was near enough, Myranda could see that the horses, the sleigh itself, and the four soldiers who stepped out of it, all bore the unmistakable emblem of the Northern Army. Her heart lifted. She had not been happy to see a soldier of either side for years, but today they represented her only chance for rescue.
"Here! I am in here! Help me!" she cried out, beating on the door with her fists. A sharp pain in the shoulder quickly put the hammering to an end, but she continued to call out.
When she was certain that she had been heard, she put her eye back to the crack in the door. The four soldiers stood silently before the door, each in full combat armor, complete with face masks. The first was speaking calmly with her captor while the others looked on. They made no motion toward the door. She strained her ears to hear what the two were saying. Only the soldier spoke loudly enough to hear.
"The one who touched the sword? We are charged with her return, as well as that of the sword," he said, in response to the kidnapper's unheard comment.
The sinister figure pulled a bundle from inside the cloak and held it out, obviously the sword that had been taken from Myranda. The soldier took the weapon with gauntlet-clad hands and uncovered it. After as close an inspection as he could manage without raising his face guard, he looked to the kidnapper.
"It seems to be the piece we require. We shall take the girl and be on our way," he said, moving toward the door. The captor stopped him with a hand to the shoulder.
"What?" the soldier said, irritated.
The kidnapper held the hand out palm up.
All hope was dashed away as she struggled to comprehend the pieces as they came together. He was waiting to be paid! The Northern Army was in league with the stranger who had captured her! Why? And why did they want her? A thousand thoughts of fear burned across the back of Myranda's mind and her heart fluttered in her chest. The exchange between the conspirators continued.
"The capture and return of the swordbearer is the responsibility of the Alliance Army. Regardless of what orders you may have received, your interference is considered a treasonous action. Owing to the fact that your interference was entirely beneficial, you will not be charged," the soldier said.
Her captor said something too quiet to hear, but the fiend's body language betrayed more than a bit of anger.
"I have received no word of such an agreement, and even if I had, it would have been deemed illegal. You shall receive no payment. I suggest you accept this fact and be grateful we do not kill you where you stand," he said.
Her mind raced. How could anyone want her or the sword? She had only just found it in the field a day or two ago. It had obviously been there for some time. And how could anyone have found her here so quickly? No one knew she would be here, not even she, until the old man had  . . . the old man. He must have assumed she had stolen the sword, and he told her where to go. Apparently she had not learned her lesson about who to trust for directions. The cloaked figure must be a bounty hunter. Things were looking grim. If the Alliance Army had come to take her away, she might be witnessing her last sunrise. In criminal matters, only an accusation was needed to be thrown into prison, and if the weapon was valuable enough to hire a bounty hunter and alert the army, she would remain locked away for the better part of a decade.
As she worried what the future held for her, the exchange between the bounty hunter and the soldiers became very heated. The other soldiers, who had stood silently until now, began to encircle the blade-for-hire. The leader stepped between the door and his underlings and began working at the ropes, blocking Myranda's view of the spectacle. Despite the overwhelming emotion, she could not help but notice an odd quality about him. It was something in the way he moved. It seemed  . . . foreign.
A flash of light reflecting off of something metal shifted her gaze to the action behind the approaching leader. The soldiers began to move back, but never even made it to a second step. One by one the soldiers jerked awkwardly and dropped to the ground. Their ends were brought in a heartbeat by a single strike too fast to see. The clang of falling armored bodies drew the attention of the leader. His head had not yet turned when a blur of steel removed it from his shoulders.
Myranda backed away, but the grim spectacle lingered in her mind. She stumbled back from the door, her head spinning and her stomach churning. The sight had physically sickened her, and she could not keep her feet. She settled dizzily to the ground, coughing and gagging.
Somehow she managed to maintain her composure. When she felt well enough again, her eyes turned to the door. The murderer was still out there, she could feel it. The tides had turned again. Her desire to wrench the doors open and taste freedom was swiftly replaced with a repeated prayer that they remain shut, that the monster outside would not come in. She kept her gaze locked on the door for what seemed like an eternity, fearful even to blink.
The light of morning crept across the floor in front of her. Myranda strained her every sense to try to learn what the killer was up to. Only the occasional whinny of horses and the drip of melting snow broke the silence. Slowly, careful to make no sound, she rose to her feet and crept toward the doors, eyes focused intently on the slit of light between. She was only a step or two away when the ribbon of light darkened. She rushed backward, tripping over a piece of wood and hitting the ground hard. There was a blur and a hiss as the fiend's blade split the restraining ropes. The doors swung open, leaving the dark silhouette of the murderer as the light reflecting from the snow fairly blinded Myranda.
Squinting against the sudden brightness, Myranda felt for a piece of wood and brandished it. She'd seen what he could do to trained warriors, but no one would take her life without a fight. If this monster was going to finish her off, she would be sure to make the decision a regrettable one. The form of the bounty hunter had only begun to clear when it leapt from the light. Now it was hidden somewhere in the darkness inside. Myranda's eyes were useless, as the contrast of light and dark kept her from seeing anything. Before she could even react, she felt the board she'd grabbed torn from her grip. Her arm was pushed painfully behind her back and she was forced forward.
Fighting all the way, Myranda was led outside. Each time she resisted, a sharp pain in her already-injured shoulder forced her to continue. The snow was ankle-deep at its shallowest, and as tall as she in drifts. When she was nearly to the horses in front of the sleigh, her arm was released with one final thrust. A second iron grip locked onto the back of her head, keeping her gaze forward. One of the horses had been cut off of the sleigh, every symbol of the army's ownership removed from the equipment.
"Go. Now!" came a whisper to her ear, harsh and disguised, but certainly a male. His final word flared with anger, offering some hint of a voice.
Myranda gasped as she felt the cold edge of a knife pressed to her throat.
"If you so much as glance in my direction, I will do to you what I did to them," he said, turning her head to the remains of the soldiers.
Where once had stood a man now lay a mangled mass of metal. The snow around the heap was pitted where flecks of blood melted through, and armor showed smudges of blood far blacker than she had seen anywhere but the field a few days ago. There was no flesh or bone among the spent armor either, only a scattering of bluish-gray dust. There had been more than a blade at work in the murder of these soldiers. Some unholy magic had ravaged their bodies. He had taken more than their lives; he had taken their humanity. Now they could not even be honored for their sacrifice with a funeral. It was horrible.
She climbed with difficulty to the back of the horse. It had never been meant for an individual rider, so it had no saddle. Myranda had ridden bareback before, but she preferred not to. Now, however, was no time to object.
As she snapped the reins and went on her way, she filled her head with the mindboggling facts of the day. This bounty hunter captured her, bound her, and stole her most valuable item. Yet, at the same time, he left her money and made sure to keep the fire going, even though he did not warm himself by it. The fire must have been for her--but why? It was clear that she herself had some value to him, but after killing those who seem to have come for her, he provided a means to escape and demanded that she use it. Why? Was this some sort of cruel game?
Myranda urged the horse forward. Despite the dozens of paces already between them, she could feel the place in her back where a knife might slip in at the first hint of hesitation. She pushed the horse as hard as she could to put as much space between herself and the killer as she possible. Minutes passed--she knew not how many--before she reached the fork in the road and decided she felt safe enough to stop.
The horse breathed great, steaming gasps as she gave it its first rest. It was unaccustomed to speed, being used only to pull a sleigh. She looked to the beast's back and frowned. Her pack had never been returned to her. All that she had left was the three silvers that the friendly fox had given her earlier. It was just yesterday, but it seemed ages ago. She looked to the south. No sense going back to the man who had sent the soldiers and murderer after her. She would head to the next town, replace her lost goods, and decide what could be done.
Now that the desperate fear had released its grip on her, she became aware of three things. First, the cold was absolutely biting. The night she had spent away from it only served to make it feel many times worse. Second was the pain in her shoulder. It had been burning steadily from the cold, but she had only now become aware of it. Last, as the horse began at a gentle trot, she heard a peculiar jingling. It was different from the sound of the various buckles and straps of the horse's equipment. Curious, she looked about for the source of the sound. She soon found it. There was a bag, tied to one of the horse's straps. The removed the satchel and opened it. The sight made her head spin.
It was the bag of coins she'd had stolen from her. There could be little doubt. Everything from the ancient-looking bag to the weathered coins were familiar to her. How? How had it gotten here? The killer must have been there, in that tavern, that very night. How else could he have the bag? And why would he give it to her? Did he want her to know? She shook the bag and discovered the sheathed stiletto had been placed inside, along with a note. Eagerly she snatched it out, sure that the message had not been there when she had last had it.
It was on a coarse paper, written in a precise hand. The words read:
Your life ended the day you touched that sword. By nightfall, every gossip and snitch will know your name. By sunrise, every guard and soldier will know your face. When night comes again, you will find no safety among your own people. Use your last few hours of anonymity to get as far from society as possible.
She shivered, but this time it was not the cold that shook her. She was a part of something that she did not understand. The sword was gone, but she still was not safe. What possible reason could they want her for? Why would touching a sword make such a criminal of her? And why would the killer give her this advice? The questions came in droves, the answers not at all.
She tried to focus on the positive, if any could be found. Her first thought was that she had been lucky enough to escape with her life. The soldiers had not had that good fortune. Also, she now had a horse. It was the very thing that she'd hoped to gain by selling the sword. In a way, she had gotten from the vile weapon what she had intended. Now she was freed from the burden of walking--not that she could enjoy it. It gave her more time to think at the one point in her life when it was the last thing she wanted to do.
In all that had happened so far, there was only one thing that was certain. It was not over. The words on the note were true. In days the stories of her deeds, whatever they might be, would reach the ends of the continent. She did not even know what she had done wrong, but in just a few hours everyone else would, and they would have already marked her guilty for it. It did not matter that the only people who knew the truth were dead or outlaws themselves--a tale such as this had a mind of its own. It could move unaided across the land, whispering itself into people's ears, all the while gaining speed at the expense of accuracy. Gossip had a way of defying the laws of nature sometimes. People would know.
The more she thought about the day that had passed, the more troubled she became. Try as she might, she couldn't shake the images of death and the chilling sense of fear from her mind. Her distraction from the trip, unpleasant though it may have been, coupled with the speed of traveling on horseback, brought her to her destination in what seemed like no time at all.
 



Chapter 7
Afternoon was approaching as Myranda entered the village. Unlike the other places she'd been to, this town was alive with activity. Cloaked people busily cleared mounds of snow from the streets. Smoke rose from chimney after chimney. A well cared-for sign heralded the bustling hamlet as Nidel. The eyes of the people hard at work stayed, for the most part, on the task at hand. This gave Myranda some comfort. They did not know yet. Indeed, how could they? Even if they had been told every detail of what had happened, there were only two people who knew what she had done and what she looked like. As long as she didn't behave strangely, she would be just another visitor  . . . for now.
Even with the rock-hard proof she had offered herself of her current safety, she could not help but feel stares, as though she had been changed by what she had been through, and every man, woman, and child could look upon her and know. As though the smear of blood staining her cloak spelled out the tale of its creation. Her rumbling stomach broke through the thoughts swirling in her head. Down the street, a gaily-painted sign with a picture of a roast turkey beckoned her to its door. After seeing that her horse had been attended to, she stepped inside. It was a far cry from the establishments she'd been to recently. For one, the windows and lamps kept the place quite well-lit. Also, it was spotless. Nowhere were the flies and vermin that had called the Lizard's Goblet home. Finally, there was barely a soul in the place. Only the lone waitress, a plump and energetic young woman who sprung eagerly to her feet to greet and serve the new arrival, and a single patron, accompanied by a pile of bags and packs, could be seen.
"Good morning, miss!" she said, overjoyed to have a customer to serve. "Just have a seat anywhere you like and tell me what I can get you."
The entire left wall had a long wooden bench attached to it, with tables dispersed regularly along its length. It was there that she took a seat, sliding behind a table. She glanced at the other customer, a young man with white hair, who sat at the other end of the bench. He was intent on reading a thick, leather-bound book and took no notice of her. The smell from the kitchen was heavenly, a mix of baking bread and roasting meat. Myranda pulled back her worn hood and took in the tantalizing aroma. The waitress interrupted her quiet appreciation with the simple phrase.
"Miss?" she said.
Myranda shifted her gaze to the young lady.
"What would you like to start with?" the eager server asked.
Myranda's stomach rumbled a plea for haste.
"What do you have that is fast?" she asked.
"Well, the roast beef has just finished, and we have some biscuits still from breakfast," she recalled.
"Gravy?" Myranda asked hopefully.
"What sort of a place would we be if we served biscuits without gravy?" the waitress said with a smile.
"Biscuits and gravy, then. And a glass of something besides wine," she said, remembering the throbbing head after her last indulgence.
"Cider?" the waitress asked.
"Perfect," Myranda said.
"Won't be a minute," came her cheerful reply.
The waitress scurried off with the order. Myranda leaned her aching back against the seat. She noticed movement to her left and saw the young man gathering up his things. He hoisted what looked to be a very heavy pack to his shoulders effortlessly in a well-practiced motion. When he had collected all of his goods, he headed off toward the door--but rather than leaving, he dropped the packs on the floor beside Myranda and sat at the table adjacent to hers. He opened his book and took to reading again.
"It is very good here," he said without looking.
"What is?" she asked. Ordinarily she would be pleased to have company, but in light of recent events, the attention made her nervous.
"The gravy. I'm not one for sauces, but this place is an exception. I make sure to eat here each time I come through town just to get it," he said. "You just wait, you'll agree."
Myranda nodded. She looked at him. He was a shade taller than she, white hair out of place, framing a young face. His clothes were a refreshing--and practically unique--departure from the ubiquitous gray cloak. It was a lighter, almost white coat, with a bit of fur peeking out of the sleeve and attached hood. Had he been outside, it would have been simple to pick him out from a crowd. As she looked at him, she realized that he was likely the last person she would be able to talk to, possibly for the rest of her days, without pleading for her freedom or her life. It would be best to take advantage.
"What do you do?" she asked.
"This and that. Yourself?" he replied.
"I seem to be limited to ‘that,'" she said.
"It's just as well. 'This' can get boring after a while," he said.
The stranger turned a page.
"What is your name?" she asked.
"Desmeres Lumineblade," he said.
"That is a unique name," she said.
"Not particularly. My grandfather had it, as did his. My guess is that they liked the name Desmeres and hated the name junior," he said.
A moment passed.
"Don't you want to know my name?" she asked.
"No need. There is only the two of us here. After lunch we go our separate ways, probably never to meet again. Until then, you talk to me, I talk to you. No cause for confusion, no need for names. That's why people always do introductions when they meet up with a third person," he said.
"Well, it is Myranda," she said. "Just in case we meet a third person."
"Myranda. Lyrical," he said, his eyes still trained on the book.
The food was set before Myranda and she eagerly partook. He was right, it was delicious. When the edge had been taken from her hunger, she decided to give the thought swirling in her head a voice.
"What is that you've got there?" she asked, indicating the book.
"One of the unfortunate consequences of ‘this.' Notes on dealers," he said.
"Dealers?" she inquired.
"Weapons dealers," he said.
Myranda frowned.
"You sell weapons," she said flatly.
Desmeres tipped his head and squinted an eye. "Not sell--design  . . . and collect."
"Really?" she asked.
"I detest people who lie to strangers," he said.
"It was only a few days ago that I had even heard that such a thing as a weapon collector existed, and now I have met one," she explained.
"There happens to be another one just two doors over. Waste of time though. The only thing of note in this town is the gravy," he said.
"Why collect?" she asked.
"Why?" he repeated, closing his book. "Why not? A good weapon is a tool. A great one is a masterpiece. Art, plain and simple. Crafted with care, every detail lovingly shaped, balanced, polished. If sculptures were crafted with such care, the sculpture and the model who posed would be indistinguishable. Have you got a knife?"
"No  . . . well, yes, right here," she said, remembering the stiletto that had been returned to her.
"There, you see. Straight, sturdy, sharp. A tool. Here, have a look at this one," he said.
 Desmeres pulled a sleek, curving blade from his belt.
 "Now, this? This is a blade! Look at the curve. Look at the edge. Simple. Elegant. Organic. This could have come from an animal. Based on the shape of a dragon's claw. And watch this," he said.
He closed his fingers around the handle, then opened all but the index finger. The weapon balanced on one finger.
"The creator worked for months on this. It would be at home in a gallery or in a foe's back. I challenge you to find another work of art with that flexibility. Of course, this particular blade has more than good breeding--it has a history," he said. "They say it was used by none other than the Red Shadow."
Myranda respected his passion for the subject, even though she didn't share it. It was rare to see such interest in anything, save the news of the most recent battle. The weapons he collected were the heart of the war, and so she despised them, but here was a man who admired the form above the purpose. It was a refreshing step aside from the prevailing obsession of her country folk. She could see his point, as well. What he held was truly a thing of beauty. As she looked at the piece, her thoughts turned to the sword. It was every bit as lovely as the dagger, and likely as well-crafted. She wondered how much this patron of the arts would have paid for such a piece.
His mention of the Red Shadow bothered her, though. Everyone had heard of the notorious killer, but Myranda had always tried to convince herself that the tales of his assassinations were fiction. The reality that the blade brought to the subject chilled her. Stories told of a man who killed a wolf with his bare hands and wore the bloodied skull as a helmet. Whenever a man of high breeding was found dead, rumors of the Red Shadow would flow anew. A tiny, nagging thought that there might be a connection to her own life was quickly silenced in the back of her mind. That thought was too much for her to consider right now.
"A realization dawns. You know what brought me here. I am now at a disadvantage," he said, interrupting her thoughts.
"Pardon?" Myranda said, confused by the odd phrasing.
"What are you up to on this fine day?" he asked.
"Trying to decide what is next," she said.
"Fair enough. Try not to strain yourself, though. It will happen just the same," he said, putting his book away and gathering his various bags together. "I've got to get to Fort Wick by sundown."
"I've  . . . never mind," she said, choosing against mentioning her meeting with the old man who may or may not have sent the soldiers her way.
"Right  . . . well, until next time," he said.
The young man pulled his shallow hood up and stepped out the door. His form through the window in the unique garb was comically different from the otherwise uniform clothing of the others. A wave of sadness swept over her at the sight of a dozen or so people outside in the ever-present gray cloaks. She had always felt bothered by the fact that she could travel for days, see a hundred or more people, and not be able to tell one from the other. She suddenly felt pride in the tattered, bloodstained cloak she wore. It may not be glamorous, but it was different. She, at least, would be remembered for more than a moment.
The sadness turned to fear, though, at a single thought. The murderer wore the very same cloak as everyone else. Any one of the people on the street could be the man who had captured her. She turned from the window. Worse! She was a fugitive. The unique cloak she had prided herself on would be more than enough of a description to seal her fate and assure her capture. Best not to think about it. She would buy a new cloak, but there was very little she could do. If the Alliance Army wanted her, she would be found.
With great effort, she finished her meal without succumbing to the anxiety eating at her mind. No sooner had the last crumb been finished than the waitress reappeared, eager to sell more.
"Anything else for you today?" she asked.
"No, thank you very much," Myranda said.
"Five coppers," she said.
Myranda dug into the satchel she had found on the horse's reins and gave the waitress five of the coins. The waitress lingered, jingling the coins in her apron. Myranda took the less than subtle hint and fished out two more coppers and dropped them on the table. The waitress widened her smile.
"Thank you, miss, and you have a perfectly lovely day," she said.
"And to you," Myranda said.
Myranda remained in her seat for a time. What was next? She was unsure who knew who she was, or what they thought she did. Did they still think that she had the sword? If it had belonged to a high-ranking military official, the penalty for its theft would be equal to that of treason. The sentence was worse than simple execution. An example would be made of her. Torture, humiliation, and shame would fill her days until she was finally put to death in as gruesome and public a manner as could be managed.
She swallowed hard and looked to the darkening scar on her left palm. That blasted sword had marked her in more ways than one. Her life had been far from pleasant, but it had gotten worse with each passing moment since the instant she had touched the cursed blade. Perhaps the spell that had branded her hand carried with it a hex that would plague her with such misfortune for the rest of her days. Her heart sunk further. Magic had always intrigued her, but she'd seen it at work only a handful of times. Now it seemed that magic was at work, making her wretched life into a positively abysmal one. She closed her hand.
"Pardon me?" she asked the waitress.
"Yes?" came her chipper reply.
"Do you have rooms to rent?" she asked.
"Not here. Look for Milin's Inn. Right across the way." She pointed.
"Thank you," Myranda said.
She left the restaurant in search of a better place to wash up and keep her horse until she had bought the supplies she would need. She found the inn quite easily, and found facilities for the horse alongside of it. She gave a few coppers to the stable hand and directed him to see to it the horse was taken care of. Inside the building, she found a well-lit, tidy lobby. A man with an eye patch stood behind the counter, with a young boy slouching in front of the door. Her entry provided the same degree of excitement that it had in the restaurant earlier.
"Welcome to Milin's Inn. What can I do for you today?" the owner asked.
"I need a room for the next few hours," she said.
"I am very sorry, but we require that our customers pay for at least one night. I assure you that once you've seen our room, you will not want to leave," he said.
"That will be fine. Any room. Cheap, if possible," she said.
"Our rooms start at twenty coppers a night," he said.
"That is a bit steep," she said.
"The best price in town for the best rooms in town. You pay for quality," he said, in a well-rehearsed manner.
Myranda reluctantly parted with one of the silvers. The keeper gave her back a half silver and five coppers. Two of the coppers found their way into the boy's pocket for showing her to the room and giving her the key. The room was cozy and clean, far more so than the one at the Lizard's Goblet.
Myranda locked the door behind her. As the day had progressed, the afflicted shoulder had begun to throb and stiffen.
She threw the stained cloak on the bed. Rolling back her sleeve, which proved to be a particularly painful experience, she found the bandage utterly saturated with blood. Myranda clenched her teeth and winced in pain as she pulled it away. The simple gash was swollen and red, crusted with the crimson remains of the blood. It was not improving. She knew from experience that wounds that took on this appearance seldom healed on their own and never healed completely.
A testament to the quality of the inn, there was a pitcher of clean water provided for her, along with a basin and a stack of clean towels. She filled the basin and cleansed the wound. Each time she wrung out the cloth the red tint of the water deepened. When she was through, the water in the bowl had the look of some terrible wine. The cloth was pink, stained for good. Since she knew that the cloth would never come clean, she used it to replace the bandage. The cool, moist cloth soothed the pain slightly, but if she ever wanted full use of her right arm again, she would need a healer.
After doing her best to clean the bloody stain from the cloak, she left the room, locking the door behind her.
The innkeeper gave her a smile, as did the porter, as she left the inn. It was refreshing to be looked upon so graciously, though she knew that the silver in her pocket was the only thing that had earned her such treatment. In a way, she preferred the disdainful stares she received when people found she was a sympathizer. Those reactions, even though they were rooted in ignorance, were at least rooted in honesty. These people would treat her like a queen so long as she could pay her bill.
The cold air hit the moistened shoulder and stung, stirring her to get through her errands quickly. She moved from business to business, being served by elderly men and women, children, the disabled, and anyone else unfit for the role of soldier. These were the people who had populated the towns for as long as she could remember. It wasn't long after childhood that she herself had begun to feel the questioning stares of the townsfolk, wondering why this healthy young lady was not on the front, putting her life on the line for the war effort.
She had heard that women had not always been obliged to go to war. They were to stay behind and tend to the affairs of the home. Those years were long gone. Now the towns were growing more and more sparsely populated as the generations of people were being killed in battle before they could even spawn the next crop of warriors. The faded bloodstain on her cloak was likely the only thing keeping the people from questioning her presence in this town, earning her the assumed status of injured soldier on leave. Such were not uncommon in the larger towns until a few months ago, when they stopped showing up. She quietly thanked fate for the rare bit of luck, and went about her tasks.
 



Chapter 8
After a day of spending, Myranda headed back to the inn with a handful of essential items for the days to come. A small, one-person tent was tucked under her one good arm, and a sturdy new pack filled with provisions was slung onto her back. Only a few pieces of copper remained in her pocket, but she had all she needed. Her last errand was to seek someone to give attention to the afflicted shoulder.
Healers had been a scarcity ever since enemy pressure required all available clerics to report to duty immediately. That was several years ago. Still, until recently here and there one could find an apprentice cleric or an alchemist deemed unfit for duty. Now even that was becoming rarer, as each year more laws were passed to prevent medical practitioners from treating anyone who had not served in the Alliance Army. It was just another way to prevent the people from avoiding service.
Myranda had just given up looking for one when she noticed a very urgent message arriving. A horse was galloping as quickly as its legs would carry it through the half-cleared street. When it reached the center of town, the rider jumped off. He seemed to be as winded as the horse, and drew an eager crowd around him.
"The old church is on fire!" he exclaimed.
The eyes of the crowd turned to the north horizon. A wisp of black smoke in the distance confirmed his story. Myranda felt a pang of fear burn in the back of her mind.
"That old place was bound to come down one of these days. It had been rundown for years," a grizzled old man said.
"That isn't all. There were men, some of ours, dead. I went to see the fire, I saw them on the ground, four of them. It wasn't anything normal that took these men, though. There was nothing left but dust, like some black magic struck them down or something. No sign of the culprit. I've just come from Fort Wick. No one had been in or out since yesterday, except one girl. She must have done this, and she came this way!" cried out the winded man.
Myranda walked as calmly as she could back to the inn as people flooded out of every door to hear the new tale. It would not be long before one of them put the pieces together and came after her. She dropped off the key to her room with the stable attendant and loaded her things onto the horse. She then led it slowly and calmly into the narrow backstreet behind the stable. When she was sure that she would be unseen, she climbed to the horse's back and rode out of town.
"Please," she whispered, "just let me escape notice for a minute more. If I can make it over the hill without any eyes falling upon me, I have a chance."
The horse stepped briskly though the knee-deep snow of the uncleared road out of town. Several nervous glances over her shoulder assured her that the chaos brought by the news had yet to subside enough to organize a search for her, but it was only a matter of time. When she had reached the foot of the hill, she knew that she was out of sight of the townsfolk. Only one idea came to mind. She pulled her things from the horse's back. Stuffing anything she didn't need into the new cloak she had just bought, she strapped it to the horse's back.
"Well, it was nice having you around while it lasted. I hope things turn out better for you than they did for me," she said to the horse.
With that she gave it a slap that sent the animal galloping down the road. Already she could hear the angry cries of a posse leaving the town. Myranda scraped at the heavy mound of ice and snow left by the side of the road by the blizzard. The dense drift was well-packed enough to allow a hollow to be dug. A few moments of frantic digging produced an alcove in the snow drift facing the field. She threw her pack into the hollow and followed it. The first lynch mob had just reached the top of the hill when she covered herself over as best she could. The horse, running wildly, was too far away from the mob to be clearly seen. The angry people of the town followed it as though she was still on its back. The sound of their furious voices would surely keep it running, and the lack of a rider would keep it well ahead. With any luck, her decoy would keep the mob on the move for the better part of the day.
Myranda held her breath as half of the town poured out onto the snowy road on every available horse. It was not until the thunder of hoofbeats had receded into the distance entirely that she pulled herself from her frigid hiding place. Ice clung to her cloak and chilled her to the bone, but at least the terrible throbbing in her shoulder had numbed.
Shivering, she reached into the snowy alcove and pulled out her things. All that was left was the sturdy pack, loaded with some food and water, and the travel tent. She set her body to the daunting task of hoisting the essential apparatus to her back and her mind to the still more taxing task of escaping the area, as well as the near impossible task of clearing her name.
In a perfect world, she would merely have to explain the truth to be freed of blame. In the here and now, though, she was a stranger and the victims were the beloved soldiers. She was as good as dead. There was a task at hand, though, so the task at mind could wait. The pack was across her back, the tent tied to the top. She was anything but a small target and could barely walk under the weight of her things. If she was to escape this place with her freedom, it would be through nothing short of a miracle.
Myranda scanned the horizon. Rolling white fields turned quickly to rocky, impassible mountains in the east, the Rachis Mountains. Crossing them would be difficult. They formed a chain that traced a crooked line across the Northern Alliance, beginning at the hilly plains just beyond the capital in the far north, and running nearly to the Tresson border. Crossings were scattered and tended to be well regulated. Best to avoid them.
South was where her pursuers had been led and north was the way she'd come. Neither was a viable route of escape. Westward was a snowy field that sloped smoothly downward, likely ending in a stream or river. Streams meant bridges--which, in turn, meant roads. There would be plenty of fresh water and means to find a road when the time came. Her pack had food enough for a few days, and by that time, there was hope that the tale would have been twisted enough as it was passed from ear to ear that she could escape immediate suspicion.
At the very least, the time would dull their memory enough to offer a chance of escaping recognition.
It was as good an idea as any. At least it meant walking downhill. She set off to the west as the cloud-shrouded sky reddened with the coming evening. To say her progress was slow would be a monumental understatement. By the time the last few rays of sun were fading, the light they cast was enough to reveal angry villagers streaming back to the town. Myranda was still near enough to see them, which meant that they were near enough to see her.
She kept low, confident that she would not be spotted, though fearful that her trail might. That would continue to be a concern for her until a fresh snow had wiped away the footprints. Fortunately, in the north, a snow storm was seldom far away.
After nearly an hour of patient watching, the last of the lynch mob that had ridden off in search of her finally returned to the town and dusk had turned to a typical moonless night that made only their torches visible. Perhaps a few more steps south would serve as a fair campsite, provided she could wake early enough to take down her tent and move on before the road got busy. Myranda turned her back to the town, now completely shrouded in the blackness of night. It was this darkness she'd been waiting for. No one would see her now. All she had to do now was erect the tent against the biting cold of the northern night, and she would be safe until morning.
Unfortunately, the very night she had awaited for safety had been awaited by others--others who wished their activities to go unseen as well. They'd seen her leave. They'd followed her. Now she was far enough from prying eyes to allow action to be taken.
Myranda had just finished wrestling the thick canvas of the tent into place. It was with no small amount of difficulty, as the cold had taken most of the feeling from her hands. She forced the last wooden stake into place and attempted to massage some feeling into her icy fingers. Blowing into them and rubbing them vigorously had managed to restore some tingling when she heard a peculiar rustling. Her first thought was that a rabbit had found its way into the mass of fabric of the tent and was trying to free itself. She turned to the tent only to hear the sound again, from behind her. Myranda turned quickly, her heart nearly skipping a beat.
Five figures stood before her. They wore cloaks, just as everyone else did, but these were different. They were nearly black, as opposed to the lighter gray of the others. They stood, silent and moved only by the breeze, staring at Myranda with unseen eyes from within cavernous hoods.
"Who are you?" she stammered.
The figures remained silent. Myranda backed toward the pack she'd left just inside the tent.
"What do you want?" she asked, fear mounting.
Slowly, and with an eerie smoothness, the figures began to approach her. Myranda fell to the ground and reached into the tent. Keeping her eyes on the silent ones, she fumbled with her good arm inside the pack. Inside she found the handle of the stiletto protruding from the coin bag. She pulled it free.
"Stay back! I did nothing wrong! I do not want to hurt anyone! Just leave me alone! Please!" she warned, praying that they would listen.
Still they advanced. She brandished the knife as her uncle had taught her. As a member of one of the more successful military families, she was no stranger to the use of a knife, but she loathed to do so.
She struggled to her feet, thoughts swirling in her head. Where did they come from? How had they come upon her unseen and unheard? She tried to keep her distance, but the snow gripped her feet while her pursuers seemed unaffected. One of them circled in behind her. She reeled around and caught it with the tip of the blade.
The razor-sharp knife sliced easily though the fabric. Though she could not feel the blade meet flesh, her attack prompted a shrill and ear-piercing shriek that was far too spine-tingling to have been made by a creature of nature. Startled by the horrid cry, she released the knife. It disappeared through the slice and fell to the ground. The wounded attacker pulled away violently, briefly allowing the cloak to open. The few rays of cloud weakened moonlight must have been playing tricks, for what they illuminated could not be. Nothing. The cloak was empty.
Myranda froze as she tried to comprehend what her eyes were telling her. Inside of the garment was nothing more than air, yet it swept about as though it were worn by someone agonized by the attack. Her distraction was long enough to allow the creature behind her to act. Her hood was pulled back, and something clutched her head. Instantly her mind became clouded. She could not hold onto a single thought as the world seemed to spin around her. Myranda tried to fight it, but against her will she slipped into unconsciousness.
#
Far to the north, in a dimly-lit room, a pair of individuals waited. The first, a tall, graceful elf woman in ornate armor, stood facing a wall of maps. Beneath her arm was her helmet, and on her face was a look of concern, impatience--and, most of all, anger. Seated at a large desk behind her was a nobleman. His face was a mask of deliberate composure, and his clothing was of the finest variety. In appearance and demeanor, he seemed as though he should be sitting in a royal court at the right hand of the king. In front of him were scattered countless sealed documents, military dispatches, coded messages, and royal declarations. His fingers were steepled in front of his face, and his eyes were locked on the door.
"Does he normally take this long?" the woman asked petulantly.
"Patience, General Teloran," replied the man.
The elf sighed and turned back to the map. It showed the whole of the continent, though there was no reason. The top third of the map, representing the Northern Alliance, was cluttered with figures and military patterns representing every aspect of the year's battles. Below that, a thin line representing the front was obscured almost completely by carefully recorded combat figures. The rest of the map, showing the enormous kingdom of Tressor, was virtually untouched. General Trigorah Teloran, formerly a key field commander, ran a finger over the map, tracing a faint line near the front. It had been ages since she'd seen the enemy, since she'd seen real combat.
"Have you retaken Orin Ridge?" she asked.
"That is not the matter at hand," the man wearily commented.
"With all due respect, sir, until it is won, the war is always the matter at hand," Trigorah replied. "We are too far from the front here. Even with Demont's methods, the information is cold when it reaches us. We never should have left Terital, General Bagu. We need--"
She was interrupted as the door flew open. Through it marched a rather slight man. He was dressed similarly to Bagu, through the exquisite garments seemed out of place on him. His were not the features of a nobleman. In place of implacable composure was a look of sharp determination, tempered with annoyance, as though he was perpetually being kept from far more fruitful endeavors. A gem-tipped staff of some kind was strapped to his back. The harness that held it was coarse, and clearly worn in complete dismissal of the regal bearing the vestments had been intended to represent. As for the staff, it had silvery metallic sheen to it, and the jewels of the tip gave any who observed them the nagging feeling of being watched. In his hands were a stack of papers.
"General Bagu . . ." he began, turning slowly to acknowledge the elf. "Teloran . . ."
There was no attempt to disguise the distaste with which he spoke the latter name.
"General Demont," she acknowledged.
"What have you to report, General?" Bagu asked levelly.
"There are some things which may be stated with certainty. The sword had been found, and it has been handled. The girl who found it has been apprehended, and is even now in route to General Epidime's  . . . facility," Demont explained.
"And the sword? Is it in hand?" asked Bagu.
"It  . . . is not. We've reason to believe that it is still in the hands of the assassin. The girl was not delivered by him either. She had to be gathered," Demont responded.
"It was to be expected. Assassins are not to be trusted," Trigorah stated, fury smoldering under her voice.
"Well then. General Teloran, gather half of your Elites. Your assignment is to find precisely where the sword was found and trace its path and that of the girl. Locate and identify any who might have come into contact with it. When you are certain that this task has been thoroughly and completely performed, find your way to the sword and bring it to Northern Capital," Bagu ordered.
"As you wish, sir," General Teloran replied.
"Then go. Demont, remain here," he said.
After collecting the pages containing the details of Demont's findings, Trigorah set off, purpose in her stride. She stepped through the door and into the massive entry hall of this, Verril Castle. At one end of the long, vaulted room was the throne, currently vacant as the King attended to the affairs of state. Opposite it were the massive doors that lead to the castle courtyard.
The General donned her helmet and marched toward them, drawing the images on Bagu's map to her mind. Slowly, meticulously, she envisioned what moves should be made. Foot soldiers here. Cavalry there. Siege weapons at the ready here and here. Yes. When these distractions were dealt with, when the Alliance proper was cleansed, then she would be at the front once more. And she would be ready.
#
Consciousness slowly returned to Myranda. All around her was darkness. She was unsure if she had even awoken. The ground heaved with sudden, regular jolts. The air was heavy with an oppressive heat and an indescribably horrid smell. It was a gruesome combination of stale blood, perspiration, and half a dozen other odors that she'd never known before and hoped never to know again. She tried to feel along the floor, but a jingle followed by a resistance revealed that she was shackled to the floor.
Her sleep-addled mind turned over the possibilities. The answer was not a pleasant one. She remembered seeing them here and there all of her life. The black carriages. Where one could be found, something terrible had always happened. And now she was inside. Caught. Condemned.
She struggled against the chains periodically for hours. It was useless, but anything was better than allowing her mind to dwell on the situation. No one who had been thrown into one of these carriages had ever been seen again. The crack beneath the doors let in little air and no light. The lack of air made it difficult to stay awake, but the dark was a blessing. It spared her what was sure to be a horrific sight left by the last unfortunate soul to occupy this place. Tears welled in her eyes as she began to realize that this is how it would end for her.
Sleep had come and gone a dozen times or more since she had first awoken. There was no telling how long it had been. The only thing she could be sure of was that her captors were moving recklessly fast, stopping only occasionally, seemingly to change horses from the sound of it. She was jarred awake when the lurching of the carriage came to an abrupt end as it had with each such stop, but it was different this time. Outside, muffled by the thick carriage walls, a struggle could be heard. Myranda cringed at the screech of steel against steel and the terrified cry of horses.
All at once, the tumult became silent once more. She could hear the latch that held the heavy wooden doors shut being worked. The door dropped open with a thunderous crash. Outside it was night still--or, more likely, again. The crimson light of a torch illuminated the interior of the prison carriage, revealing Myranda's chained form, along with walls scarred by the frantic clawing of untold hundreds of tortured souls over the years. A blast of chill from the air shook Myranda's perspiration-soaked body.
The man who held the torch was enormous. More than a head taller than Myranda and easily three times her weight, he had a build that betrayed a mass of muscle beneath a layer of bulk. The light of the torch fell upon half of his face. Scars old and new told the tales of battles gone badly. He wore no cloak. In its place was an overused suit of leather armor and a crude iron helmet.
"We will free you," spoke the man in a voice to match his features.
He was joined by a second figure. This time a woman. She was about Myranda's height, and perhaps a few years older. One look at her face, though, showed a pair of eyes with the fierceness and resolve of a person twice her age. She wore similarly decrepit armor, as well as a sword at her side dripping with the evidence of its most recent use. The woman held her torch high and smiled as its light fell upon Myranda's bloodstained shoulder.
"It is she," she said, relief and accomplishment in her voice.
The pair of rescuers climbed inside. The woman investigated the grim reminders of past passengers by torchlight. She shook her head in anger and pity. The man revealed a pry bar, with which he made short work of the chains. When Myranda was free, he helped her to her feet, but the untold time she'd spent immobile had robbed her of the strength to walk. He carried her outside and onto one of two horses that were waiting at the ready.
The bracing cold chilled her to the bone almost immediately. She watched through heavy eyes as the rescuers stripped the fallen soldiers of their weapons and armor with ruthless efficiency. When all that could be claimed from the carriage had been similarly pillaged, the woman threw the torch inside. The black carriage took quickly to flame and the three watched with satisfaction. The woman soon put her feelings to words.
"You'll have no more of our lives, you wretched devil," the mysterious woman whispered.
The trio rode swiftly through the night, Myranda riding behind the woman who had rescued her. They had taken the four horses from the carriage, but the time inside had taken far too heavy a toll for Myranda to ride for herself. Aside from the obvious draw on her body, she began to feel that her mind was failing her as well, as the countryside whisking by her was unfamiliar. They were headed though a sparsely-treed field toward a dense forest that seemed to go as far as the eye could see. Behind them, far in the distance, a mountain range rose up from the horizon, a mottled green stripe at its base.
"Where are we?" she called out over the pounding of the hooves.
"The Low Lands," the woman answered.
The Low Lands! If her memory served her correctly, that meant that in her time in chains she had been taken to the other side of the mountains she'd decided not to attempt just before she was caught. She must have been asleep for some time. As tales of the Low Lands slowly came to her mind, she began to wonder if she was any better off now than she had been in the carriage. All through her life, if a tale of murder, crime, or disappearance met her ears, the setting was the Low Lands.
Judging by the size of it, the forest they were heading into was Ravenwood. It was a place that had come to be called the Endless Forest. Now at the fringe of the awe-inspiring sight, Myranda could not think of a more appropriate name.
There was a small break in the clouds, but the light was short-lived. The near-full moon overhead was soon filtered through the increasingly thick foliage of the forest once said to have consumed half of a division of Northern soldiers who had entered, but never left. She swallowed hard and hoped that she would not share their fate. Her fingers were completely numb, and her shoulder had worsened to the point that she could scarcely move the whole of her right arm.
 



Chapter 9
After hours of riding at as great a speed as they could manage, the trio was still within the forest, and had not used a single road. They finally came upon a large log hut. When they reached it, the others helped her from the horse and inside. A fire that had been left unattended for some time barely smoldered in the hearth. Myranda was led to a crude wooden chair, a blanket thrown about her shoulders. The large man left to tend to the horses, while the woman took a seat in another chair, a restrained look of satisfaction showing on her face.
"I am Caya," she said, extending her hand.
Myranda extended her right hand painfully in an attempt the return the gesture. She managed to weakly touch the fingers of her rescuer before she couldn't stand the pain anymore.
"Myranda," she said.
"We all heard what you did. Inspiring," Caya said.
"What are you talking about?" Myranda asked. "Who are you? Where am I?"
"You are at the headquarters of the Undermine. I am the regional commander. You've done more for our cause in just a few days than years of subtle operations," she explained.
"What have I done?" Myranda asked, her mind still too clouded to put the pieces together.
She knew of the Undermine well. Most people blindly supported the war. Some people, like herself, quietly loathed it. The Undermine was a group so steadfast against the continued conflict that they had come to actively oppose it. There were supposedly pockets of the Undermine in every major town. It was said that they commonly would carry out strikes on military targets with the intent of forcing a withdrawal from active combat. When the military or government spoke of them, the messages tended to be equal parts denial and propaganda against.
"No need for modesty. Everyone knows. You stole an item prized by the scoundrels in the military and slew four soldiers sent to reclaim it," She said.
"You know about it? Here! Already?" Myranda said in disbelief.
"Please. Nothing travels faster than bad news or a good rumor. This was both," Caya said. "We've been looking for something that could shake up the men in charge this much for years. Word has it that they got you, but not that which you stole. Is this so?"
"Well, I suppose, but you don't understand," Myranda tried to explain.
The large man entered. Caya turned excitedly to him.
"Tus! They still haven't found it!" Caya shouted.
The stalwart fellow nodded. She would soon learn that, from him, this was the height of emotion.
"What is it you have taken? Where did you find it? How did you hide it? I must know!" she urged.
"What weapon did you use to kill the men?" Tus added.
"I will tell you all that I know and all that I have done, but when I am through, I fear you will not think so highly of me," Myranda said.
And so she told the tale of the last few days. She spoke of the frozen body, the sword, and the merchant. She told of her imprisonment and release from the church. As she spoke, the faces of her rescuers shifted from joy to disillusionment. In the space of a few minutes, she shattered the image that the tales of a dozen gossips had painted of her.
"Well, Myranda. I am truly sorry to hear the truth. I had hoped to find a powerful ally in you. Instead I find an unfortunate victim of circumstance," Caya said.
"I, too, am sorry. I hate this war with all of my heart. If I could help you, I would," Myranda said.
"I doubt anything you could do now could match that which you have done by accident. You see, our operatives have reported motion at the very highest levels due to your actions. Whatever that sword is, it means an awful lot to some very important people. You are a marked woman. The minds that twist and shape the entire kingdom are turned to you and what you've done. The ripples are still spreading throughout the ranks," Caya explained.
"All of my men tell your story. They would beat the door down to meet you," Tus said. "Their spirits are strong now. The men are ready to fight."
Caya's look had slowly changed from one of sorrow to one of thought.
"All may not be lost. Myranda, are you willing to join our cause?" she asked.
"Of course," she said, "though I cannot imagine what help I could give you."
"You've done enough already. More importantly, my people believe you have done much more. What they think of you is all that matters. You may not be able to fight beside them, as I'd hoped, but tales of your deeds will stir them to greatness nonetheless. So long as they do not learn the truth, merely having you in our ranks will give them the heart to fight double. In return for your membership, we will keep you safe from the clutches of the army.
"If what you say is true, only one man aside from Tus and myself still lives with the knowledge of precisely what has transpired, and he is a murderer. It is unlikely that such a man will turn to the people he has been killing to offer a description. Yes, yes. You must be kept from the light of day for a while. Perhaps a few months. The descriptions that the soldiers are passing around will fade from memory. Before long, so long as you offer a bit of disguise, you'll be able to walk the streets without prompting a second glance," Caya said.
"You will be trained. Another hand on another hilt," Tus added.
"Yes, good thinking, Tus. In time, you will become what the men believe you to be. This may yet be a great day for our cause," Caya agreed.
Tus remained stern as ever, but Caya showed enough joy for the two of them. Myranda mustered a smile for their sake. Things were spinning out of control. Days ago, she lived a simple life, albeit a restless one. Then she seemed to be at the center of something she knew nothing about, but was apparently of monumental importance. Now she would be the figurehead of a group of renegades who were working toward an end to the war, but through a means that was nearly a match for the atrocity of the battlefield. Her simple life had been tied in knots.
"Enough. There are plans to be made. Our man in the field said that the description the soldiers have been given lists you as a young girl of average height, average build, and an injured right shoulder. Not terribly specific, but we should still try to change as much of it as possible," Caya said.
"Of all of the things on list, might I request we begin with the shoulder?" Myranda said.
"One would assume that time would solve that problem for us," Caya said.
"I am not sure that such will be the case," Myranda said.
She pulled aside her sweat and filth-soaked cloak. The sleeve of her tunic was stained again, and when it was pulled back, the two warriors nodded knowingly.
"You did this two days ago?" Tus asked.
"Yes," Myranda said. "Plus whatever time I spent in that carriage."
"Mmm. Only a few days and the arm is ruined. Nasty. It heals badly. You will lose the arm," Tus said.
The wound had worsened. The whole shoulder was swollen, and red streaks of blighted tissue ran outward from the gash.
"But it was only a piece of wood," she said.
"Worse than a blade. Dirty. Causes  . . . well  . . . things like this. Not often, but sometimes. Not the lucky sort, are you?" Caya said.
"I've led a less than blessed life," she said with a feeble grin.
"Well, Tus  . . . we'll get some food in her and set her up in one of the cots. At sun up we'll send her down to Zeb. We can't have our new mascot crippled," Caya decreed. "I'll draw up the writ and stow the new weapons and armor."
"No," Tus said, not as a refusal, but as a statement.
"What now? No food, no cot?" she asked.
"No Zeb. I put a knife in him," Tus said.
"Not another one, Tus," Caya said with frustration.
"He was speaking to the Blues," Tus said, referring to the Alliance Army.
The blue-tinted armor had been around since the beginning of the war, more than a century ago. Each of the three Northern Kingdoms used a different shade, but all were blue. Before the Kingdoms merged, the only thing that all three forces had in common was the color. Hence the name.
"I had a feeling. Six months of training  . . . wasted on a traitor. People join us as spies to try to get themselves some favor with the officers in the army. Death is too good for them. With Zeb down and Rankin a runner, we've got no field healers," Caya lamented.
"Rankin went runner? Scum," Tus declared.
"Runner?" Myranda questioned.
"We pay a local white wizard a hefty price to train healers for us. Every so often one of the apprentices is given the money to pay him and never shows. Runs off with the silver. I tell you, I am beginning to wonder if there are any decent people left in this world. Send out the word. We need a new healer. I doubt we'll get any volunteers. The men and women who join us all want to be the one to draw the blade across the throat of the next general. There is no glory in healing," Caya explained.
"Wait!" Myranda said.
There was the solution, right in front of her. It would keep her off of the battlefield, provide her with a hiding place, and even give her six months of hot meals and soft beds.
"I'll be the new healer! Send me to the wizard!" she eagerly offered.
"You? I  . . . I think that just might work," Caya considered. "Right, Tus, food and bed for her. I'll give her the letter of intention to give to Wolloff in the morning. Myranda, you had best get your rest. You have a long walk ahead of you."
"Wonderful! I  . . . a long walk?" Myranda asked. "What about the four new horses?"
"Horses are for those who require speed. A sore shoulder can wait, but targets of opportunity open and close like the blink of an eye. Two steps too late and a chance is gone forever. Wolloff's tower is just on the north side of Ravenwood. On this terrain, on foot, I cannot imagine it taking you more than five days. So, eat, rest, and leave. We've much to do," Caya stated.
In a few moments, a clay bowl filled with perhaps the worst porridge Myranda had ever eaten was set before her. When she'd managed to swallow the horrid stuff, a cot and blanket were placed mercifully near to the rekindled fire. She settled stiffly onto the bed, such as it was, and basked in the warmth of the fire. Her body had dealt with such extremes of heat and cold, it was fairly screaming. Cramps twisted her muscles through the whole night. She closed her eyes and an instant later she was awakened by a rough prodding from Tus. The sun had yet to peek over the mountains.
"Food. Eat it slow. It will last," Tus said, tossing her a pack.
She managed to catch it, much to the detriment of the injured shoulder.
"Flint," he said, holding up a second pack. "And tinder. One night, one fire. It will last. Walk close to the mountains. Too close to the roads, the patrols will kill you. Too close to the mountains, other things will kill you."
With that ominous warning, she was sent on her way.
 



Chapter 10
The cottage was not even out of sight when Myranda began to regret not asking for a new cloak. Fortunately, though, it was not nearly so difficult to walk in the forest as it had been in the field. The dense needles of the evergreens held much of the snow, keeping the ground at a manageable depth. Closer to the mountain, the trees were a bit thinner, but a strong and constant wind kept the ground still more manageable. The iciness of the breeze tore at her, but the greater ease of movement made it worth the discomfort. She had been in danger of freezing to death often enough in the past to know that she was in no such danger now--at least, not if she kept moving.
As she walked, she marveled at how much more alive the woods were than the field. The whistling of the wind carried with it the calls of a dozen different animals. She recognized the call of an eagle overhead and the distant howl of a wolf. Tracks speckled the ground here and there. Some were from moose, others from elk. A long line of impressions in the snow gave her the feel of tracks, but were far too large. More likely they were the places where great lumps of wind-blown snow had fallen from the trees.
When the sun was beginning to slip from the sky, she collected some of the fallen tree boughs and moved to the far side of a stand of stout old pines. Carefully she lit the fire where it would not cause the tree-borne snow to melt and rain down over her. She pulled open the pack of food, relieved to find salted meat rather than the coarse and heavy biscuit that, when soaked for a great deal of time in warm water, became the hideous porridge she had choked down the night before. After eating what she judged to be the day's ration, she marveled at the fact that a bedroll had been included with the other things in the pack. The attitude of those that had sent her off gave her the feeling she would be expected to do without.
The night was actually a bit more pleasant than the previous one. The bedroll was a bit softer than the cot and the fire kept her reasonably warm, at least on the side facing it. Wind whipped down off of the mountain constantly, but the trees served as a decent wind break. The morning found her better rested, and she moved even more quickly than the previous day. By sundown of that rather uneventful day, she'd covered easily twice the ground. Night was spent in a similar manner, and just as she drifted off to sleep, she wondered if, perhaps, her luck was changing.
The very instant her eyes opened the following morning, she regretted her thought. The sky was wrong, too dark. Worse yet, the air had the unmistakable feel of coming snow. Her bedroll and tree system would do no good against a blizzard. Myranda thought hard. If she recalled correctly, telltale hollows were scattered along the mountainside. They could only be the mouths of caves. That meant shelter. She quickened her pace and trained her eyes on the mountain. Whole sections of the slope had been swept clean by the wind, and in one such section there was a large, hollow opening. It extended far enough back that its end was shrouded in darkness.
Ice crystals were beginning to sting her face when she reached the mouth of the cave. To escape the powerful wind, she had to make her way much deeper than she had expected. The darkness was complete, save for the bit of light that found its way back from the mouth. She leaned her pack-covered back against the cave wall and slid to a seat. A bit winded from the rush to shelter, each breath burned her lungs with sheer cold. As she slowly recovered, she realized how much warmer the cave was than the outside. She brushed some of the more tenacious ice crystals from her cloak and took a deep breath through her nose. It was not the dank, moldy smell she expected, though there was a hint of it. Instead there was a rich, earthy smell, with a hint of smoke behind it.
"I suppose I am not the first person to shelter in this cave," she said aloud. Only her echoes came as a reply.
Perhaps the cave was so warm because someone had a fire going further inside. For a moment, she considered trying to find whosoever shared the cave, but she decided against it. Partially, she was afraid she might not be welcome, but mostly she was too tired to rouse herself. If the cave had a current resident, her call a moment earlier would summon it. When she heard the sounds of movement echoing from beyond her sight, then silence, she decided she was welcome enough to wait out the storm.
She glanced at the mouth of the cave. The wind sounded fairly weak, and the snow had not even whited out the horizon. It wouldn't be long before she could safely continue on her way. Her eyes were just about to turn back to the darkness of the cave when she saw the area just outside the cave mouth darken. She squinted at the odd sight, confused. A strange sound accompanied it, something akin to the rustling of leather. As it grew louder, it was joined by a scratching and thumping noise from within the cave.
The noises were growing at both ends, so much so that she could feel the ground shake with each thump. Confusion turned to fear as the answer became painfully clear. This cave had a resident--but it was not a who, it was a what, and it had a visitor that concerned it more than a simple human. She rose to her feet and broke into a sprint for the mouth of the cave. The uneven floor of the cave slowed her, and before she had gotten halfway to freedom, the first of the beasts appeared.
It was the first she had ever seen of a dragon, and if she hadn't been so terrified, Myranda would have been fascinated. The creature was enormous--from tail to snout it was easily ten paces. At the end of a stout, curving neck was a reptilian head that could effortlessly consume Myranda in little more than a bite. It folded its wings neatly onto its back after touching down thunderously. Wide plates of amber scales armored the underside of the creature from the tip of its chin to the end of its serpentine tail. The rest of the beast was covered with red scales larger than her hands. It crouched on all fours to stalk inside. The forelegs, ending in claws that looked like a bestial mockery of human hands, flexed and moved effortlessly along the rocky floor. The powerful hind legs thrust the massive creature along with a terrible smoothness and grace that seemed out of place for something so large.
Myranda spun around to race back into the depths of the cave, perhaps to find an alcove to hide in. She was met with an equally spine-tingling sight. Emerging from the darkness was a second dragon. It was slightly smaller than the first, with sleeker, more delicate features that led her to believe that this was a female. It was also red with a yellow belly, and stalked fiercely at the intruder. A few steps more and they would clash.
Panicked and cornered, Myranda backed toward the wall, afraid to take her eyes off of the spectacle for even a moment. The hammering of massive footfalls rose to near deafening levels and even the breathing of the creatures added to the thundering din. Perhaps it was the shaking of the floor, its unevenness, or her fear, but somehow at the very moment that the dragons collided she lost her footing. A sharp pain in the back of her head dizzied her, and she fell to the ground. She managed to keep the awesome clash in her vision for the last few moments of consciousness.
#
Hours passed before her wits slowly returned to her. She became aware of a throbbing in her head and a heaviness on her chest. It must have been well into the afternoon, as the mouth of the cave was shrouded in shadow, leaving Myranda in near blackness. She tried to raise her left arm, but found it pinned down somehow. A brief attempt to use her right arm reminded her quite forcefully of its malady. She managed to wrestle her arm out from beneath whatever had held it down. Her first act was to feel the back of her throbbing head.
Satisfied when she felt no blood, only a nasty lump, she turned her one useful arm to the task of identifying the cause of the heaviness on her chest. Whatever it was, it was smooth and hard, like a stone or piece of wood. It was also large. As large as her thigh, and roughly the same shape. Had a piece of the roof fallen? No, it was not as heavy as a like-sized piece of stone. The surface of the object was covered with small, overlapping areas. As she ran her fingers over it, giving special attention to a raised, rougher area, she felt the entire object shift. It pressed toward her fingers, then dropped back down heavily. The movement concluded with a soft puff of warm air across her face.
Myranda held her breath as her heart raced. Now she remembered where she was. She was in a dragon's cave, and that left very little doubt as to what had laid its head upon her chest. Despite her best efforts, she began to tremble in fear. The creature seemed not to mind, the deep, rhythmic breaths on her face leading her to believe it had drifted back to sleep.
With her one healthy arm, Myranda set about the task of escaping her predicament. She slid her hand underneath the head, finding it mercifully light enough to lift. Slowly and smoothly as she could manage, she tried to lower the beast's head to the cave floor beside her. After an interminable sequence of awkward movements, she succeeded in doing so without waking it. She rolled off of the packs, still affixed to her back, and slammed down hard on the injured shoulder. The pain was intense, but she managed to remain silent. Another few tricky movements brought her to her feet, heart still pounding in her chest.
Myranda cast a glance at the spot next to where she'd been lying, only to find that the weak rays of sun that made it this far into the cave were falling on an empty floor. Her panicked search for the creature was ended when she felt something rub against her right hand. She was startled, pulling her hand away and looking desperately for the culprit. There beside her, sitting on its haunches, was a small dragon, staring back at her. Myranda froze. This creature was barely a fifth the size of the ones she'd seen earlier, perhaps the size of a large dog--but if it chose to, it could certainly reduce her to a bloody meal in seconds.
A long moment passed before one of the two moved again. The beast took the initiative. It walked to her left side and reared onto its hind legs briefly, brushing its head across her hand. Not knowing what else to do, and eager to prevent the creature from rearing up again, she dropped her hand to her side. The dragon swiftly thrust its head into her palm. The feeling of the ridges above its eyes brushing against her fingers for the third time made her realize what the animal was after. She stroked the dragon's brow. It sat beside her, pushing back with every stroke.
So, you like that? Myranda thought.
With little else to do, Myranda stroked the beast and thought. It had the feminine features of the smaller dragon. All in all it was a near perfect miniature of the beast that must have been its mother. Its head was more or less waist-level for Myranda, and from tail to nose it might be as long as she was tall. It had wings delicately folded on its back, still moist from hatching. The eyes were reptilian slits in a beautiful gold iris. A larger, thick scale swept back from the creature's forehead, clearly distinguishing where the head began with an almost crown-like flourish.
The forelegs, now that she could get a fair look at them, were indeed very much like her own arms. The paws in particular were like hands, though each toe was stouter, and tapered into a nasty-looking claw. Despite this, the creature's flexing and scratching at the ground betrayed a near-human level dexterity. As the creature enjoyed its stroking more and more, it scratched harder and harder at the stone floor, scoring lines into it with ease. The contentment was further evidenced, it would seem, by the curling of the tail. It writhed about with snake-like motion.
In her fascination, Myranda forgot that the natural masterpiece beside her was still an enormous danger. If she tried to run it would certainly chase her and easily catch her. She carried no weapon with which to fight it, though she doubted she could bring herself to harm the beautiful creature even if she had. Worse yet, either of the two larger dragons could return at any moment. Something had to be done.
In an act of pure optimism, Myranda tried to simply walk away, hoping to escape without rousing any of the creature's more predatory instincts. The dragon merely followed, stopping when she stopped and continuing when she did. This would not do. With all other options exhausted, she turned to reason.
"Listen," she said, turning to address the dragon directly. It was startled at first by the sound of Myranda's voice, so she lowered it to a whisper. "I am very glad you like me. I like you, too, but you can't follow me. You see, I am afraid you might not be so kind when your stomach starts to rumble. At that point, I fear I will be little more than a wounded animal to you, which I am sure you will find quite tasty."
The little dragon stared back. She took another step, and the beast followed. Myranda sighed and looked around the cave. The evidence of the clash between the two dragons earlier was in no short supply. Deep gashes in the rock were littered about the walls and floor. Pools and spatters of thick, dark blood painted whole sections of the poorly-lit cave. She could not help but wonder how she had managed to escape injury. The whole of the cave had been their battleground, and she had been helpless in the center. Regardless, her luck could not afford to be pushed any further.
"I know you just hatched, and you might not know this yet, but you have a mother. She is very large, clearly very protective, and I do not want her to get the wrong idea about me. Just stay here and let me leave. That way you and I can both continue living. Please?" she begged.
The dragon stared back innocently, but followed again when Myranda tried to leave. She turned back.
"Please, you need to stay here. If you don't, someone will come looking for you and find me. You must have brothers and sisters. Don't you want to stay with them? Why don't I just take you back to where you hatched? Then you can see your family again and you will forget all about me. If I am lucky they will still be asleep and I won't be torn to shreds," she said.
Myranda took a deep breath and turned her back to the cave's mouth. Darkness became more and more complete. Before long, she found herself feeling along the wall, muttering about how insane she was for doing this. A few minutes had passed and she had traveled far into the cave when she kicked something. Feeling for it, she found a piece of wood with oily cloth on the end. A torch! Without questioning why such a thing could be found in a dragon's cave, she blindly retrieved the flint and lit it.
The light of the torch revealed a grizzly scene. The contents of a pack identical to her own were scattered about the floor. Against one wall, the pulverized remains of a human skeleton lay on the floor, scorched black. Myranda shuddered at the sight of it. A twinkle drew her gaze to a bag against the opposite wall. It had been torn, leaving its contents strewn about the floor. Silver coins.
"This does not bode well," she said, her heart beating so hard she could fairly hear it echo. "At least we know what happened to Rankin. He didn't run after all."
A minute or so more walking brought her to what she had been both dreading and searching for, but it was not what she expected. The floor was stained with blood, and a pile of gold objects lay before her. The smashed shells of half a dozen dragon eggs lay nestled among the gold pitchers, scepters, and coins. Their contents were never given a chance at life. Only one egg was empty, the one egg that had been spared. Tears welled in her eyes as she cast light upon the faithful mother. It lay, battered and torn, curled up around the egg that the young dragon beside her had hatched from just hours ago. It moved no more, succumbed to its wounds after driving the attacker away.
The tears ran down Myranda's face. Hours ago, it had seemed a monster, but it was now a fallen hero. Her home had been invaded, her family had been destroyed, and her life had been given, all for the precious gift that now looked over the tragedy with the innocent eyes of a newborn. The hatchling was too young to understand the sight before it, yet somehow Myranda sensed some sorrow in the creature, as though it knew what had occurred. She turned to the young dragon, tears still in her eyes.
"You are an orphan, just like me," Myranda said, kneeling to come eye to eye with the beast. "If you and I are to share the same plight, we may as well share it together. I know how empty the world can be when you are alone."
She dropped the torch and hugged the little dragon about the neck. It seemed pleased at the attention, regardless of the cause. Myranda then retrieved the torch, wiped away her tears, and headed back toward the cave's mouth, dragon in tow. It never occurred to her to take even a coin from the fortune that made up the nest. To her it was now a monument to the sacrifice that had been made, and she would not disturb it. Besides, plundering a resting place had been the cause of this whole mess in the first place.
 
When she reached the mouth of the cave it was nearly sundown. From the looks of it, the storm that had chased her into the cave had run its course rather quickly. There was little new snow on the ground, and the wind was no more than the constant breeze that came down off of the mountains. Already the colder temperatures of night were closing in. She hurried to the nearest cluster of trees that would spare them the icy breeze and gathered some wood for the fire.
This was the first time the dragon had left the cave. It stared with wonder and excitement at the world opening up before it. The creature pranced through the snow, rushing to trees, bushes and plants, drawing in the scent and moving on. It discovered a set of tracks made by a moose and scampered in the direction of the smell, turning back after a few dozen paces to return to Myranda's side. It watched her with fascination as she readied the fire, having trouble getting the frosty wood to light.
"You know, you could lend a hand here," she said with a grin. "You could huff out a little fire and I could have a seat and relax."
The creature looked at Myranda, then at the wood, and then in the direction of some noise only she could hear.
"No? I didn't think so," Myranda said.
When the fire was finally lit, Myranda laid out her bed roll and sat upon it. She pulled her pack in front of her and pulled out some of the salted meat. It had been cooked once, and could be eaten cold if she wished, but if was not the most appetizing of foods warm, let alone cold. She put her piece on the end of a stick and held it over the fire. Instantly she had the undivided attention of the little dragon. Most creatures would have been frightened to go near the fire, but this one stood among the flames to get a better whiff of the tantalizing fare.
"No, no, no," Myranda said.
The dragon turned to her. Myranda pulled the meat away and continued to admonish the animal.
"I know you must be hungry, but that food is mine. Hot food is mine," she said. "Here, you can have this. I wish I had something better for your first meal."
Myranda pulled out a second piece of meat. The dragon sniffed the meat, then opened its mouth for the first time since Myranda had first seen it. It was a tad unnerving seeing the rows of needle sharp teeth in the front, and smaller gripping teeth in the back. She had nearly forgotten the nature of the beast that was her new companion. It snatched the meat from her fingers greedily, a tooth grazing her skin. The hungry dragon gulped the food down without chewing, flicking its tongue between teeth here and there to catch stray drops. A second and third piece of meat met the same fate for the sake of distracting the ravenous creature from Myranda's own meal. The dragon sniffed at the pack while Myranda was eating, pawing at it. After being scolded several times for doing so, the little creature stopped. Instead, it sat, impatiently watching Myranda finish her meal. The very instant Myranda's hands were empty, the dragon stood, rigidly awaiting another piece of meat.
"I'm sorry, but that is all for today. You've already eaten half of my share for today and all of it for tomorrow. I hope that one of us becomes an exceptional hunter exceptionally fast, or there are several hungry days ahead of us," Myranda said.
Myranda took out her canteen and took a long swig. The dragon smacked its tongue several times, making it clear that it too needed to wash down the excessively salty meal.
"I know, it makes you thirsty eating that stuff. Particularly if you eat twice your share. I've got water here, but  . . . I don't know how to give it to you. Well  . . . here," she said, pouring a bit of it into her cupped hand.
With the limited mobility of her injured shoulder, she had a hard time of it, but the effort did not go unappreciated. In a flash, the tongue was out, writhing about as though it had a life of its own. It had a very slight rough feel to its top side, and a smooth bottom. The feeling was bizarre as it curled in her palm and between her fingers. She found the tongue sweeping with special interest over the slight abrasion the tooth had caused. As she refilled her palm once more, she found the dragon's interest lingering on the drops of blood that seeped from the cut here and there. It was time to put an end to this.
"We need to find a better way. Partially because my hand is freezing, but mostly because I am afraid you are getting to like the taste of me. Not that I don't trust you. It's just that the food will be running thin soon, and it is clear you have a healthy appetite. I do not want to give you any ideas about an alternate menu," she said, as though the dragon could understand.
She looked for some vessel to pour the water into. Failing to find one, she decided that the dragon could drink in the same way she did.
"Open up," she said.
The dragon looked back, confused.
"Look, see? Like this," Myranda said, pointed to her mouth and opening and closing it a few exaggerated times. "Can you do that?"
Eventually the dragon imitated long enough for Myranda to spray some water from the canteen into the gaping maw. The dragon quickly learned what to do now, and continued to hold its mouth open until its thirst had been slaked, at the cost of the rest of the contents of the canteen.
"Now I have to melt snow down to replace it. If this keeps up, you are going to be the world's most spoiled dragon," she said.
Unslighted by the remark, the dragon padded over to the bedroll and lay down.
"Tired already? You just woke up!" Myranda remarked.
It paid her no mind, curling its tail around its legs and settling its head comfortably onto its folded over neck. Myranda smiled. It was good to have a companion, though a baby dragon would hardly have been her first choice. As she stared at the creature, it shifted to rest its head on her lap. Myranda began to pet dragon in the way it had come to crave. As she did, both sighed in contentment.
"You know, you need a name," Myranda said. "Would you like that?"
The dragon made itself more comfortable and puffed out a breath.
"When I was a little girl, I used to lay like this, with my head on my mother's lap. That was a long time ago, but I remember it like it was yesterday. It was back in a place called Kenvard. You know, down there it isn't always snow that comes down. We actually would get rain for most of the year. Not just rain, but thunder and lightning, too. I was afraid, and when I couldn't sleep, I would come out and lay like this, and she would tell me that it was all going to be all right.
"You know what she called me? Myn. I misspelled my name that way the first time I tried to write it, and she called me that ever after. I think it suits you. After all, I was a lot like you back then. Young, naïve  . . . I was not covered with scales, though. I suppose we weren't so alike, but still. I think that is what I will call you. How do you like it?" she asked.
The beast yawned and stretched.
"I suppose I ought to take that as a yes," she said, wedging herself into the bedroll beneath her freshly-named companion, and drifting off into a purposeful sleep.
 



Chapter 11
Morning came with a sharper than average chill. The dragon had slept the whole night through on top of Myranda. When she awoke, the creature seemed deathly cold. The night had taken quite a toll. Myranda scolded herself for not realizing the danger Myn would have been in, exposed to the elements all night.
"Myn? Are you all right?" she asked desperately, nudging at the frighteningly cold neck of the dragon.
It slowly opened its eyes and yawned sluggishly. The little dragon stood and stretched stiffly. She seemed weak, her tail dragging the ground and her head sagging. Myranda was well and truly fearful for the dragon's health when, suddenly, it puffed out its chest. A moment later a surge of brilliant orange flame erupted from the creature's mouth. Instantly she seemed to perk up. Myranda was more than a bit startled, but the improvement in Myn relieved her.
"So, you can breathe fire," she said, standing and placing a hand on the neck of the dragon. Myn was a good deal warmer, which reminded Myranda just how cold the air was. "I wish I could."
When the bedroll had been packed away they set off. The events of yesterday had set Myranda behind. The food would run out today, leaving them both hungry--with at least another day of travel ahead of them, if they hurried. Myn had no trouble keeping up with the brisk pace that Myranda set, often running ahead to inspect the odd flutter or rustle, disappearing from sight periodically. Sundown brought her much nearer to her goal than she'd expected. Having a friend to talk to, even one that did not understand a word she said, helped the miles pass quickly. They set up camp at a clearing that Tus had described before she had left the headquarters. At the center was a larger tree with an arrow carved into it. The arrow pointed off into the thick of the forest.
"You see that?" Myranda asked Myn. "Tus said his partner carved it. It points in the wrong direction, so that people will not find their trainer. Clever, in a terrible, cruel way. Imagine if we were lost. That arrow would send us off to our end. Isn't that nice of them? It must take a heart of stone to do what they do. And I have joined them! What a lovely turn my life has taken! The good news is that this arrow means that, so long as we wake bright and early, we can make it to Wolloff's by midday tomorrow. It seems a life of restless wandering has made me quite the hiker. That will teach Caya to underestimate me!"
Myn seemed unaffected by the sarcasm that flowed. Myranda tossed the last piece of meat to the dragon, who snatched it easily out of the air. A fire was started, again without the help of the dragon, and Myranda cooked her woefully inadequate share. The whole of the day had been spent at a near run, leaving her exhausted and famished. She had barely finished her food before she nodded off.
The dragon joined her on the bedroll and the two slept blissfully until morning. The next day afforded a much slower pace, as the destination was so near. Hunger burned in her stomach, making Myranda wish she had saved her food for breakfast. Myn, on the other hand, seemed more energetic than ever.
"What has gotten into you?" she asked.
Myn merely stopped to look at Myranda, then continued her excited prancing about. A squirrel appeared between two trees ahead and Myn launched herself after it. Despite the tremendous distance between the predator and its prey, Myn was nearly upon the creature in moments. The hapless animal shot up a tree, only to be followed with equal speed by the hungry dragon. Snow rattled from the branches as the chase continued unseen. Just as Myranda reached the base of the tree, the squirrel reappeared, launching itself from one of the upper branches. Myn leapt with all of her might after the morsel, her jaws agape. She snapped them shut just a hair away from the rodent's tail. The lucky squirrel continued on into the next tree. The far heavier dragon did not fare so well. She plunged earthward, colliding with the trunk of the tree and sinking into a pile of snow below. More snow rained down from the shaken branches, thoroughly burying the downed dragon.
Myranda rushed to the landing site, concerned for the little dragon. Myn emerged from the drift, shaking off the snow. All that seemed to be injured by the horrid-looking fall was her pride, as her face bore as near to a look of embarrassment as the reptilian features would allow. After a glance at the tree, the dragon knew her prey was gone. She trudged sheepishly to Myranda's side.
"That was a nasty fall," Myranda said, patting her on the side. "Is this what you've been doing on your little jaunts out of sight? You made a very nice attempt though. If you keep that up, I'll be the only hungry one."
Myranda shook her head.
"You are two days old, and already you've come closer to catching your own meal than I did in my first ten years! Why do I feel as though we humans were not treated fairly in nature's balance?" Myranda wondered.
Before long, a rather precarious-looking structure peeked out above the lower tree tops. As it grew nearer, it became more and more apparent that the tower was standing out of sheer habit. Large sections of the wall had fallen away, planks of wood hastily put in place to patch them. The roof showed the faintest hint of having been painted blue, but time and the elements had wiped it away ages ago. Finally, they reached an equally faded red door with a barred slot at eye level. Myranda gave a knock. After a particularly long wait, the slot slid open and a pair of ancient eyes peered out.
"Aye," came a thickly accented voice.
"I was sent here by Caya," Myranda said.
"I know no one by that name," he said.
"I have this," Myranda said, producing the writ.
"Give it here," came the voice, a pair of withered fingers appearing at the slot.
Myranda offered up the paper Caya had given her. It was snatched away and, after a few moments of irritated muttering, the voice rose again.
"The money?" he asked, or rather, demanded.
"I was not given any. Caya needed time to get the silver together," she said.
"NO! NEVER AGAIN! WE HAD AN AGREEMENT, I AM TO RECEIVE TWO--YE GODS, WHAT IS THAT!?" he ranted.
Myn, intrigued by the new scent and new voice, stood on her hind legs and leaned her front feet against the door. That had just managed to bring her eyes to the slot, and she peered eagerly inside, startling the ranting old man.
"Myn, get down from there! I'm very sorry, Mr. Wolloff. That is just Myn. She is a dragon," Myranda explained.
"I can see that! I have eyes, haven't I! What is it doing here?" he demanded.
"I  . . . It is difficult to explain," she said.
"Never mind. Get inside, but the dragon stays outside," he said.
"I don't know if I can keep the dragon from--" she began.
"The dragon stays outside!" he screamed.
Myn jumped back, startled by the man. The door flew open to reveal a white-haired man. He was precisely as one might imagine a wizard, rendered frail by the mass of years gone by. His clothes were simple, and immaculately white. A brass amulet with a clear crystal hung about his neck. He grasped it and spat out a trio of arcane words. A sharp, brief pulse of light came from the stone within to signify the casting of the spell. Myn dropped to the ground as though struck. She was no longer moving.
"What did you do?" Myranda insisted.
"Relax, lass. I put the little demon down for a rest. Now get inside before I wake it and sic it on ye!" he said.
Myranda reluctantly moved inside, keeping her gaze locked on the motionless dragon until the door slammed shut.
"Are you certain she will be all right?" Myranda asked.
"Aye, she will be just fine. As for you, I'll expect a bit more speed and obedience from a pupil. That is what you have come for, I trust," he said.
"Yes," she assured him.
"Right, then you will be needing food, I suppose," he said.
"I would appreciate it," she said.
"You will find the kitchen there," he said, pointing a crooked finger at one of the three remaining doors.
Myranda turned to the door. The room she stood in was, to say the least, well used. Books with faded writing lay open upon every surface. Half-empty vessels of strong-smelling powders and liquids were scattered about, making the air stale with the smell of potions. A rickety table with a single chair made up the dining area, it would seem, while the parlor consisted of an overstuffed chair strategically placed between the crackling fireplace and the table. She walked to the flimsy wooden door her host had indicated.
"I shall take my meal in here. When you are finished you may bring it out to me," he called after her.
She stopped in her tracks.
"You want me to prepare food for you?" she said in disbelief.
"Aye. You know how to cook, I assume," he said without looking up.
"Well, I do, but I have just spent days out in the cold, most of them on my feet," she said. He quickly cut her off.
"Then I would imagine you would jump at the chance to spend some time in front of a warm fire," he said with an infuriating cheerfulness.
"I--" began her retort.
"I do not want to hear it. Until that woman sends me my silver, you are not a guest, not a student, not a customer. You are an unwanted tenant! AND RENT IS PAST DUE! You will do what I say, when I say it! That goes double when we are in training! NOW GET TO WORK!" he commanded.
Myranda backed into the kitchen, taken aback by what he had said. As she gathered the meager selection of ingredients, the girl wondered two things. First, why was this man so ill-tempered? Second, how could someone who seemed so fragile be so forceful and commanding? When he spoke one could not help but act. Perhaps learning magic taught such a trait. She half desired and half feared gaining that quality in her time here.
The meal, a simple vegetable stew, was finished and set before Wolloff in one of the plain clay bowls she managed to find in the kitchen. He shoveled the food into his mouth as Myranda cleared the uncushioned chair of books and other debris so that she could join him at the table. By the time she was able to sit, the wizard had nearly finished. When the last of his share was finished, he pushed the bowl across the table, turned back to the fire, and returned to his reading.
Myranda finished her meal and carried the bowls to the kitchen to wash them. By now, she knew better than to expect gratitude from her host. She returned to her seat, sitting quietly and thinking of the dragon sleeping in the cold just outside the door.
"You know, the dragon . . ." Myranda began.
"The dragon stays outside. It breathes fire and my home is filled with sensitive, irreplaceable, flammable objects. The blasted creature lives outside. It does not need to come in!" Wolloff said.
"Well, when will she wake?" she asked.
"In a few hours. Listen, lass, I cannot be answering questions all day. You'll be occupying my time for months, so I'd like to get a wee bit of my own work done tonight. You'll be spending most of your time in the tower. That is where I teach, and that is where you will sleep. Why don't you head up there and make yourself at home? Anything to get you out of my hair!" he said.
Myranda rose and headed quickly to the door, eager to be away from the irritating man. The stairs inside the tower were quite a match for its exterior. Less than a handful of the entire spiraling flight were fully intact. The rest had corners or centers crumbled away or cracked. It was only with great care that she managed to reach the top. There she found a room, perhaps half the size of the room downstairs. It was round, with curved bookcases lining the sections of wall between windows, of which there were three. One faced south, one north, and one west.
The windward side of the tower bore no window, keeping the stiff breeze mercifully outside. As a result, the meager heat from the fire below, which ran up a column of chimney that marked the center of the tower, was quite enough to heat the room. There was an old bench, a table scattered with various mystical apparatus and books, and a trio of chairs, one of which was broken. The entire room was covered with a layer of dust. It was clear that no one had put this room to use in some time. There were shutters over the windows, though like everything else here, they were in various states of disrepair. The southern one did not even close tightly, instead knocking erratically in the breeze.
Myranda dropped her packs onto the bed, coughing at the plume of dust it stirred. She sat down on the bed's edge and wrestled the nearly worn-through boots from her feet. With only the use of her left arm, it proved to be quite a task, as cooking had been. She contemplated asking Wolloff to heal her shoulder immediately, but the thought of having to deal with him again bothered her more than the wound, the ever-present pain of which had come to be bearable simply through familiarity. In truth, with any luck, the temperament of Wolloff would lose its edge in the same way.
The tired traveler rubbed her feet. They'd not felt fresh air in a week. Her knees and hips were sore, as was her back from the packs she'd had to carry. All things considered, she had been through an ordeal, and she could tell it would take some time to recover. A smile came to her face as she fell back onto the bed. She realized that, at least for the time being, she had a home. Her travels were over. For a time she rested, but it was not long before her thoughts turned to Myn.
She hoisted herself to her ailing feet and hobbled to the clattering shutter, pushing it wide open and holding it. Two stories down, she saw the prone form of the dragon, still asleep. She seemed to be comfortable enough, perhaps because of the hint of sun that had broken through the clouds to lend her its warmth. Even so, the shadow of the mountain was creeping closer as the sun descended. She resolved to be sure that if the little dragon had not woken by the time the sun had disappeared entirely, she would see to it that Myn was brought inside, regardless of what Wolloff had to say. Until then, she actually had some time with nothing to fill it.
Myranda took a seat at the table, looking over the contents of one of the dusty books. The pages were filled with intricate symbols that she could not understand. Though their meaning was hidden to her, there was an aura of power about them that was undeniable. She ran her fingers across the page, feeling the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. She put down the book and turned her attention to the half-dozen jewel shards that were scattered here and there. They were similar to the one that adorned Wolloff's amulet, but varied in color. Most were a dark blue, though some of the smaller pieces were a murky red. In stark contrast to the other gems was a single, perfectly clear, colorless crystal in a cloth-lined case.
Toward the center of the table was a sophisticated apparatus of glass tubes and vials. Some had blackness staining them, as though they had spent time over a flame. Next she looked to the other books. The aged tomes could be found not only lining the walls, but in mounds on the floor, piled high in chests, and even under the bed. She approached one of the bookcases. Hundreds of leather-bound books, the gold leaf or hand-inked names long since flaked away, stood awaiting the trained eye of a wizard to unlock their secrets. Finally, she found a book, apparently a newer one, which had a name that was not only intact, but also in her native tongue.
She pulled the thin book from its place and opened it. The title read The White Magics of the Northern Alliance. Inside, the pages displayed the very same runes that had populated the pages of the other books, though these were drawn with less care, or perhaps less skill. Above the dense blocks of runes were names accrediting the spell crafters, like Talia's Poison Guard or Merick's Touch of Soothing. Each spell was further accompanied by lengthy descriptions of the effects, as well as recommendations of when they were to be used. Her untrained eye could make no sense of the spells themselves, but she eagerly read over the descriptions of the wondrous incantations. With each sentence she became more excited about the months to come. She would be able to produce such effects in time!
Just when she thought she was as thrilled as she could be, she came upon a page that seized her attention. It was labeled Celeste Spell of Cure Affliction. Celeste! In all of her travels, she had never encountered another person who shared her family name. That meant that this spell had been crafted by her own flesh and blood! Some forgotten ancestor or distant cousin. She read over the description, hungry for more information. Alas, nothing more was said of the author. However, the indication of the spell was identical to her shoulder's malady. It told of wounds twice as bad as hers healed fully in minutes, usefulness restored to limbs rendered immobile.
Myranda riffled through the pages of the book in search of other spells bearing her name. Finding none, she carefully placed the precious book down, opened to the page of interest. She then rushed to the bookshelf again and pulled the first book down. Supporting it painfully with her injured arm, she pored through the pages hoping to find her name again. Failing to find it, she searched another, and then another. Over the course of hours, she managed to exhaust the contents of one whole bookshelf. Most books bore labels in Tresson. It was a language she knew well enough, but one that would not likely hold information about her clan, as they had resided in and around Kenvard for countless generations.
Only when the light from the window had faded past the point of usefulness did she stop her search. She dejectedly replaced the book that had stirred her hopes so, turning to the window. The dim glow of a cloud-shrouded moon made her realize that she had completely forgotten her dear little Myn! She ran to the window. The dragon's impromptu bed was empty, a set of tracks leading off into the woods. The panicked shriek of a pursued woodland creature, followed by a tree in the distance shaking free of its blanket of snow assured Myranda that her little dragon was well occupied and quite healthy. She would be just fine.
Satisfied with Myn's wellbeing, the time had come to tend to her own. She looked to the bed. If she was to sleep in the dusty old relic, it would need some preparation. The blanket had to be shaken out, the mattress checked for unwanted residents, and the pillow treated similarly. This would be her home for a while, such as it was, and she would have to make it livable. She set about her task, and was just dusting off her hands and contemplating sleep when there came a bellow from Wolloff.
"Dinner!" he cried in more of a demand than an alert.
 
As she made her way down the treacherously darkened staircase, she reconsidered her situation. She would be eating a second warm meal in the same day, a rare occurrence in her nomadic lifestyle. Better yet, she had a soft bed in a room away from the cold waiting for her. In comparison to what she'd become accustomed to, this was utter luxury. If she had only to cook a meal or two to afford such a paradise, it was a bargain. This thought was still in her mind when she encountered Wolloff at the bottom of the staircase, candle in hand and a scowl on his face.
"Oh, by all means, take your time! I would hate for you to break a sweat! It would be a bloody travesty!" he said with a practiced tone of false concern.
"I am sorry. It is just that I have a rather serious shoulder injury," she explained, as she felt a few exertion-fueled throbs.
"The last I checked, climbing the stairs was more in the realm of the leg's operation," he said.
"I know, I know," she said, not eager to prompt another biting comment. One followed regardless.
"That's fine. What's say we get some meat in this meal, shall we? I do not take the trouble to keep the cupboard stocked with rabbits so that I can eat like one!" he said.
In the kitchen, she found he had left out a smoked rabbit for her to cook. She roasted it and brought him a plate, lacking the strength in her right arm to carry her own plate at the same time. When she finally set down her own serving and took her first bite, she noticed her host casting a glance or two at the afflicted shoulder. Apparently it was clear that cutting the meat required more of her arm than it was willing to give. When both were through eating, he pushed his plate aside and gave her a stern look.
"Right, let's see it then," he said.
"See what?" she asked.
"See what?" he said, rolling his eyes. "A song and dance. Your shoulder, you dullard! What do you think I mean!?"
Myranda rolled up her sleeve, cringing at the pain. Wolloff began to unfasten the blood-soaked bandage.
"This looks to be a week old," he said.
"It is. How did you know?" she asked.
"I have been at this for some time, lass. Has it looked this way from the start?" he asked.
"The morning after," she said, cringing again as he prodded at the wound with a small metal hook he had produced.
"Hold still, this will be over soon," he said as his probing became more vigorous.
"What are you--ow--OW!" she cried.
He showed her the end of the hook. There was a small piece of blood-soaked wood clinging to the end.
"That was in my arm?" she said.
"Aye," he said. "Were I you, I would have removed that. Clean the wound in the kitchen and we will get a fresh bandage on it. First thing in the morning, we will get you started on that arm."
"Get me started on it? You mean that I will be the one healing it?" she said.
"Aye. To a layman, that injury is a curse, but to a budding white wizard, it is motivation. The sooner you learn the art, the sooner you end your suffering," he said, turning back to the book he had been reading.
Myranda's head was spinning. It was only now striking her how near she was to achieving what had been a lifelong dream. Ever since that terrible day when she lost her family to the siege of Kenvard, she had longed to find some way to undo some of the damage the war had done.
After carefully rinsing the injury clean, she returned to the main room where Wolloff stopped his reading just long enough to apply the first real bandage the gash had seen. The difference between the proper dressing and the coarse makeshift counterparts she'd been using was quite clear. Aside from doing a far better job of protecting the wound, it was worlds more comfortable, as it did its job without needing to be tied so tight that it numbed her fingers.
"Right, first light we begin with your training. Get rest," Wolloff said.
Myranda fairly ran up the stairs. Tomorrow! Tomorrow she would take the first steps toward a new life! Imagine! In a few short months she would be able to save lives! Her mere touch would soon restore the stricken! She slid into bed with these thoughts and more rendering sleep all but impossible. The clouds outside hid the moon, casting her room into utter blackness. Eyes closed or open, images of a war-torn landscape hung in the air, with herself, dressed in white, one by one bringing the fallen back to health.
The aspiring wizard was suddenly torn from her reverie by the loud clatter of one of the shutters. She turned her head to the source of the sound. In the darkness, she could only just make out the open window to the south. Myranda stumbled to the shutter and inspected it. She could swear she'd wedged it closed earlier. Pulling it shut, she took more care to see to it that the window would not come open again. After making her way blindly to the bed, she slipped under the covers once more and tried to get to sleep. In a few moments, though, she felt a familiar weight drop on top of her.
"Oof. Myn! You know you aren't supposed to be here! Get out of here now!" Myranda reprimanded.
In response, the dragon simply made herself a bit more comfortable.
"No?" Myranda said with a sigh. "Well, I tried."
Now reunited with her constant companion, she tried valiantly to get some rest. The thoughts of the wonders to come kept her mind racing long after sleep should have come.
 



Chapter 12
After what felt like mere moments of true slumber, Myranda was jarred from her rest by a gentle prodding on her uninjured shoulder. She opened her eyes, expecting to see Myn standing over her, wanting breakfast or some such. Instead she saw Wolloff.
"Good morning," he said with forced gentility.
"Good morning," she said, yawning and stretching.
"Oh, please, don't get up. Are you aware that you've a dragon on your lap?" he asked.
"Oh, my, I am sorry. She must have climbed in the window last night. I tried to get her to leave, but--" she hurriedly explained.
"Never mind that. No harm done," he said quietly.
"I thought you would have been angrier," Myranda said, slightly concerned by the rare and excessive showing of civility she was experiencing.
"Oh, aye. I am particularly perturbed, but it is my considered opinion that when dealing with a wild beast, it is best not to provoke it with harsh words," he said.
"So, you will not yell until Myn leaves?" she asked, sliding herself into a sitting position and waking the dragon.
"Aye, but as soon as the wee creature is out of earshot, you will hear what I am at this moment only barely able to contain," he said, twitching with suppressed anger.
"Why am I tempted to keep her around?" she said meekly.
"Because you have forgotten that, as a wizard, I've a host of more powerful and far more permanent methods of disposing of the creature than a blasted sleep spell!" Wolloff said, the final words carrying a hint of the rage he was feeling.
The awakened dragon looked sleepily at Myranda, and then at the wizard. When she noticed the second human, her eyes shot open and she leapt to the floor. Situating herself between Myranda and the perceived threat, she shot Wolloff a steely stare and adopted a fierce stance. She opened her wings and bared her teeth. When the wizard refused to back down, Myn lashed her tail back and forth, knocking down a pile of books. Instantly, Wolloff grabbed his medallion. Myranda placed a reassuring hand on Myn's side.
"Myn, don't worry. Wolloff here is a friend! He won't do anything . . ." she began, before glancing at the furious wizard just in time to see another twitch. " . . . terrible to me."
She continued to pat the dragon on the neck and soothe her until she was willing to relinquish her defensive stance.
"That is right. You must be tired of being cramped into this tiny room. Why don't you just go play outside in the warm sun, and catch something to eat?" she said.
As Myranda gestured repeatedly to the window, Myn shifted her gaze to the broken shutter, which had once again come undone. A bird fluttered by. Myn locked onto the creature and darted out the window and down the wall in a twinkling. Myranda ran to the window and watched as the little dragon rushed toward the same stand of trees she had terrorized the day before.
Wolloff joined her at the window, concerned solely with the distance between himself and the dragon. As he watched he spoke, his voice rising as the overprotective creature moved further away.
"These books around you represent three lifetimes of tireless search. My grandfather, my father, and I have spent our youth scouring this embattled land for any scrap of knowledge that it could muster. Every hint of mystic knowledge available in the realm of healing has been assembled here. I will not allow all of that to go up in a puff of smoke because an uneducated apprentice could not follow orders and let her blasted dragon let fly a spark! Understood!?" he cried with growing anger.
"Yes" Myranda said, sheepishly.
"Right  . . . then let us begin," he said, quickly composing himself. "First, you will need to learn how to pronounce each rune. As a whole, they compose a complex written and spoken language, but for our purposes, you will need to learn only a small part of it. However, if you learn anything of the mystic language, learn it well. A misspoken arcane word can be dangerous."
"Dangerous?" she asked.
"Aye. At best, the spell will not work. Equally likely is the mistake changing the behavior of the spell in unpredictable ways. I cannot stress this enough. Ignoring all else, you must only speak a spell with an effect that you are absolutely sure of. Years ago, a colleague of mine attempted a spell intended to light a fire. He mistakenly substituted the target rune for the self rune. Needless to say, it was an unpleasant thing to witness. Even more unpleasant to clean up. It was, though, a fine reminder to speak with care," he said.
Aside from two breaks for meals, the day was utterly filled with study. Learning to pronounce these words was far more difficult than any other she had learned. This was because each word carried power, and if too many were spoken together, a spell would be cast. So each attempt was separated by a long and purposeful silence. Whenever Myranda was not as careful as Wolloff would like, she would be treated to a variation on the same long lecture about the "undesirable" results that such behavior could bring. Despite the difficulty, she did manage to learn a handful of words. During dinner, she decided to ask some questions that had been bothering her.
"Wolloff?" she asked.
"Aye," he said, as usual without looking up from the ever-present book.
"Why do we have to learn a different language to cast spells?" she asked.
"Strictly to save effort. The language that these spells are scribed in is one that the spirits are attuned to. When you speak an incantation, you entreat the forces around us for help. I've seen similar effects brought about in nearly any spoken language, but in those cases the mind of the caster must attune itself to the spirits. The process tends to be longer and slower. Sometimes chanting is involved. I personally cannot see the benefit, but to each his own. Nothing you will be doing will require much more than you'll learn of the runes," he said, as though he'd answered the question countless times before.
"What if---" she began.
"Listen, all that needs to be answered shall be. Any question that you have that does not find an answer in the months ahead is not one worth asking. Please keep your magic-related inquiries to yourself," he said.
From that point forward, he rigidly refused to answer any more of her questions, rather forcefully suggesting that she retire to her room and practice what she had learned thus far. She climbed the increasingly familiar staircase to her room. The fading light of the setting sun illuminated the page that she had left open on the table. After finding and reminding herself of the runes she knew, she carefully located the book she had found earlier and analyzed the spell that bore her name. Not surprisingly, most runes that she had learned were present in the spell. She grinned at the thought that Wolloff was preparing her for this very incantation. A few days more of study such as this and she would know all of the runes on the page. She could be casting it by week's end. With this thought in her mind, she felt the wound on her arm. The sliver Wolloff had removed was enough to take from it the constant pain. Soon she would be rid of the wound, once and for all.
Her thoughts were interrupted by the violent swinging of the shutter, and she knew without looking that it was not the wind that had dislodged it. Sure enough, the little dragon was at her side again. She stroked the loyal creature's head and continued her review. Myn delighted in the sound of Myranda's voice as she muttered this word or that from the symbols scribed on the page. Soon the sun was behind the mountains, leaving her with no light to learn by. This was Myranda's cue to retire, with Myn taking her usual position on top of her.
"So, how did your day go? Keeping busy?" she asked her silent companion. "New words. You know, I haven't learned a new language since I was a little girl. It wasn't particularly easy back then, but now there is the distinct possibility that if I mispronounce a word I could wind up as a jackrabbit or invisible. That has added a whole new dimension to the learning process, I can tell you. I'll tell you something else, too. He may know this magic backward and forward, but he could stand to learn a thing or two about manners. I was afraid that when my time here was up I couldn't bear to leave it, but if he remains as he is today, after six months I shall be glad to be rid of it."
Morning came quickly, and Myranda was sure to be up with the sun so that she would have time to coax Myn to leave before Wolloff arrived, lest she receive yet another of his long-winded lectures. She managed to do so with little time to spare. Wolloff's slow, plodding footsteps could be heard approaching just as she closed the shutter.
The day passed almost precisely as the previous one had, as did one after, and the one after that. Daylight was spent studying, night spent with Myn to keep her company. It might not have been the most luxurious life, but it was just exactly what she needed: stability, safety, and even education and companionship. For the first time in ages, she could feel her tightly-bound mind decompressing, her perpetually tangled nerves unraveling. She was living, not merely surviving. After so long, it was a state she was unaccustomed to, and brought with it the nagging fear that it would be fleeting.
#
Several days of travel had brought Trigorah and her men from their headquarters in Northern Capital to the southern edge of an icy field. She had most of the other Elites combing it for some sign of where the sword had been found. If the reports were correct, then the girl had passed through the nearby towns heading south. Of the three nearest towns, only the people of the village due north had any memory of the girl described in Demont's report. They spat when they spoke of her, decrying her as a sympathizer and traitor. One man recounted with pride sending her directly through this field.
The general considered the facts. An unprepared, unequipped individual as the townsfolk had described would not likely have survived the journey to the next city, even if she'd known to head there directly. She must have found some manner of shelter before then. The only conceivable source, barring something within the tundra itself, was a small, poorly-kept place of worship. Trigorah approached it. There were horses and riders in front of it. As she drew nearer, she realized that she recognized the uniforms of the men assembled before the church as not merely Alliance Army, but her own Elite. Anger and confusion welling up in her, she spurred her horse forward.
"General Teloran!" piped one of the soldiers, offering a salute.
"At ease, what is the meaning of this? I left no orders for you. Why are you here?" Trigorah snapped.
"We've been assigned a temporary commander, General. Commander Arden," he replied.
"Arden? Stand aside, soldier," the general hissed.
Fury in her eyes, the general stalked inside. In the darkened interior of the church, near a door at the far end of the room, a massive man was clutching a frail, blindfolded old priest in one hand and an oddly elegant halberd in the other. The old man was fairly dangling from the aggressor's ham-sized fist.
"You seen 'im. I know you did!" he barked.
"Put him down!" Trigorah ordered.
The hulking man's head jerked in her direction.
"Don't in'erupt, Gen'ral. I know dis old man saw somfin," Arden growled.
"He hasn't seen anything, you imbecile! He is clearly blind!" Trigorah cried, yanking the helpless old man from his grip.
Arden considered this for a moment.
"That don't mean nothin," he decided.
"Father, if you will just take a seat in the other room, I will have a word with my  . . . associate  . . . and then I require a few words with you myself," Trigorah said diplomatically.
The priest gratefully felt his way to the door to his chamber and closed the door behind him.
"What the hell do you think you are doing with my men, Arden?" Trigorah fumed, pronouncing the thug's name in an almost mocking tone.
"You ain't doin yer job no more, they said, so they decided I oughta. Said somebody's gotta find the 'sassin, since you couldn't," he replied.
"I found the assassin's accomplice! Someone saw fit to hire him rather than imprison him," Trigorah replied.
"Uh-huh. And he did his job. Probably I wouldn't of had to get involved if he'da just been paid, but what do I care 'bout 'scuses?" Arden shrugged, adding. "Yer men follow orders good. I think I'll keep 'em."
Trigorah shuddered with anger.
"Huh-huh. Tell you what. You gotta find that sword, right? And I gotta find that 'sassin. What's say we make a wager? You find yer bounty first and I refuse to take yer men, even if they're offered," Arden suggested.
"And if you win?" she asked.
"You know what I want if I win," Arden replied.
The general's eyes narrowed.
"Don't flatter yerself, elf. I want what's in here," he said, attempting to poke Trigorah on the helmet only to have his hand knocked away. "I got a lot of questions, and I wanna be able to ask 'em in my way. And, naturally, I'll be hanging onto yer men."
After a moment, Trigorah offered her hand. Arden shuffled the halberd to under his arm, its blade swiping dangerously near to Trigorah's head, and shook her hand.
"Right. I'm off then. Have fun with yer priest," Arden said, plodding out toward the door and barking an order to the men outside.
Trigorah entered the priest's chambers. He was sitting in a large chair, strangely composed despite his recent ordeal.
"I apologize for the actions of Arden. They were inexcusable," Trigorah began.
"Mmm. And yet you work with him," the priest replied.
"Through no choice of my own, I assure you," General Trigorah said.
"Everything is a choice, my child. Some choices are made poorly. They can have terrible consequences," he replied coldly. "Tell me. Is that the sort that our glorious army sees fit to employ?"
"These are hard times  . . . regardless, I again apologize. I shall endeavor to make my time here brief and leave you in peace," Trigorah replied.
"As you wish, though it is not often I am graced by the presence of a general. May I offer any hospitality?" he said, the realization of his current guest finally taking hold.
"Only answers, Father. Were you visited, perhaps two weeks ago, by anyone? Anyone out of the ordinary?" she asked.
"Mmm. You'd be after the girl, then, I suppose. What was her name now? Myranda. Myranda Celeste. A sympathizer," he recalled.
Trigorah hesitated for a moment when she heard the name.
"You are certain about that?" she asked.
"Quite sure. Up to some mischief, is she? Stirring things up?" he asked.
"So it would seem," Trigorah replied quietly.
"Mmm. I feared as much." He nodded.
"I don't suppose you were able to determine if she was carrying anything," Trigorah pressed.
"I imagine she had a pack. I heard the odd clink or thunk when she sat down. At least I think I did. It was quite a few days ago," he answered.
"Thank you. That is all. I appreciate your time," Trigorah said, turning to leave.
"Anything to lend a hand to the Alliance Army," the priest said as she closed the door and hurried out.
Trigorah's rigid, analytic mind clashed against these new developments, churning though them. Some she set aside for further study, others she tried push to the back of her mind. Not every fact had been a welcome one. One thing was for certain, though. The task at hand was now no longer simply a matter of duty. It was a matter of honor.
#
The first disruption to Myranda's comfortable routine came at the end of the first week. Just as she was heading up the stairs, a visitor came to the door. Three rounds of eager knocks had passed before Wolloff made it from his chair to the door.
"Finally," he said, pulling the door open to the familiar visitor. "I was beginning to think I was doing this for my health."
He took a pair of bags from the young boy at the door. As Wolloff hefted the bags and peered inside, the boy lingered, casting excited glances around the wizard.
"What's got you so antsy, boy?" he asked.
"Is she here? Myranda?" he asked.
"These bags seem a bit light, lad. Turn out your pockets," he said.
The boy heaved a sigh and did so. Wolloff inspected them, then grumbled about him finding a better hiding spot.
"Now what are you on about? Marna?" he asked.
"Myranda! She came here for training," he said.
"Oh, Aye. The girl. She has retired for the evening. Why?" he asked.
"I was hoping I could meet her. All of the other men are talking about her. She singlehandedly put the voice of the Undermine in everyone's ears and our name on everyone's tongues. She killed four so--" he gushed.
"Fine, fine. Spray your blasted hero worship in the girl's direction. DOWNSTAIRS NOW!" he bellowed.
Myranda came down quickly, having already learned that keeping Wolloff waiting was far from pleasant.
"This little urchin wants a word with you. Watch yourself. The brat has sticky fingers," he said.
She looked at the youngster at the door. There was something familiar about him. He was wearing a set of sparring pads, such as those worn by squires and apprentices in mock battle. Dirt had found its way, in large patches, to every piece of exposed skin. He couldn't be more than half of her age, and was overflowing with the misguided enthusiasm that such youth afforded. He offered his hand, and when she returned the gesture, he grasped it in a vigorous and continuous shake.
"Oof. Easy. The shoulder is still a bit sore," she said.
"Oh, right, the arm. From the fight. She told me! I can't believe I am meeting you! I'm Henry. And you  . . . You are the one! You did it!" he blurted.
"Calm down. I am only a person" she assured him.
"Only a person!? Caya said, she's my sister, she said that it is your fault that all of these orders are flowing down from the top and, and messages are coming out so fast and so often that there isn't even time to use codes, and, and, we are learning where the higher up people are and what their names are and what they are doing and where troops are coming from, and, and that means that there are openings and that means that we can hit them and cause real damage! Not like we've been doing! We can really hurt them and that means we need all the people we can get, and she gave me a knife and this great armor and it is all thanks to you!" the young boy spouted, almost without breathing.
"Right, that will be enough, lad. Just run off and tell your sister that if any more of this silver finds its way into your grubby little mitts, I'll be asking for three bags next time," he said, ushering the boy out the door and slamming it shut.
"Saints alive! The mouth on that boy. His parents should have just dressed up a monkey and cut off its tail. At least then they would get some peace and quiet now and then. What on earth was that yammering about, anyway? Have I got a celebrity as a pupil?" he asked.
"I  . . . seem to have become something of a rally call for the Undermine. The popular belief is that I stole an artifact from the army and eliminated the four soldiers sent to retrieve it. Now the highest levels are up in arms, which I suppose creates no end of openings for Caya and her people to attack," she said.
"Am I to take from your tone that you do not fit the role in which you have been cast?" he asked.
She shook her head slowly.
"I never killed those men. I only witnessed it, and even that was too much for me. I didn't steal any artifact. I found it on the body of a dead man and thought I could sell it. I never wanted any of this," she said.
"And how many people know that?" Wolloff asked.
"Only Caya, Tus, you, and whoever really did it," she said.
"Right, you keep it that way. If what you say is true, you've stumbled onto something that has finally gotten this group on its feet. It is therefore in all of our best interests that those whom you have inspired continue to believe what they have been told," he said, nothing but earnestness in his voice.
"Do you really believe in this cause?" she asked.
"Not in the least. It is my honest belief that Caya and all of her high-minded dealings will be crushed underfoot at the earliest convenience of any detachment of the army. Nevertheless, this engagement with the Tressons must come to an end, and the sad truth is this: the pointless, flawed actions that the Undermine has taken are the only steps toward anything resembling peace in years," he said.
"There are movements toward peace. I am always hearing about missions of peace that are shunned by the south," she said, confused.
"Aye, you are always hearing about those things because that is what the propaganda mill is churning out. Don't be fooled, lass. They've got about as much truth to them as the yarn Caya is spinning about you. I spent many years in the direct service of many of the officials who are at this very minute wringing their hands over what to do about you. Not once in all of those years did I see, or even hear mention of, a single peace mission. Yet one step into the public and the tale of the latest diplomat slain at the peace table is on everyone's lips.
"The truth is this is a war without diplomats. A war without negotiation. And such a war can only end in annihilation. Worse, the decisions of the men and women who guide the fate of this alliance seem solely aimed at stalemate. I was released from my position when it was decided that it was simpler to replace a fallen soldier than restore a faltered one. Egad, do you realize that they've actually made it illegal to practice white magic in the service of anyone but the Alliance Army? Even Clerics and those wretched potion-making Alchemists are being shut down. They say it is to make certain that those most in need are treated first, but I cannot name one of my brother healers who has spent even a single tour alongside a front line soldier. And now even schools of magic are being pressured into dropping what little white magic they taught!" he raved.
"But why?" Myranda gasped.
"Your guess is as good as mine. Near as I can tell, they are trying to make sure people like the Undermine can't get treatment. Whatever the reason, the proclamations have been made. Since then, the healer's art has all but disappeared from our land. The only end that our leaders seem dedicated to is ruin, and indeed that may well be the only one that is possible for us. With that truth revealed, I made it my goal to bring us to that end swiftly, that from the ashes of our land there may arise something better," he said.
"I can't believe this  . . . all of things I've heard about--the conferences  . . . the meetings  . . . the betrayals . . ." Myranda said numbly.
"Fiction. The only northerners the Tressons have met in decades are the ones they are clashing swords with," he said.
"But how? Why?" she managed through her struggling grasp of the latest revelation.
"Pride, stubbornness, honor, stupidity? Take your pick; it doesn't matter, the result is the same," he said.
His tone and composure were that of a man who had come to terms with these truths long ago. For the first time, Myranda began to understand the bitter, cruel exterior he had shown thus far. How could anyone who had learned what he'd learned in the way he'd learned it behave any differently? Wolloff grinned as he saw the look of pained realization come to her face as it had to his long ago.
"Sorry to burst your bubble, lass, but the truth is important. Unfortunately, wisdom and happiness are old enemies, and where one can be found, the other seldom lingers. You'd best get yourself upstairs. You've learned a bit more than I'd intended to teach today," he said.
She trudged upstairs, the lessons of the day washed away in a flood of pain and sorrow. As much as she had loathed this war, she'd always assumed that the one common desire of the world was to bring it to an end. Wolloff was right. There was no reason that could justify abandoning any hope of peace in favor of destruction. And what of the people of Tressor? Had they made pleas for peace that fell upon the unwilling ears of the North? So many questions, and no answers.
So troubled was she by the new knowledge, Myranda did not even notice Myn creeping in for her nightly visit. The little dragon had no way of knowing why Myranda was so dejected, but it was quite clear to her that this was so. She climbed onto the bed beside Myranda and stared into her eyes. A tear of anger and sorrow rolled down her cheek. Myn sniffed it, deciding immediately that she did not like it. She laid her head on Myranda's shoulder. The two did not stir until long after day finished its slip to night. Sleep came, but it was shallow and fitful, offering little in the way of rest and naught in the way of dreams. That, at least, was a blessing, as the images of darkness and desolation that invariably filled her dreams might just have been more than the disillusioned girl could bear.
 



Chapter 13
It was not until the approaching footsteps of Wolloff stirred Myn to leave that the trance-like sorrow was broken.
"Morning, lass. Today we learn the last few runes for your cure, and the techniques to cast it," he said.
She pulled herself from the bed and eagerly set her mind to the task of learning--anything to push the poisonous thoughts from her mind. Myranda threw herself headlong into the process, and managed to memorize all that needed to be learned before midday.
"You are a person of many faults, lass, but slow to learn is not one of them," said the old wizard, in as near to a compliment as he had yet uttered. "Now it is time to learn how to cast your first spell."
"Learn to cast it? What have I spent the whole of this week doing?" she asked.
"Learning the spell," he said.
"But not how to cast it?" she wondered.
"No. Where is that spell book?" he said, looking over the cluttered table. He spotted the book Myranda had set aside--the one that contained the spell that bore her name. He flipped it open to that very spell. "There. It is a bit sloppier, but a passable spell. Read it. Only substitute this rune for this one to cast it on yourself."
She looked over the spell, but there was no need. With the exception of the last few runes, she had memorized it. The last pieces of the puzzle let her finally speak it aloud. Slowly, carefully, she pronounced every last word of the arcane phrase. As she spoke she felt a soothing warmth grow beneath the dull pain of her wound, but the moment she finished casting the spell, the warmth quickly faded, leaving the swollen wound as it had been.
"Not terribly effective, was it?" the wizard said with a knowing grin.
"No, it didn't last," she said.
"Didn't last?" he asked with the tiniest hint of surprise in his voice. "I'll wager you feel a bit tired now. Don't you."
"Well, more so," she said. The sleepless night had left her quite weary, but there was a different feeling, a deeper one, that came when she finished speaking the words. It lingered in the back of her head, like a yawn that wouldn't come.
"Exactly," he said. "It is because you lack focus. With the exception of the very best written of spells, the forces and spirits around us will take little notice of what you say. The words must be spoken, but past that, the spectral realm cares little if it is a whisper or a cry. It is the state of the mind that speaks the word that interests them. It is only when your mind is tightly gathered to the task that you are likely to be granted your whims in any meaningful way.
"Furthermore, magic is not free. Regardless of how you bring about the desired effect, you give a little of yourself. If you entreat a spirit, it will draw its payment from your own spirit. A focused mind satisfies their appetite far more swiftly and thus spares you much of the fatigue that would normally come. More importantly, not all of the forces of this world are benevolent. Many will attempt to take a far greater toll than is their right--or, worse, may take a more substantial payment that you are not willing or able to give. Focus protects you from such treachery."
"How do I focus?" she asked.
"Ah, therein lies the crux of the art of wizardry," he said.
He rummaged about on the cluttered table, gathering up all of the crystals before selecting a slightly cloudy, pale yellow gem.
"Give me your hand," he said.
She offered her left hand. Wolloff furrowed his brow at the odd scar before placing the gem in her hand and closing her fingers around it.
"Now, close your eyes and concentrate on the crystal. All that exists is my voice and the crystal. All other thoughts must be silenced. That crystal is very impure. It will grow warmer and glow as you devote more and more of your mind to it," he said.
It was no simple task to do as he said. The temperature of the crystal did change as she drew more of her mind toward it, but even the merest distraction dropped the piece to cold. There was no telling how long it had been before she was finally interrupted, but it must have been some time, because the shadows were casting differently than they had when she began. Her concentration had been broken when Wolloff snatched the gem from her hand. He had a stern look on his face.
"You wouldn't be trying to make a fool of old Wolloff, would you?" he asked, angrily.
"What do you mean?" she asked.
The wizard's face twisted briefly with concentration, the crystal taking on the same glow as a candle.
"You managed this degree of concentration," he said, the light wavering slightly as he spoke.
"I don't understand," she said.
"I've been at this since I was nearly your age. When I was learning what I have just taught you, I had to practice it for just shy of two months to achieve this degree of consistent concentration. In all of my years, I have met but a handful of colleagues that had done so more quickly than I. The fastest was my mentor, who managed it in two weeks. You've done it upon your first day of trial, and in less than two hours!" He growled.
"What have I done wrong? Why are you yelling?" she asked.
"Done wrong? You've wasted my time and your own by allowing me to teach you things you must already know!" he said.
"I didn't know anything, I swear! The only knowledge I have of magic is what you have taught me!" she assured him.
"We shall know for sure in a moment," he fumed, grasping his amulet.
Myranda quickly stood, knocking the chair down as she tried to back away. The wizard had a menacing look in his eye that chilled her to her spine. He spoke a string of mystic words, only a few of which were familiar. The spell was a mystery to her, save that the last few words targeted it upon her, and bound the effects to her flesh. Just as soon as the final word had left his lips, she felt the muscles in her arm clench tightly. All feeling left her fingers, and the numbness began to spread quickly up her arm. In a few moments, the arm hung loosely at her side. She tried to move it, but it would not obey, not even a twitch.
"What did you do?" she asked desperately, clutching at the lifeless arm.
"As if you don't know," he said.
Myranda's numbness spread, her panic spreading with it. Her right leg was quickly claimed and she was left unable to stand. Soon the whole of her right side was lifeless, and what little feeling she had left in the left side was draining away. By the end of a minute she was collapsed on the floor like a rag doll, utterly numb and scarcely breathing. Wolloff walked over to her, but she lacked even the control to focus her eyes on him. He leaned down to inspect her breathing, then slowly left the room.
She heard the door slip shut. He had left her. Hours passed with only her thoughts to keep her company. Her eyes offered only blurred blobs of color and light. She could hear clearly, but there was nothing for her to listen to aside from the passing breeze. All other senses were gone. The feeling of complete helplessness was maddening. She devoted every ounce of her apparently considerable concentration to moving even a single finger, but failed. The light blurs turned to dark ones before the footsteps could be heard returning.
"Right. I am quite convinced. Had you received the education I'd accused you of, you would certainly have learned to defend against a little hex like that," he said.
He swept his hand through the air and spoke a few words. Myranda instantly regained the feeling she was robbed of.
"And no one would allow such a spell to take effect if they could avoid it," he said.
"You could have just believed me," she said, pulling herself from the floor with much difficulty. Unbeknownst to her, the time on the floor had caused her muscles to cramp.
"I have a personal rule that has served me quite well in the past: never take at face value that which can be proved," he said, taking a clear, rose-colored gem from the table.
"Well?" she asked, hoping for an apology.
"Well take this. This gem has been fairly well-refined. It will aid your concentration. Take a few moments to pull your mind together, focus on the gem, then cast the spell again, as I told you to before," he said, as though the hours of paralysis he had caused had simply never occurred.
Myranda clutched the new gem. She ought to have known better than to expect him to make amends for his distrust. That didn't matter, though. She had a very important task at hand. Not only did she have the opportunity to rid herself of the crippling injury, but she was about to take the first real step toward becoming a healer. Without the warmth of the gem to guide her, it was difficult to know when she had reached the appropriate level of concentration. When she felt that her mind was similar to the way it had been that morning, she spoke the words.
Even the simple task of pronouncing the words was difficult to do without causing her mind to lose focus. Just as before, she felt a soothing warmth in her wound that served to distract her further. As the last few words were spoken, the warmth increased greatly.
"Right. You may relax now. Let the spell do its work," Wolloff said.
She let the outside world flow back in. Instantly, the strange weariness that she had felt before was back, and far stronger. She felt dizzy, and nearly fell off of her chair. Her arm, though, felt wonderful. The terrible pain she'd come to live with was replaced with a gentle tingle. She pulled up the sleeve and loosened the bandage. Before her eyes the redness and swelling subsided. In moments, the debilitating injury was returned to the state it had been in when she received it. A simple, albeit severe, gash. Much to her chagrin, though, it was there that the spell seemed to stop its work.
"Fine. That will be all for today," he said.
"Wait! What happened?" she asked, trying to stand. The dizziness that swirled in her mind forced her back into the chair.
"You cast the spell, the spell worked," he said, irritated by the need to explain the obvious.
"But my arm. It isn't healed," she said.
"No. The spell you cast was simply to remove the affliction that had been worsening the wound. The actual healing spell is quite different. We will begin learning that one tomorrow. It is significantly longer, and it contains a few runes that you have yet to learn. If you get your wits about you by the time I've made supper, we will work a bit after."
"Supper  . . . you mean you don't expect me to prepare it?" she said.
"As entertaining as it would be to see you run in a screaming conflagration from my kitchen after falling face-first into the fire, I am in no mood to clean it up. Rest for a bit. When you've coordinated yourself enough to risk the stairs, you will find some of yesterday's dinner waiting for you," he said, taking his leave.
The young woman took his advice, though she'd hardly needed to be told. It was late afternoon, but it may as well have been midnight. As soon as he'd left, Myranda dragged herself to the bed and collapsed. This was the most bizarre weariness she had ever felt. Her body felt fine. It was neither sore nor weak. In truth, it was the first time in weeks that she could say she felt virtually no pain whatsoever. And yet she could barely move. It was as though she lacked the will to command her muscles.
Perhaps because of this, the sleep she yearned for simply would not come. Her mind badly needed it, but her body would not oblige. Instead, she remained in a daze for several hours, fully awake, but mentally drained. Finally, more out of boredom than refreshment, she opened her eyes to a darkened room. It must have become night only recently, as there was a bit of rosiness to the sky at the tip of the mountains. She wondered, as she gazed out, where her little dragon was. It was not like her to be gone much past sundown.
"Where could she be?" she asked to no one in particular.
The answer came in a swift and sudden manner. Myn's head appeared, peering down through the window from above. Myranda, startled by the unexpected appearance of her friend, stumbled backward. The dragon darted behind her, using her head to prop up the faltering girl.
"Thank you, Myn. I suppose I've not quite recovered yet. I feel quite a bit better, though," she said, feeling her way to the bed. She sat, the dragon leaping up to the bed beside her.
"So what have you been up to? Not only hunting, I hope. If you spend so much time hunting each day, the forest will be emptied by the time we leave," she said.
The dragon, enthralled by the sound of her voice, moved to Myranda's right side. When she had finished talking, Myn glanced at her right arm, sniffing at the injury. A look of confusion or curiosity came to her face as she took another smell and gave Myranda a questioning look.
"Oh, my arm. Yes. I learned to cast a spell, and now it is healing properly. Thank you for noticing," she said.
Myn seemed pleased, as though the smell of the tainted injury had been a source for concern for her, and its disappearance was a great relief. She gave her little reptilian version of a smile and lowered her head for the standard reward for a job well done. Myranda gave her the pat on the head she was hoping for with her vastly improved arm.
"I'll be right back. You've eaten your meal, but I've yet to have mine," she said.
Myn coiled herself up on the bed, watching Myranda open the door and carefully descend the stairs. If the stairs had been tricky before, navigating them in near darkness and while lightheaded was an entirely new experience. She made it to the base, thankfully in one piece, and found Wolloff reading by the firelight. On the table was a plate featuring the last of the roast and a few boiled vegetables. She sat down and ate quietly.
"It held up well," Wolloff said.
Myranda nodded in agreement.
"Perhaps you would like to take some up to your dragon," he said.
Myranda nodded again before realizing what had been said.
"What?" she said.
"That is who you were talking to, was it not?" he asked.
"You heard that?" she said.
"No, but now I know that I was right," he said.
Myranda sighed and swallowed hard. "How long did you know?" she asked.
"If you recall, I was there the first morning she showed up. Did you really think I wouldn't check to see if it had happened again?" he said. "You will find it very difficult to fool a wizard, lass."
"I am very sorry, but we have been together every day since she was born. I cannot keep her away. I assure you, she is very well-behaved. She has only breathed fire once and it was only because she was cold. If she--" Myranda hurriedly explained.
"Relax, lass, I would not be so foolish as to put the fate of my collection in the hands of an apprentice. You couldn't ignite a single page if you tried. The moment I saw that beast, I put a series of spells into effect. You can't even light a lamp up there without a word or two from me," he said.
"Why didn't you say something earlier?" she asked.
"It is just my way," he said, getting up and placing his book on the table. "So, do you feel up to learning a bit more tonight?"
"Not quite," she said.
"What a shame, because that is precisely what we are going to do," he said.
#
The following weeks brought much knowledge and little rest. Wolloff felt that, since she was gifted with a unique strength of mind, she ought to be pushed harder than his other students. In weeks she learned spells that had taken the other apprentices months to perfect. She could soon heal everything from a bruise to a broken limb to any number of diseases. He would see to it that she practiced nonstop until the spell was casting just as it should be.
Surprisingly, Wolloff more often than not provided the meals. He seemed to believe that her education was of the highest priority. Each morning would see a new spell taught and rest would not come until it had been cast. Each day followed the same routine--until one morning more than a month later. On that morning, Myn was acting strangely.
The dragon had continued to leave with the approach of morning, usually waking Myranda in the process. Something was different, though. When Myn jumped to the floor, she sniffed at the air, clearly worried. She then climbed to the north window to gain a better sample of whatever scent it was that bothered her so. The little dragon was so distracted she did not even leave her station at the window when Wolloff entered.
"Oh, I see, we do not even do the old man the courtesy of pretending to follow the rules anymore, eh?" he said.
"Something is wrong. I think she smells something," she said, growing more and more concerned at the dragon's strange behavior.
"Do you have any idea how strong that snout of hers is? She always smells something," he assured her.
"Even so," Myranda said, straining her eyes on the horizon.
A sound, silent to the others, visibly shook Myn. She launched herself out of the window and ran to the north with a speed Myranda had never seen the little creature muster. There was something more than hunger driving her as she streaked through the snow. Myranda called out to her, but the dragon did not even turn.
"It is about time . . ." Wolloff said.
"This is not normal. Something is definitely wrong," she said.
"Oh, aye, but keeping a pet dragon in your bed with you every night is the very picture of normality," Wolloff said.
Soon Myn disappeared between the trees. Myranda turned to the wizard, who was about to begin the day's studies.
"I am serious. Something out there has got her attention like nothing else I've seen before. We've got to see where she's gone, and what she's gone after," she insisted.
"I do not see why--" he began.
"Please! You are a wizard. Surely you can do something to find out," she begged.
Wolloff looked at the desperate apprentice. Normally, he would be infuriated by the gall of a student interrupting her teacher, but looking into her eyes he saw naught but fear and worry. He heaved a frustrated sigh.
"I can see we are not likely to get anything done while this mystery stands," he said.
He gripped the amulet and spoke some arcane words. The crystal within began to glow.
"There is someone  . . . a human . . ." he said, mumbling a few more words. "Aye, quite a few."
"Who are they? What do they look like?" she pleaded.
"I cannot actually see them. That would require a distance-seeing spell, and I have not cast such a spell in years. I am merely detecting their minds," he said, his next few comments scattered among lengthy pauses. "I can tell you that they are quite strong-willed. Not on the level of a wizard, or even you for that matter, though  . . . I sense that they are looking for something. No . . . No, they have found it. There is anger. Perhaps a  . . . yes, a battle  . . . There are fewer of them now  . . . fewer still. Whatever they found is putting up quite a struggle."
"It could be Myn!" she said.
"Aye, it could be." He nodded. "I've focused the spell on the discovery of human minds. Whatever they have found, it is not human."
"Well, search for her! Search for Myn!" she demanded.
Wolloff clenched his eyes tighter to maintain concentration.
"This may come as a surprise to you, but seeking out a dragon's mind has not been of tremendous usefulness to me over the years. I would have to do a bit of research to discover that particular inflection," he said. "At any rate, it does not matter. The ill-intentioned invaders--or, at least, those that remain--are leaving. Right, back to work then."
Myranda reluctantly turned her mind to the task of learning again. She tried to imagine that Myn had just gone off for the day as she had for weeks before. It was no use, though. She could not pull her mind from the worry she felt. Her spells fizzled and failed. Even spells she had mastered in her first days of learning were beyond her ability. Finally, Wolloff grew frustrated.
"Right. That is all for today then," he said.
"I am sorry. I am just  . . . I can't stop thinking about Myn. She could be in trouble," she said.
"Aye, could be, and probably is. She is probably flayed open on the side of a road, but that is of little consequence. You are to be a white wizard. The tragedies of the world must cease to matter to you," he said.
"How dare you! My friend could be hurt. That will always matter to me. A healer should have compassion," she said.
"Caya sent you so that you could learn to heal the injured. To that end, you've shown tremendous potential, but mere potential means nothing. What matters is performance. Life would be wonderful if we were only asked to perform in the most pleasant of conditions, but the truth is that it in those places a healer is useless. If you are to be helpful at all, you will need to be treating men and women torn apart at the seams. Soldiers screaming in pain. Faces you may recognize shrouded in a crimson mask of blood--or, worse, faded white as a ghost with death's claws about them. At times you will not have the opportunity or resources to give help to all who need it. You will have to decide who must die and who can live. What good will you be if the imagined fate of a blasted meaningless creature renders you helpless? You are useless!" he proclaimed.
Wolloff rose from his seat and opened the door to leave. He slammed it angrily behind him as Myranda turned back to the window. She was shaken by his words. Their truth had struck her to the core. Casting the spell with nothing on the line was difficult enough, but to attain the necessary state of mind while a life hangs in the balance? Impossible. The emotions could not be pushed aside.
Perhaps the true test of a wizard was the art of detachment. Whenever tales of a wizard were told to her, they were cold and unfeeling, minds set solely to task. A part of her yearned to be free of the burden of her emotion--but in her heart, she recoiled at the thought. The image of herself showing anger and disdain in place of compassion and concern turned her stomach. Such a fate was worse than death. To deny her heart now would be to turn a deaf ear to it forever, and right now it was telling her that her friend needed help.
She marched down the stairs, her course of action clear.
"And what are you up to?" Wolloff asked mockingly.
"I am going to help Myn," she declared.
"And how do you suppose you will find her?" he asked.
"I don't know," she said, donning her worn cloak and tattered boots.
"Well, off with you, then. I have taught you the basics, and it was that which I was paid to do. My conscience is clear. You, however, ought to bear one thing in mind. Caya has invested a tidy sum and she is expecting a healer in return. How will she feel when I tell her that her new mascot and only healer has frozen to death seeking to rescue a beast from a danger that is not even certain?" he said.
Myranda gave him a long, hard stare, considering his words. Finally, she opened the door and set off into the cold. A single look at the sky and whiff of the air assured her that she could not have chosen a worse time to venture into the woods alone. As was the curse of the north, snow had come at least once a week for the whole of her time in Wolloff's tower. Most were light flurries, but some brought with them wind and cold sufficient to endanger any creature that could not find shelter. Today would be such a day. A stiff breeze foreshadowed the harsh winds that would be tearing at her face within the hour.
 



Chapter 14
The sharp slicing of Myn's claws into the snow left a clear path to follow, but the rising wind was quickly wiping them away. Racing against time, Myranda trudged through the snow, knee-deep at times, as quickly as her legs could manage. She ignored the savage burning of the wind in her eyes, knowing that if she lost sight of the trail for even a moment, she might never find it again. All the while, she kept her left hand clenched angrily about the front of her cloak, holding it closed and squeezing at the mark that had brought her such misfortune, as though if she punished it enough it would release her from its accursed grasp.
The shadows lengthened as she trudged onward. Long ago, the prints had been wiped away. She moved now on hope alone. For once, luck did not fail her. Ahead, she found a patch of snow stained red by the blood beneath it. The patch stood out against the stark white that surrounded it. The snow, blown about by the savage wind, had faded but not erased the remains of the battle that Wolloff had described. It must have been a terrible one. Though she could not be certain, the half-hidden footfalls scattered about the clearing seemed to have belonged to a half-dozen or so men.
Four did not live to see the end of the battle. The bodies must have been taken; in their places, helmets had been left, hung atop swords stuck into the earth in the center of the bloody spill that marked their end. The helms were elaborate, iron with dark blue enamel covering the whole surface, save a few areas that bore gold detailing. Rising from the peak was a white plume that looked to be horse hair.
"So they were soldiers," she said through wind-burned lips.
She searched the ground with her eyes, but there was no sign of Myn having even been there. The telltale dimples in the snow left by the soldiers' horses all led almost directly to the north. Myranda, with nowhere else to go, followed them. If Myn had not reached them before the battle had ended, then she might have met them further on.
It was not long before she found the site of a different battle. More blood spilled, and a single helmet, left seemingly out of carelessness rather than memorial. Beside the blood-spattered helmet was a deep furrow left by the spirited movements of a creature's claws. Further on, there was a deep pit in the snow, almost to the ground, that bore its own stain, though this blood was of a thicker, darker variety. Precisely the kind that was left in the wake of the elder dragon's rampage. There was no doubt. It was Myn's.
"No!" Myranda cried out.
She threw herself into the snow, digging her fingers into the windblown flakes just as the first crystals of the long impending storm began to fall. Myranda stood. The pit was empty. Squinting, she made out a tiny speck of red, followed by another, and another. She followed the trail of drops to its end. There she found the prone, motionless form of the little dragon. She was cold to the touch, nearly as cold as the snow that half buried her. Two vicious injuries marred her hide, clearly the cause of her collapse. Myranda dropped to her knees and placed her ear to the dragon's chest. There was the weakest thump of a struggling heart to be heard. The tiniest whisper of life, the smallest glimmer of hope.
Myranda analyzed the wounds. There was a horrid gash running along her neck and down her side, cleaving whole scales and clotted with sticky, near-black blood. The second injury was smaller, a notch cut into her crown scale. The thick protective piece of armor had done its work. Only a trickle of blood escaped the wound left by a blow that would have killed a lesser creature.
The novice healer prepared to make use of her fresh knowledge. Suddenly her heart dropped as she realized her carelessness. A crystal! She'd forgotten to take one! She had never been able to cast a spell without one. There was no time to lose though. If she delayed for even a moment, she could lose her friend forever. She placed her hands on the dragon's neck. The creature's unique blood burned at her fingers, but she ignored it. Her mind needed silence for the spell to work. Every thought had to be washed away to provide a trance deep enough to allow her words to reach the ears of those forces that could put them to reality. The lack of a crystal made it difficult, but the high emotions made it near impossible.
She tried, and tried, but she couldn't manage to ignore the fear and sorrow she felt for the only creature that cared for her. Tears flowed from her eyes and stung her cheeks as the flood of powerful emotions fought back. The harder she tried to focus, the more she thought of the danger her friend was in. Her mind swirled, but she could not relent. The feelings intensified until she could not bear it. Finally, she spoke the arcane words. If she could not draw the strength from calm focus, then she had no choice to try to draw it from the maelstrom in her mind.
The words began to do their work, though weakly. Slowly she felt the gash begin to close beneath her fingers, but not completely. She spoke the words again, and again. Each speaking brought the wound closer to disappearing, and brought Myranda closer to collapse. The last trickle of the blood escaped the wound as the apprentice wizard finally passed the breaking point, falling forward. Large, icy flakes of snow began to fall with all of the force of a blizzard as the world faded from her view.
#
In the city of Nidel, General Trigorah pored over her notes of the weeks gone by. Progress had been slow, painfully slow. Her duties had required her to track the path of the sword and those who may have contacted it. To that end, she'd been quite successful. Indeed, in front of her was a description of the very weapon she sought, provided by an elderly weapon shop owner who had agreed to buy it. The last of the prospective witnesses had been identified, and their current whereabouts noted.
Every last story that there was to hear had been heard, and the last of the truth was being gleaned from them. There was the strong indication, though not the certainty, that Myranda  . . . that the target had been in possession of the weapon when she left the weapon shop, but not when she had arrived in the town of Nidel, and certainly not when she had been captured.
It was here that things had ceased to fit together. There was the church. Trigorah knew her target tended to visit places of worship when seeking shelter. There had been a church, burned, and four soldiers killed. That didn't make sense. Why burn the church? To hide evidence? Perhaps, but the remains of the soldiers, some of Demont's men, were left for all to find, when they could easily have been thrown among the flames. If evidence was being destroyed, it was evidence of some other crime.
From the descriptions of her target, it seemed highly unlikely that she would have been capable of defeating four soldiers. And then there was the fact of her escape. The carriage was burned. More fire  . . . but this time well-used. Aside from requiring that the girl be captured as well as the sword, the escape made it clear that she could not have been working alone. No, there was another hand at work here.
As she stared at the totality of the information, a solution stared back at her. All of this had a familiar ring to it. A color  . . . a texture to the events that she'd become sensitive to. She knew that the assassin had been sent for the sword, and that he likely still held it. That much was not a mystery. The mystery was where he could be found, and it was one of which she'd spent decades frequently in the pursuit of a solution.
She didn't have the time for that. She needed progress quickly. Some sort of step forward. The reports of the escape held clues. The horses were missing. The armor was missing. There had been looting. Not unheard of, save for the destruction of the black carriage. That was an act of vengeance. Only one group sought weapons, armor, and revenge. The Undermine. Trigorah stood and stalked out to her waiting Elites.
"Saddle up, men. We are heading east," she ordered.
#
The first rays of the sun stirred the two travelers. They were both near-frozen, spared a complete blanket of snow only by their proximity to a thickly-needled pine tree. Great mounds of the white stuff surrounded the tree and buried the lower third of their bodies. Myranda managed to get her numbed limbs beneath her and roll off of Myn. Even after being healed, Myn had lost too much blood to last the long, cold night alone. She would have surely died if not for the impromptu blanket in the form of the unconscious body of Myranda. The dragon hoisted herself to her feet and released a mighty blast of fire. Instantly, the warm blood surged through her body, bringing new life to cold muscles. A second blast brought her strength and comfort back to normal.
The brief blasts of warmth that Myn had created did little to restore feeling to Myranda's icy fingers. She gathered together the only wood available, green boughs broken free by the powerful wind. Some of the snow was pushed aside to provide an appropriate place to start the fire, but she knew that she had little chance of sparking a flame. She had no tools to do so, and the fresh wood would be slow to light. The cold had robbed her of nearly all dexterity, and she knew that if she didn't get feeling back into her legs soon, she never would. She looked pleadingly to Myn.
"Fire. Please understand me, Myn. Just this once I need fire," she said.
The dragon looked back innocently.
"Here, feel. Heat does not return so easily to me as it does to you," Myranda said, placing a hand on Myn's neck.
The little creature pulled away from her icy touch and glared at the offending limb. She traced the arm back to Myranda's face, then back at the hand. When she looked to her face again, there was understanding dawning in the young creature's eyes.
"Yes, yes. I am very cold, I need fire," she begged again.
Myn's chest puffed up as she made ready to blast a third column of flame directly at Myranda. She pulled quickly away.
"No, no! Not me! There! The wood!" she said, gesturing desperately.
Myn furrowed her brow as she looked doubtfully at the wood. When she looked to Myranda again, she saw the face reserved for when she has done something right, so she knew what to do. A blast of fiery breath directed at the wood did in a moment what would have taken ages for Myranda to do. She held her hands over the fire as Myn sat next to her in the warm glow.
"Well, Myn. I suppose this makes us even. I have saved your life, and you've saved mine. Once I get a bit more feeling in these frost-nipped digits, I will give you the reward I know you are waiting for. I am going to give you the best scratching you've ever had," she assured her friend.
After a few minutes a strong tingling came to her nearly frostbitten fingers. Though it was painful, she welcomed it, as it meant her hands had not been damaged by the cold. As soon as the painful sensation subsided enough, she gave Myn what she wanted. The dragon drank in the joy as her companion stroked lovingly at her head. In truth, through the thick scales, she could barely feel it, but she loved it just the same.
Myranda continued to indulge her friend until her hand was exhausted. Even so, the dragon looked at her as though she was a criminal for stopping. Her offense was short-lived, as a sound and a scent drew her attentions to the woods. She was off in a flash. Myranda had managed to take most of the chill from her body by the time Myn came back with what had been a moderately sized wild turkey.
"That is quite a catch! What are you going to do with all of that  . . . oh  . . . oh my . . ." she said, turning away from the gruesome answer to her question.
The powerful jaws of the dragon, who just minutes before had been as gentle and loving as a kitten, now made short work of the prey, tearing great pieces of meat away and eating them in greedy gulps without chewing. A few more swallows and the bird, bones and all, had all but disappeared. It was this seldom-seen side of her friend that disturbed her. She often forgot that the dragon was a wild animal. When the snapping and crunching had ended, Myranda ventured a peek at the very satisfied creature. The dragon licked the stray drips of blood from her maw with a few deft swipes with her long tongue.
"You've something to learn in the way of table manners," Myranda said.
She looked at the odd scattering of leftovers from the primal meal. As disgusted as Myranda was at the spectacle of the creature eating, it had not been enough to make her forget that she hadn't eaten the day before. She smirked. In the past it was not at all uncommon for her to skip a day or two between meals. The opportunities to eat were often few and far between. Her time in this rather austere place of learning had managed to spoil her nonetheless, as she had become accustomed to the luxury of a daily meal.
The smile faded from her face as she turned her eyes to the south. It had taken the hours from noon to nightfall to find this place, and that was on a good night's sleep and with fear speeding her stride. The return trip would take twice as long, even ignoring the thick blanket of fresh snow.
The hungry girl's gaze turned to the leftovers beside Myn once more. Among the mangled feathers and other debris was a shred of meat. Myranda plucked it from the snow and, in a decision motivated more by hunger than good sense, deemed the sorry morsel edible. By the time she had stripped away the feathers and other less than appetizing parts from the meat, it was barely enough to fill her palm. She skewered it on a pine bough and held it over the fire. Myn watched her friend with her usual curiosity before disappearing into the woods once more.
"Don't stray too far," she said more to herself than the dragon. "After this mouthful is savored we need to head back to Wolloff's."
With a bit of time to spare while the meat heated, she let her mind wander. The spell she'd managed to cast had muddied her thoughts more than a night collapsed in freezing cold could repair. The lingering cobwebs led her mind in slow, meandering circles around a fleeting concern. Something about the battleground she'd passed through to reach this place. It didn't seem like Myn was involved in that first clash  . . . but someone must have been. Someone who could take four well equipped soldiers before  . . . before what? And why were there soldiers in Ravenwood to begin with?
The smell of burning food brought her thoughts back to reality. It seemed she had daydreamed just long enough for her food to leap from one side of edibility to the other. The meager chunk of meat was now a charred piece of sinew dangling from the end of the stick. Left with little recourse she took the piece into her hand and surveyed it with a frown before trying her best to gnaw off a bite to choke down. It was like chewing on leather. The crunching footsteps of Myn's return made her decide that it was better to go without than to risk whatever damage she might do to her stomach by swallowing the shriveled wreck. As if to add insult to injury, Myn carried with her another fresh kill.
"Another one?" Myranda said with a frown, spitting the taste from her mouth and tossing the glorified piece of charcoal aside. "Aren't you full yet?"
The dragon marched up and dropped her prize in front of Myranda.
"What are you doing? If you are going to eat it take it over there. I don't want to see that sight again," she requested.
The dragon just nudged the meal a bit closer with her snout and plopped down, staring expectantly at Myranda.
"Is  . . . Is this for me? You little angel!" she proclaimed, throwing her arms about the Myn's neck and hugging her warmly.
The little dragon reveled in the attention, even after the hug had ended, as Myranda rained loving praise down on her while she prepared the meat. Just the sound of Myranda's voice brought joy to her heart. It was, after all, the first sound she had heard in life, and to hear it lifted by happiness and gratefulness was more than enough payment for services rendered.
Getting the turkey ready to eat without the aid of a knife proved to be quite a task, one further complicated by arms and legs still clumsy from a night in the freezing cold. Soon enough, though, she was savoring the tantalizingly fresh meat. She pulled whatever parts seemed warm enough to eat away and eagerly devoured them while the rest of the bird cooked. Before long, she had taken the edge from her hunger and then some. She was shocked by how good it was. Even the meals she ate at Wolloff's were generally composed of meat that was far from its prime. This was a meal fresher than even a king could enjoy. A final bite convinced her that the age-old phrase was wrong. Eat like a king? Ha! Eat like a dragon! She threw the leftover meat to Myn, who snapped it up quickly.
"Well, now. We have slept. We have eaten. Let us be on our way!" she said.
Her legs were the things most affected by the long cold night and did not serve her quite as well as she would have liked. She nearly fell to the ground twice while kicking snow onto the fire to extinguish it. As a result, she had to stick to traveling where the snow was thinnest, taking wide circles around the now-towering drifts that the blizzard had dumped into her return path. Luckily, the snow was thick and heavy, with only the top few inches thin enough to sink into. Otherwise, even the shallow valleys between drifts would swallow her up to her waist. After a few minutes of walking, her legs finally seemed to remember how to handle the snow, and walking became less of a conscious affair. It only then that she noticed how Myn was acting.
The usually jovial beast seemed more and more spiritless with each passing moment. Her tail, normally alive with twisting and curling, hung down behind her, dragging a faint line in the snow. Every few steps she would draw in a long, slow breath through her nose and look about longingly. Myranda grew concerned. Myn had never acted this way before. For all appearances, she seemed to miss someone. But who?
"What is it, little one? Who do you miss? Was it the one the soldiers were fighting?" Myranda asked.
The duo was passing through the site of the first battle. The snow was much deeper, with only the very tops of the grave markers visible. Myranda lifted a helmet from one of the improvised memorials and showed it to the dragon.
"Did these men take it from you, the thing you miss so much?" she asked, showing Myn.
The beast's eyes locked onto the armor piece, fury burning behind them. She clamped onto the helmet with her teeth and shook it viciously. Her teeth scraped at the intricate enamel and the pressure of her jaws dented and bent the thick metal plates. She continued to thrash it about while walking until she came to a seemingly random patch of snow. She dropped the helmet and pawed at the fresh white powder madly.
"What are you doing?" Myranda asked, further confused by her companion's strange behavior.
More than two feet of digging later, the snow took on a pink tint. She buried her snout in it and inhaled deeply. After a second sniff she raised her head again, sorrow behind her eyes. She offered a long, soulful call, halfway between a howl and a moan. It was the first sound that Myranda had heard the dragon make, aside from a few hisses and grumbles. This was different. There was a voice behind it, pouring out sorrow. This was not just a mindless creature. This was a thinking, feeling being.
After a pause, with her head hung low, she locked her gaze on the helmet again. Puffing out her chest, she unleashed a burst of flame longer and hotter than Myranda had ever seen her muster. She then snatched the blackened and sizzling piece of armor out of the wet pit of melted snow and continued to gnaw and shake it, as though she was punishing it for her sorrow. Even when they began walking again, she continued her catharsis.
The sky was rosy with sunset when the two found their way to the door of the tower. No doubt due to some mystic meddling, the building and the area around it seemed wholly unaffected by the night of snowfall. Myn was fairly exhausted from her wrestling with the helmet, but refused to release it from her mouth. When Myranda pushed the door wearily open, she was greeted by a slow, deliberate clapping from Wolloff.
"Congratulations, lass. You risked your life, passed out, and nearly starved and froze, but you managed to bring back a meaningless animal safely," he said.
Myranda came inside, stomping the snow from her boots.
"And what is this?" he asked, shocked at what he saw.
"What?" Myranda asked, looking down.
Myn had followed her inside and positioned herself between Myranda and Wolloff. She dropped the helmet heavily to the floor and bared her teeth in a fearsome snarl.
"I draw the line at letting the beast use the front door," he said angrily.
"Well, tell her so," she said, in no mood to apologize.
"I am not the one that trained her," he said.
"Neither did I," came her reply. "She was only a few days old when I came to you and if I had been training her since then, I think you might have noticed."
"Then how did you get her to bring that food back for you? Don't tell me you just asked," he said.
"No, I didn't even ask her. She did it on her own . . . How did you know about that? Did you follow me?" she asked.
"No. Distance-seeing. While you were off on your fool's errand, I looked up the appropriate spell so that I could keep an eye on you. You were only a day or so away, so it was child's play. You say that the dragon decided to bring you food of its own accord?" he said, eying the creature curiously.
"She did," Myranda said.
Wolloff rubbed his chin as he looked at the dragon, who looked as though she would tear him to pieces if he took a step closer. He reluctantly allowed Myn to stay inside, with the stipulation that she behave herself. Myranda assured him that she would so long as he did the same. When Myn was satisfied that Wolloff was of no real concern, she fetched the mangled helmet, brought it to Myranda's feet, and commenced the destruction.
"You brought that from the battleground, as I recall," he said.
"Yes," she said.
"It--what's left of it, that is--looks like an Alliance helmet. A fancy one at that. I must remember to inform Caya. Troop action this far north is rare, and this deep in the forest is rarer still. I don't like it," he said.
There was very little instruction that night, with Myranda retiring gratefully to her bed soon after he prepared a meal for her. Evidently Wolloff felt that her experiences in rescuing the beast were lesson enough.
 



Chapter 15
The weeks that followed passed much as those before had--with one notable exception. Myn, who was protective before, was now overprotective and always by Myranda's side. For the first two weeks, she didn't leave Myranda for even a moment, not even to hunt. She was worried for her health, but Wolloff dubiously assured her that after a big meal, a dragon could go months before eating again. In time, the dragon did leave, but only long enough to satisfy her hunger. At all other times, she was with Myranda, chewing and clawing at the helmet and watching Wolloff like a hawk.
The first order of business in terms of instruction was the addition of a spell that could be of greater use to her than any she had learned to date. It was more difficult to cast and was not always appropriate, but given enough time to do its work, the spell could heal even the direst of wounds. Wolloff called it the healing sleep, a spell that put the recipient into a deep slumber and drew upon their own spiritual strength to continuously cure whatever damage or disease was ailing the body. Myranda had difficulty testing such a spell. She could not use it on herself, and Wolloff would certainly not allow her to test it on him. She did cast it on Myn once, with great success. Unfortunately, the creature, upon waking, made it quite clear she did not like being forced into sleep, likely remembering when Wolloff had done it when they first met.
It was just past the end of the third month of training, the midpoint, before they were interrupted again. Spring should have come, but this far north, and in the Low Lands in particular, the only indication of this was a sprinkle of rain mixing with the snow occasionally. Such a storm was passing through toward the end of the daily training session in the tower when a commotion could be heard in the main room down stairs. The sound alone was enough to put Myn on guard.
"Wait here. I will see what has happened," Wolloff instructed.
The wizard clutched the amulet and cautiously descended the stairs. Myranda waited anxiously at the top of the flight, Myn standing rigidly in front of her, still clutching the chewed-up helm in her teeth. After an eternity of silence, Wolloff's voice rang out from below. It was filled with desperation and concern.
"Come quickly!" he yelled.
She rushed down the stairs. When she reached the bottom, she was met with a terrible sight. It was Caya. The once proud warrior was at death's door. Blood was dried over a dozen wounds, and still ran from a half-dozen more. She looked as though she had ridden the whole night through without rest, soaked to the skin from the freezing rain and muttering, as though she had something important to say, but no words would come.
Myn looked over the battered woman. Normally she would view any human as a threat to her precious friend, but somehow she seemed to know that this was different. This was serious.
"I will tend to the more serious wounds. You put her into the healing sleep," Wolloff ordered.
Caya put her hand on the wizard's shoulder.
"No sleep!" she commanded. "No time."
The two healers did their best to close the wounds and undo the damage that had been done. As her strength began to return, Caya spoke.
"They came, they came from the south. Elites. We didn't have time! We were unprepared! How could we be prepared? The Elites are after the Red Shadow, not the Undermine! They haven't been in the Low Lands for over a year! It must be a second squad. It must be! And they are coming. They are coming for you, Myranda," Caya said, almost in a daze.
Myranda let the words enter her ears, but paid them no mind. There was a job to do. Everything else had to wait. She focused her mind around the crystal and chose the appropriate spells, casting them with equal care. The dutiful healer kept at it, making sure that every last wound was closed before she let the things that had been said enter her mind.
"What is going on? Who are the Elite?" she asked.
Caya rubbed her restored legs.
"The Elites. They are the very best of the old guard. A soldier who survives a dozen battles is a veteran. Two dozen is a legend. When a man passes into the realm of myth, he is made a member of the Elite. To form a second squad to find you, you must be worth more to them than even I had thought," Caya explained.
Myranda's head was spinning. Some of it was due to the effort of casting the spells. Mostly it was the harsh reality that was crashing down around her. She had only vaguely heard of the Elites, but she shuddered to think of the man they sought. The Red Shadow. The assassin. How could she have done something to become as highly sought as he without knowing it? The man had killed colonels, barons, ambassadors! All she had done was find a sword!
"They dismantled the headquarters. Barely escaped with my life. Lost three good men. They will be here in hours. We need to evacuate," Caya said.
"Evacuate! We cannot evacuate! What of my books!?" Wolloff said.
"Leave them!" she demanded.
"I will not!" she said.
"You must choose between your books and your life," she said.
"My books are my life!" he proclaimed, no hint of humor in his voice.
"I cannot afford to lose you, Wolloff. Move now! Time is wasting!" she commanded.
"The books are irreplaceable. They are one of a kind. If I lose them now, the knowledge within them will be lost forever. You say that you cannot afford to lose me, but it is my knowledge of these books that you need. I will not leave them!" Wolloff said.
The two strong-willed individuals launched into a simultaneous debate, both unwilling to wait for the other to finish talking. Myn became agitated, baring her teeth and scratching at the floor, ready to take action if the argument became anything more. The sound of the helmet dropping to the floor drew Caya's attention.
"Where did this beast come from?" Caya demanded.
"She belongs to Myranda. Keep your hands away from her mouth," Wolloff said.
"And the helmet? Where did she find it?" she asked.
"Some time ago, there were some soldiers to the north of here. The beast had a run-in. What does it matter?" he said.
"That is certainly an Elite helmet! They came so near to you and I was not alerted!" she cried out.
Immediately the two started yelling again. As the endless arguing raged, Myranda's mind was working quickly. There had to be some sort of solution. Slowly an idea revealed itself. It was not a perfect one, but time allowed for little else.
"Wait!" Myranda yelled.
The two turned to her.
"If we ran. All of us. Right now. What would we do?" Myranda asked.
"There is a safe house to the northeast. We would head for that. Then I would contact some of our field agents to gather enough intelligence to make a decision where to go next," Caya said.
"And how would we get there?" Myranda asked.
"With a lot of legwork and all of the luck in the world, we just might make it there with our lives," she said.
"Then we stand to gain little by running, at least together," Myranda said.
"What are you suggesting?" Wolloff said.
"They want me, right? In fact, you just might have been left alive simply to lead them to me," Myranda said.
"I had considered that," Caya said.
"Then if they find me, they will look no further," she said.
"No!" Caya said. "We need you. I won't let you turn yourself in to save us. If you do that, you seal our fate more surely than their swords ever could."
"I am not suggesting that I give myself to them. I just want them to find me. We have one horse. Yours. These men are in full armor and are likely well-equipped, am I correct?" she offered.
"Very well-equipped. It might be weeks before they need to resupply," Caya said.
"Then they are weighed down. If I go with no supplies and no armor, then I can certainly outrun them. All I need to do is let them see me, and then lead them away," she said.
"But where will you go? The safe house? Myranda, the Undermine is in chaos after this attack. If you hope to find any sanctuary, I must be with you, or you will never be trusted," Caya said.
"No safe house. If I take refuge with your people, then this will only happen again. Maybe in weeks, maybe months, but it will happen. I refuse to have my life be a burden upon you. Do you have a map?" she asked.
"Of course," Wolloff said, revealing one and spreading it on the table, knocking the contents to the floor.
"We are here, correct?" Myranda asked.
The two others nodded in unison.
"Then it can't be more than two days at full gallop to the eastern forest, Locke's Forest," she said.
"No horse, not even mine, could spend two hours, let alone two days at full gallop. The poor thing is dead on her feet as it is," the Undermine leader warned.
"I've learned a few spells that should keep her moving," Myranda said.
"Mmm. Full gallop  . . . day and night  . . . with no equipment  . . . Perhaps you could make it in two days," Caya conceded.
"Do the soldiers patrol Locke's Forest well?" Myranda asked.
"They patrol it constantly," she answered.
"But do they patrol it well?" Myranda asked again.
"That forest is a quarter the size and has at least as many trees as this one. I would wager to say there aren't enough soldiers in the world to patrol something that dense well," she said.
"Then that is where I will go," she said. "I have Myn. She can hunt and start fires. I need no supplies to live. The forest is dense. If I stay alert, I know I can stay away from them."
"Are you certain you want to do this? These are Elites. They will not give up. They will find you," Caya warned.
"There can be no other way," she said.
"Very well, then. I will tend to the horse. Wolloff, give her anything she needs," Caya ordered.
"I have precious little for myself, you know," Wolloff said.
"Now is not the time for selfishness, Wolloff. You will be reimbursed when the Undermine gets back on its feet," she said.
"The Undermine has never been on its feet," he said. He turned his head and looked unhappily at Myranda. "Come, time is wasting."
He led Myranda through the door that had not opened since she had arrived. Unlike the other rooms, this one was meticulously clean. One side was much like a closet, hung with white robes like the one he wore. The other had numerous exquisite amulets and scepters. He carefully pulled a robe from the many and smoothed the wrinkles. He then selected a small, delicate locket. Finally he uncovered a small, sturdy chest that bore a lock, but no means to open it. He whispered a word or two and the works of the lock clicked open. Inside of the chest was a handful of gems far clearer and much larger than any to be found upstairs. A few more words and the locket unfolded like a flower blooming. He placed the gem inside. It clicked shut of its own accord.
"Put this on," he said, holding out the robe.
She slid her arms through and pulled it shut. He then draped the locket about her neck.
"There. I bestow upon you the white robe of the healer. You know all that you need to undo the work of all but the most monstrous of plights. This locket will aid your focus. You hold the distinction of being the only student I have ever had to reach this level in less than five months--you've done it in three. Congratulations, you've set the bar quite high," he said.
Caya returned, slamming the door.
"Wolloff, you are low on oats, barely enough for Wind Runner. Myranda, to the map. You need to plot out a course of action. This will be no normal chase. You need alternatives for every step of the way," she decreed.
Myranda joined her by the table. They proceeded to trace out the course. It would be more or less a straight ride from forest to forest. There was a scattering of towns that would have to be avoided. Caya spoke in an endless string of orders and dictation. She was clearly a strong leader and knew just how to get things done. It was difficult to believe that minutes ago she was near death. Her devotion was admirable.
"What of the beast?" Caya said.
"Pardon?" Myranda replied.
"The dragon. We've yet to enter her into the equations. The success of your escape depends upon a minimally encumbered mount. The creature could add enough weight to give the Elites a chance to close the gap when my horse begins to tire," Caya said.
"I have seen the beast run. She will keep up on her own," Wolloff said.
"Fine. But I want to make this absolutely clear. If she falls behind you will leave her. Sentiment is death on the battlefield," she said.
Myranda assured her that she would, but in her heart she knew she couldn't. She prayed that she would not have to make that decision.
#
Within the hour the freshly anointed healer was astride the horse and headed toward the Elite, Caya's voice still in her ears. She was to turn east with all of the speed that the steed could muster at the very instant she noticed even a hint of the plume atop the helmet of an Elite. Until then there was nothing to fill her time but a tense wait, and a few simple spells to restore her horse for the run. When she'd whispered the final spell, admiring the relative ease that new amulet provided, she turned to her companion. Myn sat on the ground beside her, still bearing the helmet in her teeth.
"Are you going to carry that with you for the entire trip? We will have to move very quickly. I hope you can keep up," she said, eager to break the silence.
As an answer, Myn's head shot up. She smelled the air and stood, dancing about anxiously. Myranda saw nothing, and heard only the tapping of icy rain on the needles of the trees. She climbed down from the horse and put her ear to the cold ground. Faintly, almost silently, she could hear--or, more accurately, feel--the steady beat of dozens of hooves. Myn scampered up a tree and trained her eyes on the south. Her keen sight must have caught something between the trees. Something she hated. The dragon leapt to the ground and streaked southward.
"Myn, no!" Myranda called out.
Her faithful friend skidded to a stop, and looked to her pleadingly, her eyes fairly begging to be allowed to do what her heart demanded of her, to get revenge on those that had taken something dear from her. Myranda looked her in the eyes.
"Myn, we cannot. Not now. Follow," she said.
Reluctantly the dragon returned to her side, clamping her jaws onto the helmet as a replacement target. Myranda watched the trees in the distance. Soon the sound of hooves was booming in her ears. She wanted to run, but she had to be sure that they followed her, and did not continue on to Wolloff's tower. A minute more. A second more. A heartbeat more. Now!
One horse and rider came into view. It was a woman, it seemed, though her height and grace, even in the split-second that Myranda had seen her, betrayed her to be an elf. Myranda spurred her horse to the east. Myn ran beside her. She could match the speed of the horse with little effort, though carrying the helmet and glancing back at her pursuers regularly gave the dragon some difficulty.
The wind tore by them with twice the bite it would have had if they were standing still, and the rain and snow saturated them in minutes, but those were the least of her worries. Myranda turned every few moments, remembering more of the words of Caya.
If you have a chance to escape, you may not know immediately. Those men are riding war horses, bred for strength. Wind Runner is a messenger horse, bred for endurance. It will seem that they are keeping pace with you, and they may well be, but the sprint will wear down their horses quickly. The gap between you should start to widen quickly and suddenly. If it doesn't, then you are done for.
Every few strides, Myranda judged the distance. Her heart pounded harder with each glance that didn't show any headway. Finally, just when her own steed seemed at the brink of collapse, the followers seemed to stop entirely. Their horses broke stride and faltered. Even with Wind Runner slowing considerably, the Elites were out of sight within minutes.
Some relief came to Myranda, but not much. She knew that now the soldiers had seen her. They had followed her trail this far on descriptions alone. If she did not take every advantage she had at her disposal to keep her distance, they would be upon her. And so she continued to spur on her horse. The animal was exhausted and had not had a proper rest in days, but it had to continue, or they would both be caught.
When Wind Runner had run for the better part of three hours, it became clear that, despite her spells, the creature needed to rest. There was no sense destroying the beast now, or she would be stranded, and Myranda was little more than a novice in the ways of magic. Her own strength would need to be conserved as well. The Elites must have fallen an hour or more behind by now; perhaps she could risk some rest. A small stream, surrounded by the very most persistent of weeds, presented itself as the logical place for the group to catch their breath. The horse and dragon gulped at the water. She stood, stretching her legs and trying to keep the rain and ice from her eyes. Myn managed to snatch up a rabbit that foolishly wandered near while Wind Runner ate the weeds most greedily. Myranda had no food of her own, but the constant fear had left her without an appetite. She could not take her eyes off of the western horizon.
Myn had just begun to gnaw upon her precious toy again when Myranda's eyes locked onto something that she could not identify. The sun had long ago set, making it difficult to make out anything more than shapes. In the distance, far off, there was what looked to be a faint, twinkling star  . . . but it was on the ground. For a moment she stood in awe of the bizarre sight. She knew, though, that regardless of what it was that was growing nearer to her with each passing instant, with her luck it could not be anything but bad news. She looked to the horse, still weak from the run. Her eyes turned back to the odd sight. It was white with a dash of blue, a single point of light with a barely visible trail behind it. She was reminded of the crystal that Wolloff used. The same light would glimmer briefly in it when he would cast a spell.
"We have to leave now," she said.
She climbed to the back of the steed, with Myn wearily gathering up the helmet in her teeth. She gave the beast a kick, but the mare would not budge. It could not go on. The breaking point had been reached. Myranda turned an anxious eye to the west again. The light was closer, there was no question, but what was it? For once, fate conspired in her favor. A single, powerful bolt of lightning jumped silently from cloud to cloud, brilliantly illuminating the field for an instant. In the heartbeat that the truth was visible, the answer was burned into her eyes. The elf, the leader of the Elites, was riding toward her, a bare crystal held over her head, summoning an unnatural speed that pushed her horse forward at easily twice the rate that Myranda's own could ever hope to muster.
Myranda froze in terror at the sight. There was nothing she could do. Their leader would be upon her in no time. A monumental crack of thunder shook her from her stupor and frightened the horse into motion. Myn quickly bolted. Somehow despite the long run, the young dragon was still able to match the speed she'd managed before. Myranda clutched her pendant.
There was no choice now. The time for magic had come. Enhancements such as the one the Elites must be using were not included in her education, but spells of healing and recovery could bring a strength and energy to her mount greater than many days rest could provide.
She locked her mind into the purest state of calm that circumstances would permit and began to speak her spells. One to eliminate the weariness, another to ease the pain. After a handful more, Wind Runner was running as fast as she ever had, but Myranda was much the worse for wear. She nearly lacked the will to remain on the steed's back. Slowly, she turned to see how close the enemy had become. Not more than a hundred paces separated them now, and the gap was closing with each stride. Myranda closed her eyes and prayed. There was nothing more she could do. It was in the hands of fate now. Or perhaps not.
Myn turned to face the elf. Her teeth still clenched about the helm, she sprayed forth a stream of flame from her nostrils. The enemy horse panicked, and at the unnatural speed, could not maintain control. The pursuing horse and rider tumbled to the ground. Myn dropped the chewed helm and locked her eyes on the new prize. With one powerful bite, she clamped onto the elf's helmet and tore it from her head. The horse, mad with fear, galloped wildly away. Myranda called and the dragon hurried to catch up, a fresh trophy in her teeth and a dazed and angry soldier in her wake. The elf looked after the escaping pair, but was helpless to follow. Safety, at least for the moment, was theirs.
The night passed with Myranda slowly regaining enough strength to recast her spells. In time, even Myn could not keep up with the mystically-aided horse. She leapt onto Wind Runner's back, but it did not slow the beast as Caya had feared. To the contrary, the clutch of the dragon's claws urged the horse forward faster than any spur could.
By first light, the forest that should have been more than a day away was in sight. Such was the ability of a tireless steed. Of course, the toll that was spared the mount was taken on the rider. Myranda was barely awake, each stride threatening to knock her from the beast's back. As she fought for each moment of consciousness, she also wrestled with what she had seen. That soldier, the elf woman. Sometime, somewhere, she had seen her before. The image of her face burned in Myranda's mind. Something from long ago.
The dappled shadows cast from the branches passing overhead prompted Myranda to wrestle her eyes open again. They had arrived. Wind shook the clinging remnants of the night's rain from the trees. The horse, sensing that this was indeed their destination, had slowed to a trot, then to a walk. Myranda stopped the steed entirely. She didn't so much dismount the creature as fall from it.
From the looks of things, they had made it quite far into the woods before she had become aware of it. The weary girl pulled herself to her feet. She had to move away from the trail that they had made thus far, and, alas, abandon the horse. As long as it seemed that she had remained on the steed, the pursuers would follow the hoofprints. All that needed to be done was to move a fair distance without leaving tracks.
This was no simple task, though. The rain had muddied the ground. Tracks would be easy to find. She led the horse to a stream, the bed of which was composed of smooth stones. As it took a well-deserved drink, she stepped ankle-deep into the icy water. Myn looked with curiosity. It took a bit of coaxing for the dragon to join in the unpleasant but unfortunately necessary activity. After more than enough time to thoroughly numb her feet to the knees once again, she left the stream in an area too covered with pine needles to permit tracks to be left behind. A thick, full tree served as shelter as she collapsed on the driest patch of ground she could find. Myn fell on top of her and almost instantly dropped into a sleep of utter exhaustion.
 



Chapter 16
Slowly, hazily, a dream came. It was like the stark, bleak field that had haunted Myranda in nights gone by, but somehow different. She was lost, on her feet and wandering. Somewhere nearby, a faint, almost imperceptible light loomed. Stumbling and shuffling, she moved closer to this weak and quickly fading glow. A deep sense of desperation grew in her heart as the light slipped away from her. In this colorless field it seemed to be the last bastion of light against the overpowering dark. She had to find it, she had to touch it and know light once more before it was gone forever. It was near. So near.
#
When her eyes opened, the memory of the dream was gone, but the feelings she had felt lingered. There was something within reach that she had to find before it slipped away. She turned her eyes to some indistinct spot in the distance. Something was calling to her. Myn was still asleep, as hers was a more physical exhaustion. The girl sat and waited. Once again, a days-old hunger was burning at her, but she could not bring herself to wake her friend. The cold, wet day of rest had seized her muscles and joints with a terrible stiffness. She stood and tried to stretch it away.
It was night again and the woods were silent. The ever-present cloud cover and impenetrable canopy made it difficult to see more than a few paces in front of her, but she managed to spot something that made her smile. There was a cluster of arrowroot. It was very rare in this area. She pulled out her knife, one of the few things she'd had the presence of mind to bring with her, and dug them up. They wouldn't be enough to fill her, but at least they would take the edge off of her hunger.
As she chewed the roots, she remembered when she was a little girl and she would hunt for them any chance she could. It was a more peaceful time, and having a little slice of it at a time like this made it all the more disturbing to her that things had changed so much. In those days, the only things she had to worry about were her assignments and when her father would get home. Now she was freezing cold with no hope for shelter, digging for roots for sustenance instead of for fun, and constantly looking over her shoulder for a team of soldiers with specific orders to find her.
Myranda shook the thoughts from her head and dug the knife into the earth to pull out another root. When she did, she noticed something that the scarce light had hidden from her before. There was an impression in the ground--almost undetectable, but undeniable. It was a footprint. The rain had nearly washed it away, so it must have been left before the sleet and rain had started. From the shape, it could only be a boot print. Nearby there were a few more accompanied by hoofprints as well. They could have been left by anyone. Perhaps hunters or woodsmen who had moved through the area a few days earlier. Deep inside, though, Myranda knew that there was something sinister behind these prints.
While she pondered the worst, Myn stirred, padding over to Myranda and flopping down again, offering her head for the usual stroking while she gnawed at her new toy. This helm was different from the one she had left behind. It was more carefully detailed with gold, with a nose guard in the shape of a dragon's head. The dragon had focused her attentions on this piece in particular and managed to snap it off in short order. Before long Myn's hunger got the better of her and she trotted off to seek out a meal. Myranda called after her.
"Don't forget your old friend! I'm hungry, too!" she called, immediately scolding herself for making so much noise.
Before worry could rush back into her mind, Myranda busied herself with the preparation of the fire. She gathered the driest tinder and kindling she could manage, as well as a few thicker branches to feed the fire later. After clearing a place and laying out the wood properly, Myn had not yet returned. With nothing else to do, she picked up the dragon-head piece that had been left behind. Most of the details were intact. It had a gold-bronze color and, like the rest of the helm, was exquisite. There were even eyes carved of amber mounted in the head that were uncannily alike in hue to Myn's own eyes. The piece of armor must have cost a small fortune. One of the dragon's teeth had managed to punch a hole just below where the piece had broken from the rest of the helmet. Myranda pulled a thick thread from her uncle's old cloak, now rolled up as a keepsake in one of the new white robe's pockets, and pulled it through the hole. Instantly, she had a new pendant.
Myn marched proudly back a few minutes later. The dragon must have heeded Myranda's words, because with her she brought two freshly killed rabbits. The dragon lit the fire quickly before gulping her meal down. Myranda cooked her own meal as quickly as possible, and extinguished her fire before eating. The wet wood created copious amounts of smoke and she feared that she would be found if she let the telltale flames burn for too long. As she ate, Myranda felt the vague feeling of uneasiness return. She glanced to the south, then to the footprints. She couldn't explain it, but the tiny yearning, like an itch she could not scratch, soon consumed her. It pushed all other thoughts aside. Before long, she found herself manufacturing rationales for moving southward.
"We really ought to keep moving," she said aloud to Myn. "If we remain here, they are likely to find us soon. After all, we slept here. Days could have passed for all we know. The Elites could be just out of sight. South is as good a direction as any. What do you say?"
Myn's interest rested solely on the leftovers of Myranda's meal. Once she had snapped them up, she could care less what she did, so long as she did it with Myranda. As the creature happily munched, Myranda presented her with the pendant. Myn had earned it, after all. The string was tied about her neck tightly enough that it would not fall or become tangled. She seemed pleased, shaking her neck a bit to feel the weight of it before snatching up the rest of the helm and making it clear she was eager for whatever was next.
With that they were off. The routine of the next few days was a strenuous one. Sleep would come during the comparatively warm daylight hours. Upon waking, Myn would fetch food for Myranda and herself if she so desired. Then the remains of the fire would be eliminated or hidden and they would move at a brisk pace southward. The sheer density of the forest assured that, even if the Elites were to search nonstop, they would not stumble upon any evidence of Myranda or her dragon for days. Although once they found what they were searching for, they would easily be able to follow her, Myranda convinced herself that so long as she was careful and continued her southward trek, she could remain out of their reach.
One curse and blessing of their chosen direction was the fact that the wind was always at their backs. This was helpful in that it did not burn at their faces or make walking more difficult. Myn, however, was near madness from the scent of the Elites that was carried by the constant breeze. The little dragon's uneasiness became a gauge of how near the soldiers were. When her restlessness turned to defensiveness, it was time to quicken the pace. In this way, the soldiers were always kept at least out of sight. Though they were a constant threat, Myranda soon found that she had a more pressing concern.
The footprints that she had found before had only become more numerous, and slightly fresher. Whatever group had been here before, it had followed the same path. Had she been in her right mind, she might have changed direction to avoid trouble. Such a choice would not be made. The intuition that had led her this far had only become more insistent. Whatever was out there, she had to find it or be driven mad by doubt.
As if the uneasiness wasn't enough to addle her mind, the nights on the cold and often wet ground were affecting her health. The stiffness that came to her muscles during rest lingered longer each day, and her breathing was reduced to wheezing at times. She knew what it meant. At least once a year she began to feel this way. It generally signaled the beginning of a long illness.
Myranda smirked. Not this time. She knew the words that could cure her, but she had been warned not to cure an illness before it had become a burden. If a body was cured of disease too quickly, too often, it would weaken, and eventually cease to fight disease on its own, Wolloff had warned. Indeed, many a wizard, kept alive well past the time that nature had intended, had died for precisely this reason, he claimed. Myranda decided that once the wracking cough that invariably came appeared, she would cure it. That should give her natural defenses the practice they needed.
Perhaps five days of constant travel had passed. She had not traveled due south, or the Elites would have surely found her. Instead, she zigzagged along rocky ground and thatch, anything that could obscure her tracks. She was walking the bank of another pebble-bottomed stream when she noticed something in the distance. Myn noticed it as well, and rushed to chase after it. When the creature was flushed out into the open, Myranda caught a clear glimpse of it before it galloped away. It was a horse. A horse just like the one the Elites who pursued her were riding. The image had burned itself into her mind--there could be no doubt.
But how? How could one of their steeds have gotten past her without either of them noticing? And why did it have no rider? Perhaps it was the horse that had run away from the leader of the Elites when Myn had scared it during the rush to the Locke's Woods.
Her mind turned to the footprints and hoofprints. If there was an Elite horse here, then perhaps the Elites had been in this place, days before, leaving behind those traces. But how? They had to be behind her! Myn proved that! Unless they had split up, but then they could have confronted her days ago! None of this made sense! Myn trotted back, pleased that she had frightened away the assumed threat.
"Myn," Myranda whispered, "this is very important. How near are they? The bad ones."
Myn did not understand. Myranda took a series of sniffs to illustrate what she meant. The dragon imitated, but seemed no more disturbed by the scent than usual.
"Again! You need to be sure!" Myranda demanded as a change in the wind brought a blast from the south.
Myn caught a whiff of this new wind. Instantly, her eyes shot open. She turned to the south and took off like a bolt, sprinting across the ground like a creature possessed.
"Myn! No! Not now!" Myranda called out uselessly. She hurried after her friend, following the deep claw marks left by her sprint. This could not have happened at a worse time.
Minutes of running as fast as her legs could carry her had aggravated her ailing lungs severely. She stopped briefly to catch her breath, leaning against a tree. When she took her hand away, she felt something sticky. She looked to the culprit and found her hand reddened with blood. Fresh blood. She rushed on, determined to not to stop until she found her dragon and the thing that had stirred her so. There was danger afoot.
Myranda stumbled into a clearing. She could barely breathe. Her eyes scanned the surroundings. It was a gruesome sight. Soldiers, Elites, a dozen or more, were scattered about the ground. They had been slaughtered, armor pierced and torn. It was as though a wild animal had been let loose upon them. The sight brought painful memories of the battleground she had stumbled through when Myn had run last time, though now the injuries seemed somehow more savage. These were not the clean slices of a sword, but the horrid punctures and tears of a spear or a lance.
The bodies, like the blood she had stumbled upon earlier, were fresh. They had likely been killed just as the sun was setting earlier that day. At the opposite edge of the clearing was Myn. She was nosing a figure that was hunched against a tree. It was difficult to tell just what it was that she was looking at when she finally approached it, so covered was it in all manner of injuries. Perhaps it was some sort of monster. It had arms and legs like a man, and some shreds of clothing, but the numerous tears showed a horrid red fur. Myn was blocking the head, but from what Myranda could see, this creature was as dead as the soldiers that littered the area.
"Myn, get away from there! We need to leave this place--now!" Myranda ordered.
Myn looked up pleadingly. Slowly, the fallen creature weakly raised a hand and placed it on the neck of the dragon. It was alive! Myranda dropped to her knees and more closely inspected the stricken creature. As she did so, it managed to raise its head.
"L-Leo?" Myranda cried out, as the battered face of the malthrope she had met so many months ago stared vaguely back.
"Leo, what happened? Did the soldiers do this to you?"
The near-dead malthrope tried to focus on the hazy form in front of him. His free hand grasped painfully at a cruel-looking rusty spike, nearly as long as his arm and clearly the weapon that had taken the lives of the other soldiers.
"You? Myranda . . ." he said, before drifting into a weak, delirious laugh that ended in a series of coughs. "Irony . . ."
His head dropped back into unconsciousness. Myranda clutched her gem and surveyed his wounds. Many deep slashes striped his arms and chest. The fresh injuries were joined by recent scars, as well as every stage of healing in between. He must have been under constant attack for weeks, or longer. Aside from the lacerations, his legs appeared to have been broken and poorly healed. One eye was swollen shut, a crust of dried blood showing between the lids. An ear had been slit all the way through. In truth, there was not a part of his body that did not suffer from some malady or another. Even the long hair that he'd displayed when she first met him had been rendered a scraggly mess, as though it had been cut away with a dull blade. This, coupled with the scrawny, malnourished appearance of his muscles and the patches of blackened, almost charred fur, told the undeniable tale of torture.
Myranda set her mind carefully to the task of healing the most grievous of injuries first. After forcing him into a deep healing sleep, she spoke the words to close the wounds that still leaked blood. When they had been tended to, she relieved the smaller cuts and swelling. Each spell robbed her of more of her own strength, but the months of training had brought her enough stamina to perform the task at hand. By the time she had cast the last spell she could manage, Leo was far from healthy, but he was most assuredly out of danger. She leaned dizzily to the tree he was slumped against and slid to the ground. Myn, who had watched the whole spectacle with nothing short of angst-ridden worry, curled up between the girl and her patient.
"I may not be able to stay awake, Myn. I need you to be vigilant," Myranda said.
The dragon did not fully understand, but she scarcely needed to be told to protect her companion, perpetually in a defensive position whenever the slightest threat emerged. For Myranda, the world faded in and out for some time while her mind recovered. It was a strange near-sleep that she found to be quite unsettling. She was utterly helpless, not enough of her mind left to form a cogent thought. No less than three hours of such a state passed before she was shaken from her trance by the movement of Leo. He was painfully struggling to his feet. Myn, joyful to see him rise, managed to knock him back to the ground in her enthusiasm.
"Easy, little one," he said, as the elated beast rubbed her head on the weakened warrior.
"Sit, Leo. You shouldn't be awake. Not yet," she said, trying to shake the cobwebs from her head.
"I shouldn't be alive. Those wounds were dire. I should know. I have delivered more than a few myself," he said.
"I healed you," she said.
"Healed me? I don't seem to remember you speaking of such a talent when last we met," he said.
"There was no such talent to speak of at the time," she replied.
"And the remarkably affectionate dragon?" he asked.
"That's Myn. I found her a few months ago. As for the affectionate part, you are the first person she has ever been anything short of hostile toward," Myranda said, as Myn rapidly scampered from her lap to his and back again before running off toward where she had dropped her chewed-up helm to retrieve it.
"Well, I have a way with animals," he said, slowly scanning the battleground.
"Is something wrong?" she asked.
"My mind is not what it should be. I count twelve bodies. Am I correct?" he asked.
"I am not thinking very clearly either, but I believe so," she said.
He released a sigh and slumped against the tree.
"Finally  . . . that is all of them. After all of this time, I don't have to look over my shoulder anymore," he said. He tried to raise his hand to his forehead, but winced in pain and let it fall again.
"You must have a broken bone that I missed," Myranda said, reaching for her crystal. A surge of dizziness assured her that it would be foolish to attempt to speak a spell right now.
"You seem unwell. Can I help?" he offered, noticing her wavering posture.
"Don't mind me. You are the one who needs help. Can you move your fingers?" she asked.
"Somewhat," he answered. "And it only hurts when I move it. It is not broken; I have broken it often enough to know the difference."
"You should have a sling for it until I can heal it for you," she said.
Myranda pulled the worn old cloak from inside the new one. Carefully she tore a strip from it.
"Isn't that your uncle's cloak?" he asked.
"It was," she said.
"I thought it meant a lot to you," he said.
"It did, and does, but it is the only material I have that would make for a decent sling. He would have wanted it to be useful. I can't think of a better use," she said, tying a few knots to fashion a sling.
Myranda fitted the sling over the injured arm.
"There," she said.
"It is a fine sling," he said.
Myn returned with the helmet and curled up between them. Leo spied her toy. He scanned the remains of the battle once more.
"That helm. It didn't come from one of these soldiers," he remarked, his voice tense.
"No, no it came from a--" Myranda began.
"An elf woman," he finished.
"Yes, how did you---" she asked.
"She is the leader of the Elites. She was not with the squad that followed me here. Where did you get this?" he demanded.
"We had a run-in with her on the way here," she said, his desperation beginning to affect her.
"Then she is following you! But I  . . . Never mind, no time. How long ago did you get here?" he asked, his tone now that of a professional.
"Perhaps a week. They couldn't have made it here until at least a half-day after I did," she said.
He drew in a deep breath.
"They are close, and getting closer. South, now!" he said.
Myn was on her feet and in motion as soon as he mentioned a direction. Myranda helped him to his feet and the trio moved on as quickly as their various impairments would allow. Leo snatched up the metal spike. It was stained with a dozen different shades of blood. Carrying it was a labor for his still-weary body, but he refused to put it down.
"What is going on?" she asked.
"They must think that you are a bit more dangerous than you really are. They are treating you like they treated me. Otherwise they would have found you and killed you hours after they arrived. Instead, they must think you are leading them into an ambush. Once they see the two of us in this condition and the bodies that I left behind, they will put a quick and very unpleasant end to our freedom, and likely our lives," he said.
"How can you be so sure?" she asked. "Why are they after you?"
"Suffice to say a few weeks after I met you this group took time out of their busy schedule of hunting down an assassin to hunt down me!" he said. "I couldn't avoid them for long and very shortly I was subjected to their hospitality in abundance. You learn much about the way people work when you are subjected to their techniques nonstop for a number of months."
"What are we going to do?" Myranda asked.
For a while, Leo was silent. His face was plastered with a look of deep contemplation as he walked. Finally, he spoke.
"There is a place in this forest, not far from here, that can offer safety for as long as it is required. I came here seeking it. The entrance can be reached by sunrise, even at this pace. Unfortunately the Elites will reach us far before first light. It will be a miracle if they do not reach the battleground before five minutes have passed. We cannot fight them. That would be suicide.
"You have to reach the sanctuary. The entrance is a cave with a stream running from it. Go inside and follow the stream. You won't need light. Just follow the water to its source, no matter how long it takes. When you can feel it bubbling from the rocks, I want you to climb the wall directly above it and find the smallest opening. Crawl inside and follow it to its end. From there, feel the walls at every branch and take the path that is smoothest. When the walls are smooth as glass, the path should be clear," he said purposefully, without stopping.
"But how are we going to make it there?" she asked.
"You are going to ride a horse that I am going to liberate from its rider," he said.
"What about you?" she asked.
"I will hold them off long enough for you to get out of sight," he said.
"But you said it was suicide to fight them!" she said.
"It is. I don't care. I am determined to get you out of this alive. You saved my life. No one else in this forsaken world would have given me a second thought. A person like you deserves to make it through this. If they get you, they will lock you away until they know what they need to know, and then they will kill you. It is the fate that someone like me has been headed for since birth, but you don't deserve it. You are so unique, so pure. You must go on! Honestly, you should have left me to die. You are better off without me. But you saved my life, and now at least I can have a chance to do the same. Perhaps it will earn me a high place in the afterlife," he said.
"No--I didn't save your life to have you throw it away. We are all making it out of this somehow. The three of us," she demanded.
#
Not far away, the soldiers drew nearer. There were sixteen of them, riding on fifteen horses. A fire burned inside them as they came upon the bodies of their fallen brethren. There were tracks leading into the woods. A trio of them, one human and two beasts. At full gallop, the Elites followed them into the thick, dark woods. With a few brief words, seven of the soldiers dropped back, holding their position while the remaining eight horses continued. Another command from the lips of the leader brought the second group to a halt. There was no one in sight, but the tracks had ended. Trigorah spoke.
"Myranda Celeste," she commanded. Hers was a clear and confident voice that carried every ounce of authority that her rank did. She bore a steely, impenetrable look of duty on her face.
After receiving no answer, the warrior drew her sword in one slow, deliberate motion. The blade sang against the sheath, gradually revealing five radiant blue points along its length, the tips of crystals like the one she had wielded during the pursuit. She then dropped from the back of the horse, signaling that the soldier who had been sharing a horse to take her place. The elf brandished the short sword in one hand and drew a mystic gem from a pouch at her belt. A few more words from her lips and the gem obeyed her just as the soldiers had. She tossed the crystal into the dwindling piles of snow just past the trees where the tracks had ended.
"If you value your life, you will reveal yourself before that crystal's spell is cast," she warned.
The light from the gem grew, illuminating the snow bank with its eerie blue glow. The air seemed alive with energy. Hair stood on end as glowing tendrils flicked out from the blinding gem. On the orders of the leader, blinders were quickly dropped over the horses eyes and all soldiers looked away. Myranda and Leo dove from behind the trees just as fractures on the crystal's surface gave way. The whole of the stand of trees, and perhaps the whole of the forest, was bathed in an utterly silent burst of the same white-blue light that Myranda had come to fear.
When the darkness came rushing back in, those things nearest to the center of the blast were smoldering. Bark was stripped from trees and the snow was reduced to a sizzling pool amid blackened ground. Myranda and Leo climbed to their feet and readied their weapons. Leo held his spike at the ready in his one healthy arm. Myranda held her knife as her father had taught long ago. The elf coolly surveyed her prey.
"You are Myranda Celeste," the general stated.
"I am," Myranda replied. Her mind was not much clearer than it had been when she had first seen the elf's face, but this time, the answer became clear. "And you are Trigorah Teloran."
The soldiers stirred, some drawing their weapons. A motion from the general quieted them.
"I am pleased that you remember me. I have been sent by the highest of authorities to bring you to justice. If you cooperate, no harm will come to you. If you resist you will be taken by force," Trigorah said.
"I didn't do anything, Trigorah," Myranda said. "I did not kill those men."
The soldiers were again rattled, requiring a spoken reprimand from their leader to settle.
"It is not my place to question your guilt or innocence, and it is not your place to do me the dishonor of speaking my given name. Perhaps you were worthy of that long ago, but you lost the right when you ran afoul of the Alliance Army. You will address me as General Teloran or not at all," she demanded, her tone wavering slightly with the anger she felt.
Leo grinned.
"So, Trigorah, how do you like my handiwork? A fitting retribution, I feel, for the torture," he said, attempting to push the anger further.
The soldiers stirred again. One raised a spear and made ready to heave it at the offender. No word came to stop him.
"Take care, malthrope. At the moment, my orders do not include your capture. If you submit, you too will be brought to justice without harm--but another word out of your wretched maw and my men will deliver you to the shallow grave you have earned," the general warned.
"Look at the horrors he has been through. How do I know you do not have the same in store for me? What is to stop me from standing my ground and losing my life rather than face the same fate as he?" Myranda demanded.
"That capture and subsequent treatment of the beast was at the hands of my associate. His methods are quite different from my own--wait  . . . you are stalling. Where
is the dragon!?"
The cries of terrified horses came as an answer as Myn did as she was told. While the tense exchange was taking place, the dragon had taken a wide berth around the immediate threat and sought out those soldiers Leo had predicted would be left as backup. Bursts of flame and slashes of claws sent the fear-crazed horses in all directions. As the dragon continued to stir up unseen chaos, Leo made his move. He swiftly moved in on the nearest soldier and, with a few deft strikes with his unconventional weapon, unseated him from his steed. He then hurled the heavy spike, burying it in the chest of a soldier moving to seize Myranda. The girl rushed to the horse that Leo was mounting, the weapon of a fallen soldier already in his hand.
Suddenly, an increasingly familiar feeling came to her, as a cold blade was pressed to her neck. It was Trigorah.
"Everyone hold still!" the leader demanded.
The soldiers quickly obeyed, as did Leo.
"You could have run, but you didn't. This girl means something to you," she said, addressing the malthrope.
"You won't kill her. Your orders were to take her alive," he said.
"Death is not as permanent as you think," she said. "Now drop your weapon, or would you like to experience the other side firsthand?"
Leo obeyed.
"I thought one more word would mean my death," he said.
"I've changed my mind. I am sure that my superiors are quite displeased with my associate and his failure to prevent your escape. Now I will show them never to doubt me again. I will bring both prizes," she said. "It is a shame. You are a peerless warrior, and Myranda had such potential. I pray that you see the light and join us. It would be an honor to fight beside you. The men you killed were like brothers to me, but they knew the risks. These were the deaths that they had chosen. Their souls will rest peacefully so long they are replaced by those of worth."
Myranda struggled briefly, but it was clear that with the blade of the sword held to her throat, escape was impossible. Her mind raced. The sights and sounds of the conflict flashed through her mind again and again. There had to be something  . . . Yes! That would work! If only she could remember. What were the words? Finally the answer came. She worked her hand slowly to the pouch that hung at the general's belt. In one quick move, she shoved her hand inside and spoke the words that the general had used to bring the first gem to life.
The response was immediate. A shaft of light burst skyward, sending the leader reeling back. Myranda rushed to the horse and was scooped onto its back by Leo's one good arm. Chaos erupted as General Teloran tore the bag from her waist and threw it down. Her orders were swift and clear.
"Retreat!" she cried, loading fallen men to the back of horses before sharing one herself.
Like a blur, Myn launched herself after Leo and Myranda. As quickly as the horse would carry them, the trio fled south. A monumental burst of light shook the forest from end to end with a force that tore leaves from trees. A white heat burned behind them, bringing the hiss of wind and sizzle of trees to an otherwise silent burst.
Leo leaned low to the horse's ear. Instantly, the same fear that had caused the other horses to abandon their riders subsided from the animal, and they rode on, steadily and purposefully, eyes constantly on the woods behind them.
 



Chapter 17
After a few tense minutes the massive mouth of the cave came into view.
"Are you certain that this is the one?" Myranda asked, as a dozen ancient signs swept by too quickly to read. "There is no stream."
"Not now, but there has been. Look at the ground," he said.
They leapt from the horse's back and rushed inside. The dim light of the night sky revealed signs in every language plastered on the walls. Age had made them all but unreadable. Those few words that survived were far from encouraging. There were a dozen or so racks on the walls holding ancient unlit torches for any adventurers brave enough to venture on. Leo grabbed as many as he could carry and instructed Myranda to do the same. Between the two of them, they managed to take all of the torches.
"Do you think we will need all of these?" Myranda asked.
"No, but they will. Don't light one until I say. I want to be sure that they cannot follow us," he said.
In total blackness, the trio shuffled along. Leo led the way, with Myranda cautiously following his echoing footsteps. Myn was completely at home in the cave. Now and then she would spark a burst of flame, casting a fleeting glimpse of the gray, craggy walls. After squeezing through an endless array of narrow passages led only by the water-smoothed floor, Leo seemed satisfied.
"That is quite enough. It will be days before they stumble upon the path we have taken. Light a torch," he said.
Myranda fumbled with her flint, brought out of fear that she would not be able to coax Myn into lighting her fires, and struck out a few sparks. The oil-soaked rags caught, and soon the claustrophobic little alcove was bathed in a flickering yellow light. The walls were a stark gray with a sparkle here and there. Around them was the constant echo of trickling water. Stalactites hung like teeth above the uneven floor. It was warm, with a thin layer of water coating every surface. Myn curled up between the two travelers and resumed her gnawing on the helmet. Despite the madness that she had been through, she refused to drop it.
"Well. That was quite an ordeal," Leo said.
Myranda stared into the light of the torch she had laid on the ground. There was a serious look on her face.
"You seem quiet," Leo said.
"Do you  . . . Did I  . . . kill someone?" Myranda asked
"With any luck, you killed all of them," Leo said with a laugh. A moment later he regretted his choice of words. "That is not the answer you were looking for, I take."
Myranda was silent.
"She would have killed you. She would have killed us both," he assured her.
"I don't believe that. She  . . . she could have killed you time and again. And she could have killed me. She didn't. I really believe that she meant what she said. About fighting beside us. You saw how she remained long enough to collect the injured," Myranda said.
"I know how difficult it is to take your first life. I won't try to soften the blow. There isn't enough sugar in the world to take the bitterness from the act, but perhaps your sorrow is not necessary. My way of life leads me to the wrong side of the law often enough to hear tales of Trigorah. She is as capable a warrior as any that has lived. If anyone could have escaped that blast, it would be her," he said.
Myranda sighed.
"I know  . . . she is my godmother," she said.
"What!?" Leo shouted, his voice echoing.
"I remember her from when my father used to visit. Back when I was very young. She seemed so kind then. My father worked with her, and he trusted her with his life. When mother was killed, she was supposed to help raise me," Myranda said.
"Well, she broke that vow," Leo said.
"She couldn't have known I survived the massacre. And my uncle told me she was dead  . . . I should have known he would lie about that. He hated the Alliance Army with a passion by then. He would rather die than have me live in her care. Now she is the closest thing I have to family, and I may have killed her," Myranda said, a tear running down her cheek.
"Dwelling on it only makes it worse. You shouldn't sleep with those thoughts in your head. You won't enjoy your dreams. Are you up to any more healing?" he asked.
"I  . . . perhaps," she said.
"My shoulder is not particularly pleased with the way I have been treating it," he said, trying to distract her from the subject.
"Remove the sling," she said.
He did so with great difficulty. The injury had swollen considerably. It reminded her of her own affliction, but in this case the problem was within. She pulled a few tatters of cloth aside to see how far the swelling had spread. It was severe, no doubt aggravated by the battle. As she surveyed the swelling, she noticed something odd on the left side of his chest. It was distorted, smudged with blood and charred, but there was no question. There, against the cream-colored chest, was the all too familiar curve and point.
"What  . . . what is this?" she asked.
"What? Ouch! I can't see," he said.
"Here, on your chest. There is a mark," she said.
"Oh, that. That has been there since I was a child. I suppose it's a birthmark," he said.
"Look. Here! On my hand. I have the same mark! Remember the burn from the sword?" she said, holding out her hand.
He took her hand and looked over it.
"What in the world?" he said, sitting forward and taking real interest.
"It was all over the sword," she said. "I showed you. Don't you remember?"
"I remember how much it weighed, how well it was balanced, but I couldn't care less about how it looked. That is the least important thing to me," he said.
"What does it mean?" she asked.
"How should I know?" he said, perplexed.
"I got the mark from the dead soldier's sword, so that explains that, but what are you and a fallen swordsman doing sharing a mark?" she wondered.
"I haven't a clue," he said, bewildered.
"Well, maybe he was a relative. Maybe he had the same mark, or knew you in some way," she offered.
"I honestly cannot think of a single other person who has even seen my mark since I left the orphanage," he said.
"Then perhaps it was one of them," she said.
"Perhaps, but I cannot see how anything I did might have left an impression on one of the other orphans. Certainly not an impression big enough to have one of my blemishes adorn a sword that must have cost a fortune to make," he said. "Unless it isn't a blemish. The caretakers branded me with a pair of marks, this could just be a third that I didn't remember. If that is so, then the others could have had it as well."
"Do you suppose that one of your fellow orphans might have been proud enough of his orphanage to advertise it on his equipment?" Myranda asked.
"I have heard of stranger things. Well, with your godmother and our matching marks, this has been a very revealing night," Leo said.
"Indeed, the hand of fate has--" she began, but the smoke of the torch was burning at her already tortured lungs. She launched into a long, painful fit of coughing.
"That doesn't sound good at all. I thought you looked a bit off," he said, concerned.
"It is nothing," she managed. "It happens every year."
"Well, do you know how to cure it?" he asked.
"Of course," she said.
"Then what are you waiting for?" he wondered.
"Well, I haven't the strength to care for my cough and your shoulder. I will tend to myself tomorrow," she explained.
"Nonsense. I won't hear of it! You say whatever words you need to make yourself well and worry about me another day," he demanded.
"But the pain must be terrible," Myranda said.
"Please. I have had a dozen more serious injuries a dozen times each, and all I've had to heal them was time. A night more won't kill me," he said. She began to object again, but he cut her off. "You saved my life. I wanted to give mine for yours just a few hours ago, but you denied me. The least you can do is stay healthy long enough for me to repay my debt."
Myranda sighed, stifling another cough. Reluctantly she spoke the variant of the spell of healing sleep that would do its work upon the caster.
 
As the spell of healing took effect, Myranda's surroundings retreated and a soothing darkness poured over her and into her mind. A moment later a light flickered before her. She briefly thought that she had reawakened, but soon the truth became clear. The cold, thatched ground was not that of the cave, and the white, wavering light was not that of the torch. She had slipped into a dream. The light seemed to come from no source at all, merely a ball of brilliance floating before her. It formed a circle on the ground and a tight sphere of visibility. She strained her eyes desperately into the darkness. Slowly, a figure formed, somehow a still-darker silhouette against the pitch of her surroundings.
"So I have found you," came a voice from the form. It seemed to be her own voice. Hearing it whispered from the unseen lips of another was profoundly disorienting.
"Who are you?" Myranda asked.
"We need you," came the answer.
"Need me for what? I don't understand," she said.
"Do not resist me. I come to guide you, and in turn you may guide me," the voice said.
"How?" Myranda asked as the cold wind began to gust more forcefully.
"You are strong, and the path you follow is closed to me. You are nearly out of my reach. You must choose. Take my hand and the way will be made clear," the voice whispered.
The figure's hand seemed to reach out. Myranda reached for it, but something inside of her resisted. She turned to the light and grasped at it, as though it were a lantern. It remained, but a part of the eerie light trailed along with her hand. She moved her glowing fist to the figure, but it recoiled.
"Reject it. Light is sorrow. To tremble in the light is to be extinguished with it. The brightest candle burns only briefly. Darkness remains eternally. Accept the darkness and endure," the voice demanded, somewhat twisted.
The cold became intense and the darkness pressed in about her. The light fought valiantly, but the walls of oppressive blackness moved closer and closer. This was wrong. She backed toward the light, but it was withering. In a matter of moments, it was no more. The earth beneath her seemed to drop away, and she was afloat in an abyss of darkness. It felt as though the blackness itself was tearing at her.
In a last effort to fight against that which consumed her, Myranda held up her arms defensively. When she opened her hand, a burning ember of light was revealed. As the remnant of the light she had scooped up smoldered in her palm, she could barely make out the form bearing down on her. With a scream, the terrified girl lashed out with the illuminated hand. Her fingers raked the featureless face and a second, piercing, spine-tingling mockery of her cry mingled with the original.
She felt hands clasp her about the shoulders and shake her as the light rushed back. Myranda screamed again, the second scream joined by a third and fourth as her voice echoed off of the cave walls. The light was from the torch, and the hands shaking her were those of Leo. The dream was over.
#
"Easy, now. Come back to me," Leo said, steadying the terrified girl as the nightmare slowly lost its grip.
Myranda caught her breath.
"I warned about those dreams," he said.
"It was awful. I don't think I'll be able to get back to sleep," Myranda said.
"I should hope not. You have been asleep for ages," he said. "I think your dragon was beginning to get worried."
Myn was already on her lap, sniffing and licking at her face.
"How long have I been asleep?" she asked.
"Well, it is difficult to tell without the sun or stars to go by, but these torches usually last about a half a day, and I had to light a new one after I awoke about an hour ago," he said.
"It only felt like a few moments," she said. "That is a very potent spell."
"So it would seem. Well, we had best move on. You will be pleased to hear that I can hear our friends scratching about on the other side of the wall. You must have missed a few," he said.
"Are we in any danger?" she asked, getting to her feet, free of stiffness and pain for the first time in weeks.
"Not yet. I would say that it will be at least a day before they can even find their way back to the wrong turn they must have taken, and then another few hours to reach us. So unless you decide to sing your lullaby twice more, we should have no trouble staying ahead. However, if you have any words that can relieve me of this little malady without a lengthy nap, I would appreciate it," he said, indicating his shoulder.
"Of course," she said.
After a clutch at her locket and a few choice words, the injury was healed and the swelling eliminated.
"Ah. Remarkable. You do fine work!" Leo commended, as he gathered up the unlit torches. Now that he was healthy, he could carry them all. The spent torch was stripped of the charred rags and used as a walking stick as the trio marched on.
"If there was something wrong with your legs, you should have told me," she said.
"There is nothing you can do. They are healed already. Not quite the way they ought to have. A handful of fighters I've known had the same problem. Nothing they could do either, healers or no," he said in a disarmingly cheerful tone.
"How terrible," she said.
"Shed no tears for me, my dear. Where we are headed, no ailment will endure," he said.
"That sounds familiar," she said, the flowery prose stirring her memory.
"A play, One Final March, spoken right before our hero heads to a battle he cannot hope to win bearing a wound he cannot hope to survive," Leo said.
"That does not speak very well of our destination," she said.
"Don't worry. Some of my fondest memories are in the land that lies ahead of us. But enough about that. It must be seen to be believed. Frankly, if you don't mind, I would dearly love to hear what your life has been like since our last meeting," he said.
"At the usual rate, though. I'll trade you my story for yours," she said.
"Naturally," he said.
As they made their way along the slick, uneven path, Myranda spoke of the events of the last few months. She told the tale of her capture in the church, and her clash with the mysterious creatures in the field, and her escape with the aid of the Undermine. Leo nodded, chiming in at times with insightful comments. He really seemed to care what happened to her, a quality that she found wholly absent in society at large.
By the time Myn's appearance and the time spent under Wolloff's training had been described, she felt as though she was talking to her oldest friend. In a way, she was.
"Good heavens," he said. "That is quite a tale. You lead an eventful life."
"It hasn't always been that way," she said. "But enough about me. You have a story of your own to tell."
"So I do. Fair is fair. Let me see," he began. "I saw you off and headed into Melorn. The hunting was a bit thin, but adequate. Before a week had passed, I decided to find my next tournament, so I nosed around a bit further north. Things were quiet, but eventually I caught word of a small submission tourney nearby. It was informal, a handful of Alliance veterans and soldiers on leave trying to see just who was best at the art of battle. Admittedly an outsider, they were reluctant to allow me entry, particularly with my unwillingness to meet face to face. Luck would have it that one of the soldiers was called back to duty, and I filled the vacancy. One of the organizers caught sight of me. He pulled me aside as I was placing a bet on myself.
"I was in my fighting gear, so he couldn't tell what I was, but he told me that he had seen me fight before, and that he knew I could win this easily. I thanked him for the compliment. He went on to explain that one of the other combatants, a big fellow, was something of local hero. He'd been a part of more winning battles than any other soldier in years and had even earned his way into this 'Elite' squad. In all likelihood, I would be facing him in the final round. Even more likely was my victory. He dangled a sack of silver under my nose and mentioned that a spirited victory would be a tremendous boost to the morale of the people.
"I stood to earn a good deal more by taking the fall than collecting on my own bet, so I agreed. It wasn't the first time. The fighting started and the first few rounds were laughable. There was an old man who wanted to see if he still had what it took. He didn't. Then was a green newcomer who was fresh from his first tour and somehow hadn't seen a battle yet. He went down fairly easily. Finally I found myself face to face with this Elite character.
"I won't lie, he was a formidable fellow. A mountain of a man. He outclassed me in size and strength by a fair amount. Slow, though. If I wanted to, I could land a half-dozen blows in the time it took him to miss one. That and he was, if you can believe it, too well-trained. It was as though I was fighting a textbook. I've read the manual they use to teach these men, so his technique couldn't have been more obvious. I found myself ten moves ahead of him, watching him play into every attack. I would let him get in a glancing blow here or there to keep it interesting, but before long, he started to tire, so I knew it was time to act.
"I dropped a shoulder into a shot that went low and fell to the ground. That, coupled with the serious-looking blows I'd seemingly suffered, should have been more than enough to convince the crowd. He stood over me and I made ready to submit, but there was something wrong. He raised his sword up in what was clear to be a kill blow. I reacted instinctively with a counter. Unfortunately, a warrior that size fully committed to a swing is not easily stopped, even if he wishes it. As a result a sword point to the chest meant as a warning became a blade through the heart."
"In the midst of a rather severe outburst of unbridled hatred, I managed to make good my escape. The mob was easy enough to lose, but time would show the fallen Elite's brothers in arms were another matter. They took time out of their busy schedule of hunting down an assassin or some such and turned their sights to me. I think I was able to stay ahead of them for a few weeks before they cornered me. Learning of my race did little to cool their tempers.
"I  . . . Well, I learned what sort of treatment the highest criminals of the nation can expect. It is not pleasant. All the while they grilled me as to whether I was sent, or who I worked for. They tried and tried to find something more in the fellow's death than a simple accident. When they became bored of my repeated assurance of the truth, they left me to rot. I managed to escape and, well, that is that."
Myranda shook her head in disbelief.
"It sounds so awful," she said. "Did they torture you?"
"I prefer not to think back to that particular period of my life," he said.
"I understand. Leo, I know that I don't have anything else I can tell you in return, but do you mind if I ask you a few more questions?" she asked.
"Go right ahead," he said.
"Myn knows you. I am sure of it. The way she rushed to you in the forest that day. She'd run like that before, and all I found was a few pools of blood and the grave markers of Elites. That was long before the Elites came looking for me. That, coupled with the way she is so comfortable around you and the way she listens to you  . . . I can get her to light a fire or stop when she is doing something wrong. You gave her very specific directions back there. We would not have escaped those soldiers if she hadn't kept out of sight and hunted down the backup soldiers to scare away their horses," Myranda said.
"Ah, yes. Well, the fact of the matter is, prior to my capture, I did meet this fine young lady. I tried to lose the pursuers in the mountains, so I cut across, eventually finding myself somewhere in the northern end of Ravenwood. I thought I smelled you on the wind, but I dismissed it. Then Myn and I stumbled upon the same hunting ground. There was a bit of tension at first, but we were getting along soon enough.
"I have a way with animals, as I said. She was a fine hunter already, but I helped her to hone her craft, as it were. I could smell you all over her, which puzzled me. At first I thought she might have killed you. Luckily, I was wrong. Once or twice, I caught sight of that wizard's tower you were staying in. By then, I had grown quite certain that you were alive and well inside," he explained.
"Why didn't you come in and visit?" she scolded.
"I was less than optimistic as to the quality of hospitality I might receive from the master of the house. Not to mention, I was afraid I might involve you in my troubles with the Elites. Fat lot of good that did," he said.
"Then why didn't you at least tell me about it with the rest of the recollection?" Myranda asked.
"I was afraid you would scold me for not visiting you," he answered with a grin.
"You know me like a book," Myranda said with a shake of her head.
Leo quickened his pace, and the group moved on.
 



Chapter 18
The path had twisted and turned, branching constantly into a honey comb of different passages. Leo expertly led the way. As they progressed, Myranda noticed that the three things that had surprised her about the cave were becoming more and more prevalent. First, it was getting warmer. She found herself carrying her robe under her arm to avoid being smothered by it. Second, water was becoming more and more abundant. It now dripped and streamed from the roof in an echoing cacophony, gathering in pools and making the floor perilously slick. Finally, the faint glitter of the walls increased with each passing step. There were tiny flecks of some kind of crystal embedded all around, catching the light and bending it into a breathtaking array of colors.
As the trio progressed, the torch burned down. When another one had to be lit, the weariness of the constant walking and climbing was taking its toll. After half a day without stopping to rest, Myn was as energetic as ever, and Leo showed no signs of slowing. Myranda, alas, was not so fortunate.
"Stop," she said.
Leo turned.
"Is something wrong?" he asked.
"How deep is this cave? When will we stop?" she asked.
"If memory serves correctly, this is perhaps a third of the way there," he said.
"We have got three more days of this ahead?" she gasped.
"If we keep this pace. The path becomes more difficult further on, so we may take a bit longer, though the last bit might make up some time," he explained.
"I don't know if I can make it. I  . . . I haven't eaten since just before I found you," she said.
"That is, oh, a day and a half ago. I seem to remember that you've gone far longer than that without food," he said.
"I have, but there are at least three more days of this. Unless there is food to be found, I don't think I will be leaving this cave," she said. "And what about Myn, and you?"
"Did Myn eat when you did?" he asked.
"Yes. As usual, she ate about three times as much as I did," Myranda said.
"Then she will be just fine. As for me? Well, never mind me," he said. "Regardless, there is something coming up that will either fill your stomach or turn it. Either way, you won't have to worry about your appetite."
"I hope you are right," she said.
They continued on, the path steepening to the point that they spent as much time climbing as they did walking. Leo and Myranda did so with quite a bit of difficulty, but Myn scampered up and down the walls as though she were on the ground. She was truly in her element. In this dank, dreary environment, she was in a state of bliss. Just as the path began to level and the ceiling rose out of sight, Myranda noticed a powerful, gagging odor.
"What is that?" she coughed.
"Oh, so you can finally smell it. That, my dear, is dinner," he said.
"You are kidding," she ventured.
Leo shook his head. Shortly, they came upon a chalky, foul-smelling substance littering the ground. The echoing of their footsteps was joined by a distorted, unidentifiable sound.
"You don't intend to use your robe anytime soon, do you?" Leo asked.
"Unless this cave gets much colder soon, then I don't imagine I would. Why?" she asked.
"Give it to me. I'll need it soon. If you don't mind, I am going to need both hands. Would you take the spare torches?" he asked.
"Of course," she said, exchanging the now-heavily soiled robe for the torches.
"All right. Now, this is going to be a bit confusing. There will be a lot of noise, but don't worry. You should be safe," Leo said as he wiped his fingers on his shirt.
"Wait, what is--" Myranda desperately tried to interject before the chaos began, failing miserably.
Leo placed two fingers in his mouth and unleashed a piercing whistle. The echoes of the ear splitting sound were joined with a myriad of animal screeches. A blur of flapping wings filled the air. As Myranda struggled against the urge to drop to the ground and cover her head, her robe-wielding companion cast it into the air and pulled it tight like a net.
"All right, move! That way!" he said, motioning.
He and Myranda rushed in the direction he'd indicated. They quickly came upon a small tunnel that they had to crawl to enter. Myn lingered just outside, snapping at the frenzied bats. When the bulk of the animals had funneled out of an unseen hole in the roof of the cave, she entered the tunnel and joined her friends, making sure to retrieve her chewing helmet before doing so. Leo snapped one of the wooden handles of the spent torches into kindling and lit it. He then uncovered the quarry of questionable nourishment. The creatures were just about the size of a fist, a grotesque assemblage of skin and bone.
"You can eat these things?" Myranda said, picking one of the creatures up by a wing and grimacing.
"I can, at least, when there are no alternatives," he said, popping one of the bats, whole and raw, into his mouth and crunching away.
Myranda managed to retrieve one of the longer splinters and skewer a small specimen to hold over the fire. When it began to sizzle, she, out of necessity rather than desire, managed to pick some of the meat off of it and consume it. Leo ate two or three more as he watched her in quiet amusement. Finally he spoke.
"If you wanted meat, you should have taken a larger one. With the smaller ones, you are better off just eating them whole. The bones are thin, you don't have to worry about them," he said.
Myranda laughed, until she realized that he was serious. In an experience that she would try to forget for years to come, she did as he suggested. It took the better part of an hour to choke down enough to convince her she would not starve. Leo, on the other hand, was quite happy eating until he was full. Myn snapped up the rest.
"Well, after that rather unique experience, I trust we will retire for the night--or day, or whatever it may be?" she fairly pleaded.
"I suppose, but we must move quickly tomorrow. The increasing flow of water is making me nervous. I have a feeling our timing could have been a bit better in this little endeavor," he said.
"Why?" she said.
"Well. This cave has two distinct states: wet and dry. I was expecting to get here during the transition from the former to the latter. I fear that I may have been held a bit longer than I had realized, in which case we may be experiencing the opposite transition. No cause for worry, though. So long as we reach the end in a timely manner," he said.
His words did worry her, but his tone was nothing if not relaxed and confident. Everything about the way he expressed himself made Myranda trust Leo more. Myn must have felt the same way, because she had resumed her constant trek from one lap to the other, unable to decide where she wanted to sleep. Eventually, Myranda slid to beside Leo so that the dragon could stretch across both laps while they dozed with their backs against the wall. Sleep came swiftly and was refreshingly free of any disturbing images.
The sound of a fresh torch being lit by her helpful dragon roused Myranda from sleep. Leo was using some of the leather that affixed the fuel rags to one of the spent torches to bind the remaining ones. Once again, he was awake before her, and she'd fallen asleep before him. Though she'd not known him long, she had never seen him sleeping naturally. There was no room to stand, but he assured her that the roof would be tall enough to stand shortly. The trio moved on.
"How is it that you remember this place so well?" Myranda said.
"Well, I spent a bit more time here than was required," he explained.
"How long?" she asked.
"Seven months," he said nonchalantly.
"Seven! Seven months! How did you survive so long?" she wondered.
"I ate quite a few bats, drank quite a bit of stagnant water, and learned to love the dark," he said.
"Why didn't you leave the cave?" she asked.
"Hadn't found what I was looking for," he said. "Well, here we are, the halfway point. After a rough bit, things get much easier from here on."
The dancing light of the torch fell upon a cleft in the stony wall with a fair amount of water trickling from it. The path continued into the darkness.
"We have to climb this?" Myranda asked.
"Yes indeed! Let's get at it," Leo said, as he threw the bundle of torches over his shoulder to be held in place by the former sling.
Once again, Myn shot up the wall effortlessly and Leo managed to climb easily enough despite his ailing legs. Myranda, left holding the torch, had more of a struggle. Leo noticed when the light fell too far behind for him to see.
"Do you need a hand?" he called from above.
"I could use one!" she said.
"There is a ledge up here. When you reach it, we will work something out," he said.
She made her way to the ledge. After some thought, they came upon a compromise. Myranda took the helmet that Myn carried, rolled it in her robe, and tied it to her back with the robe's waist cord. Myn, in turn, clutched the torch, sans a good portion of the handle to make it easier to carry, in her teeth. With her ease of climbing the wall, the dragon was able to put the light wherever it was needed. With both of her hands free, Myranda managed to keep up with Leo with little effort. For nearly an hour, the three climbed, concentration requiring that conversation cease. All that could be seen was what the light of the torch revealed.
An opening came into view.
"Is this the tunnel?" Myranda asked.
"Too big, but the correct one is nearby," he said.
When they did find it, Myranda was not pleased. It was a rough stone tube just a bit wider than Leo's shoulders.
"This is it?" Myranda said, praying for the answer no.
"I am afraid so. A few words before we enter. The walls are far from smooth. Move quickly--but carefully, or you will tear yourself up badly. Push that bundle ahead of you, or you will get it snagged. If it feels that the walls are closing in, just close your eyes. The feeling will pass. Above all, keep moving. You don't want the fatigue to hit you while you are inside," he said.
"How long before the tunnel widens?" she asked.
"It doesn't. We are going to spend, oh, two hours crawling through that, and then there will be a hole that we will drop through," he said.
"Two hours!" she cried.
"Roughly. It will seem much longer, though, so stay focused," he said.
Myn scampered inside. Myranda waited for Leo, but he assured her that she would rather go second. The one bringing up the rear would be working in near pitch-blackness. She hurriedly seized the opportunity to at least see where she was going. The walls scratched and scraped at her hands and arms badly, and rolling the bundled robe ahead of her made her wish she'd left it behind. Her friend's words rang true. Each second seemed to take ages.
"Isn't there another way?" she called back to Leo.
"There are a handful of other paths that lead to roughly the same place, but they aren't nearly as pleasant," he answered.
"What could be worse than this?" she asked.
"Well, one involved sidling along a water-slicked ledge above a very deep chasm for roughly twice this distance. Another is a smoother tunnel a bit wider than this," he said.
"What was wrong with that one?" she asked.
"Spiders," he said.
"I see," Myranda replied with a shudder.
More time passed. More than once, she had to take his advice and close her eyes rather than be driven mad by the walls of a tunnel that seemed to be getting narrower by the minute. As if it wasn't difficult enough, her muscles were beginning to cramp up from the awkward movements of following the tight twists and turns of the tunnel. It reminded her a bit too much of moving across the floor while bound the chair in the deserted church. Finally, she couldn't take any more.
"We need to stop for a while. I can't take this," she said.
"As you wish," he said, pausing for a moment before speaking again. "You know, I was thinking."
"What?" she asked.
"That cloth was a bit dry. On the torch, I mean," he said.
"So?" she said.
"So it might go out soon," he said.
"You're joking," she said.
"Am I?" he said ominously.
Myranda continued crawling with renewed vigor. She knew that he had only said that to get her moving, but the thought of having to feel her way through this tube in pitch black, regardless of how remote the possibility, was enough to get her think twice about stopping. After an eternity of crawling, Leo's threat seemed to come true as the light of the dragon-borne torch vanished.
"What happened!?" she called out, panic closing in.
"I think Myn found the hole," he said. "Feel for it. It should be just in front of you."
Sure enough the bundle dropped through a wide hole in the bottom of the shaft. With a bit of difficulty she flipped down to a slippery, sloping floor a fair distance below. The bundle was sliding and rolling quickly away. Myn dropped the torch and fetched it, and Myranda tied it securely to her waist. Leo dropped down. The light revealed the walls and ceiling to be as smooth as the floor, and far smoother than even the base of the former stream they had been following.
"There, that wasn't so bad, was it?" he asked.
"No, it was much worse," she answered, taking a seat.
"No, no, no. Up, up, up!" he said.
"You cannot be serious," she pleaded.
"Oh, come now. We are ahead of schedule. If we keep moving, we could be sleeping with a sky above us. Isn't that worth working for?" he said.
Myranda reluctantly moved on. Leo was setting a rather brisk pace now. Perhaps he was especially eager to be out of this dank hole in the ground. She couldn't blame him. If she had spent as much time here as he'd said he had, then she would be running as fast as she could to escape. As it was, she'd only been underground for a day or two and it was more than enough.
What did concern her was his silence. In the times she managed to catch a look at his face, he wore a stern look of purpose. Hours passed in much the same way. The torch burned out and was replaced. Myranda made some attempts to start a conversation, but beyond the answers to her questions, the dialogue died quickly.
#
Trigorah's heavy boots echoed along the floor of the cave as she made her way to its mouth once more. Her quick action had spared her men from the girl's desperate attack. Now those who had survived the battle were combing the seemingly endless number of passages. They had been prepared with their own torches, but they hadn't lasted for long.
The general cast a quick gaze at the signs and their warnings. A dozen languages described vague dangers. The word "beast" tended to figure prominently in them. This was a cave with a reputation that gave even her Elites pause, but she had a job to do, and she would see it done.
The brief warm snap had ended, and vast fringes of icicles lined every edge and every branch. As Trigorah scanned the twinkling landscape, her eyes came to rest on an approaching form. It was a large man, bearing overused armor, an intricate halberd, and an infuriating smile. He was seated on a steed that seemed dead on its feet. The beast's head hung low and pained breaths came in vast, steamy clouds. When Arden finally reached the cave's mouth, the horse trudged to the nearest piece of greenery and ate of it greedily.
"Have you ever given a moment's consideration to your mount?" Trigorah scolded.
"Horses are cheap," Arden said.
Trigorah looked at him with disgust.
"I figger you know why I'm here," he said.
"The circumstances of the wager," the general said.
"Uh-huh," Arden said, grinning with half-rotten teeth.
"You still seek to collect? You couldn't hold on to your target!" Trigorah hissed.
"I caught the 'sassin before you caught the girl or found the sword. Hangin on to monsters don't enter into it," he growled. "You ain't lookin to weasel out, are ya?"
"I still have a task at hand. I will not abandon it," she remarked.
"She went in that cave, and you still hope to bring her back? What part, the head?" Arden chuckled. "Quit tryin to wriggle out of this. What're you, a coward?"
"Coward? Coward!? You, of anyone, call me a coward? There is a war! There is a hated enemy to the south. Has your blade ever tasted anything but the blood of your fellow Alliance?" Trigorah raged.
She smoldered for a moment, then turned to the cave.
"Soldier!" she called.
One of the men under her command stepped from the shadows.
"I want regular sweeps of the cave. Systematic. I shall send a supply team here. In the meantime, my colleague and I have a briefing that cannot be postponed," she said, stalking off to the clearing that sheltered her horse. "I dare say he has much to learn from me."
#
With no conversation to occupy her, Myranda's mind wandered. Just as he had instructed her to do, at each branch, she carefully felt the walls, turning in the direction that was smoothest. Soon the tunnel was glass-smooth, and almost perfectly straight. The grade grew gradually steeper, making it difficult to keep footing. Strangely, the sound of echoing drips of water was absent. Hours passed as Myranda gave Leo his quiet time. The second torch since they had awakened had to be replaced, signifying a full day of walking, climbing, and crawling. Myranda made ready to sit and rest, but this time she was not even scolded or encouraged. Her friend merely gave her a stern look that prompted her to proceed.
"How much further?" she asked.
"I can't be sure," he said. "We are close."
Silence followed.
"What is wrong? You were so talkative before," she said.
"Nothing is wrong. I just want to get to the end of this tunnel as quickly as possible. You can't hear it, but I can. This mountain is groaning. It has something up its sleeve. When it makes its move, I want to be ready for it. That means I need to listen," he said, agitated.
Myranda milled over his words before answering.
"It's just that . . . I can't stand the silence. It cuts through me. I've been alone for so long. Talking to myself, talking to Myn. I just need to hear a voice. I need proof that there is someone else out there. It seems like every time I try to get close, the world runs away," she said.
"The world runs away from you!" he said incredulously. "That is not how I remember it. When we first met, what were you doing? You came into an inn and sat as far as possible from anyone else. You closed yourself to your surroundings, so much so that you failed to notice your money being stolen. When I helped you out, you scurried upstairs and locked the door behind you. You were the one running. That is the trouble with your kind. Everything is always about you until the time comes to find fault. Sickening," he said.
His words were tinged with anger. It added a new quality to his voice, something vaguely familiar. Myranda was struck to the core by his words. Partially because they were so harsh. Partly because they were so true. She did protect herself from those around her. She had ever since she was a child. The only way to be sure no one learned of her feelings on the war was to keep them at arm's length. A part of her isolation was choice.
"I am sorry if my words hurt you, but . . . I just need silence right now," Leo said, less an apology and more a warning. He seemed not to be in control of his emotions, as though something had a hold over him.
A few moments passed. Leo stopped suddenly and shuffled to a wall, putting an ear to it.
"Leo," she said.
He clenched his fists and whipped his head around, sudden fury seizing him.
"What now!?" he raged.
The final word echoed off of the walls relentlessly. The echoes drove into Myranda's mind, stirring her thoughts. That word. That voice. She knew them. The echoes continued. A dark, painful memory emerged. It couldn't be.
"You . . . you were there . . . at the church . . ." she said, detached.
"What are you saying?" he demanded.
She remembered the voice behind her. The voice of the one holding a blade to her throat as she was sent away from the church all of those months ago.
"The church! Where I was kidnapped! You stole the sword! You killed those soldiers! Who are you really!?" she realized.
As if as an answer, the mountain began to rumble and roar. It was deafening. A rush of icy air swept past them.
"Not now! Not now!" he cried, launching himself into a run.
Myn looked anxiously to Myranda. Between the roar of the mountain and the flaring tempers, she was beside herself. Myranda sprinted off after the fleeing malthrope. For once she would not be distracted, no matter the madness that raged about her. The steep, slippery tunnel soon betrayed her as she lost her footing and began to slide. Myn's claws clacked at the floor as she struggled to keep pace with the now helpless human. After a few moments, Myranda splashed down into a numbingly cold pool of thrashing water. The dragon joined her in the pool, unable to stop quickly enough to avoid it. The beast managed to keep the torch she had taken to carrying dry, and leapt out of the water. Leo was waist deep in the icy stuff.
"Answer me! I want to know the truth!" Myranda demanded.
"You want the truth? Fine! This torrent of frigid water is rushing in through our only means of escape. We spent the better part of three days getting through this cave, and the water will fill half of it within the hour. If we stay or flee, we die. If we swim, we may survive," he said.
The reality of the situation swept over Myranda as powerfully as the water threatened to.
"How do I know I can trust you?" she asked.
"You don't. I've kept you alive this far. Now you have to decide," he said, diving into the churning pool.
Myranda cast a nervous glance at the very anxious Myn.
"He is not getting away that easily," she decided.
She dove into the water after him, with Myn reluctantly following. The dragon hated the cold, but was determined not to leave her friend's side.
Myranda wrestled her eyes open. The water was so cold, it stung her unmercifully, and the sound of the rushing water filled her head. Leo was disappearing into the eerie light of the submerged tunnel. She fought the astounding current, clinging to the slick as ice walls with fingers that had lost their feeling after just a few heartbeats in the water. Wavelike swishing motions of Myn's tail surged her forward until she was able to grip the roof with her claws. Neither girl nor dragon could make any headway. Every ounce of effort went to maintaining their position. A slight ripple in the rocky tunnel was enough to keep Myranda from sliding back, but Myn was not so lucky.
The dragon scratched desperately at the wall of the tunnel. She was losing the fight, flailing and slipping backward. Myranda took one hand away from its grip to guide the beast to the hand hold. Now with a firm grip, the two began to slowly pull themselves forward. Leo's form was barely visible ahead, pulling himself along in much the same way. Just ahead of him was the edge. Beyond that there was only light. Daylight.
As the girl and the dragon neared the opening, the current intensified. Myranda's chest heaved as her lungs begged for air. She reached out, managing to grasp the rounded edge of the opening with one hand. With the other, she grabbed the claw of her friend. In a final flurry of effort, she pulled the two of them into the light. The current split at the opening, half flowing into the tunnel, the rest fanning out along the wall the tunnel emerged from.
 The latter current caught them, sweeping the pair forcefully along the wall just as Myranda's breath gave out. Spent air burst from her lips and a desperate, raking breath pulled in a lungful of frigid water. She convulsed as she smashed into the rocky edge of the pool. Darkness was closing in about her as she felt a pair of hands grip her arm and drag her from the pool.
 



Chapter 19
A series of painful coughs spewed the water from Myranda's lungs and she gulped gratefully at the fresh air. Her vision was a swirl of indistinct forms as she was helped to her feet.
"Myn!" she managed. "Myn!"
She could feel the shivering beast brush weakly against her before dropping to the dry ground. Myranda was vaguely aware of being led along. Somehow she was on her feet, shuffling with a strong arm supporting her. She was barely cognizant of her own movement. Her helper lowered her to a seat and a blanket was thrown about her shoulders. The shapes that swept before her eyes were clearing. Before long she recognized a hand. She raised her eyes and struggled to focus on the face. Her hearing was nearly as poor as her sight, the roaring water still ringing in her ears. Mingled with the sound of water was a periodic sound she couldn't identify.
As she tried to steady herself, she realized that the sharp, grating noise she was hearing was her own coughing. When she finally calmed herself and her senses returned to her, she looked to her anonymous helper. He was a young man, about her age, with brown hair and a gray tunic. A sturdy messenger bag hung over his shoulder. He was checking her eyes and spouting phrases in a variety of languages. Eventually he struck the correct one.
"Are you warm enough?" he asked.
Myranda nodded.
"Where are the others?" she asked.
"Ah, so you have a tongue, and a northern one at that. Excellent, one of my favorites. The dragon that came with you is sleeping over yonder, and the malthrope has requested to be cared for in one of our cleric huts," he said.
"What happened?" she asked.
"You made it through the cave. You also made it through the waterfall, which may be unprecedented. I will look into it," he said.
"What is this place?" she asked, looking around. Her eyes had not recovered enough to make out her surroundings.
"My, so full of questions," he said. "Though after the ordeal you've been through, I suppose you've earned a few. This is Entwell Num Garastra. In the northern tongue, that translates to . . . the stomach--no, the belly of the beast," he said.
"What!?" she gasped.
"Oh, my heavens, I am sorry. It's just a name. No cause for fear. I'll explain later. Suffice to say you have discovered our village. It is a place of learning. We exist to acquire, improve, and impart knowledge," he explained.
"I'm not sure I understand," she said.
"You will. All in time," he said. "My name is Deacon. And you are?"
"Myranda," she said.
He held out his hand. She shook it, but he pulled away quickly and began riffling through a bag that hung at his side.
"You are cold as death. Excellent! Hold out your hand," he said, revealing a perfectly smooth, palm-sized, egg-shaped crystal.
"What? Why? What is going on?" she asked.
"Open your hand. I am merely going to temporarily manipulate certain physical attributes of your body tissues so as to facilitate the timelier introduction of appropriate heat levels than nature would generally allow," he said in a bewildering flurry of logic.
While Myranda was still trying to sort through his words, he placed the crystal in her hand. He then closed her hand around it and clasped his hands over hers. A flash of light shined through her fingers and a mild glow spread up her arms and through her body. It was accompanied by a curious sensation, or more accurately, a lack thereof. Everywhere the light touched was restored to normal. Cold became comfortable, numb became normal, and nowhere in between. There was no feeling of warmth, no tingling, simply an instantaneous return to normal. A second streak of light swept over her clothes, drying them.
"There," Deacon said. "How do you feel?"
As she began to answer, he scrambled to draw a thick, leather-bound book from his bag and began marking down all that she said with a stylus he had perched behind his ear.
"I feel fine," she said.
"No excessive heat? And tactile sensation--normal? Excellent, excellent," he said.
"What did you do?" she asked.
"The procedure is quite simple. It has escaped common use because the techniques it entails are not generally associated with white magic," he said. "You seem tired. Are you?"
"Very," she said.
"That is not a side effect I had anticipated. Perhaps . . ." he began.
"I don't think your spell is to blame. I haven't slept in more than a day," she said.
"Oh, well, yes. That would explain it," he said. "I can find you a soft bed and some fresh clothes if you like."
"You can?" Myranda said.
"Oh, yes. All of the amenities," he said with a chuckle. "Follow me."
She stood, but woozily stumbled. Deacon was quick to lend his arm to steady her. As the pair moved away from the deafening falls, Myranda gained her first clear look at the place she had been striving to reach for the past few days. Stretching out before her, nestled in the shadow of the cliffs towering behind, was a small village. The houses were simple huts with thatched roofs. The perfect little buildings with the rosy sky behind them looked more like a painting than someplace that might actually exist. There was no snow on the ground. Much to her surprise, the gravelly ground surrounding the falls gave way to emerald green grass.
As if this did not distinguish this village enough, the hamlet was alive with activity. Here was a young man sitting under a tree, there a trio of older men and women in a heated discussion. Birds, butterflies, and even what she swore was a tiny, winged person fluttered by. There were representatives from a myriad of races. Elves, dwarfs, humans--all in the open and interacting. It was a surreal sight, and Myranda was entranced. It was as though she was seeing life as it should be for the first time. Her trance was broken when Deacon was knocked forcefully to the ground. She turned to see Myn standing atop the fallen helper.
"Myn! No, he is helping me!" she scolded.
The dragon was reluctant to release Deacon, her teeth bared and dripping.
"I am sorry, little lady. I did not realize you were awake. I would have asked your permission, I assure you," Deacon said, chuckling as he got to his feet.
He drew his crystal and healed several places where the little dragon's claws met their mark.
"Are you all right?" Myranda asked.
"Fine, fine. It was my fault. I know how attached dragons get. Had I been thinking, I would have made my intentions clear," he said, casting another spell to mend holes torn in the fabric of his tunic.
"How do you know so much about dragons?" she asked.
"Solomon taught me," he said, carefully allowing the still agitated dragon to wedge herself between himself and Myranda.
"He knows about dragons?" she asked.
"He is a dragon," he said. "When you feel up to it, I'll introduce you. He is a very enlightening fellow."
Before long, they came upon a hut on the edge of the village. It was just like any of the others, and appeared as though it had never been used. He opened the door and led her inside. There were two rooms. One had a bed, the other a few chairs, a table, and a number of shelves.
"This will be your hut. Equip it as you will," he said.
"You mean, I may live here? This hut will be mine? Just like that?" she said.
"Of course. You made it through the cave. You are one of us. We always keep one hut empty to house the next adventurer to make the trek. We hadn't anticipated three at once. Work on the other huts will begin first thing tomorrow," he said.
"Where will Leo sleep?" she asked.
"Leo is your vulpine friend, I presume. He will be spending a day or two in the cleric's hut. What happened to him? I heard a bit of the chatter when they were hauling him out of the water and it seems he has been mangled physically and spiritually. It is going to take some of our best healers to untie the knots," he said. "As for Myn here, I am sure we can make some arrangements for her, too . . ."
"Oh, she sleeps beside me," Myranda said.
"Are you certain?" he asked.
"Since she was hatched," Myranda assured him.
"Oh, all right then," he said, eyebrow raised.
"Why?" she asked.
"Well, you see, the act of breathing fire is not always a strictly voluntary one. Occasionally, they let loose a puff or two in their sleep. Not enough to kill, mind you, but more than enough to set the bed aflame. Thus, sleeping in a bed with a dragon is generally inadvisable. However, if you have been doing so for this long then it is clearly not an issue," he said. "In a wardrobe in your bedroom, you will find a number of blue robes and tunics. They should fit well enough until we can make some specifically for you. I will make the necessary arrangements for you. You just have a well-earned rest. When you wake, find the nearest person and they will set you on your way."
"But where will you be?" she asked.
"Likely I will be scribing. It consumes most of my time. Anyone in the village will be more than willing to help you, you needn't come to me. However, if you need me, just say my name and someone will point you in my direction," he said.
He took his leave and closed the door. Myranda quickly changed into the fresh clothes. They were a bit too large for her, but as the first change of clothes she'd had in weeks, they were heavenly. She fell into the bed and was asleep before Myn joined her a moment later.
As was too often the case, Myranda's dreams were tortured. This time, though, they twisted at her mind in a new way. Now she was taunted with images of Leo. Memories of all of the good he had done for her intermingled with imagined instances of lies and treachery. She was forced to relive her time captured in the church with the role of her captor now recast with the face of her former friend. The man she had trusted, who had given her the help she needed, was now tying her up. The kind, thoughtful friend was now striking down men and putting a blade to her throat. It was agony.
She was jarred from her sleep by the departure of Myn, who leapt from the bed and pushed the door open. The golden light of sunrise and the sounds of morning filtered through the doors. Myranda drifted in and out of sleep for a time. Finally she heard a voice and opened her eyes. Standing before her was Deacon. He had an amused and slightly apologetic look on his face.
"I am sorry to wake you, but we have something of a situation that you may be able to help with," he said.
"Of course," she said, pulling herself groggily to her feet.
Deacon again offered his arm, but she didn't need the help anymore.
"Leo is undergoing a rather unpleasant procedure. You see, his legs had been broken multiple times in the past. The breaks were left to heal naturally, and many did so poorly. We have found that the best way to deal with such an ailment is to allow the legs to heal correctly," he explained as the pair moved toward the cluster of huts that had been painted white.
"Heal correctly? But you said they had already healed," she said.
"Therein lies the issue. The legs must be re-broken. Generally the patient would be put to sleep or at least deprived of feeling for such a procedure, but Leo apparently asked to have the work done free of aid. Two successful breaks had been made when your other little friend made her appearance. She has taken a stance atop Leo and will not allow any of our healers near. We've tried to take care of the situation with magic, but it appears our spells are not having an effect. A number of the clerics were eager to put the more powerful spells to work, but I thought perhaps you could handle it more easily," he said.
Myranda was led inside one of the huts. Five white-robed healers were in a circle around the table upon which Leo was lying. Standing over Leo was Myn, her jaws snapping at anyone who approached from in front and her tail lashing anyone who approached from behind. As soon as Myranda was in sight, Myn fairly began to dance in place, anxiously shifting from foot to foot. Leo whispered something in a language Myranda could not identify and the healers filed out of the hut. Deacon lingered in the doorway before leaving and shutting the door behind him.
"They tell me you have a problem," Myranda said. "Deacon thought I could help."
"Myn will not let them do what needs to be done," Leo said. "I have spoken to her, but she will not listen. I doubt that there is anything that you can do that hasn't been tried."
"Maybe she just doesn't believe you. You've given me very little reason to do so," she said angrily. "If you want me to help you, you owe me the truth."
"I do not owe you anything," he said.
"I saved your life. You yourself said that the favor needs to be returned," Myranda said.
"I led you to safety. If I had not shown you the way into and out of the cave, you would be in the hands of the Elites right now," he said. "No one will be able to enter or leave this place until the falls relent, and months will pass before that happens. The debt is repaid."
"I want the truth," she demanded.
"You wouldn't know the truth if you had it. For all you know, I could simply replace one lie with another. If you want the truth, find it for yourself. There is as much of me here as there is anywhere else. If there is truth to be found, it is here," he said.
"Then why should I help you?" she asked.
"You shouldn't, but you will. I know you better than you know yourself. I know that you would like nothing more than to see me suffer for this supposed injustice, but your heart won't let you. That is your main weakness--your heart. You care too much for those around you. One day it will cost you your life," he said.
Myranda's eyes wandered to Leo's legs. They were twisted and bent. She tried to be strong. She tried to think of the wrongs he had done. The lies he had told. Alas, among all of the half-truths and outright lies, there was one undeniable fact. He was right about her. As angry as she was, she found herself searching for some way to help him. It didn't take long for her to realize that if there was something keeping their spells from affecting Myn, there could be only one cause. There, on the little dragon's neck, the cord that held her souvenir still held firm. The trip through the water had twisted the trinket around, where it came to be nestled between her folded wings.
With a bit of difficulty, Myranda managed to untangle the charm and remove it. The dragon seemed upset, and became more so when the door was opened to allow the healers back in. Without the charm to protect her, Myn was quickly put into a deep, harmless sleep. After a final, stern exchange of looks, Myranda lifted the little dragon and took her leave. Outside, Deacon gave her a hand with the sleeping creature.
"Might I ask what the problem was?" Deacon wondered.
"A few days ago, Myn managed to chew this little ornament off of a helmet she separated from its owner. I gave it to her as a necklace, but apparently it had some sort of enchantment," Myranda explained as the trio moved back to her hut.
The dragon was set on Myranda's bed.
"Would you mind if I had a look at that charm? If it was able to ward off our spells, it must be quite powerful," he said.
She shrugged and handed it to him. Even before it dropped into his hand, he assured her that it was the work of an Entwellian. Looking it over only confirmed it.
"Yes. Yes. I know the man who invented this technique. I believe he is still about if you would like to meet him. Well, in time you will meet everyone," he said, before returning it to Myranda, who affixed it to the sleeping beast's neck.
"What do you do for food here?" Myranda asked. Right now she was a mass of hunger and anger, and she had to do something before one or the other overcame her.
"Oh, of course, you must be famished. This way. I'll join you. I haven't eaten yet," he said.
 
Myranda was lead out of the hut and along a well-worn path. Around the hut she had been given were a dozen others just like it, simple structures of wood with a thatched roof. Young people of every race lingered in the area, each wearing a similar blue tunic. As they continued, Myranda came to realize that the whole of the village, and a sizable one at that, was arranged in small clusters around courtyards with a larger hut at their center. Different groups of dwellings seemed to be populated by different groups of similarly dressed residents. There were people dressed in white, others in black. There were tunics of red, brown, aqua, and yellow. Scattered among them were older figures, some in deep conversation with one another, others trailing groups of younger villagers. If this was a place of learning, as Deacon had said, then these must be the teachers.
The pair came to a wide, stone-paved road that divided the village down the middle. It ran from the now-raging waterfall to a vast courtyard ringed with short walls. At its center was a majestic-looking structure, the only place she'd seen thus far that seemed to have been built as anything more than a shelter. It had tall, glass windows, a shingled roof, and painted patterns on its walls.
Myranda was led across the central path and around the rim of the courtyard. The huts around her now were somewhat different to those on the other side of the road. Targets and training dummies could be found in the center of the gatherings of huts. The students in this area wore sturdier clothing than the simple tunics she'd seen thus far, each adorned with various intricate badges and patches.
Finally she came to a long, curving hut with smoke rising from a pair of chimneys at one side. The walls were covered with windows, and a scattering of the village's people sat at tables within. Once inside, a simple earthenware bowl for each of them was filled with a thin vegetable stew and a coarse loaf of wheat bread was split between them. Myranda made short work of the stew, abandoning a spoon in favor of the bread, dipping and eating. She had messily dispatched half of the bowl in this manner when she realized the attention she was attracting. She smiled meekly when Deacon handed her a spoon.
"I am sorry," she said.
"No need to apologize. I am always happy to see a new technique," he said.
"The last thing I ate was a half-cooked bat and a few raw ones, and I would hardly call them a meal," she said with her mouth full.
"Ah, yes. Bat. Some of us here see it as a rite of passage to have to resort to bat to survive. There is only a handful who have managed to avoid it. I, alas, have never had the pleasure. Already you fit in better than I," he said.
She merely smiled between bites.
"Correct me if I am wrong, but I believe I heard a few harsh words tossed about behind the closed door. How did things go in there?" he asked.
"He . . . I . . . That scoundrel has been lying to me since I met him, and now he refuses to set things straight! He tells me if I want it, I ought to find it myself!" she raged.
"Well, that should be simple enough. It hasn't been long since the three of you appeared, and already some of the elder members have been telling tales of the last time he was here," he said.
"What do they say?" she asked, taken aback by the sudden source of new information.
"I am afraid I did not linger long enough to hear the tale. It was Keller doing the recollection. He is a rather narrow-minded member of the warrior school, and all of that hand to hand miscellany just cannot hold my interest. I believe he called him Lain more than once," Deacon recalled.
"Lain? Then Leo isn't even his real name?" she fumed.
"Oh, it is . . . well, I don't know that it is, but it certainly could be. You see, Lain is less a name and more a title. The stealth masters tend to attach it to the most prized of their pupils," Deacon explained. "If your friend is rightly called Lain, then he would be the only living one. They are a rare breed."
"I wish I knew more," she said.
"I will show you to the library one of these days. You should be able to find something in his records," he said.
"You keep records?" she said.
"Of course. Otherwise it would be very difficult to assign credit where it is due," he said.
The promise of information about the infuriating malthrope was enough to calm Myranda's anger for the time being, and the first bowl of stew took the desperation from her hunger. As she refilled her bowl, she became curious about her newest friend. He was equally curious about her, and the two decided to start what would turn out to be a lengthy question and answer session.
"When I first came here, you called this place Entwell . . . Entwell Num . . ." She struggled to remember.
"Entwell Num Garastra," he said. "The Belly of the Beast."
"That is it. Why do you call it that? And what is this place?" she asked.
"Oh, well. You see . . . Are you sure you do not know this story? What I am about to tell you is generally the reason people find this place," he said.
"I came here because I was being followed and Leo promised me safety," she said.
"Ah, well, then I will enlighten you. You see, long, long ago, people began entering the cave and not returning. Before long, people began to believe there was a creature within that was taking their lives. Periodically, a hideous roar would serve to support that theory. So it became a test of skill. The king of . . . Ulvard at the time, called upon the strongest warriors and mages to rid the kingdom of this foul beast," he said.
"I do know this tale! The cave we just went through . . . that was the cave of the beast!? I never would have let him take me in if I had known that!" she said, flustered.
"I am told it is clearly marked," he said.
"We rode by a number of signs on a horse. I didn't have time to read them, and the rest were worn and faded," she said.
"Well, the finest warriors, wizards, and adventurers the world had to offer began to file one by one into the cave. The first to return with the head of the beast would be hailed for all of time as the greatest warrior that ever lived. Now, it became clear to each individual adventurer that it was the cave itself, and not some beast, that had taken all that had come before, but that epiphany usually came moments before they joined the fallen.
"Eventually, a remarkable wizard by the name of Azriel found this paradise. She felt that if there was a beast in that cave, then this must be its belly. She was going to turn around and return to the outside world to tell the others, but she needed time to recover. As the days turned to weeks, she fell in love with this place. In time, a second warrior made it through, and then another, and then another. This place became a village populated by the best of the best. With each new arrival, the knowledge pool increased. Now we live to teach, and we live to learn. Unfortunately, in the last few decades the flow of fresh blood has slowed to a trickle," he said.
"Yes, well, these days we have found a much more efficient way to rid ourselves of our finest men and women," she said.
"I assume you speak of the war. So the war is still on? Good heavens, the last new arrival was over thirty years ago and he assured us that the north was on its last legs," he said.
"It has been for some time. Somehow we still manage," Myranda said with a sigh.
"I wonder how the army has managed to . . . one moment, we have a visitor," he said.
Myranda turned to see a dragon, mostly gray with a slightly lighter shade on his belly, push the door open. To her surprise, the creature was only a bit larger than Myn, perhaps as large as a mastiff.
"Solomon, this is Myranda. Myranda, this is Solomon--I was telling you about him," he said.
Myranda crouched down and began to scratch the dragon on the head the way she knew Myn liked.
"You didn't tell me he was just a little baby," she cooed.
Rather than the joyous look that Myn tended to give, Solomon wore a very stern look on his face. Deacon wore a look of concern.
"Myranda . . . Solomon is among our eldest and most sage wizards," he said.
"Oh. I . . . I am sorry. It's just that, oh my, he is so small. I didn't know," Myranda said, mortified.
The dragon turned to Deacon and began what must have been a conversation. Solomon spoke in a near inaudible series of low hisses, guttural growls, and slight movements. Deacon did the courtesy of answering in northern dialect, so that at least she could follow half of the conversation.
"Yes, she did bring the other dragon in. . . Well, we had to do some reconstruction on the legs of the other newcomer and she was protecting him from the healers. . . I would have, but Myranda here was closer, so I asked for her help first. . . Yes, she did," he said, turning to Myranda. "Unprecedented, by the way--I've checked. You and your friends are the first to ever enter this place after the falls had given way."
He turned back to the dragon and continued.
"Yes. . . As a matter of fact, I was able to test my temperature restoration spell on her. . . Well, clearly she is. . . Oh, it is not that dangerous." He turned to her. "You feel well, correct?"
"Yes," she said, made a bit nervous by the direction the conversation was taking.
"There, see? . . . I do not know." He turned to her one last time. "Do you speak any languages besides the northern one?"
"I am rather well-versed in Tresson," she said.
Solomon's reptilian eyes rolled. He let a harsh, grating hiss loose that startled Myranda. His mouth then yawned wide and cracked and snapped as he tested its movement.
"Of the two . . ." he said in a very harsh but understandable voice. Another hiss, twice the intensity of the first, was released before he finished the statement. "I prefer Northern."
After clearing his throat, the dragon's voice was smoother. It was deep, but not outlandishly so, and resonated with power. There was an unquestionable sense of authority in his words. His tone was steady, and there was a slow deliberate cadence to his speech.
"Where did you discover your dragon?" he asked.
"I was in Ravenwood. It was beginning to snow, and there was a cave nearby. I ventured inside for shelter. I didn't know that there was a dragon inside. Then a second one arrived and they began to fight. I blacked out, and when I awoke, Myn was on top of me," she explained.
"Then she is wild-caught. Have you trained her?" he asked.
"Whatever she has learned, she has learned on her own. And I did not catch her. She followed me. I tried to get her to stay, but when I found that her mother and siblings were killed, I couldn't bear to leave her," Myranda explained.
Solomon gave her a long, calculating stare. Finally he spoke.
"Send her to me first. I want her before any others," he said. "And I want to meet the dragon when she awakes."
With that he turned and marched out of the eatery. Deacon leaned close to Myranda.
"This is a great honor. Solomon has chosen you as a pupil. I myself had to endure more than three years of training by lesser teachers before he would see me," Deacon said. "I see great things in your future. Which reminds me. Now that I know that you did not come here as a test of skill, I wonder, what skills have you to test?"
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"Are you a warrior of any sort?" he asked, quickly pulling out the book from his bag.
"No. I can use a short sword and a dagger, but I don't like to," she said.
"Well, that is going to change. Now, magic. Anything?" he asked.
"I just got through learning a bit of healing magic. What do you mean 'that is going to change'?" she asked.
"A healer? Excellent! We do not get many new healers, and even fewer that are native to the north," he said.
"What were you saying about the warrior part changing?" she asked again.
"You are required to pass a few basic weapon-handling and combat trials, aside from whatever magic you may wish to learn. We like to be complete. The northern side of the village is what we call the Wizard's Side. As a healer, I assume you will be spending most of your time there. Here in the south side of the village, Warrior's Side, you will be learning a bit of combat theory and master three types of weapons at the very least. It is the minimum required physical instruction," he said.
"I don't want to learn that. I hate weapons. I hate the war! If I learn how to kill people, I become a tool of the war like the men and women who have been forced to squander their lives in the pursuit of ending other lives," she said.
"I don't think you will need to worry about that. You see, we won't be letting you kill any of us, and you are not likely to encounter anyone else. It is entirely academic," he said. "So, what sort of healing have you learned? Our healers tend to specialize in--"
"You are talking as though I am never going to leave this place," she interrupted.
"Very few of us ever do leave," he explained matter-of-factly.
"Am I a prisoner here?" she asked.
"In a way, but not because of us. That waterfall is blocking the only semi-safe means of egress, and it stops its flow for only a few days every few months. When the falls have relented, escape is possible, but . . . well, for most of us there is nothing for us outside. Here there is comfort, safety, and enough knowledge to live a long, full life learning and perfecting it. I, for one, have never even become curious about the outside," he said.
"You have never been outside of this place?" she said.
"As I mentioned, we have not had a newcomer in more than thirty years, and I am only twenty-five. I was born here," he explained. "Frankly, being outside would be unbearable to me. There is so much to do here. So much that needs to be done. If I had to worry about things like the war or where my next meal was coming from, I would never get anything done."
"That seems sad to me," Myranda said.
"There is no need to pity me. If you are through eating, I would like to show you around this prison you are so sympathetic about," he said.
She agreed and the two were off.
 



Chapter 20
Out of habit, Myranda braced herself as they left the dining hut, ready for a blast of cold, but none came. Anywhere else that Myranda had ever been would still have patches of snow at this time of year, but here it was heavenly. The air was cool, the breeze was mild.
There was something majestic about the waterfall to the west as it fell from ledge to ledge along a sheer cliff, finally reaching the ground to bathe a corner of the valley in its fine mist. The whole of the village was in a vast, half-moon-shaped valley. The curved side was composed of the cliffs of the mountain. On the other side, the ground dropped off sharply. Beyond that was ocean. The end result was a sparse village spread out over a piece of land the size of a large city, nestled in a notch cut into the endless forbidding seaward-face of the mountains. They were far too high to be seen by a passing ship, and Myranda had heard tales of the rough seas that plagued the east coast of the continent. It was no surprise that none had ever seen this place.
None, of course, but the people who now lived here. In a way, the people made the place all the more wonderful. In the north, there was naught but a mass of gray-cloaked forms. No faces, no conversation, just a cloak marching along, stopping here or there to spread the latest word of the war. Here, there was more than the scraps left by a war that had picked the populace clean. There were men, women, and children of all ages. More incredible, there were examples of virtually every race. Peoples she'd seen only a few examples of in her life were plentiful. Stocky dwarfs, graceful elves, and many she'd never seen before. Each spoke their own tongue, filling the air with a symphony of different languages. When approached, some were too busy, but most would offer a hello. Deacon would translate as pleasantries were exchanged, and they would be off.
Their wanderings took them to the Wizard's Side once more, and Deacon began to explain the different areas. There were the yellow-clad novices studying wind magic as a specialty. The people wearing aqua, most lingering near a small lake on the eastern edge of the village, were water wizards and their students. Those dressed in brown were focused on earth magic. Fire apprentices and instructors wore red. The white tunics belonged to healers, and those in black were the war wizards, black magic users.
When someone recognized Myranda as a newcomer, they would sometimes approach her and make a few remarks in their respective language, and Deacon would explain the circumstances of her arrival.
They were engaged in just such a conversation when they were rudely interrupted. Deacon had begun to brag about the spell he had cast on Myranda again, prompting more than a bit of concern from the white-robed elf he was talking to, when a pixie of some sort flitted up and positioned herself directly between them. She began to speak in an agitated manner. Her voice was musical, and the language was bizarre. It rose and fell in tone like the work of a talented flutist.
"All right, all right. Calm down. Yes, this is Myranda . . . Myranda, did you ask to be placed under Solomon's tutelage, or did he ask you?" Deacon asked.
"He asked me," she said.
"There, you see . . . Well, I don't know. Let me ask her . . . She cannot answer directly because she speaks Northern . . . Oh, it is not a vulgar language," he said.
"It is. Listen to me. I sound like an animal," the tiny creature said, shifting languages abruptly.
"You sound just fine. Myranda, this is Ayna. She recently earned the position of Highest Master of Wind Magic," he said.
As he spoke, Ayna was darting around Myranda, inspecting her from all angles. Myranda tried to turn to face her, but the fairy just flitted in another direction in a blur.
"You don't seem to be anything special," she said.
"I never claimed to be," Myranda replied.
"Still, Solomon has been at this for quite a while. He ought to know a prime pupil. It is just like him to snatch up the first good one in years. I want her first," Ayna declared.
"I'm afraid Solomon made it quite clear. He was to have her before all others," Deacon said.
"So I'll challenge him," she said. "Why should he get to influence the newcomers with his element and prejudice them against mine?"
"He holds seniority over you. He can take his pick of any student," Deacon said.
"Fine. I want her next. Immediately. I mean it, as soon as she passes his trial, that day I want her in my grove for her first lesson," Ayna said.
"I'll mark it down," Deacon said.
"See that you do. And you, Myranda. Don't let all of that fire nonsense cloud your mind. Air is the true essence of this world. Oh, and do ask Deacon here to teach you a decent language. It must be awful to be confined to this wretched little dialect," she said.
In a flash she was gone.
"What just happened?" Myranda asked.
"It would seem you are caught in a little power struggle. That makes two of the Highest Masters who have demanded you be passed right to them. This is a huge opportunity for you. If you pick things up quickly, you can trim years off of the path to mastery! Outstanding!" he said.
"Air magic, fire magic. I never said I wanted to learn anything like that. All I ever wanted was to heal people," Myranda said.
"Don't worry, you'll have your white magic training. It is actually the smallest of our areas of study. Not many white wizards found it necessary to experience trial by beast," he said. "But, in addition, we require that you reach at least a basic understanding of all four elemental magics. I believe I mentioned that."
"I am not sure I like her. Ayna, I mean," Myranda said.
"That's all right. By the time you're through with her you will be quite sure that you don't like her," he said.
"How comforting," she said flatly. "What are these buildings?"
Deacon looked about.
"Well, this hut is the home of Caloth. He is an apprentice to Twila right now. She is one of our few dedicated white wizards. That is the hut of Milla. She is fresh out of elemental training and working on her first steps into purely black magic," he said.
"Why do you allow black magic here?" she asked.
"Why wouldn't we? It is a vast and highly developed field," he said.
"But it is evil," she said.
"Oh, no. Magic is a tool. It is no more evil than a hammer or a saw. I see you are confused, and understandably. You see, there are as many different interpretations and classifications of magic as there are languages and peoples in this world. This can cause difficulty when there is a clash in the way magics are understood between Master and pupil. As a result, we have chosen one set of classes that we feel is most accurate and made it standard," he said.
"Go on," Myranda said.
"Well, black magic is first. Quoting our founder, 'Any procedure of non-elemental origin that directly manipulates mystic energies with the expressed and sole intention of damaging or destroying a physical or spiritual form shall this day forward be known as black magic.' It is the mystic equivalent of a sword. It is only evil if it is used for evil, though I have been told the more common use of the phrase black magic in the outside world is as a blanket term for acts of evil through magic. Granted, it is the area that lends itself most readily to dark intentions," he said.
"Then white magic is the opposite? It heals," she said.
"'Any procedure of non-elemental origin that directly manipulates mystic energies with the expressed and sole intention of healing or enhancing a physical or spiritual form shall this day forward be known as white magic,'" he quoted.
"Then why do you have people who specialize in fire and air?" she asked.
"Well, the pure magics are specifically non-elemental. Thus the four elements, in our system at least, are considered separately. Within each elemental class, spells are said to have white or black alignments if they are most commonly used to help or hurt, respectively. Either that or they are considered neutral, or gray," he said.
"Gray?" she asked.
Deacon tugged at his gray tunic.
"My specialty. In the words of our founder, 'Any procedure of non-elemental origin that directly manipulates mystic energies with no clear intention or ability to purely aid or injure shall this day forward be known as gray magic.' This is simultaneously the largest and most neglected of the classes of magic," he said.
"Why is that?" she asked.
"Well, gray magic is very much the basis, as well as the next logical extension of, all other magics. As a result, it is very intuitive, and all other wizards know at least a bit of it. A person who devotes his life to the study and development of gray magic is something akin to a chef who specializes in boiling water or a poet who specializes in punctuation. No one will deny the importance of the area, but few will call for work to be done to improve it," he said.
"Why did you become interested in it, then?" she wondered.
"It wasn't the subject that interested me, it was the practitioner. We had only one wizard who was at all versed in the complexities of gray. His name was Gilliam, and he seemed to have devoted his life to being as different from the rest of the world as possible. He was something of a scoundrel. You see, illusions are included in my area, and they were his forte. He could make it appear that he had done anything. Cure the sick, summon creatures, even raise the dead. None of it was real, but he made it seem so long enough to make off with the reward for solving the problem at hand.
"He entered the cave in hopes of conjuring up an illusion of the mythic beast so that he could chase it outside to kill in the view of all around, thus stealing the position of the world's finest warrior. He became lost on the return trip and ended in this place. Before long, he began to irritate the other people here. When I was growing up, I found him to be the most entertaining thing in my life. By the time I was old enough to know why he had no respect among us, I was already hopelessly addicted to his brand of magic," Deacon reminisced.
"Have you managed to add any respect to the field?" Myranda asked.
"I am only twenty-five. Gilliam died six years ago--and, unfortunately for me, he never recorded a single page of his methods. He resented the lack of respect that the others showed his work, so he kept his ways secret. Over the eight years that I studied under him, I managed to memorize the majority of what he had to teach, and I have been spending the years since his death scribing everything he taught. I have barely had time to develop a single spell of my own," he said.
"That spell you used on me, to help me after I got out of the water. What about that one?" she asked.
"That is one of mine . . . well, a variation on one of his. It is a specialized form of transformation," he said.
"Why does everyone seem concerned when they learn you tried it on me?" she said.
"Oh, don't listen to them. They want to chide me about the fact that I have been toying with the idea for so long. Also, transformation was the spell that killed Gilliam. Well, transubstantiation," he said.
"What!?" she gasped.
"Relax, I worked out the fatal flaws. At least, I think I did. You see, he used a full change in his version of transformation, and I use a shift. The difference is that when you cast a change, you must cast a counter spell to change back. When you cast a shift, the transformation ends when the spell ends," he said.
"What happened to him?" Myranda wondered, more than a bit disturbed at the potentially fatal spell she had been used to test.
"I'll show you," he said.
Myranda swallowed hard and followed as he led her to a small hut in the seaward portion of the village. Beside it was a statue, immaculately carved, of an elfin gentleman with his hands out. Hanging from one hand was a gold chain with a rather rough-cut crystal mounted in it.
"Behold, Gilliam," he said.
"A statue was made of him? Or . . ." she questioned, slowly realizing the truth. "Oh my goodness . . ."
"He wanted to show me how a man could change himself to stone and back again. He succeeded at half," he said. "Poor fellow started to change before he finished the spell. He foolishly cast it in the wrong order. As a result, he did not include the ability for his new form to store his consciousness, so when the change occurred, his soul just drifted away. I could change him back--I have discovered the method--but I would merely be bringing back his corpse. I thought this was a more fitting memorial," Deacon said.
"It's so sad," she said.
"Indeed. At any rate, his death left us without a gray Master, so the task fell to me," he said, "and it has consumed me ever since. I have seldom been asked to aid with the research of others, and I have never had a student. This is my life. Please, come inside."
He pushed open the door to the hut and the pair entered.
As soon as Deacon and Myranda crossed the threshold of the hut, a series of crystals mounted in lamps flared to life, filling the interior with light. Inside, there was a single room that resembled Wolloff's tower, in that it was utterly filled with books. Unlike the tower, though, there was order. All of the books were stored on shelves, the titles clearly inked, though in another language.
Vials and canisters were stored in a separate shelf with the utmost of care. In one corner, there was a bed that looked as though it hadn't been used in a week. At the center of the room was a desk with a crystal for light, an open book, and the only chair in the room. The immaculate room was in stark contrast to its resident. Deacon's dark brown hair was in a constant state of chaos. His clothes were in a terrible state of disrepair, and the side of his left hand was apparently permanently stained with ink.
He walked up to his desk, where a book with blank pages lay open.
"This is your hut?" she asked.
"Indeed it is," he answered as he led her inside. "Oh, no."
"What?" Myranda asked.
"I failed to refill the ink. I have to write at least a dozen pages over again," he said, selecting a canister from one of the shelves.
"What do you mean? How could you fail to notice that you had run out of ink until after you'd written pages?" she asked.
"Oh, I wasn't writing in this book, I was writing in this one," Deacon explained, pulling the ubiquitous tome from his bag and laying it on the table.
Myranda gave a long, confused stare.
"Watch," he said.
First, he refilled the ink. Next, He opened the book from his bag and pulled the stylus from behind his ear. After flipping through his book to see that there were far more than a dozen pages to be recorded, he found the first page and began to trace over the first word. As he did so, the quill on the desk rose up and dipped itself in the ink. It then floated to the blank page and began to duplicate the strokes made by the original. Deacon reached into his pocket with his free hand and withdrew the crystal. Clutching it briefly, he removed his hand from the stylus. Without skipping a beat, the stylus continued tracing over the words on its own. He stood back with a smile as the words from the page were transcribed automatically.
"Had I been bright enough to keep the ink bottle filled, this would have been finished just a few moments after I had stopping writing in my travel book," he grumbled.
"That is incredible!" she said.
"If that is incredible, then you are quite easily impressed. I was able to perform that particular feat when I was twelve years old," he said, putting the crystal away.
"Twelve!? When did you start learning magic?" she asked.
"Shortly after I was born. As a matter of fact, my first words were an incantation. I believe that it was . . . Oh, what did they tell me? Illuminate. I would babble the words over and over and the little crystal that they had given me would start to glow," he said.
"This is a wonderful place," Myranda said, walking about and looking over the books.
"Now that I can agree with," Deacon said, turning to make certain that the page automatically turned as it should.
"Did you write all of these?" Myranda asked.
"Well, I wouldn't say that I was the author, but I put ink to my former teacher's ideas," he said.
"And they are all on the same subject?" she wondered.
"Well, different shades, but all gray," he answered.
"Then why are the titles in different languages?" she asked, as she leafed through a book to discover a language that she absolutely could not identify.
"Oh, that. Well, as you have no doubt noticed, very few people here speak the same language. One of the policies of our founder requires each resident of Entwell to learn to understand each and every other language. In this way, everyone may speak whatever language that he or she is most comfortable with without fear of being misunderstood. I, for one, was fascinated with the different tongues. Language became something of a hobby for me, and I am Entwell's unofficial expert on it. To stay sharp, I alternate which language I use with each book," he said.
"But I speak Northern and Tresson. I was unaware that there were different languages to be had," she said.
"Perhaps not now, but our village has existed for six hundred years. Until the war started, there were eleven languages in common use on this continent alone. The language known as Northern was originally called Varden. It was spoken in Kenvard and Ulvard, though the Ulvardians spoke a different dialect. Vulcrest spoke a language called Crich. The eight kingdoms that make up the Tressor region spoke nine different languages prior to joining together.
"Then there are the small continents to the east and their languages. And, of course, the dead languages. There are a handful of non-spoken languages, as well. Finally, there are the beast languages. All told, there are no less than thirty, and I know them all," he said.
"You should be proud," she said.
"I am," he said.
Myranda was mystified by the number of books as she looked around. Wolloff had had his share, to be sure, but these were all hand-written by Deacon himself. The amount of work it must have taken was mind boggling.
"I have only been to two libraries. One was in a monastery to the west of my former hometown. The other was just recently in the tower of a wizard called Wolloff. This puts Wolloff's collection to shame, and rivals the monastery," she said.
"It is not a contest. This is merely how I have chosen to fill my days," he said. "Now as for--"
There was a knock at the still-open doorway that interrupted him. It was one of the many men that Myranda had seen milling about in the village as they were walking earlier. He delivered some sort of handwritten message to Deacon, who thanked him in what must have been his native language. After reading the note, he folded it and placed it in his pocket.
"Well, the time has come. The Elder wants to see the newcomers now. Let us not keep her waiting," he said.
 



Chapter 21
"We will have to awaken Myn and bring Leo," Deacon explained, leading Myranda out the door. "The Elder will need to see them as well."
"Who is the Elder? Why do we have to see her?" Myranda asked.
Deacon answered as they walked.
"The Elder is the most learned member of our ranks. She represents the very wisest and balanced of the Masters, and is one of only two Archmages. She is essentially our leader, making sure that all relevant decisions are well-made. She will determine what skills you and your friends have, and what training will suit you best. In fact, despite the fact that Solomon and Ayna both chose you to be their student, the Elder must be the one to allow it. If she thinks poorly of the choice, then you will have to work your way through the ranks like everyone else," he said.
The two reached Myranda's hut, where Myn was still sleeping. Deacon focused a brief flash of concentration on her and she was immediately awake. She thanked Deacon by pouncing on him once again for being too close to Myranda. With the dragon keeping the pair carefully separated, Deacon and Myranda sought out the healer's hut, where Leo was just testing out his freshly repaired legs. Myn scampered about him while Myranda gave him a stern look.
Finally, the group entered the large hut at the center of a very large courtyard in the middle of the village. Inside it was solemn as a church. Unlike the crystals that gave light to the other huts, this one was lit entirely with flickering candles. At the back of the room, in a simple wooden chair, was the woman who could only be the Elder that they spoke of. She did not appear very old, but one glimpse of her told of a wisdom that would have taken two lifetimes to gain. She was dressed as simply as the others; only a gold-colored sash draped about her neck made her stand out. Her hair was gray and pulled gracefully back behind her shoulders. She was clearly elfin in nature, with a tall, thin physique and distinctive ears.
The only other occupants of the room were a handful of men and women who were busy at various tasks, mostly involving large leather-bound books.
When the three stood before her, Deacon introduced them in yet another new language. Myranda bowed when she heard her name. Leo stood firm when his was spoken. Myn had locked her gaze on the Elder the moment she had seen her, and refused to look away. The little dragon must have sensed something about her, felt her power, and was entranced by it. The Elder surveyed the trio with a measuring stare. Finally she spoke, her voice clear and confident. The language matched that of Deacon.
"The girl will be a fine wizard. Her mind is strong and her heart is pure. The malthrope may go. I am satisfied with his past accomplishments here. Allow him whatever he requires to further himself. The dragon is still young. Her potential is great. See that she is brought before Solomon. And prepare them. I want each ready with the coming of the blue moon. They must witness the ceremony," she decreed in her complex language.
Leo, clearly understanding her words, took his leave, while Myranda stood confused.
"Just one moment! I will not stand for this!" came a gruff voice from the door, shattering the solemn environment. He, too, spoke the strange language.
Barging into the hut was a dwarf. He wore a look of anger on his bearded face. Every inch of him seemed to be covered in a thin layer of dirt, as though he had spent the day rolling around on the ground. His clothes were brown, though a few shades darker than the tailor had intended, and he was brandishing staff that appeared to be nothing more than a tree root with an unrefined crystal tangled at one end. Myn quickly positioned herself between the intruder and Myranda as the dwarf launched into a rant.
"I will not let this stand! Ayna has just come to me grinning that infuriating grin and twittering about this new student of hers, and how after Solomon finishes with her, she will see what real magic is. I had heard of no newcomers, and my underlings had seen neither hide nor hair either. So, I ask you, why would two of our Masters be anticipating a student that had not had even the most rudimentary of earth training? Because I am being passed over!
"None of you have ever given Earth magic the respect it deserves, and now you have gone to ridiculous lengths to hide the new students from me for the duration of their training. And what is she doing traipsing about with Deacon? He is not even a part of the curriculum!" he raged, all without Myranda understanding a word.
As Deacon began describing the situation to the angry wizard, the other people in the room began gathering up their things and slowly filing out. Myn was growing increasingly upset and sticking close to Myranda. Ayna flitted into the hut and joined the argument in her melodic language. Her words, whatever they may have been, seemed to compound the dwarf's agitation.
Throughout the outpouring of anger, Deacon continued to do his best to mediate, speaking the language of the Elder. The majestic woman merely sat, calmly surveying the fray. Solomon stalked into the hut to add a final voice to the heated debate. Myranda found herself lost in an angry symphony of different languages. Deacon's expression was one of helpless concern as his words grew more desperate in tone. Finally, he stepped away from the other three, who had been essentially ignoring him since the beginning. Approaching Myranda, he struggled to make himself heard over the din.
"I think you and I had best take our leave," he said, Myn too concerned with the bellowing of the others to object to his presence.
"You'll get no arguments from me!" she replied.
The trio walked briskly out the door, with Myn nearly crashing into the doorway rather than take her eyes off of the fray long enough to see where she was going. Once outside the door, she wedged herself between Myranda and Deacon once more and spread her attentions between him and the noisy hut. When they were just barely midway to the end of the courtyard, Myranda stopped and attempted to question the odd spectacle that they had just witnessed.
"Oh, no. Not here. We will discuss it at the edge of the courtyard," he said, hurrying her along.
"Why so far?" she asked as Deacon urged her to a near sprint.
"Located within that hut are four of the finest wizards to have ever lived. When tempers run high, magic users tend to punctuate their sentences with spells," he said.
"Is it dangerous at--" she began, cut off by sudden and intense shift in the earth beneath her feet, nearly throwing her to the ground.
The trio stumbled to the edge of the courtyard. When they had first approached the open area at the center of the village, Myranda had noticed the succession of short, thick, stone walls that ringed the yard. At the time she found them curious, but now the purpose was clear. The trio took shelter behind one as the shaking earth grew more violent. It was quickly joined by a vicious tearing wind that might have lifted Myn from the ground had she not dug her claws into the earth.
Myranda peeked her head over the wall to see what was happening to the hut. The supports for the walls were creaking and giving way. Shingles from the roof were torn free by the wind and swirled about without touching the ground. They were soon joined by whole sections of wall. Before long, the whole of the hut had been reduced to splinters and was whirling about in the air. At the center of the maelstrom, just barely visible through the thrashing debris, were the wizards.
The dwarf was waving his staff about, causing pillars of stone to burst from the ground like fangs. Solomon had taken to the air, the savage wind more than enough to keep him aloft without the need to flap his wings. As he struggled to remain relatively stationary and dodge the flying shards of wood, he seemed to be spraying flames at an indistinct and fleeting target that could only be Ayna. The flames twisted and turned unnaturally in the wind, following their target like a serpent. The Elder was still seated in her chair, utterly unaffected by the chaos surrounding her. Though the ground was heaving like an angry ocean, she remained motionless, and the gales of wind failed to cause the slightest flutter in her clothing.
Slowly, she rose from her seat. She raised a hand and instantly order was restored. The wind ceased, causing a rain of debris. The waves of earth froze in place, reducing the once-flat yard to a cluster of rolling hills. Solomon dropped to the ground.
The Elder spoke. After a few sentences, the other wizards departed; Solomon approached Myranda and the others, while Ayna and the dwarf returned to their respective places of study. As the dragon traversed the courtyard, the hills and stone spires receded into the ground. The scattered debris rose silently into the air and gathered again in the form of the destroyed hut. The cracks and breaks took on a bright glow before rejoining into the walls and posts that they had been minutes before. In seconds, it was as though nothing had occurred. The hut was whole and solid, the courtyard was pristine and undisturbed, and the men and women were returning with their books.
#
The speed at which the madness in the Elder's hut began and ended seemed to come as a surprise to Myranda alone. Solomon, none the worse for the experience, stood before them as though nothing had happened at all. As he did so, Myn stretched and strained her neck to gain a better sniff at the creature that seemed so familiar. She refused to give up her faithful position at Myranda's side, but was more than eager to learn more about the gray dragon. Solomon obliged her by stepping near enough for the young dragon to inspect him more thoroughly. For a moment, Myn's curiosity overcame her over protectiveness, as she did not treat this new creature as a threat.
"How did it go?" Deacon asked.
"Reasonably well. Myranda will still be allowed to come under my instruction, provided that each of the others has the same opportunity," he answered, choosing Myranda's language for her benefit.
"Reasonably well!? What about the quaking ground and the whirlwind? That was chaos," Myranda replied, dumbfounded.
"No more so than our last debate," Solomon said.
"This has happened before?" Myranda said, mystified.
"It is not an altogether uncommon occurrence," he answered.
"I would say that anytime Ayna and Cresh--he would be the malignant dwarf who began the hostilities--get together, the result is fairly similar to that little display. I must say that you were more active than usual. What managed to raise your ire?" Deacon asked.
"Ayna was particularly condescending on the subject of those races best suited to magic. I decided to illustrate my effectiveness," he said.
"Did it do any good?" Deacon asked slyly.
"I singed her a bit. The message ought to be clear," Solomon said.
With that, the dragon turned his attention to Myn. The pair of beasts engaged in a rather unique conversation. There was much movement by each, but no sounds to speak of. Deacon later explained that the language that dragons are born with is generally exchanged in tones far too low for humans to hear, and precious few of those. The bulk of the information was being transmitted by the movements and postures each assumed. As Myn became bolder, the two began to exchange contact, butting heads and flicking a tongue here or there. Finally, the conversation ended and Myn sat on her haunches, lashing a tail at Deacon, who had apparently ventured a bit too close to Myranda.
"She is healthy enough. You have treated her well. Bring her to me at sundown. The food that you humans eat is less than appropriate for a dragon. Particularly a young one. I am quite sure that she will appreciate the alternative that I have found," Solomon said.
"If you like. I am not certain that she will remain if I do not stay with her, though. It seems she only leaves my side to hunt and to protect Leo," Myranda said.
"If you must remain, then you will. Starting tonight, you are my pupil. You will do as I say," Solomon said. Though his words were ominous, his tone was as steady as it had ever been. He did not speak as a warning or a threat. It was merely a statement of fact. When he had finished speaking, he departed.
Myranda turned to Deacon.
"Tonight!?" she exclaimed.
"Solomon does not sleep in the same way that you or I do. He tends to most of his affairs at sunrise and sunset, with sleep coming during the day as often as night, or sometimes not at all for a week," he said.
"But why so soon?" she asked.
"I suppose he has a special interest in you. In very short order, the whole of the village will share that interest. No one has been assigned directly to a Master since we made the distinction between the different levels of expertise centuries ago, and now you will be apprenticing to four!" he said.
"I am not sure that I am ready," she said.
"By rights, you should be years from ready. That is of no concern of yours, though. Whatever difficulties you may experience rest squarely upon the shoulders of Solomon now . . . Are you all right?" Deacon said.
Myranda's head was reeling, and she appeared unsteady.
"This is all moving so quickly," she said. "I barely know where I am, and now I am going to be a student to a Master wizard. People are fighting over me. I just . . ."
"Calm yourself. You have time. There is no pressure. The pace is yours to set. It may seem overwhelming now, but it will all be routine. In time, you will be quite comfortable with it. I wish that I could sympathize with how you are feeling, but this is the only world I have ever known. Tell me, how can I help you?" he asked.
"I just don't know. This place . . . how can I do what you want me to do?" she said.
"Myranda," he said, placing a hand on her shoulder. "It will be all right, I--oof!"
Myn gave Deacon a sharp butt in the stomach with her head as a punishment for his physical contact, sending him stumbling backward to the ground.
"Myn, no!" Myranda scolded.
"It is all right. It is all right," Deacon groaned. "My mistake. Solomon was right, though. She is quite healthy."
He struggled back to his feet and led her back in the direction of his hut. When they had reached it, he led her inside and had her take a seat.
"You are nervous because you do not know what to expect. I can understand that. I, however, do know what to expect. I have done it all before. Just relax and I will try to put your mind at ease," he said as he sat upon the desk before her.
"What is Solomon like?" Myranda asked.
"Oh, Solomon is a fine teacher. I feel he is one of the best that we have. He is very knowledgeable. Northern is not his best language. Here and there, you may find him struggling for words, but it simply is not feasible for him to expect you to learn to understand one of his preferred languages. I would not worry about him. Sol has got the patience of a saint. He is very forceful, though," Deacon said.
"Forceful?" Myranda asked.
"Yes. He is far stronger of body and mind than he may appear. As a result, when demonstrating something, he may do it far more roughly or powerfully than is necessary. Solomon teaches very seldom, so he has difficulty familiarizing himself with the fragility of his student. You may think that he is angry with you, but I assure you, you will not see him angry. He is merely subjecting you to something that, from his point of view, is quite mild," Deacon said.
"I must say, I do not find that very comforting," she said.
"I assure you, there is no cause for concern. He has never killed or injured anyone. I have known him all of my life and count him among my closest friends. He is like a father to me," he said.
"What will be expected of me?" she asked.
"I am not certain. You are technically a beginner, so you should be expected only to perform concentration drills. However, since you are being skipped to the expert level, you may be given the instruction intended for the more experienced. In that case, you would be tested for endurance, and given more complex spells. At any rate, you can be certain that he will teach you to conjure flame, control its size, and dictate its behavior," Deacon explained. "I am quite eager to see how he will handle the process, however."
"I thought you said you have been through all of this before!" she exclaimed.
"I have, but I had to work my way up. Usually a student is already well-versed in a magic by the time they come under the tutelage of the Masters. As a result, all that remains for the Masters to do is survey the skills of the student and administer some sort of test to see that some minimum level of mastery has been met. Then, when the other Masters have done likewise, the student may return to specialize his or her training. Most of us spend only a few days with each Master," he said.
"Is fire magic difficult?" she asked.
"It is one of the more taxing disciplines. Generally, the training is saved until a student has built up more substantial reserves by practicing less energy-intensive magics, like wind," he said.
"So wind magic is easier than fire?" Myranda surmised.
"Officially, all of the elemental magics are equal. Frankly, though, one may come to a rather respectable level of mastery in the art of wind in half of the time it would take to do so in the others," Deacon said, glancing nervously about. "But do not tell Ayna I said that."
"What about her? Is she a good teacher?" Myranda asked.
"Highest Master," he said.
"Excuse me?" Myranda said, unsure of the reason she had been corrected.
"She will require you to refer to her as Master at least, but almost certainly Highest Master. Never teacher. After the years she spent climbing the ladder, she wants to be sure no one forgets it. As for her teaching skill . . . it has been adequate for the lower levels. At least, as long as you behave yourself," Deacon said.
"Behave myself?" Myranda questioned.
"She is quite the opposite of Solomon. Extraordinarily impatient and enormously temperamental. Dare I say that her only redeeming value is her utterly comprehensive knowledge of her chosen art? She has attained a level of intensity and dexterity that previously existed only in theory. I have seen her untie and retie a knot with the force of air alone. Astounding. And the utter power! The woman can bore a hole through an arm's length of stone with wind!" he said.
"That sort of power in the hands of someone with a short temper is not the most comforting thought either," Myranda said.
"Well, the first thing you are supposed to learn as a wizard is self-control. It is perhaps the only lesson Ayna did not excel at. Not to worry, she hasn't caused anyone any grievous harm in years," Deacon said.
"But she has hurt someone," Myranda said.
"Not exactly. She was learning some of her more advanced lessons alongside a gentleman by the name of Henrik. It was clear that the teacher was fonder of he than she. That teacher, a woman by the name of Zeln, later said that she found him to be more respectful, and that was why she favored him. Regardless, Ayna challenged him to a duel. They are rare, but not unheard of, and we have procedures regarding them.
"In a wind duel, the purpose is to stay planted on the ground while you attempt to raise your opponent by wind alone. As Ayna is a fairy and not typically a creature of the ground, the rules were bent to instead say that the winner is the one who lifted the opponent highest. Ayna won, but apparently wanted there to be no doubt in anyone's mind. She lifted him until he disappeared in the clouds, then released him. He managed to bring himself to the ground safely, but the sheer force of the wind that lifted him had torn his clothes off and . . . plucked away every last hair of his body," he recalled.
Myranda chuckled.
"Excellent. Your spirits are rising," he said.
"What about Cresh?" Myranda asked.
"He is less volatile, but no less infuriating. Whereas Ayna will launch into a tantrum essentially on a whim, Cresh requires a much more specific stimulus. He is passionate in his art to the point of obsession, a trait shared by most of the other wizards here. In his case, he fairly explodes with fury at even a perceived attack on the relevance of his discipline. You may even insult him personally, but if you speak ill of his art, you had best quickly make amends," Deacon said. "And, before you ask, that little display in the village center earlier is about as far as he ever goes outside of idle threat, and he has yet to hurt anyone."
"Well, that is a relief. And what about water, the only Master I have yet to encounter?" she asked.
"Oh, yes. Calypso. No worries there. Cally is as easygoing as you please. Lighthearted, clever, funny. You'll love her. Her only fault may be that she can be a bit too playful sometimes. She lives down at the lake," he said.
"She sounds nice. I wish I was taking her bit first," Myranda said.
"They are all a treat when you get to know them. I expect that you will be great friends," Deacon said.
"I notice that you don't seem to be on the list of teachers," Myranda said.
"Well, as Cresh was kind enough to point out, I am not a required portion of the curriculum. White and black magics are, but the elementals have seen to it that they come first, and you can reach a fairly high level of mastery on their teachings alone. If I am to be included, it must be by your choice, and I am quite sure your plate is full," he said.
"There may be room for a bit more," Myranda said.
"What do you mean? You wish to learn the gray arts?" he said, cautiously optimistic.
"Since I arrived, I have only met a handful of people willing to speak Northern, and only you have done so without expecting anything from me," she said.
"I don't want you to do this for me," he said.
"Believe me, I have only the most selfish of reasons at heart," she said with a grin.
"This is wonderful. This is exceptional! My first student. There is so much to do! I have to prepare a lesson plan, I have to create trials," he said, rising quickly from his seat. "It is such a wide area, I . . . I don't know where to begin!"
He fumbled through his bag with one hand and felt at his ear with the other.
"Where is my book? Where is my stylus? What a time to lose them!" he said, fairly in a tizzy.
"They are on the desk," she said, amused at the stir she had caused.
"Yes, of course, of course, and at work, too. Blast it, I knew I should have made two of those," he said.
"I think you are the one who needs to calm down now," Myranda said.
"Oh, I can't! Not now, not now! This is momentous! This is important!" he said. "Finally an apprentice!"
 



Chapter 22
The time passed quickly as Deacon raved about what sort of things he had in store. There was something about his sudden enthusiasm that betrayed similarities between he and Myranda. It was clear that he had been every bit an outsider in his own way as she had been in the outside world. Finally finding someone willing to share time with him seemed to be more than he could handle. The longer they spoke, the clearer it became how deeply involved he was with his studies. As they spoke, they laughed more and more. It was even enough to convince Myn to lower her guard, though she made her presence known whenever he took a step too near to Myranda.
All too soon, the sun disappeared from the sky. It was time. Deacon led Myranda to a hut near the cliffside, Myn in tow. Unlike the others, which were mostly wood, this hut was entirely constructed of stone. Solomon emerged from within. As he did, others began to appear, most notably Ayna. They formed a wide circle around the scorched ground in front of the hut that could only be the training ground.
"Why are these people here?" Myranda asked Deacon.
"To observe," he answered. "As I have said numerous times, this is a first. In Entwell, anything out of the ordinary is of great interest to us."
"Ignore them. Sit, and concentrate," Solomon instructed.
Myranda took a seat on the ground. Myn mistook this for a sign that it was time to praise her, and fairly climbed atop her. A few "words" from Solomon caused her to grudgingly move to the side.
"What are the words?" Myranda asked.
"Words?" Solomon replied.
"I need to know the words of the spell before I can concentrate on it," she said.
A murmur swept through the group of observers. Deacon covered his face with his hand and shook his head quietly. Ayna was less subtle. She laughed an obnoxious, piercing laugh.
"Incantations! The girl only knows incantations!" she said breathlessly.
As calm as always, Solomon explained their reaction.
"Once a student has moved beyond the level of beginner, incantations are rarely used," he said.
"They are the work of children and fools!" Ayna chimed in.
"What else can I do?" she asked.
"Concentrate and I will guide you," the dragon said.
Myranda clutched the locket about her neck. It had mercifully not been lost during her plunge into the icy water. She had only just closed her eyes when Solomon's powerful voice asked her to stop.
"Let me see that," he said.
He had not changed his tone at all, but for some reason the merest request from this creature was like a firm demand from any other. He approached and put two of his finger-like claws behind the crystal, inspecting it closely. Suddenly, he pulled it away. The motion was smooth and steady, but was more than enough to snap the chain that had held it so firmly. Myranda put her hand to her neck and rubbed the welt that the move had caused.
"Terrible," the dragon stated. "Utterly unrefined. You will work without it today. When you are through here, have a new one made."
He tossed the gem away. Before it reached the ground, an unnatural breeze caught it up and carried it to be viewed by the ever critical Ayna.
"Murky as a swamp! Is this what passes for a focus crystal out there these days?" she said, mockingly.
The dragon sat on his haunches and raised one hand-like paw. A small flame sparked into existence below it.
"Turn your mind to the flame," he said.
Myranda set her eyes on the flickering form. Slowly, the world pulled away, and the yellow-orange shape filled her mind. She gathered her entire consciousness about the flame, her mind shifting and turning with the slightest motion of the fire. Time was meaningless in such a trance; hours and seconds were interchangeable. Suddenly, the voice of Solomon broke through.
"The fire is like a living thing. Once it is born, it requires only food and breath to grow and multiply. It constantly hungers. Can you feel it?" the powerful voice spoke.
Her instructor's words were far too clear and distinct to have come from the outside world. It was as though he had willed his voice into her mind and mingled it with her thoughts. She poured over the fire with her mind and slowly became aware of a constant and steady draw. The hunger he spoke of.
"Yes," Myranda said, the effort of doing so nearly breaking the concentration.
"Feed it," his voice replied.
At first, Myranda was at a loss. Feed it what? Fire needed wood or oil, something to burn. She had nothing. It mystified her that this flame could even exist, floating in mid-air. What did he mean?
"Feel the heat," the dragon instructed.
Slowly, Myranda became aware of a dull feeling of warmth filtering into her mind from the outside.
"Now feel beyond the heat. Feel it with your mind," he said.
Myranda probed further. After an eternity, she finally found it. The feeling came like a torrent. It was the energy of the fire. Not the temperature or the light, something deeper than that. Something fundamental. The essence of the fire. Feeling it now was like opening her eyes for the first time. It was a new sense, one she would later find was the basis for all of the magic she would be taught.
"Just as the fire has an energy, so does your spirit. Look inside yourself. Feel your energy. Control it," he said.
Myranda turned her focus inward slightly, searching for the same sort of power that she felt in the flame. Gradually, she became aware of an energy within. It wasn't the same feeling as the fire, but it was similar. Controlling the strange power was a challenge. If feeling the essence was like using a new sense for the first time, controlling it was like using a new limb.
Myranda did not know where to begin. Every minor attempt she made to influence it resulted in an almost random shifting and changing of the power. It was like trying to learn to wiggle her ears. She knew what she wanted to do, but she simply could not manage to do it. Repeated failed attempts were only beginning to give her a sense of the nature of her control over this energy when Solomon's voice broke through for a final time.
"That will be all for today," he said.
Myranda brought herself out of the trance. The first rays of dawn were painting the sky orange. Of the crowd that had been watching her, only Deacon remained. He was mid-yawn, book in hand, as always. Myn was sleeping beside her. The night of strong thought had taken its toll. She was feeling the bizarre lack of will that had always followed her practice sessions with Wolloff, but to a far greater degree. Her body was affected by the hours of sitting motionless in the cold of night as well. Both of her legs were asleep and her back was agonizingly sore.
"We will continue tonight. I expect you to be fully rested," Solomon said. "In the meantime, I would like to take Myn to be fed, but she will follow more willingly if you join her."
Myranda tried unsuccessfully to get to her feet, discovering in the process that her left hand was extremely tender for some reason. Deacon approached to help her, but Myn snapped into wakefulness and kept him at bay. Myranda leaned heavily on the dragon to stand. It soon became clear that the dragon would not be able to keep her standing alone, and reluctantly Deacon's aid was accepted.
"I have never been so tired," Myranda said.
"Well, this style of magic is a bit more taxing on the mind. Also, you were not using a crystal. Tomorrow we will give you a training one," he said.
"Why does my hand hurt?" she asked, casting her blurred vision to her hand. It was red and irritated.
"I had warned you about that. When Solomon asked you to feel the fire, he placed your hand a bit closer than he ought to have. Your trance was strong enough to overlook the pain. That is admirable," he said.
"In the three months that I have been at this, I have never felt so--" Myranda began, only to be cut off by an excited Deacon.
"Three months!" he interjected.
"Yes, I had told you I had only had a bit of white magic training," she said.
"Around here 'a bit of training' is two years, minimum. You have demonstrated a depth and quality of concentration vastly disproportionate to your level of training," he said, rummaging through his bag to retrieve his book. He hastily scribbled something down in it as he repeated his last words incredulously.
"Have I?" Myranda said. In her current state of mind, the act of forming a sentence was an incredible effort. Comprehension was impossible.
"I will meet you at the arena. Just follow Solomon," he said as he rushed off toward his hut.
With the support of Deacon's arm so suddenly gone, Myranda nearly tumbled to the ground. Thankfully, Myn rushed to the faltering side to shore her up.
 
The pair made their way unsteadily to a bizarre sight. There was an enormous circle of crystal on the ground, perhaps one hundred paces across. At three points along the edge, there were spires of the same crystal, each elegantly carved from bottom to top with various runes and symbols. The crystal was clear as water, perhaps with a tint of blue. Solomon was waiting at the edge.
In a few inaudible words of his language, he summoned Myn, who would only leave Myranda's side when the wavering girl had taken a seat on the ground. Then the two dragons stepped onto the crystal surface and swiftly vanished. Myranda struggled to decide whether what she had seen had actually happened, or if her ailing mind was playing tricks with her eyes. She was still working at it when Deacon carefully sat beside her, holding a steaming cup in his hands.
"Drink this," he said as he handed her the cup.
Myranda took the cup and carefully put it to her lips. The flavor was powerfully bitter, though after the long, cool night the warmth felt good going down. Almost immediately, she felt her mind clearing. It was as though a fog in her mind was being lifted. A few more sips and she felt almost herself again.
"This is incredible. What is it?" she asked him.
"A special tea made from the leaves of a plant that bears seed only during a full moon," he said as he opened his book and flipped to a blank page.
"I feel as though I could endure another night of training," she said.
"You may feel that way, but the tea only restores your mind, not your mana. Your spirit is still spent. To restore that, you would need the seeds of the plant, or more so its dew," he said, carefully adding a heading to the page that prominently bore Myranda's name.
"Will I be taking this tea after every training session?" she asked.
"I am afraid not. As a rule, it is best to recover naturally," he said.
"Then why have you given this to me now?" she asked.
"Because I am a profoundly impatient man at times," he said.
"Impatient for what?" she asked.
"Knowledge about you," he said.
"Why me?" she asked.
"Simple. Your performance today. I have seen people who have had three years of training and were happy with what you have managed. You have had only three months! Such a natural predisposition toward magic is not unheard of, but it is extremely rare. We can only attest to having three here in our history, and only one that we witnessed. People with your uniqueness are still an enigma to us," he said.
"My performance today was awful. I failed," she said.
"You failed to affect the fire, perhaps, but you learned to sense essence and you began to manipulate your own. Those two skills are the sole benefits of our beginner's training, which normally takes five years! You've nearly completed them on your first day!" he said.
"Then why would . . ." Myranda began as she turned back to the strange sight before her. Suddenly, she remembered what was occupying her mind before he appeared. "What is that? And why did Myn vanish?"
"Oh. That is the crystal arena. To my knowledge, it is absolutely unique in the world. We found the single largest deposit of focus stone in existence when we came here, and in the years that followed, we crafted this. Within it, magic is effortless, concentration is unnecessary, and you will feel no draw on your own mana. Solomon uses it as a hunting ground. Our founder, Azriel, makes her home there. She conjures up a forest and Solomon hunts down--well, that," he said, indicating three large bags of fish that were being carried to the arena by people in red tunics. Once placed within the arena, they too vanished.
"Azriel transforms the fish into whatever prey Solomon would like and he hunts and eats his fill. I expect now Myn will receive the same treatment," he said. "Now, if you don't mind, Myranda. I have some questions for you."
"Ask," she said, taking another sip from her tea.
As the sun climbed in the sky, Deacon proceeded to ask Myranda to summarize her life, beginning with birth. As she spoke, he faithfully recorded the details. Before long, Myn emerged from the arena, clutching a fish in her mouth. She dropped it to the ground and sniffed it with confusion, as it had not been a fish when she was inside of the arena, but soon decided one meal was as good as another and presented it to Myranda in exchange for the usual reward. Myranda suggested that they take a break to cook the food, lest she seem ungrateful to the dragon, but Deacon merely snapped his fingers and the fish was instantly cooked to a turn.
It was well into the morning before Deacon was satisfied with his answers.
"Excellent, truly excellent. You should head off to bed. I have got to go over your life story and compare it to our notes on prodigies. Also, I will see to it that when you awaken you will have a crystal. Would you like it in an amulet as before, or in a staff? As a beginner, I would recommend the staff. It will give you something to lean on," he said.
"Whatever you think is best," she said.
"Excellent," he repeated, as he walked eagerly off to his work.
"Wait! Don't you ever sleep?" she asked.
"Not if I can avoid it. Tremendous waste of time," he said.
Myranda trudged wearily to the hut she had been provided with, dragon in tow. She pushed open the door and readied herself for bed. When she had climbed in, Myn joined her as always, but she did not go to sleep as she usually did. She had, after all, been sleeping most of the night while Myranda was busy with her training. For several minutes, she fidgeted and shifted restlessly. Finally, she took a long sniff at the air and jumped down from the bed and pushed open the window shutters.
"What is wrong, little one?" Myranda asked.
Myn took another long smell and looked longingly into the distance. It didn't take long for Myranda to figure out what the creature wanted.
"You want to spend some time with him," Myranda said.
Myn seemed to give a quite spirited answer to the affirmative. The little dragon had been quite affectionate to Leo when they were traveling together. It was only natural she would desire his company in this place.
"He cannot be trusted, you know. He lied to me and did terrible things," Myranda warned.
The dragon was unswayed.
"Go," Myranda said.
She had not even finished the syllable before Myn disappeared out the window and scampered off. Myranda pulled herself from the bed and closed the window. When she returned to the bed, she dropped quickly off into a dreamless sleep. Usually she would have been disappointed to be without dreams, but judging from the horrible nightmares she had been having, this was a blessing.
#
Myranda's eyes opened heavily to the fading rays of the sun as they flowed through the open window. Myn had managed to pull the shutters open and let herself in, or she had been helped. At any rate, she had nestled atop Myranda at some time during the day.
The girl rose from bed and dressed. Fresh clothes were a welcome change to the life she had been living of late, though pulling on her worn boots was all too familiar. She briefly considered asking for something better, but so much had been done for her already, she decided against it.
As she stepped outside and felt the cool dusk air, Myn jumped down and followed her. She closed the door and decided to have some breakfast just as soon as she could remember where the food was served. Deacon appeared and walked eagerly up to her as she wandered in what she believed was the correct direction. The young man's face held the telltale signs of a sleepless night, but he seemed none the worse for wear. Indeed, he seemed to be just as excited as he had been the night before, if not more so.
"Good evening, good evening. I trust you slept well," he said.
"Indeed, I did. Did you sleep at all?" she asked.
"Heavens no! Too much to do. Sleep can wait. Come this way. I have something for you to do," he said.
"I was actually looking forward to breakfast," she said.
"Breakfast? Oh, of course. I suppose I had better eat as well, lest I forget again," he said.
The pair took a meal with Myn more than a little distracted by the constant flow of words from Deacon's mouth. He scarcely took a moment to swallow, so eager was he to speak.
"I compared what you told me about yourself to the records we have of the others. The prodigies. It seems clear that there is most certainly a familial influence. Your parents were each uncommonly intelligent. Likely, had they tried their hands at magic, they would have excelled as well. I must say, though, in reviewing your story, I found a few points puzzling. You say just before you entered this place, you discovered that Leo was not what you had thought him to be," he said, taking advantage of her answer to slurp a few hasty spoonfuls of the stew.
"Yes. I recognized his voice as the man who had captured me and killed those men in front of the church. A crime that I was to be blamed for, no less," she said.
"And, yet, immediately afterward, you followed him into the water. You followed him into what must have seemed to be certain death despite the fact he had revealed that all you knew about him was a lie," he said.
"Yes," she said.
"Well, then. You either have incredible intuition or terrible judgment. Not to offend you, of course. Clearly it was the correct decision and you ought to be commended," he said.
"Thank you, I suppose," Myranda said.
"I checked up on him. Asked around. Those that can remember him, and there are precious few, all agree on two points. One is that his name isn't Leo. No one is quite sure what his name is, but it is certainly not what he has told you. Leo, it turns out, was a student that was being trained at the same time. In what I am sure is no coincidence, his disposition was strikingly similar to that of your friend prior to your discovery of his deception. He was a human, and has since passed on," Deacon said.
"I suppose I shouldn't be surprised. All else had been a lie, why not that as well?" she said. A thought came to her mind. "Why are there so few that remember him?"
"That is another thing I was puzzled about. Your friend completed several years of training and left this place seventy years ago, roughly," he said.
"Seventy? No, that is impossible. I cannot tell precisely how old he is, but he does not look old by any means," she said.
"Oh, on this there can be no doubt. It is one of the few things about him that we have recorded," he said.
"But how can you be sure it was his record you found," she asked.
"It was labeled 'Unnamed Lain,' and bore his description. Also, the two wizards and three warriors who remember him all quote that as the approximate time," he said. "He is also the only malthrope we have trained."
Myranda shook her head in amazement.
"Unbelievable. With each passing moment, I realize how much less I know about him than I thought. And now I am fairly trapped in the same town as he, and I cannot even catch a glimpse of him, let alone get him to speak," she said.
"This really means a lot to you," he said.
"I trusted him. I just want to know what manner of person betrayed that trust. I just want to know that there is something about him that is as good and pure as the person he claimed to be," she said.
"I won't lie to you. Between his skills and his seniority here, if he does not wish to see you, he won't," Deacon lamented.
"I've come to realize that," she said.
"He need only answer to the Elder at this point," Deacon said.
Myranda finished her meal as Deacon, having already choked his down as quickly as possible, waited impatiently. The moment she was finished, he led her off in the direction of a cluster of huts on the other side of the village--as always with Myn in tow. Outside of the huts were piles of wood cut to all variety of sizes. The smoke belching out of the chimney of one hut could have only meant that it was the blacksmith's, while another hut, the one that they were to enter, merely had longer, more slender pieces of wood outside to hint at its purpose. Inside was rather well-lit against the now stiff darkness of the night by the array of crystals that not only lined the walls, but lined shelves and display cases as well.
A man and a woman, each so like the other that they could only be spouses or siblings, could be found inside. Each wore an odd pare of lenses mounted on stalks on their heads. The woman was at the back, carving a design onto a staff, while the man was nearer to the front, cutting a notch into a larger piece of wood before roughing the rest out into a staff shape. Both were short and stocky, certainly dwarfs. The man had dark hair and a well-groomed beard. The woman was slightly shorter and looked to be a bit younger.
"This is Myranda. Myranda, this gentleman is Koda and the lady is Gamma. They are our resident staff-makers," Deacon introduced.
Koda put down his chisel to shake her hand and offered what sounded like a cheery greeting in whatever odd language he called his own. Gamma looked up and smiled before continuing her exacting work.
"We will require a training staff and crystal for this young lady," Deacon said.
Myn watched curiously as the stout fellow selected several staffs from the racks that lined the wall and handed them to Myranda one by one. Deacon translated the artisan's questions, which all had roughly to do with how each piece felt, whether she liked the weight, and whether she preferred one thickness or another. Myranda was mostly at a loss for how to answer until Deacon explained that she ought to choose one as though she were choosing a walking stick before hiking.
Once the appropriate staff was chosen, Koda took some measurements of Myranda's height and arm length with a knotted rope, shouting said measurements to his partner, who called them back without looking up. When Myn decided he had come too close and moved in to back him away, the dwarf apparently found it absolutely hilarious, as he laughingly recounted the event to his partner, who swiftly joined in the laughter.
"What is so funny?" Myranda whispered.
"He had a dog that would do the same thing," Deacon answered.
"Ah," Myranda replied, failing to see the humor in it.
Still laughing, Koda took the chosen staff to a case of gems and selected one, carefully fitting it into the staff. He then handed it to her and informed Myranda by way of Deacon that, based on her preference and the measurements, a custom one would be made over the course of the next few weeks.
Myranda looked down at her weapon. It had a dark brown, slightly red color, and was carved along its length with runes similar to those that had formed the spells Wolloff had taught. The crystal was mostly clear, though there were veins here and there that were a bit milky. It was slightly smaller than her fist. Much larger than the one in the locket that Wolloff had given. From end to end, the tool was a bit taller than shoulder height.
"Excellent choice. Now, if you are ready, it is time for your second day with Solomon," Deacon said.
The trio found their way to the training ground where Solomon was waiting. Deacon took a seat at the edge of the stone circle on the ground where the teaching took place and readied his book. Myn gave a dragonish greeting to her fellow creature before taking her seat faithfully beside Myranda. With the crystal of the staff on the ground in front of her, she awaited the flame to be conjured before her. No sooner had it been done than she slipped swiftly into the trance.
With the aid of the crystal, it took a fraction of the time that it had taken the day before. Everything about it was more vivid. Sensing the essence of the flame and of her own spirit before had been like flailing in the dark in comparison. Now she could sense things about the strange energy she had been oblivious to the night before. It was as though they had a color and a texture that she had missed last time. What's more, they were not alone. Every inch of her surroundings had a power to it. The air, the earth, and particularly the other people. As her gaze strayed from the flame, she marveled at the galaxy of different auras that surrounded the people of the village. When Solomon began prompting her to do so, she tried to manipulate her own power and found its reactions to be a degree more intense.
"Do not manipulate your essence as a whole. Separate a part of it," his voice directed.
Slowly, she willed some small part of the power she felt within her away from the whole.
"Now. Sense the power that the fire feeds on. You must feed the fire," he said.
With her new, clearer view of the energy, Myranda could certainly detect the power being drawn into the flame. Though manipulating her own energy was still new and unpredictable to her, she tried and tried until she found the swirling ball of spirit changing its nature, becoming more like that which the flame yearned for.
"Excellent, now bring it to the flame," he said.
With the merest thought, she guided her mystic concoction to the flame and was nearly startled out of concentration. The fire leapt up, many times its size and many more times its heat. At the same time, she felt an odd draw on her essence. It was a unique feeling, to be losing this strength that only the day before she did not know she had. The draw was steadily growing more intense as the fire shrunk. By the time the burden stabilized, the fire was barely more than an ember floating in the air.
"The flame is yours now. Do not lose it," he ordered.
Myranda pushed herself to provide more. Almost imperceptibly, the flame began to return. In time, it returned to the size the dragon had conjured. Maintaining the size of the fire was unbearable, like carrying some vast weight. Not only her mind and spirit, but all of her body seemed taxed by it. Beads of sweat formed at her temples, her hands began to shake.
The draw quickly became unbearable. It seemed days, weeks, a lifetime since she had begun. When she had no more to give, Myranda relented. The fire, floating in air before her, fizzled and died. As the trance lifted, she saw that it was still night. Though she felt that this lesson had taken a great deal longer than the last, it had in reality been less than half the length.
"That will do for now. Rest if you must, practice if you can, but come here fully refreshed tomorrow," Solomon said before retiring.
Myranda, despite the massive increase in effort, felt far more herself now than she had the day before. The staff really had made quite a difference, at least in the cost of the spell. To be sure, the world still seemed to be shrouded in a haze, and thinking was difficult, but she was able to climb to her feet and walk with the aid of the staff. Deacon approached her, but now that his help was unneeded, Myn judged him unnecessary and forced him to keep his distance.
"That is a respectable endurance for only the second lesson," he said.
Myranda thanked him, shaking her head in an attempt to clear the cobwebs that were hanging about her mind. He continued to talk, but she found it difficult to focus on his words and walk at the same time. In fact, she had taken fifty steps or so before she realized Deacon had repeatedly been asking her where she was headed, and she did not know the answer.
"Where do you suggest?" she asked.
"If I were you, I would head home to meditate until I had a bit more of my wits about me," he suggested.
"Meditate?" she asked.
"Oh, of course, how can I be so foolish? You have not been taught to do so. It is quite useful, I assure you," he said.
Deacon escorted her to her hut and pulled a chair before hers.
"If you can manage it, I need you to gather your focus enough to sense your own essence again," he said.
"I shall try," Myranda offered.
She sat in her chair and focused about the gem. It required a fair amount more effort than last time, but soon enough she was aware of the mystic energies again, both outside and in.
"Do you feel the energies of your surroundings? Good. Now, let them flow through you. Let them become one with you. Simply relax your body, mind, and spirit, and let the outside flow in. Blur the line between yourself and your surroundings," he said.
Myranda tried to comply. Her mind was still struggling--but then something strange happened. As the energy around her began to mingle with her own, she could feel her strength returning. It was slow, very slow, but noticeable. While she recovered, she "looked" at the essences around her.
Before her, she could see the strong pure light of Deacon's spirit. Weaker, but still pure, was Myn, beside her. The spirits of the wizards and warriors of this place speckled her mind in a galaxy of different hues and intensities. In the distance, she sensed one that was different. She focused on it. This new way of detecting the world was different from seeing, though. She "saw" all around her. Above, below, behind, each and every direction was visible to her at once, with distance seeming inconsequential.
As she trained her mind on the peculiar essence in the distance, it seemed to draw nearer and grow more distinct. It was subdued. Intense and yet restrained, as if consciously reigned in and pushed down. On the surface, it appeared no more powerful than the others, but deep beneath there was a fundamental strength that seemed to continue inward eternally. It could only be Lain.
After a time, she decided she had recovered enough, pulling her mind from its focus and lifting herself from the meditation.
When her eyes opened, the change was remarkable. She almost felt normal, as though the training had not occurred. It was difficult to say precisely how long the meditation had taken, but Myn was asleep on the ground beside her, meaning it had been at least a number of minutes. She looked across to Deacon. He sat cross-legged on the chair, his hands folded about his crystal, and his head down. As she stood, now steady enough to forgo the staff for aid, the dragon stirred and gave an angry stare at the still-present intruder. Myranda shook her head and decided to pull Deacon from the meditation as well.
"Deacon. Deacon, I am finished, thank you. It was quite helpful," she said.
The young man did not stir at all.
"Deacon?" she called.
In answer, Deacon released a raking snore and rolled his head slightly to the side. Myranda chuckled. She knew he needed sleep. Myn backed away cautiously at the noise, then moved in close to investigate. As the dragon realized that Deacon was asleep, she decided upon a proper method to wake him. She opened her mouth, ready to deliver a motivating bite on the leg.
"Myn, no!" Myranda reprimanded. "Deacon is my friend. He is not going to hurt me or even try to, so you really should be nicer to him."
The dragon let a short, sharp puff of air out of her nostrils and took on a sulky demeanor. Partly because she was scolded, but mostly because this meant she would have to share Myranda's attentions with another. This was something Myn was becoming very impatient with. Deacon's crystal slipped from his fingers and rolled past Myranda, who turned to pick it up. Myn seized the opportunity and gave Deacon a swift snap with her tail.
"Ouch!" Deacon exclaimed, waking with a start.
"Myn!" Myranda yelled, turning to see the dragon strut away with a decidedly satisfied look on her face.
"Quite a lash on that one. Now I'll have to be careful around both ends," Deacon said, yawning and rubbing the sore area.
"I think you should go get some sleep," Myranda said, handing him his crystal.
"Oh, no, no, no. I couldn't sleep now. That meditation seems to have done you well. Perhaps you would join me? I have someone who I think you will want to talk to," he said, the sleepiness slipping away the instant he remembered what he had in store for her.
"I suppose I am up to it, but are you sure you are?" Myranda asked.
"Of course! Come along. We really ought to see him before dawn," he said, ushering her out the door.
 



Chapter 23
As the trio walked, Myn reluctantly walking beside Myranda rather than between her and Deacon, Deacon's excitement became contagious.
"What is it you have up your sleeve?" she asked, as she was led to a portion of the village that had a small stand of trees. It was deep within the Warrior's Side.
"Well, you have been permitted immediate Master-level training in all of our mystic disciplines, so I got to thinking. If it is agreed you have this remarkable propensity for magic, perhaps you will do equally well in combat. After all, you told me your father was a particularly successful soldier," Deacon offered.
The smile left her face.
"I don't want to fight, Deacon," she warned.
"Now, now. Hear me out. I managed to coax the Elder into granting you the Master-level trainer of your choosing. We have a great many. I intend to introduce you to each and every one until you find the one you feel you might want to spend a little time with," he said.
"I have no interest in learning how to hurt people. I want to help people," she said.
"That is fair enough. I can respect that. It is an important thing to have value for life and the quality thereof for all living things. Still, there is a bit you could stand to learn. Particularly from some of our more senior experts," he said, urging her on.
"No. I don't want to," she said, remaining firm.
"Please. Just talk to one. Just one. I think you will change your mind," he said.
Myranda sighed and continued on, slightly annoyed that the excitement she felt had been for something she found so hideous. As she approached a tall, thickly-leafed tree, Deacon motioned for her to stop. She studied the tree, which seemed awfully healthy for the time of year. If not for the unnaturally pleasant weather in this place, the tree would be a sparse husk.
"I have a student here for you," Deacon called into the near-pitch-black branches.
"No," answered an all-too-familiar voice.
"You know that when you were sworn as a Master, you were to take on at least one apprentice in order to pass on some small part of your knowledge. It is our way," Deacon reminded him.
"Not her," the voice said, startling all but the dragon by coming from behind them. Both humans turned quickly to see the malthrope casting a vicious look at Deacon.
Considering that such a short time ago he was near death, he was in remarkable condition, though from his posture, some injuries were still nagging him. His clothes were the same tunic as most of the others, but his was black. In the darkness of the night, sheltered by the shadows of the trees, he could take two steps back and disappear from sight.
"I am afraid that she is presently our only student not currently engaged with another Master, and you are the only Master not tutoring at least one student," Deacon said.
"And if I refuse?" he said.
"I had a word with the Elder. She informed me that if Myranda chooses to study under your tutelage, you are honor-bound to provide it. You took the oath," Deacon informed.
Now Myranda understood. This was the only way that she would be able to learn the truth from the one she knew as Leo. Deacon was helping her to force him to listen.
"You still owe me an explanation!" Myranda demanded.
"Do not do this, girl," he warned.
"I choose him," she said.
"You have made a terrible mistake," the malthrope fumed.
"I have had enough of the lies. It is worth it to hear the truth," she said.
"Excellent. Superb. I will inform the appropriate people. As a Master with an apprentice, you naturally have access to any resources you find necessary to teach. Myranda, on those days that you are not overly taxed by your lessons in magic, you will report here and take lessons in combat from our skilled expert. I will leave you two to get better acquainted for now and get some much-needed rest," Deacon said, walking away with a grin.
The malthrope and the girl exchanged long, angry stares. Myn was aware of the tension, and confused by it. This was the first time she'd had the two of them to herself since they left the cave, but they were not the same. For a time, there was silence, but it was broken when the warrior turned back to the tree.
"Where do you think you are going?" Myranda demanded.
"I came here to restore my strength. I intend to do so," he said, fists and teeth clenched.
"You owe me the truth, Leo--or whatever your real name is," Myranda said.
"What makes you think I owe you anything?" he fumed.
"I trusted you, and you betrayed that trust," she said.
"That is no fault of mine. If you place your trust too easily, such can be expected," he said.
"You have been lying to me since you met me," she said.
"What does it matter?" he said.
"I saved your life!" she said.
"And I saved yours. You would have been dead if I hadn't brought you here. Those Elites are relentless. If you go where they can follow, they will follow. They would have captured you, brought you to their superiors, and made an example of you," he retorted. "You saved my life once, but by bringing you here, I have saved you a thousand times over."
"Why then? Why save me if when you first met me it was you that wanted to capture me? And why did you release me?" Myranda asked.
The malthrope turned away.
"You have done nothing to earn what you seek, and you have nothing to offer in exchange. Were I you, I would become accustomed to mystery," he said.
"Don't do this to me, Leo," Myranda said, almost pleading. "My life has been so empty. So uncertain. You know everything about me. The fate of my home town. The fate of my family."
"Seek sympathy elsewhere," he said emotionlessly.
"I don't want your sympathy. I just want answers," she said.
"Why do you want to know? Do you really think that knowing the truth will make you happier? I assure you, it never does," he said.
"I don't care. I must know what you really are. I must know what you wanted with me, why you captured me, why you let me go, why the Elites were after you. What is your name?" she said. "I cannot bear the secrets any longer. If I must earn the right to know, then I shall. I will do anything. Just tell me what," she said. "I am asking you for so little."
"Are you?" he said.
The creature stood silent and cast a judging stare. After some thought, Myranda could see that he had come to a decision. He reached behind him and revealed a dagger. Myranda was a bit unnerved, but held firm. He then tossed it in the air and caught it expertly by the tip, pointing the handle in her direction.
"Take it," he said.
"Why?" she asked.
"Take the weapon," he ordered.
She did so.
"Now use it," he said.
"How?" Myranda asked.
The malthrope pulled up his sleeve and clenched his fist.
"No," she said, dropping it to her side.
"Cut me," he said.
"Absolutely not," she said.
"You said that you would do anything. Draw a single drop of blood and I will tell you every detail," he said.
Myranda froze. This was what she wanted. She approached him, gripping the dagger firmly. It was a simple thing. Just a cut. It needn't be a large one, either. Just enough to show blood. She passed those words through her mind again and again as she tried to muster the strength. She put the blade to his arm and took a deep breath. Just a little pressure. Just a tiny push. Her hand was shaking. Finally, she dropped the weapon to the ground.
"There, you see? It isn't in you to hurt another. Just as it isn't in me to reveal myself. If you truly expect me to betray who I am and tell what you wish, then I expect you to do the same," he said. "That is fair."
"You are cruel," she said.
"I am just. And to prove it, I will offer you a second chance. Show up for training tomorrow. I will be your opponent. For every solid blow that you land, I will answer a single question," he said.
"I don't want to hurt you," she said.
"I doubt that you could, even if you wanted to. But if you do not wish to receive my training, then have that obsequious wizard of yours tell the Elder that you waive your right," he said.
Myranda turned away in disgust and left the creature behind. After a dozen or so steps, the lack of constant clicking footsteps behind her drew her attention. As she looked back to find Myn, in the darkness of the trees, she could just barely make out malthrope crouching, scratching the dragon's head. A moment later, he seemed to vanish from sight and the dragon came prancing to her side. Myranda crouched to scratch her head as well.
"I wish I could see him as you do," she whispered.
The sun was beginning to rise, which, in her new routine, meant soon it would be time for bed. After a swift detour to Deacon's hut to affirm that he indeed was asleep, Myranda found herself with time to herself without her guide. She walked about, trying to clear her head before she retired for the evening. Here and there, a curious villager would stop to speak with her, sometimes willingly speaking her language, other times lacking the patience to do so.
Those who did speak to her seemed to treat her as a novelty or oddity, except for the handful who were her age, who had feelings ranging from thinly veiled jealousy to outright resentment. Mostly, though, she was ignored. Everyone here was passionately pursuing one interest or another, and they found in that pursuit all that they needed. By the time morning had come in earnest, Myranda had gone to bed, drifting off to a troubled sleep.
#
General Trigorah paced across a courtyard. There were soldiers here, standing at attention, but they were Demont's men, not her own. Cold eyes stared at her through slits in face-concealing helmets. She long ago had come to the conclusion that these men obeyed her not because they respected her or because of any chain of command, but because Demont had instructed them to do so. The fact made her uneasy in their presence.
The doors of the low, stone building before her creaked open. A pair of individuals stepped out. The first was Arden. There was a dash of confusion and impatience mixed with his usual expression of mindless cruelty. Beside him was a young woman, one who Trigorah was unfamiliar with, clutching the halberd. She nodded at the general as she dropped a bag into Arden's hand with the telltale jingle of coins.
"Excellent work as always, my good sir. I do so enjoy our associations. Keep your schedule open. I expect we shall need your services again quite soon," the woman remarked.
"What're you lookin at, elf?" Arden barked at Trigorah as he passed.
"You are wanted inside," the young woman remarked to the general, ignoring the outburst.
General Teloran shrugged off Arden's glare and stepped inside, beginning her long trek downward. This was one of the various "deep forts" that the other generals were so fond of. All but the topmost level was below ground. Staircases were placed at alternating ends of each level, making the journey downward and upward a long and time-consuming endeavor by design. Wall after wall of cells passed by her as she descended deeper. Finally, she came to the final door and opened it.
Inside, she found a tall, pale woman dressed in a black cloak embroidered with sigils of unquestionably mystic origin. In her hand was a silver rod, embossed in a manner similar to the cloak and topped with an expertly-cut gem. At the sight of her visitor, the woman's face lit up with an almost manic look of excitement.
"General Trigorah, so good of you to come quickly," the woman said.
"I try to be prompt, General Teht," Trigorah replied.
Teht was unique among the other generals in that Trigorah did not dread dealing with her. This was partially due to the fact that General Teht, despite having been a general at the time Trigorah was promoted, was not granted the same royal privilege that the other generals enjoyed. As a result, Teht was Trigorah's one fellow general that could not give her orders. Another reason was that she was, in many ways, Trigorah's mystic counterpart, sent to the far corners of the kingdom on tasks not unlike her own.
"Well, on this occasion I am most appreciative, as I've something quite exciting that I need to be off to. After all of these blasted trips south, I've finally been given something important to do," Teht declared enthusiastically.
"South? You've been south? How far?" Trigorah asked.
"Far enough. It seems as though that is the only place they send me. And always for the same reasons. Training. Give these spells to the casters on the front lines. Go have a word with that necromancer we've got down there . . ." Teht wearily complained.
"So they have been sending wizards to the front lines. I've been telling Bagu that a few well-placed magic-users could make an enormous difference," Trigorah said. "How have they been fairing?"
"Adequately. Status quo. Regardless, they've got me on a new project now. I'll be helping Demont and Epidime with something. Something major . . ." the general rambled.
This was almost certainly why Teht was not given the same level of seniority as the other generals. She had a habit of speaking vaguely about things that were clearly intended to be high-level secrets. It showed a staggering lack of military discipline that often made Trigorah wonder how she could have ascended to such a position.
"So I shall be spending my time in that mountain fort Demont keeps. You know the one. I shall have my own underlings. This is what I have been waiting for!" Teht continued.
"I am pleased to hear it. When you were at the front line, did--" Trigorah pressed, eager for fresh news.
"Never mind that. I've got your new orders here. I'd say they'll be keeping you busy. Epidime will be loaning this fort to you so that you can carry them out. I believe you'll be getting a few of the wagons and your pick of the latest set of draftees to patch up the holes in your Elites," she interjected. She handed Trigorah a thick bundle of pages.
"Elites are drawn from veterans, not--" Trigorah began.
"Yes, yes. Whatever the source, you have your pick. I'm off," she said, raising her staff.
Before Trigorah could object, Teht spoke a sequence of arcane words. Recognizing them, General Teloran hurried through the door and closed it. A moment later there was a thunderous clap. When the door was opened again, Teht was gone and the sparse furniture of the room had been hurled to the corners.
Trigorah had witnessed the spell only once, and fortunately from a safe distance. She could not be certain what it was that she had seen that day, but two things were certain. The spell allowed its caster to travel great distances quickly, and it left the departure point in a terrible state. She'd since made it a point to retreat at the sound of those words. It was a technique that Bagu and the others tended to use only under great duress, but Teht used it at every opportunity.
Such impulsiveness was a sure way to an early grave.
Trigorah righted a chair and the table and set her orders out. They were familiar, and rightly so. She had written them. It was the list of citizens likely to have had an opportunity to make contact with the sword. The only additional information came in a single page added to the end of the report. Just a few simple words:
In addition to current tasks, revise list and detain all identified individuals for questioning, release pending the acquisition of the sword.
"All identified individuals." There were dozens, perhaps hundreds, and since she'd delivered the report, the Undermine had become involved. She scanned the pages again. Shopkeepers. Patrons of taverns and inns. Most of those she'd found were bystanders. Not that it mattered. She stowed the instructions with trembling hands. Orders were orders . . .
#
Back in Entwell, Myranda stirred. Despite her efforts to the contrary, the one who had betrayed her trust infiltrated her dreams. There was so much about him that conflicted. He had taken the lives of the soldiers with grim efficiency, yet he showed naught but tenderness toward the dragon. He knew precisely how to manipulate her. Even before she had told him about herself, he had known exactly what type of person she would have opened up to.
Such thoughts and images taunting her throughout the day shook her from sleep far sooner than she would have liked. The sun was only nearing the horizon, but there was no hope of going back to sleep now. She looked for Myn, who was missing again. She could be in only one place, but Myranda couldn't bear to face him right now. But perhaps there was someone else she could speak to.
Myranda left her hut and headed to the training ground. In the stone home of Solomon, the dragon still lay asleep. The interior of the hut was a very strange sight to behold. The small dragon lay atop a pile of gold just large enough to accommodate him. Here and there, a section of wall was blackened by flame. On a pedestal in the rear of the cave was a large, clear gem that looked to have been pulled directly from the ground without the benefit of a gem-cutter's chisel. The room had the same earthy smell that she had found curious in the cave where Myn was found. Myranda tapped him. The creature's eye pulled slowly open and identified the intruder.
"It is not yet time for your training," he managed without lifting his head.
"This isn't about my training. It is about me. Why did you choose me?" she asked.
"You will have time for questions later," he said, closing his eyes.
"No! Please, I need to know now," Myranda begged.
He opened his eyes and craned his long neck into a more attentive position.
"It was intuition. Partly my own, but mostly Myn's," he said before a long, silent yawn that gave Myranda a clear view of his teeth.
"Myn's?" Myranda asked.
"You claim to have been present at the unfortunate circumstances surrounding the creature's birth. After speaking with her, I believe that this is so. The fact that you are alive today speaks of something that is special about you," he said.
"Why? I thought that she had merely sought out the only thing that had a heartbeat," Myranda said.
"I am sure she did, but a dragon, even at birth, is quite capable of identifying others of its kind. There are times that a parent cannot be present at the time of the hatching. When that happens, wounded prey is left as food for the creatures. When Myn found you sleeping, this is what she should have seen you as. Instead, she saw you as a guardian. A protector, as well as something to be protected. She chose you. We dragons see more of the world than what our eyes show us. We know things. She saw something in you that day, and I see it as well," he said.
"But what? What did you see?" she asked.
"It cannot be put into words," he answered, "but I can tell you this: she sees it in Lain as well," he said. "And he too was present at her birth."
"Lain? The malthrope!? He was there!?" she said.
"Certainly. But that alone would not explain her attachment to him. He too has the spark. I can see it quite clearly. It is stronger than yours. Were he willing, I would have taken him as my pupil all of those years ago. But enough questions. Return at sundown," Solomon said, settling back down for sleep.
"Yes, thank you, I will," she said, leaving the hut.
Myranda marched out of the hut and directly to the stand of trees where she had found the malthrope the day before. He was nowhere to be found, but there were tracks from Myn, who must have checked here as well. Carefully, she followed them. They led further into the Warrior's Side.
Entering it alone made Myranda suddenly aware of how different it was from Wizard's Side. While wizards could often be found in spirited discussion with one another, that trait was compounded here. Men screamed at each other as they voiced their opinions. Here and there, students sparred under the supervision of teachers. There were archery targets and practice dummies populating sizable runs of ground. Finally, she found her way to a simple hut, smaller than the one that had been provided for her. There was not even a door. She approached the opening and was enthusiastically greeted by Myn.
"Resourceful," the malthrope's voice came from within.
"I accept your offer, and I want to begin right now," she said, entering the hut.
It was absurdly austere. There was not even a bed. A cloth was spread on the floor, upon which the creature was sitting cross-legged.
"Haven't you got previous obligations?" he asked.
"Solomon is not ready for me yet, and you are," she said.
"Very well," he said, climbing to his feet and leading her out the door.
They approached a storehouse. Her teacher entered, returning with a pair of quarterstaffs.
"Have you ever used one of these?" he asked.
"No," she said, catching it as it was thrown to her.
"Hold it with one hand in the middle, the other between the middle and the end," he began.
After a short demonstration of the correct manner to defend and attack, he instructed her to first prepare herself, then attempt to strike him. She could use whatever method or style she chose, and he would only defend, not attack. After a deep breath, she put her limited knowledge to use.
It became clear after the first maneuver that this would be a long and grueling road. The malthrope's movements were subtle and fluid. A minor shift of the foot, a tiny adjustment of his staff, and the best attacks of Myranda were thwarted. After each round of attacks, he would offer advice to improve her method. Early in the training, Myn was concerned by the fact that the two people who meant the most to her were trying to hurt each other. Very shortly, she calmed, perhaps because she understood that he was trying to teach Myranda, or perhaps because Myranda seemed unable to do any harm.
By the time the sun had set, Myranda was nearly exhausted. She had learned to handle the weapon, and understood its use fairly well, but had made no progress in successfully attacking the teacher. As the darkness of night fell about them, she knew it was time to turn to lessons in magic. Myranda took her leave and headed toward Solomon's hut.
As she walked, Myn in tow, she realized that she had yet to eat. After the exertion she had just endured, a meal would have been welcome, but there was no time now. She made a quick visit to her hut to retrieve her casting staff and stow her quarter staff before hurrying to Solomon.
The dragon greeted her and put her immediately to work. After the trance was achieved, she was instructed in the method of "bending the will of the fire." The training was mercifully less taxing, calling for more detailed manipulation, as opposed to the marathon usage of the day before. She learned how to shape the fire and carefully regulate the heat and light it created.
Solomon seemed pleased with her progress. As a final task before parting for the night, Solomon had her conjure a flame from nothingness, as he had done for her previously. When she managed to do so, he informed her that her training for the night was through and that she should get some rest.
"At this rate, you will be offered the final test of fire before the week is out," Deacon said, having appeared while she was entranced.
"Thank you," she said, using her staff to get to her feet.
"I understand you and Lain have started your training. I am sorry I missed it. Have you shown the same skill in battle as you have in magic?" he asked.
"Not nearly," Myranda answered. "You called him Lain, as did Solomon. I thought that was just a title."
"It is. In the absence of a real name, it seems only fitting to refer to him by the title he earned," he said.
"I suppose I may as well do so," Myranda said.
"How is your head? Is the magic still taking its toll as severely?" he asked.
"I've still got most of my wits about me," she said.
"Splendid. Your endurance is improving. You will need that for the final test," he said.
"What is the final test?" she asked.
"Well, you see--" he began.
"Wait, I haven't eaten yet. Tell me on the way," she said.
As the trio continued on, they spoke.
"When any of our Masters are satisfied that you have learned enough, they will administer a test to be sure of your understanding. Each comes in two parts. The first is an endurance trial that will assure that you have the strength to perform the spells that are expected of a Master. The second is the dexterity trial that will assure you have the skill of mind to perform the most complex of spells. Both take place in the same day," he explained.
"Wait. You mean to tell me that the complex test will be immediately following the taxing one?" Myranda said.
"Indeed. I think you will agree that is a fine method for determining whether one ought to be considered a Master," he said.
They spoke while each finished their meal. When they were through, Deacon remarked that Myranda seemed a bit more physically weary today than she had in the past. Myranda assured him that such would be the case from now on, thanks to Lain's lessons. He escorted her to her hut and bid her goodnight.
The next day passed in much the same way. She arose before sundown, trained with Lain until night, trained with Solomon until dawn, enjoyed a meal with Deacon, and collapsed into sleep again.
In many ways, it was a far more difficult life than the one that she'd lived before she found the sword. The only trial then was finding enough food and shelter to live comfortably. Here, she was constantly being tested in both mind and body. Yet, she could not say that she was unhappy. As trying as it was to be here, it was a home--her first real one since the days when Kenvard still stood. She had a very real friend in Deacon, and she was learning things. Not simply magic or combat, either. In those times when she was too weary to undergo any of her training, she would sit among the others of the village. Slowly, she was finding that she understood more and more of what they said. By the end of the first month, she found that she could at least follow conversations in nine different languages and make herself understood in a half-dozen.
One thing burned at her. In Solomon's training, she was progressing, though perhaps not as quickly as Deacon had theorized. Such was not the case with Lain. Her understanding of staff combat was manifold what it had been when she began. She knew that her abilities had expanded vastly, but she had yet to lay a single blow on Lain. Not once did her attack even approach success. It frustrated her to no end that she could try so hard, and he could stop her so easily.
What bothered her more was how powerful her emotions became when she was attacking. She felt an intense anger that grew with every failed attempt. Lain could sense it and she knew it. There was no outward indication of it, but the warrior could feel the change in her, and he enjoyed it. She truly was sacrificing a part of herself for even a chance to learn what he knew.
Something changed one day. She had finished yet another infuriating session with Lain and approached Solomon. He had, the day before, taught her how to create different types of flame by "feeding" the fire different types of energy. The results were remarkable, ranging from a black flame that only consumed, shedding no light, to a whitish blue flame that burned cold. She was looking forward to more of the same, but it was not to be. There was a crowd again, awaiting her arrival, and the dragon had some equipment in place.
"Today, Myranda, you will be tested. Ready your staff and follow my instructions," he said.
She clutched the crystal and began to ready her mind. In the past week or so, she had found that the trance came easily enough that she could now cast spells while still remaining aware of her surroundings. She did so now, gathering her mind while looking nervously about at the onlookers. Solomon lowered a large, twisted stone into a clay stand with a hole in it. Below it was another block of clay with a hole in the top, aligned with one in the stand.
"You will focus as hot a flame as you can manage onto this piece of ore for as long as it takes to melt it entirely into the mold below," he said.
No more instructions followed. Myranda took a deep breath and began to conjure heat. She was already beginning to tire before the metal had even begun to glow. She found that she needed to double her efforts and double them again before the stone began to soften. The draw on her power, even after all of the improvement she'd had, was unbearable. She could feel the heat she was generating on her face despite the fact that she was a fair distance from the ore. Crackles and snaps emanated from the stone as it began to lose its form. By the time the first fat orange drop of molten metal flowed into the mold, she could no longer focus her eyes.
Myranda started to relent, trying to gather her mind for a renewed effort, but as soon as she did she felt the heat fade and the stone began to harden again. She couldn't rest, or she would lose ground. It had to be done all at once. Myranda poured all that she had into making the heat as intense as possible.
The second drop fell, followed by a third. Soon, a steady flow had formed, but she knew she couldn't last much longer. The stone had settled into a thick pool of bright orange glowing fluid with a ribbon of the stuff leading from the stand to the mold. A dizziness was swirling in her head that threatened to rob her of her consciousness, but she was too close to fail now.
As she turned to look at the crowd, they seemed to be moving in slow motion. She could barely muster the strength to grip the crystal. The pool of metal was now receding into the center of the stand. Just a few more drops.
After countless eternities, it seemed, the last drop fell and she released her mind's grip. The world rushed back in a dizzying swirl of awed whispers and enthralled faces. Solomon took away the stand and the mold. Had anything but a dragon done so, they would have been horribly burned. Myranda fought to remain awake as dry leaves were scattered on the ground before her. Atop the leaves there was placed a piece of parchment, and atop that more leaves were spread.
"To complete your test and prove to all that you have a masterful knowledge of this discipline, you must prove the dexterity of your mind by burning the paper without touching the leaves," Solomon said.
Knowing if she did not act quickly, she would lapse into deep and involuntary sleep, Myranda drew her mind as tightly as she could to the task. It was impossible to see where the leaves were below the paper, so keeping her eyes open was of no use. She closed them and instead looked through her mind's eye.
Slowly, she conjured a precise flame and guided its spread. Simultaneously, she kept the leaves near the flame cool. Spreading her mind in so many directions at once would have been difficult enough with a fresh start, but now it was as though she was attempting to juggle with her hands tied. The paper was steadily devoured by the flames, and as it fluttered off as ash, the weight upon her mind was slightly lessened. So little was left. Just a bit more.
At last, the final speck of paper was destroyed. She opened her eyes to find that at some point during her concentration she had collapsed to the ground without realizing. She tried to right herself, but her body would not obey. A thousand miles away, the crowd surrounding her let out a roar of approval. She was vaguely aware that Deacon was lifting her onto his shoulders as the onlookers swept in to offer congratulations. This turned out to be more than Myn could bear, and she let a burst of flame free to back the crowd away, allowing only Deacon to touch her.
He thanked the dragon for both the help and the permission and made his way to Myranda's hut. Tomorrow she would be told that she had succeeded. Today she would have a very well deserved sleep. After a trial like that, it would be a slumber from which it was difficult to awake.
 



Chapter 24
A trio of worn and ragged forms rushed through the night toward a flimsy shack nestled in a stand of evergreens. When they reached it, the door was flung open and they tumbled inside. A lamp was clumsily lit, revealing walls covered with soggy maps and a table heaped with pages of every shade, quality, and state of repair.
The three figures huddled about the light. The first, Undermine leader Caya, cleared the table with her arm and dumped a leather satchel on the table, replacing the notes with fresher ones. Her partner, Tus, did the same. Their final companion was casting nervous glances through a slit in the door.
"Kel, don't dally. Show us what you've got," Caya said.
Kel was one of the newer recruits and had ended up as third in command fairly quickly, mostly by virtue of the rapidly dwindling ranks of the Undermine. The man dug through his pockets and deposited a few grubby wads of paper on the table.
"That's it?" Caya asked. "Why didn't you bring more?"
"That's all there was. The usual places are empty. All the drop spots. Everything. Half--half of the places aren't there anymore," Kel sputtered nervously. "Commander, I think I heard something."
"Easy, Kel," she said, looking over the notes.
After fumbling through the scattered pages until she unearthed a quill and an ink bottle, Caya attempted to make a mark on one of the maps, only to find the ink frozen. She placed the bottle on the lamp and looked at the map.
At its height, the Undermine had agents in nearly every city. That was when her father had been running things. In the weeks after Myranda's arrival on the grand stage, they had very nearly equaled that. Now things were falling apart. As the ink melted enough to be useful, Caya digested the pages she'd brought with her. One by one, names were crossed off. Cities, safe houses, and informants were scribbled off of the map. By the time all had been considered, there were only a handful of names left, and only two marks on the map. Caya sagged, but the eyes of the others looked to her expectantly.
"Well . . ." she began. "Between desertions, casualties, people turning rat, and all of the arrests . . . membership is down."
"How far down?" Kel asked, glancing again to the door.
"We're it," Tus stated, his eyes on the updated roster.
"Well, not quite, but soon. I suppose we only were able to exist because the Blues didn't consider us a threat . . . now they do," she said.
"About time," said Tus.
"Heh. Yes. At least they are taking us seriously now. Kel, there's too much going on now. My brother Henry is the one giving Wolloff his supplies. If the Elites are still prowling around in Ravenwood . . . I would just feel better with a hand that is a bit firmer on a sword doing the job. I want you to see to Wolloff," Caya said.
"Yes, Wolloff. Where is he exactly?" he asked.
Caya hesitated. By virtue of his status as perhaps the only white wizard not in the employ of the Alliance Army, Wolloff's exact location was a closely guarded secret. Caya, Tus, and Caya's younger brother Henry were the only ones who knew, besides those that he trained. The field healers tended to have a rather short life expectancy, due to their tendency to attempt to desert after receiving their training, and Tus's tendency to silence them when such an attempt was made. Thus it was highly likely that no one captured had been able to supply that particular piece of information. As such, someone eager to become a valued informant to the Alliance Army would be particularly interested in that fact.
"He is . . ." Caya began.
The distant thud of hooves drew her attention. Tus looked as well.
"Where!?" Kel insisted.
"Someone is coming . . . and from the wrong way. We weren't followed here. We were--" Caya said, before being cut off.
"Tell me where Wolloff is!" Kel cried.
They turned to him. His sword was drawn. Caya looked more disappointed than afraid.
"Every time . . . every time! You know something, Tus? It is a sad fact, but the only sort of people we manage to attract to the Undermine these days are traitors," Caya groaned.
"Tell me and I will see to it that they go easy on you!" Kel demanded.
"Tus, would you?" Caya sighed.
In a one smooth motion, Tus slapped the blade from Kel's hands, wrapped his hand around the traitor's face, and thrust his head into the rickety wall of the shack. The would-be informant crumpled dizzily to the ground and caught one final glimpse of the massive Undermine soldier before being brought to a mercifully swift end with his own sword.
Caya and Tus stepped into the cold night, the commander holding the lamp. Sure enough, in a few moments the pair was surrounded by soldiers in crisp, fresh Elites armor, but the men were no Elites. The mismatch of weaponry made it clear what they really were. Caya sighed again.
"Mercenaries? We don't even warrant the true Elites? So be it," she said, casting the lamp into the shack.
As the flames swiftly consumed the contents of the temporary headquarters, Tus and Caya drew their blades. The hired Elites closed in. The battle was spectacular, though brief. One expected strength from a man such as Tus. One did not expect speed. Thus, the massive warrior managed to drive his weapon to the hilt in the chest of a still-mounted soldier before he could react. The subsequent swings struck a more prepared soldier's shield, eventually cleaving it in two.
By the time his initial rush was through, he'd managed to shatter his own sword, killing a second soldier and its horse in the process. Caya raised her single-handed sword, prompting the man who targeted her to raise his own. A moment later, a crossbow bolt punched through his armor. Caya dropped the weapon she'd concealed in her cloak and made ready to put her blade to work, but by then the troops had recovered. Tus managed to burst between the ranks and tear free a piece of the burning shack to use as a weapon, but Caya shook her head.
She was a capable warrior, but a better leader, and as she stared at the wrong end of a trio of mercenary crossbows, she knew the fight was over. She dropped her weapon, and Tus did the same. Prison offered the chance of escape. The same could not be said for death.
#
Myranda tried to focus herself. Slowly, she felt the darkness lessen. Sensations returned to her. She opened her eyes. It was night, Myn asleep on top of her. She managed to turn her eyes to the side, where she spotted Deacon in a chair beside the bed, also asleep. Her eyes lifted in time to see a dark form vanish from the window. Lain? She tried to move, causing Myn to stir. The dragon caught a glimpse of the girl's fluttering eyes lids and sprang to her feet, still on top of her. Myn looked to the sleeping Deacon and gave a sharp lash with her tail, jerking him to wakefulness.
"What, what?" he said, before gathering his wits enough to realized that Myranda was awake. "Thank heavens."
"What is wrong?" Myranda asked.
"We lost you for two days. I was afraid we might have another Hollow on our hands," he said.
"Two days. I was asleep for two days?" she said, scratching her head and sitting up.
"Actually, two and a half. You may have given a bit more than you should have to pass that test," he said.
"But I passed?" she said.
"Flawlessly," he remarked. "Your place is secured in our records. You have gone from zero knowledge to mastery of a magic in one month. I doubt such a feat will be matched ever again."
"I am honored," she said.
"It is I who should be honored. Stay here. I will fetch you some food. When I return, I must discuss something with you that is of great importance," he said, hurrying off before she could object.
He returned to her with a bowl of the same stew and a loaf of the same bread that she had eaten every day since she arrived, save for the days that Myn would share some of her fish. He handed it to her and pulled out a book. It was not the one he usually carried. Instead, it was much older. As she ate, he spoke to her.
"When you were telling me about yourself, I was intrigued by your mark on your hand. It was familiar to me, but I couldn't place it. When I discovered that Lain had the same mark, I decided to look into it. I would like to read you a bit of this," he said.
"All right," she said.
He pulled open the cover and carefully flipped to a point near the center of the book and began to read.
"'A matter of land. Death too far south brings war. The three lands of the north join. The line is drawn. Generations fall to the blade of the enemy,'" he says.
"Why are you reading me a history of the war?" she asked.
It was a tale known to depressingly few, but the conflict that would become the Perpetual War began when, during meeting of the continent's nobility, the infirm king of Vulcrest grew ill. It was a long-held tradition that the kings of the north would be buried where they fell. Most came to rest within the catacombs beneath their palaces. On that fateful day over a century ago, the king fell on Tresson land. The resulting demands that the Tressons relinquish rights to the land beneath him would escalate into a generation-spanning war.
"A history? Yes, today this would make a fine history. But this was not written today. This was written nearly two hundred-fifty years ago, a century before the war began. It represents the life's work of our finest prophet--a man called Tober. He is the only man who ever came to this place not to prove himself, but because he knew what he would find. He spent his time here perfecting this prophecy. He believed that if he could make the development of the war clear to the finest warriors in the world, then at least we could prepare. His only fault was his completion of the prophecy so long before it was needed. By the time warriors began to enter with tales of the war, the prophecy had lapsed into legend. Upon reviewing it, many of the events he told of have come to pass already. If the rest are to be believed, then a very important time is coming. The end of an era," he said.
"The coming of the Chosen," she said.
"Precisely. I looked further, and there is a description of the Chosen. Listen to this. 'He will have the blood of a fox, a member of a creature race. His skill with all weapons will be unsurpassed in the mortal world,'" he said.
"Lain," she said, her voice an awed hush.
"Yes. And therein lies the problem," he said.
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"The prophet tells of three things that will signify the Chosen when they arrive. They will be pure of soul, divine of birth, and born with 'the mark.' The prophet speaks at length about the mark, but he could never describe it," he said.
Myranda looked to her left palm. The thin white line of the scar still remained.
"He bears the mark. We do not know about the rest, but he bears the mark. And so do you. But . . . the prophecy does not speak of you. It does speak of 'a swordsman and knight, a leader among men, who will carry an enchanted sword and bear the mark upon all his armament,'" he said.
"The soldier . . . the one in the field. I took his sword. But he was dead. How can that be?" she asked.
"The prophecy does not speak of his death. The fact that you found the knight dead can mean only two things. One, that neither Lain nor the knight are the Chosen spoken of in the prophecy, and their appearance is a coincidence. The second, and far more disturbing, is that Lain is the one spoken of, which would mean that the leader of the Chosen was the one you came upon. If that is true then . . . the Chosen will not be complete and . . . the end of the war will not come," he said.
"But how can we be sure?" she asked.
"There is a way. The other three Chosen are described as well. One is an artistic prodigy, skilled in all that she puts her hands to. Another is a cunning strategist and tracker. Finally, a mystic being of unimaginable might, awaiting the day that the words of the others coax a return to the physical realm.
"Soon there will be a blue moon. On that night the mystic energies will be at their highest. That is the night that we have made it our tradition to attempt to summon this legendary being, but without the voice of a Chosen, our attempts have always been met with failure. Lain was never made a part of the ceremony in his time here, but we will see that he is this time. If he is involved . . . and we are able to summon the strength . . . the mystic creature will return. If the being appears, then we will know for certain that a Chosen is among us," Deacon said.
Myranda sat silently in the bed. She had heard the tales. The tales of the Chosen. It was a favorite bedtime story. She had pictured the Chosen as the pristine and perfect knights that populated all of the other tales. Now Lain could be one? How?
"You say if you are able to summon the strength . . . there is doubt?" Myranda said insistently.
"The night of the blue moon is a night of high magic, to be sure, and we are quite likely the greatest wizards in this world. That having been said, the mystic creature will be one of monumental strength, and we shall be tasked with creating its physical form from nothing. There is no telling if there is strength enough in the world to succeed," Deacon stated.
"This ceremony to summon the Chosen. May anyone be a part of it?" Myranda asked.
"Anyone may observe. In fact, the Elder specifically requested that you and the others do so--but participation is limited to full Masters of war or the elements. The rite is a dangerous one. A lesser level of training would leave one at great risk," he explained.
Shortly after, Deacon left her to get her rest, the revelations he'd spoken of churning in her mind.
#
It took another day for Myranda to recover completely from the overexertion of the test. During that time, she received several angry visits from Ayna, the air wizard who was to be Myranda's second trainer. She reminded Myranda that she had been specifically told to report to her on the day of the test, and now three days had passed. She went on to accuse Solomon of sabotaging her so that he could appear to be the only teacher capable of producing such a pupil.
The harsh words swept over her without effect. There were more serious concerns stewing in her mind. When Myranda finally felt well enough, she ventured out to find Lain. He was outside of his hut, as usual, engaging in some manner of odd stretching exercise.
"I have been told to congratulate you," he said.
"You are one of the Chosen," she said, angrily.
"Not this again. I thought I was through hearing this nonsense when I left this place the last time," he said, readying his staff. "Prepare yourself."
"You finished your training here decades ago. You were out there, in this war, with the power to stop it. And you did nothing!" she screamed, lunging at him with the weapon.
"It is the dream of a child. There are no Chosen," he said, parrying her attack.
Myranda launched into an offense with a ferocity that she would have never thought herself capable of. With each block or dodge, she grew angrier. Visions of the war spurred her on. Had he done what it was his destiny to do, she would never have had to know war. Every hardship of her life would never have occurred. Suddenly, it happened. Perhaps it was the long rest, or the anger-fueled strength, or the unpredictability of her furious attacks, but a blow slipped through, passing by his block and striking him squarely on the chest. In an instant, he swept her legs out from under her and put the end of his staff to her throat, his teeth bared.
Myn stood rigidly still, unsure what to do.
"That's . . . one," Myranda managed.
Lain removed the staff.
"So it is," he conceded.
The vicious session continued. A handful more hits slipped past his guard before the sun finally set. Myn was beside herself watching the two finally attack each other in earnest. Myranda mopped the sweat from her brow. Lain inspected the site of one of the more powerful blows for blood or swelling.
"I count six," Myranda said.
"Five. I said solid blows. The third was glancing at best," he corrected.
"Fine, five. Time for you to pay up. I know that you have not been fighting to end the war as your destiny would dictate, and I know that you are not a tournament fighter as you said you were. For my first question, I want to know what you really do," she said.
"Are you certain? I warn you, you will not like the answer," he said.
"I assure you, I like the mystery even less," she said.
"Very well. I am an assassin. As a matter of fact, you are quite familiar with my exploits," she said.
"Why would . . . no," she said as the answer dawned on her. "You are the Red Shadow!"
Lain nodded.
"That is impossible--he is a man," she said.
"A man who killed a wolf with his bare hands and wears the bloody skull as a helmet," he said. "I started that rumor myself. If I was seen, I couldn't risk being recognized as a malthrope. Your kind would more easily let a mass murderer slip through your fingers than one of my kind. So if the gossip speaks of a man with a red wolf helmet, that is what people will see."
"And the Elites were after the Red Shadow. That is why they were really after you," she said.
"They are a formidable force," he said.
"If you are an assassin, then why were you after me?" she asked.
"This is your second question. The Alliance Army hired me to locate the swordsman and retrieve both he and the sword. I was also told that I was not the only one that would be after him, and that if he was to fall before I found him, I was to retrieve the sword and anyone who touched it and lived. That was you. I was also to kill anyone who tried to stop me," he said.
"But those men who came to claim me. They were of the Alliance Army. Why did you kill them?" she asked.
"Your third question," he said. "I must first inform you that I did not kill four men that day."
"I saw you with my own eyes," she said.
"You saw me kill four soldiers, but they were not men. Not quite," he said.
"I don't understand," she said.
"Somehow, I thought that you hadn't noticed them yet," he said. "They have been around for as long as I can remember, always wearing Alliance armor. At first they looked and sounded just as men do, but even then there was the smell. It was something . . . artificial. As time went on, they began to look less and less like men. Now they must wear their helmets lest their faces give them away. I do not know what they are, but I have taken to calling them nearmen, and they have infested your army.
"It was four of those that I killed that day, because they had come to collect you for themselves. They had been sent out with the same orders as I. Had they brought the payment, I would have let them have you and the sword, but they were empty-handed and they had to die."
"Wait, wait? Nearmen? You mean that there are creatures in the army that look human but aren't?" she said.
Lain began to open his mouth.
"That wasn't for you. I will not have you wasting one of my questions by answering that. Two more . . ." she scolded.
"Very well," he said.
Myranda looked at Myn, who had finally begun to relax after the anxious battle.
"Tell me about her. She likes you, me, and no one else. Solomon tells me he is sure that you were present at her birth. What happened that day?" Myranda asked.
Lain sighed.
"When I saw the cloaks recapture you so soon after I released you, I realized I had underestimated the number of other agents that the Alliance Army had dispatched after you. If you were to remain my prize I would have to keep you on a shorter leash. I made certain that, once you left the Undermine headquarters, I did not let you out of my sight. It turned out to be a very good thing that I did, because you chose as shelter a dragon's den. Even your nose could have told you that.
"I followed inside, and as fate would have it, a large male had been on the way. You panicked, so I knocked you unconscious, pulled you aside. If you had only kept your head and slipped out after the male had passed, you would have been safe. The dragons had no interest in you. After the female warded off the male, I remained near. The last remaining egg hatched, the creature inspected us, and deemed the two of us family," he said.
Myranda's head reeled. There was so much she had learned, and yet there was so much more to ask. What were those cloaks that had captured her? He had spoken of them so matter-of-factly, they must be as common as the nearmen that she had only just learned of. And exactly what was Lain? She didn't know much about malthropes, but she knew that they didn't live much longer than humans, and yet he had been active for over seventy years. There was only one question left . . .
"I will save my last question until next time. And I intend to earn more," Myranda decided.
"As you wish. I must warn you though--thus far, I have been limiting myself. It will not be so simple next time," he said.
"And I must warn you, Lain, I will not let this pass. You are Chosen, and I will see to it that you do your duty. I swear to it. From this day forward I am dedicating myself to the task," she hissed. "You will take your place in destiny."
 



Chapter 25
Myranda marched off to her hut to retrieve her casting staff and begin her first day of training under Ayna, the wind mage. Her place of study was a breezy grove not far from where Solomon spent his time. She looked about, but could not locate the little sprite that had been taunting her so regularly.
"Hello?" Myranda called anxiously.
Myn sniffed at the air and seemed to indicate a particular tree. Myranda approached the tree and looked up into it. It had an odd rune carefully carved into it.
"Ayna?" she repeated.
The tiny, gossamer-winged creature fluttered down from the tree to eye-level with Myranda. She resembled a tiny, exquisitely beautiful woman in a shimmery, powder blue dress. Looking at her, it seemed as though she should be the sweetest, dearest creature alive, but the illusion was destroyed when she opened her mouth.
"In this world, we have a thing we call 'the sun.' It is a great ball of light, and when it is overhead we call it 'daytime.' 'Daytime' is when civilized creatures do their business!" she reprimanded in the most condescending manner possible.
The wind of the grove seemed to wax and wane with the fairy's anger. It was quite gusty at the moment.
"I am sorry," Myranda said.
"You certainly are. I want you here at dawn tomorrow. Just because you are showing an unusual amount of prowess for someone of your stunted species does not give you the right to disrupt my way of life," she said.
"Ayna, enough!" came Deacon's voice from behind.
"Oh, good heavens, another one. Do you things travel in packs?" Ayna raved.
"You know that she just got through with Solomon, and he likes to work at night," Deacon said.
"That may be so, but I could hardly be confused for that beast. Now, if you two are through irritating me, I would like to get a bit more sleep before I begin passing on real wisdom," Ayna said, whisking off before any more could be said.
"What can I say? Ayna excels at first impressions," Deacon said.
"So I see. She is quite the little tyrant, isn't she," Myranda whispered.
"Yes, and with remarkably acute hearing," Deacon said with a pained look on his face.
"That is true," Ayna said, suddenly directly behind Myranda again. "I must say, I am surprised to hear such an infuriating statement come out of your mouth. Not for the stunning ignorance behind it. That much is to be expected. I frankly am surprised that you are able to form a complete sentence, particularly after your suicidal performance of Solomon's test."
"Oh, Ayna, excuse me, I--" Myranda began.
"There is no excuse for you, and do not call me Ayna. I am Highest Master Ayna until I give you permission to call me otherwise. Now leave before you stick your foot further into your mouth," she said.
Myranda walked slowly away, Deacon beside her.
"Tell me when we are far enough," she mouthed silently.
They were nearly halfway to the meal hut before Deacon gave her the sign.
"What a monster!" she said.
"Don't mind her. She assumes that you assume that she is inferior, so she constantly affirms the opposite," he said.
"I wasn't talking about Ayna," Myranda said.
"Oh?" Deacon replied. "I'd heard that you and Lain had a rather eventful session today. What did you learn?" he asked.
"That my home kingdom's army, which is composed at least partially of inhuman creatures of some sort, hired him, an assassin, to capture me for touching the sword and surviving," she said.
"Well . . . that was . . . informative," he said.
"What am I going to do now? I only awoke recently, and now I have to show up at dawn fully rested? I would never be able to sleep with all of this swirling about in my head even if I was tired," she said.
"Well, I suppose you could cast a sleep spell on yourself," he said.
"The only sleep I know is healing sleep," she said.
"Oh, no. Never use a spell for a purpose other than it was explicitly intended. You said that you were a student of white wizardry. How is it that you do not know sleep?" he asked.
"I was taught with the explicit intention of being a field healer for a rebel group. I do not think that sleep had placed highly on their list of requirements," she said.
"Well that is folly. In the repertoire of a pure white wizard, sleep is among the only spells that may be used to defend one's self. It is also one of the simplest spells. Though, to be fair, it is far wiser to have it cast upon you rather than to cast it upon yourself, unless you have also learned how to delay the effects of a spell until it has been fully cast. Delay falls within my realm, by the way," Deacon said.
"I would appreciate it if you would just put me to sleep," she said.
Deacon agreed and the pair, as always joined by Myn, went to her hut.
"Before you do this . . . is there any way that you can . . . prevent a dream from happening?" she asked.
"I am not certain. Why?" he wondered.
"I have not been having very pleasant dreams. In fact I have come to dread them," she said.
"How so?" he asked.
She quickly recounted the dreams of the dark field, the dreams of Lain's treachery, and the darkness that spoke with her voice. All the while Deacon nodded with concern.
"I see. The dreams of Lain are understandable, but the others . . . they seem to have an almost prophetic quality to them. Were I you I would not wish to silence them. In times to come they could provide much-needed clues about . . . well . . . times to come," he said.
"Well, if you really believe that, I suppose I can suffer through them," she said.
"Oh, indeed I do," he said. "And from now on, while we take our morning meal together, I would greatly appreciate it if you would tell me any dreams you may have."
"As you wish," she said.
Deacon held out his crystal and, with a few words, sent Myranda into a deep, pleasant sleep.
#
Perhaps as a favor, or perhaps as a coincidence, her dream that night was unusually muted. It was a clash of blurred images and muffled sounds, indistinct and incomprehensible. By the time she awoke the following morning, only one image had clearly revealed itself, but it alone was enough to leave her disturbed upon waking. It had been of a man, sitting solitary on a worn chair. His beard was long, with gray strands beginning to weave through it. The light that filtered over him was striped with shadows. His clothes were little more than rags. Everything about him radiated misery--save one powerful feature. His eyes, locked on some point in the distance, had a look of unbreakable resolve.
The man was her father. Having nearly escaped her dreams unscathed, the image was doubly shocking.
She took a moment to recover before grabbing her staff and heading out to Ayna's training ground. Myn trotted happily along beside her and watched intently as the fairy fluttered about impatiently. Apparently, despite the fact that Myranda had skipped breakfast in order to assure she would arrive before the sun had even fully slipped over the horizon, this was still not quite early enough.
"Well, I am pleased to see that you are no longer nocturnal," Ayna taunted. "I do hope you brought what little mind you have to spare, because I expect a lot out of you."
"I hope I can meet your expectations," Myranda said.
"Yes, well, you completed Solomon's little test, which is usually the last one, so at least you have the strength to do what is required of you. Regardless, enough dillydally. Listen carefully. Elemental magics differ greatly in technique, so you will be as good as starting over to learn my ways," she warned.
Myranda opened her mouth to give a response, but was swiftly admonished for it.
"When I want you to speak, I will order you to do so. Now, would you like to learn this through concentration, or incantation? Speak," she said.
"Concentration," Myranda said flatly.
"Oh, you mean you have forsaken your precious 'magic words'? Surely you would rather chant them again and again like a sing-along. Oh, what fun it would be," Ayna said with mock enthusiasm.
"Do not patronize me," Myranda said sternly.
"Oh, my! Patronize! That is a big word, isn't it? What else have you got rattling about in that head of yours? Not much, I imagine. But I digress. Close your eyes and focus," she said.
"I don't need to--" Myranda began.
"I will tell you what you need to do. Close your eyes and focus!" she demanded.
Myranda did so.
"Clear your mind of all but my voice. Nothing else exists," she said.
Normally she would have been able to enter the appropriate state of mind nearly instantly, but her infuriating new trainer had clogged her mind with anger that had to be coaxed away. Even so, it still was not long before she was ready. As though Ayna could feel her serenity, she began to speak.
"That is adequate. Now listen closely. I want you to focus on your skin. Feel the wind. Feel how it passes over you. Raise your hand," she instructed.
Myranda did so.
"Notice how, at your merest thought, your hand moves. Notice, too, how the air moves about it. Focus wholly on the air as it swirls and whirls. Always moving. There is an energy in it, just as there is an energy in fire. Sense the energy," she said. "Keep the flowing wind at the front of your mind. Remember how you moved your hand. You simply willed it forward. Exert that same will again, but let it slowly slip from your body. Let it flow forth into the shifting air. Mix your strength with that of the breeze. It is little more than an extension of your body. Another limb. Add more energy. Give the air more strength."
The hypnotic tone of Ayna's voice slipped easily into Myranda's mind. Whereas just days ago she had passed a test infinitely more grueling than this, she found herself straining slightly. It was not like learning again from the beginning, but it was measurably more taxing to her than fire had become. Already she could feel the fatigue. What's more, the trance she was in was not nearly as sound.
In the closing days of her fire training, she could conjure and control a flame with her eyes open and mostly aware. Now even the minor distractions of having to listen with her ears and feel with her skin were threatening to break her focus. The steadily increasing breeze was, at least, more appreciable than the minor warmth that had evidenced her fire skill in the first days. That, too, was revealed to be a curse. As the wind increased, she became both more excited about her success and more distracted by the sensation of it dancing over her skin. The stiff breeze she had managed began to waver until finally the hard fought battle with concentration was lost and the world came flooding back into her mind.
"Oh, come now. You must have discipline. You nearly had it," Ayna said with a swiftly vanishing look of admiration.
"I . . . I did it," Myranda said.
"Well, in the same sense that tripping over your own feet can be called taking a step forward. Still, it would seem that vacant head of yours is quite susceptible to concentration. It stands to reason, though. You never need to clear your mind," Ayna jabbed.
Myranda stood silent. Solomon very seldom gave any critique, good or bad. As a result, what little words of encouragement he did give were truly meaningful. Ayna, it would seem, felt almost obligated to qualify any compliment by hiding it in an insult.
"Don't just stand there slack-jawed. You have got a long way to go," Ayna said.
Myranda complied. This time her anger slowed the trance even further. Over the course of nearly an hour, she cast enough of her will into the air around her to match her previous achievement.
"That will do; now, open your eyes and I will show you where to direct it," Ayna instructed.
Myranda slowly opened her eyes, but she had not attained firm enough a grasp of this new magic to permit her mind to withstand this distraction. The wind instantly subsided. The strain of flexing this new mystic muscle suddenly became apparent, as an intense dizziness took the place of focus. She stumbled forward, failing to catch herself on with her staff and dropping to the ground.
"Endurance, girl, endurance. What good does it do to take your first steps so quickly if you stop before you get anywhere?" Ayna said with frustration.
"I am sorry. Let me . . . try again," Myranda said, struggling to her feet.
"No, go. It is obvious we will not get any further today. Just be sure to be better prepared next time. Make sure you rest. I will not be so patient tomorrow," Ayna warned.
As Myranda shuffled wearily away, Ayna fluttered back to her tree, twittering in her native language. Myranda had only found a handful of people in this place who shared the language, and she had learned little of it in the month she had resided here. She did know enough, though, to know that her tone was one of quiet awe. Regardless of what Ayna may have said, she was amazed.
It was still quite early in the day, but the effort had left her with the odd, deep weariness she had come to know so well. She longed for sleep, but knew that it simply would not come until her body became tired as well. After a long overdue breakfast, she made her way to Deacon's hut. The door was open and she could see that he was at work scribing this spell or that from his voluminous knowledge. When he noticed her in the doorway, a smile came to his face and he welcomed her inside.
"I am so sorry. I had meant to meet you," he said, glancing at the position of the sun as he helped her to a second seat that had not been present during her last visit. "But I didn't think that you would have been through so soon. So, how was your first day under the tutelage of Ayna?"
"I did what she said. I managed to get the air moving, but I couldn't keep it up for very long. I don't know what was wrong," she said.
"How many times did you try?" he asked.
"Twice," she said.
"You managed results after only two tries and you are asking what is wrong?" he said in disbelief.
"Actually, I managed after only one," she said.
"I assure you. You have nothing to worry about," he said, fetching a volume from one of the shelves.
It had an old-looking brown cover bearing the same rune that had been on Ayna's tree. He leafed through the book until he found the page he sought.
"I borrowed this book from the library on the hunch that you might feel this way. When Ayna was teaching novices, which you technically are in her discipline, she did not have a single student who could manage even the slightest breath of wind for the first three weeks. You are a gifted student," he said, closing the book and returning to his seat before another book in which he continued writing.
"But she is so insulting. She said that I had an empty head and--" Myranda began.
"It is just her way. I have said it before. Just ignore it," he said. "Her greatest virtue is that she is the finest expert in wind magic that we have. Her greatest fault is that she knows it."
Myranda sat with a dazed look on her face.
"Are you quite all right?" Deacon asked as he returned to his seat.
"Just a bit dizzy," she said.
"A few minutes of meditation will take the edge off of that," he said.
"I would rather just rest for a bit," she said. "It is not very serious. I only need enough wit about me to face Lain tonight."
"Very well. You have been at this long enough to know what you need," he said, putting pen to page again at his desk.
Myranda sat silently for a bit, listening to the distant rumble of the falls.
"Deacon," she said.
"Yes," he replied, without looking up.
"You say that no one can leave because of the falls," she said.
"That is indeed true," he assured her.
"But the most skilled wizards in the world are here, aren't they? Surely someone could find a way around the waterfall problem," she said.
"Were this any other place, I can assure you that such would be so. However, the selfsame crystal that makes casting so much easier for us is present in scattered clusters throughout these mountains and all along the cliffside," he said, flipping a page.
"Wouldn't that make magic all the easier to use?" she asked.
"Not as such. You can think of a well-refined crystal as a mirror. Quite useful. A cluster of small, rough crystals is like a broken mirror. It does nothing but distort and confuse things. As a result, save for very small, simple spells, any magic directed at the mountain or in the mountain falls apart quite quickly. There are theories we have developed that could conceivably offer a solution to the dilemma, but few are interested enough in leaving this place to develop them much," he explained.
"Ah . . . What are you up to?" she asked.
"Scribing, as usual," he said.
"What exactly?" she asked.
"The analysis of an efficient method of illusionary motion synchronization and appearance duplication," he said without looking up.
"Pardon?" she said, bewildered.
"Oh, I am sorry. I am required to phrase things in that way when I record them. What it is, is . . . well, let me show you," he said.
Deacon stood and took his crystal in hand.
"Now, for the duration of this demonstration, you will be able to recognize me as the one with the crystal. Ahem . . . most wizards have at least a basic understanding of illusion. They use a method that gives this result," he said.
Beside him a second Deacon appeared, indistinguishable from the first. It began to speak.
"As you can see, this produces an admirable result. It can look like, sound like, or be whatever I desire," the copy said. As it mentioned the different possibilities of appearance, sound, and form, the illusion shifted quickly through a series of examples. Suddenly, it faded away.
"Such illusions are difficult to create, though," he said, recreating the first, followed by another and another.
The three spoke simultaneously. As they did, they moved about, pacing in well-choreographed circles around Myranda.
"The trouble is making more than one is difficult. Keeping the illusion intact is more so. For long term or large scale pursuits, this method will not do," they said, slowly fading away until only the voice of original remained.
"I propose we use a new method," the real Deacon said. "In my new method, similar copies are made that are based on the original. These copies synchronize their movements and appearance. As a result, no more effort is used for the tenth as was used for the first."
As he spoke, one duplicate after another began to appear. Soon the room was crowded with them, all precisely mimicking the true Deacon, who had quickly been lost among the crowd.
"Now minor changes in appearance or movement can be added to each without much more effort," the crowd said. Immediately, each of the copies took on a slight change in appearance. Some walked more slowly, others more quickly. Voices changed. And then they all vanished. All but one.
"That is what I meant," Deacon said.
"That was remarkable," she said.
"Thank you. Illusions are one of the most refined aspects of my art," he said.
"Can you make an illusion of anyone?" she asked.
"Anyone I have seen or can imagine. It actually makes it possible, with the addition of some strategic invisibility, to create instant disguises. Observe," he said.
He proceeded to transform before her eyes into a myriad of different people. Some she did not recognize, others she had seen in Entwell. She even noticed herself appear briefly. Lain, too, made an appearance before he ended the effect.
"It is such practices that gave gray magic a poor standing in the mystic community," he said.
"I don't understand," she said.
"It is used to create disguises. Therefore it is used for dishonesty. Dishonesty and treachery are among the worst crimes a wizard can commit," he said.
"Why?" she asked.
"For the same reasons anyone else might be looked down upon for lying. Of course, there is a second stigma for a wizard who lies. The spirits who we so often call upon to aid in our conjuring judge us by the purity of our soul. Dishonesty twists a soul, rendering us distasteful to all but similarly twisted spirits. These spirits tend to take a far greater and far darker toll in exchange for their aid. Hence the gnarled appearance of the darker wizards and witches we hear of in children's stories," he said.
"I see," she said. "Couldn't you solve the problem of your art seeming to be a lie by making it the truth? Couldn't actually make the things appear?"
"In theory, yes, but that would not solve our problem at all. We can change things from one form or substance to another with enough effort, but to summon objects is strictly forbidden," he said.
"Why?" she asked.
"It is fundamental to the rules that govern this place. All areas may be studied, but some may not be practiced. Chief among them are time travel and summoning or manifesting. Time travel has consequences that no one can fully comprehend, and is thus too dangerous to consider, and summoning . . . well. When you summon, you may accidentally or purposely draw something from another world. That is unacceptable. Things of this world belong here; things from elsewhere do not," he said.
"Why?" she asked.
"They simply do not. It has never been made clearer than that, but it has been drilled into us from the first day of our training. I don't question it," he said.
"No one warned me," she said.
"You haven't received any gray training. For it to become an issue for you, you would have to stumble upon the appropriate spell by mistake," he said, his mind suddenly shifting directions. "Say . . . how is that dragon of yours?" he said.
"Come to think of it, I haven't seen her all day," Myranda said. "I suppose she could be with Lain. Or Solomon. She does look forward to hunting with him."
"Well, not that she isn't a joy to be with, but I cannot say that I have missed her little reminders of when I get too close. I wish that she would learn to speak so that there could be a less painful alternative. She doesn't even give me a warning in her own language," he said. "The only time that she seemed to tolerate me at all was when I helped you after Solomon's test, and she was more than a bit reluctant even then."
"I keep telling her not to do it. It is as though she thinks it's a game," Myranda apologized.
"She is young and overprotective," he said dismissively.
"Why did you ask about her?" Myranda asked.
"You mean to tell me that you do not hear that?" he said, turning to the door and the peculiar noises on the other side.
 



Chapter 26
Myranda listened closely. Outside there was a commotion. The voices of several excited villagers could be heard, as well as an odd crashing noise. She rushed out of the door. The eyes of the villagers were trained on a rooftop. Myranda looked to it just in time to see Myn finish scampering to the top.
"Myn! What are you doing!?" she called out.
The dragon looked excitedly to her and unfurled her wings. She leapt from the roof and flapped wildly, taking a less-than-graceful lurching trip through the air. Despite the rather abortive attempt at flight, the little creature did manage to pick up a remarkable amount of speed. Her aim was impressively accurate as well, as she covered just enough ground to collide with Myranda, knocking them both to the ground.
"Well, you have certainly been busy," Myranda managed after sitting up and looking the little creature in the eyes.
Solomon came trotting over to them, growling some throaty message to Myn.
"That is the furthest she has managed to travel," he explained.
"When did this start?" Myranda asked, climbing to her feet as Myn sprinted back to the building and clawed her way to the roof.
"This morning, after watching you and Ayna at work, she came to me, curious. I showed her how to start on the path to flight," Solomon answered helpfully in Northern.
Myn took to the sky again, flailing through the air and slamming into Myranda. This time the girl was ready and caught the dragon in her arms. The force of the landing still caused her to stumble backward. Myranda realized for the first time how much Myn had grown since the day they first met. The creature was as heavy as a child! She let her down and watched her run to another building, this one even further away.
"How long is this going to keep up?" Myranda asked Solomon as she braced for a third test flight.
"She needs to develop the muscles. To do that, she will need to practice. If she remains as enthusiastic as she is now, I cannot foresee her requiring much more than a week to fly for at least a few minutes at a time," he said.
Myranda caught her friend and released her again.
"Take a few more steps back. Make her work. It will speed her progress," he said.
Myranda stepped back. Sure enough, Myn fought harder and made it into her arms. The game continued for some time. Though it was a bit rough, Myranda found it quite enjoyable. The sun had drooped in the sky before Myn couldn't manage the distance from the roof to her friend, a distance that had grown to nearly a hundred paces. The poor little thing was exhausted. Solomon praised both dragon and girl for working together so well before retiring to his hut. Deacon, who had left to continue his scribing after watching for a time, had returned when he found that the sequence of flaps and crashes had ended.
"I trust you had some fun," he said.
"Did you see her? She practically made it halfway across the village!" Myranda said excitedly, scratching the weary creature.
"Perhaps a bit of an exaggeration, but it was impressive nonetheless," he said.
"She's growing up. I know I should be happy, but inside I'm not," she said.
"Why?" he asked.
"I don't want to lose my little dragon. She's enough of a handful at this size. Can you imagine when she is grown?" Myranda said.
"Yes, well, you've got years before that becomes a problem," he said. "As I understand it, they grow quickly at first, but it slows after the first year. Besides, I think you've got something else to worry about right now."
"What?" she asked.
"Look at the sky," he said.
The sun was nearing the horizon.
"Lain! I have to get to training!" she said.
"I'm afraid so," he said.
Myranda rushed off to her hut, with Myn trudging as quickly as she could to keep up. She retrieved the quarterstaff and hurried to where Lain was waiting.
"Myn is learning to fly. I lost track of time," Myranda explained as the tired dragon collapsed beside her.
"I know. It is a difficult spectacle to miss. Never mind the quarterstaff--take this," he said, tossing her a shorter, stouter rod.
"What is this?" she asked.
"That is roughly what you will be given when you have finished your wizard training, minus the crystal. It is the weapon that you are most likely to make use of in the future. It is also the second weapon I have decided to teach you," he said.
"Very well," she said.
"Today, I will attack, and you will defend," Lain said.
"You will attack? I have been catching Myn all day. I am not sure I can take many hits," she said.
Lain took a wooden training sword from the rack behind him. With a swift slash, he brought the weapon to within an inch of the girl's neck before she could react. There it stopped without touching her.
"If my weapon comes as close as this, you can consider yourself killed," he said.
"And how do I earn a question?" she asked.
"If you manage to block three attacks in a row, I will allow you one question," he said.
After a brief explanation of the differences in the usage of the staff as opposed to the quarterstaff, he instructed her to prepare herself, and they began. Had she more energy, Myn would have viciously objected to the violent display. Instead, she cast a weary eye on the proceedings between dozes.
Whereas she had been slow to pick up the correct methods of attack, defense came far more naturally to Myranda. Before long, she was blocking his first attack without fail. Unfortunately, this nearly always left her weapon out of place to block the follow-up attack. Lain scolded her as she failed again and again to block his second attack.
"Your opponent may be able to attack more quickly than you can move, but not more quickly than you can think. Use your mind. Battle is more than about the body. If you cannot position a block in the time between when you identify the intended target and the moment of impact, then you must move sooner. You must know where the foe will attack next! Anticipate!" he demanded.
By the end of the session, she had only managed to block a second attack a handful of times, and never a third. Magic had forced her to think deeply. It would seem that combat was forcing her to think quickly. The two skills, on the surface, seemed practically opposite. It was clear that if someone were to possess both skills, though, there would be little that such a person could not handle.
After a few final pieces of advice from Lain, Myranda parted ways and headed for home. Myn was still quite weary and took her usual post atop her when Myranda went to bed.
#
Across the Low Lands and across the west, the black carriages rolled. Trigorah watched in cold silence as her Elites carried out their orders. Anyone who met the girl since she found the sword was found, captured, and hauled away. The orders seemed pointless, arbitrary, but they were not the first such commands to bear fruit. It was not her place to question them, only to carry them out. The other generals had managed to keep the Northern Alliance free despite a centuries-long struggle against a foe twice its size and many times its strength. It didn't matter that their methods were . . . unsettling. The only thing that mattered was victory.
Trigorah repeated it to herself during the long nights without sleep. These orders were vital steps toward victory. Victory would bring peace. Peace was an end high enough to justify any means. She repeated the words to herself as she looked into the eyes of the innocents being taken away for reasons they didn't understand. She repeated them as she heard the wails of children separated from their parents. She repeated them until the words were without meaning, until the wheels of the black carriages wore deep ruts in the roads of the low lands.
She repeated them, praying each time that she might finally believe them.
#
Myn awoke and looked upon her friend with concern. Myranda was sweating and out of breath. Perhaps through no coincidence, her dreams had been of Trigorah, of that fateful meeting in the forest before they came here. The night when she nearly killed the nearest thing she had to a living relative. In her nightmare she'd seen the face of one of the injured soldiers. It was her father. She knew it couldn't be true, that her mind was playing tricks, but that hardly mattered.
Thoughts raced through her head. Trigorah had worked with her father, and she was now an Elite. Could her father have been an Elite as well? It would explain why he was away so often . . . and since the Elites were so secret and important an organization he could still be alive today, and she would never know. A brief flash of happiness at the thought vanished when she realized that Trigorah knew her, and if her father was still alive, he most certainly have been informed. He would have come for her if he was still living as a member of the Elites. Unless he was ashamed, or . . . there was no time for such thoughts.
Myranda gathered her things and headed to Ayna's place while Myn trotted off to be with Solomon. As usual, the fairy was up and about, impatiently waiting for her student to arrive. A smile came to her face as she noticed that Deacon was there, too.
"Well, well. It would appear that my little pupil has attracted an audience once again," Ayna said.
"I missed out last time. I just want to see this firsthand. It promises to be quite a spectacle," he said.
"So is a forest fire," she said with a sneer, "but if you must stay, keep clear. I will not tolerate interruption."
"I will be a mere shadow," he said.
"Well then, get to it. Concentrate," Ayna ordered.
Myranda quickly shut off the world as she had done so many times before. When her mind was prepared, Ayna's voice sounded.
"Eyes open," she demanded.
"But--" Myranda began.
"I said eyes open. And if I have to repeat myself again, you will learn just how unpleasant being my pupil can be," she said.
Myranda opened her eyes. Set before her was an array of thin poles, each with a wooden ball perched on its end.
"Now, the purpose of this apparatus should be clear to all but the dimmest of individuals. Therefore, let me explain it to you. You will conjure up a wind and direct it at the poles. If it is of sufficient strength, the ball will fall. I will see to it that no natural breezes give you any help," Ayna said. "You may close your eyes, provided you can remember which direction is forward."
Myranda closed her eyes and tried to push away the anger Ayna had stirred up with her belittling remarks. The wind came quickly. It was only a breeze at first, but it grew steadily, and before long, she felt that it must be strong enough. She opened her eyes, managing to maintain the strength of the breeze. Of the ten poles, four had already lost their cargo, and a fifth came quickly after that.
As time went on. the strain of keeping the wind at speed became nearly unbearable, but one by one the other poles shed their contents. Finally only one remained, but try as she might she could not shake the ball free.
"Oh, come now. Just one more," Ayna said, a thin veneer of encouragement poorly masking her smug satisfaction.
Myranda redoubled her efforts, but the ball would not budge. Had she less of a task occupying her mind, she might have noticed Deacon shaking his head in disgust and casting a glare at Ayna, but all of this was filtered out in her attempts to focus her mind more powerfully. Her trainer wore a grin that widened with each unsuccessful gust. The fury within her grew and eroded her concentration. The gales began to waver, and finally she let the trance lapse entirely.
"Well, well. Our prodigy is not all-powerful after all. You have your rest, and perhaps tomorrow you can take another baby step," Ayna gloated.
"No!" Myranda proclaimed, raising her staff and trying to conjure another breeze.
"Listen to me, little girl. You have failed. Leave now before I have you removed," Ayna warned.
Myranda ignored the fairy's protests and brought about a weak breeze. She tried to strengthen it, but the anger filling her mind left no room for concentration. Ayna flitted directly in front of her disobedient pupil and continued to threaten, but Myranda heard none of it. Her fury grew and grew, like a river straining against a dam. This awful creature that took such joy in her failure would be taught a lesson. Her hands began to shake.
Finally the dam broke and the anger flooded her mind. A powerful burst of wind erupted, seemingly from nowhere, shaking her from her focused state of mind. The profound dizziness struck with equal speed. She had dropped her staff when the wind had startled her and had nothing to steady herself. Deacon was beside her in time to keep her on her feet.
"Are you all right? You shouldn't have done that. You really shouldn't have," he said.
"I did that?" Myranda said with disbelief.
Her eyes finally came into focus to see what looked to be the site of a disaster. All of the poles were shaking violently. Those nearest to the one she had been focusing on were snapped off at the base and were only just now falling to the ground yards away. The one she had targeted was missing entirely, along with a generous portion of the earth it had been anchored in. Some distance away it could be found, embedded in Ayna's tree. Ayna herself was fluttering, stunned, in front of a slight impression in the same tree where she had collided with it. She was plastered with the dirt kicked up by the wind and slowly turning to the tree to survey the damage.
"You had better move. Quickly," Deacon whispered to her as he led her away.
The fairy lifted a hand without turning. A fierce wind rushed up around Myranda, forcing Deacon away and lifting her from the ground. When she had flitted to the ground beside the flailing girl, she snapped her fingers. The wind cut off, and Myranda fell forcefully to the ground.
"That is all. You are through! I do not want to see you again for a year," she said.
"Now, Ayna, you cannot do that," Deacon said, trying to reason with her.
"You know the rules as well as I. That girl used a spell fueled by anger. Such an offense is punishable by whatever means I see fit. You should be glad I do not choose to kill her," Ayna said.
"But the rules also call for leniency for a first offense," Deacon countered.
"Leniency! I do not care if that thing has never made a single misstep in her life! She allowed the darker emotions to empower a spell, and did so while she was disobeying me, using said spell specifically to assault me!" Ayna raged.
"I did not--" Myranda attempted, but the fairy made a fist and she felt the air withdraw from her lungs.
"You prompted it. She was not assaulting you, she was attempting to pass a test that you had sabotaged," he said.
"How dare you accuse me of sabotaging the test!" Ayna said, aghast.
"The pole is sticking out of the side of your tree and the ball is still attached," he said.
"I didn't deny sabotaging the test, but you have no right to accuse me of it," she said.
Myranda's vision was fading as what little air she had left was giving out. As her thrashing slowed, Ayna took notice and opened her fist. The fresh air rushed back into her lungs and brought her back around. When she had caught her breath enough to climb to her feet, she did so.
"What have I done to you to deserve--" Myranda attempted again, only to receive the same treatment.
"For someone renowned for her skill in learning, you certainly are slow to learn when to keep your mouth shut," Ayna said as the girl fell helplessly to the ground.
"You are the one at fault as much as her, because you know better," Deacon said.
"Fine. Get the flute and the . . . elegy, I suppose. But I am through with her until she is ready for her exam. She is your student now. See that she drills every day," Ayna said, flitting off to her tree and releasing her grip.
Deacon helped Myranda to her feet again and the two made their way to the meal hut. As they ate, and Myranda's mind cleared, they spoke.
"What just happened?" she asked.
"Ayna coaxed you into breaking one of our cardinal rules," he said, lowering his voice to a whisper. "It was probably her plan from the start. Once she found out just how fast you were learning, her concern likely drifted to maintaining her own grip on the record for air mastery."
"What rule did I break?" she asked.
"You allowed anger to affect your casting of a spell," he said.
"Is that why it was so powerful? I don't understand. Why did it happen, and if I released so much energy so quickly, why am I not exhausted?" she asked.
"Well, magic is an expression of the soul's power. High emotion stirs the soul and boosts the power. Anger in particular has a way of amplifying the effect of any forceful spell beyond the point of controllability. That fact, coupled with the fact that one grows reliant on such methods if used too often, makes it one of the worst offenses one can commit while training. Long term uses can twist the soul far more than dishonesty and treachery," he said. "As for the reason that you are not exhausted? It will catch up with you, probably while you are asleep. Too much energy too quickly sometimes takes a few hours to take a toll, particularly on a first-time user. More experienced users feel it sooner."
"Why?" she asked.
"Magic still holds a few mysteries, even from us," he said.
"Wait. I saw all of the Masters literally destroy the Elder's hut. Weren't they breaking this rule?"
"They were angry while casting the spell. The anger was not affecting the strength of the spell. If it was, there wouldn't be much of a village left," he said.
"Oh. Well, what do I do now?" she asked.
"There are very few fundamentals to be taught in air magic. Two, really. You already know how to conjure wind, and the display you put on today proves you can direct it with a fair amount of accuracy. The rest is practice," he said.
"So, now I just practice until I feel ready to take some final test," she said.
"Indeed. You will be getting a flute and a tune to learn, as well. It doesn't take a prodigy to figure out what you will be doing with them for the final test," he said.
"I suppose I will be doing a hands-free performance," she said.
"Right you are," he said.
The pair finished and left the hut. Myn came trotting up and wedged herself between Myranda and Deacon.
"And where were you? I was attacked and you were nowhere to be found!" Myranda said, jokingly.
The dragon shot a vicious look at Deacon and pounced him to the ground.
"No, no! Not him. He didn't attack me!" Myranda said, pulling the creature off of her friend.
"Well, it would seem that she has gained a fairly firm understanding of the language," Deacon said, accepting a helping hand from Myranda.
The creature gave Myranda a questioning stare. She clearly was awaiting the identity of the real attacker.
"Well, I am not going to tell you who really did it because I don't want you to get me in any more trouble," Myranda said.
"And thank you so much for assuming I was the guilty one. I have got to find some way to get on your good side," Deacon said. "I am going to start bringing you gifts."
"Well, I don't face Lain again until sundown, with nothing to do until then," Myranda said.
"I wouldn't recommend doing anything mystic. Something too strenuous could certainly bring that angry expenditure back more quickly," Deacon warned.
Little did Myranda know, Myn had made the decision for her. She sprinted off to nearest building and scampered to the rooftop. By the time Myranda noticed she had gone, she was already in the air. Myranda scarcely had the time to brace herself for impact before the beast collided with her.
An afternoon of doing so left her fairly bruised, and bleeding here and there from where Myn had gotten a bit careless with her claws. It was nonetheless an entertaining time, and a few moments of a healing spell wiped away the consequences, save a bit of fatigue of both mind and body.
Lain was waiting, as always, when she approached him.
"I am sorry, Lain. I had a rather rough time of it today. I may not be at my best," she said.
"All the better. I can think of few times that I have been fully rested when I have been expected to defend myself," he said, tossing her the staff. "Now, prepare yourself."
It was her worst showing since she began. His blows were on target constantly. On the off-chance that she managed to block a shot, the force of it threw her off balance. Several times, she lost her footing and nearly fell into a handful of blows. Thankfully, Lain's reflexes were swift enough for the two of them, and he pulled the weapon away in time. By the time Lain felt she had done enough, Myranda was on the edge of unconsciousness. The outburst she'd had earlier had most certainly made its cost known.
"I sincerely hope that you improve your off-peak performance, or you will fall swiftly in a real battle," he said.
"I will work on it," she managed as she trudged off, Myn keeping a watchful eye on the teetering girl.
She made it back to her hut and fairly collapsed on the bed. With no sunrise appointment with an unpleasant teacher, her sleep was doubly deep. No nightmare came, only the dark, dreamless sleep of pure exhaustion.
 



Chapter 27
Myranda was awakened by Myn, rather than the other way 'round, several hours later than she was accustomed to rising. Deacon hunted her down during breakfast and provided her with the flute and music that Ayna had called for. It was a simple reed flute, and the tune seemed easy enough. After spending a bit of time practicing, she felt sure she would be able to master it before long.
Myn was still eager to make her practice flights, and seemed to feel that without a teacher to steal away her valuable time, Myranda would be free to act as a landing pad for the whole of the day. The girl tried to enlist Deacon in distracting the dragon so that she could spend some time at work on her wind magic with little success. He brought a few fresh fish and the rarest of rare, a piece of red meat that he would not relinquish the origin of. The dragon snubbed them, choosing to eat them only when Myranda offered them. None were enticing enough to eat out of his hands.
A compromise was struck when Myranda aided the dragon in practicing her soaring by providing a constant breeze to fill her wings. Without a tyrannical teacher pushing her to her limit, the girl was able to cut her training off while she still had the clarity of mind to give Lain a real challenge. She found that predicting his attacks early enough to deflect them required nearly the presence of mind that magic did.
The next few days passed in much the same way, and were the most pleasant in recent memory. She found that her skill with wind was growing at about the same speed as Myn's flight prowess. At the end of the first week, the dragon could stay aloft for over an hour, and Myranda felt only the slightest strain in helping her do so. Deacon had not yet found the item that would win Myn over, and was running out of ideas.
The least improvement came in her time with Lain. Over the course of her time with him, she had managed to earn only a single question, a question so hard-won, she could not bring herself to ask it. With only two questions, she would only be able to whet her thirst for knowledge.
While Myranda was having trouble convincing Myn to allow her to practice her flute-playing one day, Deacon arrived with a dusty bag.
"What have you got there?" Myranda asked.
"I have tried everything at my disposal that a dragon might like and Myn still ignores or attacks me. Things have become somewhat desperate. Thus, I've ventured into the garden and selected one of each vegetable. Not much to appeal to a carnivore, but it is my last chance," he said.
While Myn was reluctant to treat Deacon with anything less than suspicion, she did get a bit curious each day when he brought around the latest round of gifts to reject. One by one, he offered carrots and celery and onions. Not surprisingly, the dragon sniffed once or twice and swatted them away. However, when Deacon pulled a large potato from the bag, she sniffed with a bit more interest, and finally took it from his hand, eating eagerly.
"Potatoes?" the pair said confusedly.
When the beast looked up and rooted around in the bag for another, he knew he had found his way into her heart.
"Very well, then, only I give her potatoes. She already likes you, I'm the one that needs help," he said to Myranda before turning to address the creature directly. "And as for you. For every day you don't hit me, I'll give you one of those. Agreed?"
Myn seemed to be in reluctant agreement as she licked her lips a few times and sniffed and licked at his hands in a far gentler way than he was accustomed to. The pleasant moment was cut short by a voice that they had been mercifully free from for the past two weeks.
"How lovely, the animals are getting along," Ayna said.
"Well, what brings you this far from your safe haven?" Deacon asked.
"I have been hearing the elegy wafting through the air with steadily decreasing inaccuracy. It sounds to me that the time of the final test is near," she said with a smile.
"As I recall, you were eager to postpone that date by no less than a year. Why the sudden change of heart?" Deacon asked.
"I am entitled to test my pupil when I have brought her to the proper level of knowledge," she said.
"Are you certain I am ready?" Myranda said.
"Reasonably. If not now, then in a few days. Certainly before the week is out," she said.
"Oh, I see. She will be ready before four weeks are up. That is the amount of time that she took to complete Solomon's training," Deacon said.
"What a coincidence! Well, the performance of a student speaks well of the teacher, doesn't it? It would be a shame to see that dragon's name alongside hers in the history books without mine above it," Ayna said.
"So you are willing to treat her with the respect she deserves when you have something to gain from it," Deacon said.
"If you wish to view it that way, you may. Oh, and, Myranda, my dear, be well-rested when you come to take the test. I expect to break more than one record with your help," Ayna said, slipping away.
"What do you suppose that means?" Myranda said.
"Well, the air test is largely up to the discretion of the teacher--more so than most, traditionally. It also tends to be the easiest. I have a feeling that Ayna's intention is to end that tendency, thus forcing you into a record-setting performance that she can claim responsibility for. It is her first real Master exam; she can always claim that it was her intention to make the more difficult test the standard for all of her students," Deacon said.
"Wonderful," Myranda said flatly.
"You have certainly been bringing about the most inexplicable events since your arrival. However unpleasant it may be for you, it is at least refreshing for the rest of us," Deacon offered.
"At least there is that," she said, with a heavy sigh.
After a bit more practice to assure that she was prepared to play the tune, at least, Myranda decided that if this test were to have a similar effect on her as the last, she had best put forth a considerable effort to earn a few more questions of Lain. It would be her last opportunity for a number of days.
Deacon hurried off to secure as many potatoes as he could while Myranda and Myn headed to the designated place for training. Upon her arrival, Lain offered his usual pointers and critiques of her previous performance in lieu of greeting.
"You continue to focus entirely on my weapon while defending. You must be aware of the whole of my body. My feet may be the furthest thing from a threat to you, but they tend to be the greatest indicator of where my next attack will fall," he said, tossing her weapon to her.
"I may not be able to meet you for a few days. I will be having my examination in wind magic tomorrow," she said.
"Very well," he said. "Prepare yourself."
Myranda paused. He had begun each of the sessions since they began with that simple phrase. Each day, she disregarded it as a simple warning that battle was about to begin. Perhaps it was the impending test that Ayna had sprung upon her, but when the words reached her ears this time, they seemed to take on a different meaning. After all, Lain had recently revealed himself to be a man of few words. It was unlike him to speak a phrase so frequently for nothing. Perhaps she should prepare herself as she would for one of her mystic sessions. Each day, she found more and more parallels between battle and magic; it stood to reason that this was but another. She took a moment to gather her mind. When she was focused, she opened her eyes and took her stance.
Lain's attack flashed in with its usual speed. She shifted her staff and knocked it away. His weight shifted as his weapon returned. A slight re-angling of the wooden blade betrayed his next target. Myranda quickly placed the staff between herself and the strike. His weapon pulled back with incredible speed. It was this third strike, regardless of its origin, that seemed to be far too swift to react to. In her focused state of mind, though, her thoughts could match the speed of the motion, and even get a step ahead. From his position, there was only one way to offer a reasonable offensive. She pulled herself away from the likely target and thrust her weapon toward it with as much speed as she could muster. The staff collided with the blade.
Slowly the blade withdrew and Lain looked upon her with satisfaction. She had succeeded in blocking adequately only once before, and it was clear even to her that it was more through blind luck than skill. This had been different. She had found her way to the block through careful observation. Without another word, Lain attacked again. She blocked the first two blows and reduced the third to a grazing one at best. By the time the session had ended, she had earned no less than a half-dozen questions, sometimes stringing more than six blocks in a row. These new questions, added to the two she'd saved, would put a few of her curiosities well and truly to rest.
"Eight questions. I shall ask them now," she said, catching her breath.
"As you wish," he said, gathering the practice weapons and heading to his hut to replace them. "But be warned. Your third level of training will begin with our next session. It will be by far the most difficult for you," he said.
"I had imagined as much," she said.
She pondered for a moment over how best to spend the first of her hard-earned questions. One thought pressed its way past all others.
"I have been told that you first came to this place, and spent a number of years here, over seventy years ago. Now I don't know anything about your kind, but were I to venture a guess, I wouldn't place you at a day past thirty. What's more, my grandmother used to tell me tales of the Red Shadow when I was a little girl. As far as I can tell, you have been active for easily one hundred years. How can that be?" she asked.
"I cannot answer that. I truly do not know," he said.
"Well, if you cannot answer the question, allow me to rephrase it," she said. "How long have you been alive? How old are you really?"
"I am not certain of that either. The only age I can offer you is that of the Red Shadow legend. His first victim fell just over one hundred-fifteen years ago. I cannot be sure of the number of years that passed between that day and my birth, and I doubt that there exists anyone that can offer any information to that end," he said.
"You have lived for over a century in prime physical condition, and yet you doubt that there is some higher purpose to your existence," Myranda said in disbelief.
"There are many races of this world that can claim the same," he offered, entering his hut. "And, thanks to the efforts of your kind and others, we cannot be sure that my brethren are not similarly blessed. I have never known a malthrope that came to a natural end."
Myranda silently considered his words before choosing her next question.
"You say that you witnessed my capture by the cloaks. What do you know about them?" she asked.
"They are present in some small way in every town I have visited for as long as I can remember. I was uncertain of their origin or alignment until the day that you were taken. They would appear to be agents of the Alliance Army. They move about at night. It is very difficult to detect them. They have no scent, they make no noise. Be suspicious of any quiet stranger. Particularly at night. Your encounter was the first real action I have ever seen them take. They have benefited from the nearly universal use of gray cloaks even more than I. I suspect that they may be the reason for it," he answered from within.
"The nearmen . . . the cloaks. What else don't I know of this world? What else should I know?" she begged.
Lain exited the hut and looked her in the eye, judging whether it was truly intended as a question. When he was satisfied, he answered.
"You grew up in a world very different from mine. You have spent your life in the cities and on the roads between. I have spent mine in the fields, forests, mountains, and plains. I have seen things that you could scarcely imagine. If you intend for me to list all of them, I haven't the time or patience to do so. However, if it is the nearmen and cloaks that concern you, I can name a few similar oddities to my world that may have spilled into your world, or may soon," he said.
"Please," she said.
"An associate of mine has collectively called the cloaks, the nearmen, and the others I may name, the D'karon. They all share a quality of imitation, in the same vein as the cloaks are suits of demon armor. They are rare, and with any luck they will remain so. They are far more hostile. In our first few meetings, I found myself ill-equipped to defeat them. There is simply nothing to attack. Only cold, empty metal," he said, recalling briefly before continuing.
"Humans and the like are hardly the only creatures imitated. I have seen stony parodies of wolves, worms, and countless others. I believe you may have seen the D'karon version of a dragon. One lay ruined on the ground beside that swordsman," he said.
"Where have these creatures come from?" she asked.
"Where do any races come from? I have lived for some time and these creatures have been lurking in the background since my earliest days. Perhaps they have been present at least as long as your kind, and have been lucky enough to avoid discovery. The only thing that I know for certain is that they are native to the north. I have spent time south of the battlefront on several occasions and found them to be absent," he said.
Myranda considered the information as Lain began stretching his legs. He showed little outward sign of the terrible state he'd been in when she found him, but a slight limp still nagged him.
"How many questions have I asked?" she asked.
"Four. Unless you intend this to be the fifth," he answered.
"Of course I don't. Four left. I have strayed too far. You need to tell me more about yourself. I want you to retell the story you told me as Leo. Where you grew up, what your life has been like. Only this time I want the truth," she said.
"I had hoped you wouldn't realize your carelessness until your stockpile of questions had dwindled. Well, then. Of my earliest years, I know only what I have read. If the record-keepers are to be believed, I was found in the forest. My mother had died giving birth to me. The man who found me handed me over to his brother, a slaver. I was sold with a batch of two dozen slaves while I was still an infant, included free of charge. I was beaten, isolated, and ostracized by all who saw me. The only man who offered any semblance of care was a blind man named Ben. He was not so much fond of me as he was indifferent, but being ignored was as good as being pampered in those days. He and I had something in common. We had three stripes," he said.
Myranda gave a questioning stare. Lain rolled up his sleeve, revealing a trio of vicious-looking scars, visible even through the fur on his arm. Below it, a similar scar formed a jagged curve.
"A slave is branded once when purchased, and again when they begin to work. The bottom mark is the symbol of the slaveholder I was sold to. The three lines denote my value. One line indicates the highest value, young men mostly. A second line may be added when a slave is less useful. These are given to most women, aging or weak men, and those with permanent injury. A third is added when a slave is considered worthless. The elderly, the infirm, and undesirables such as myself.
"I was treated to the full three on the day I was deemed capable of working. Life was bad until the owner died and left us all to his son. It became much worse very quickly after that. He made a series of bad decisions that drained the coffers in a matter of years. In response, he sold all of the most valuable slaves and switched to more valuable crops. Lower quality workers coupled with crops that left the land nearly barren after only a few seasons worsened matters. Most of the two stripes were sold as well as a fair amount of the land. I was one of the only able-bodied workers left. We were all doing triple the work as in past years. I personally was doing the work of an ox. I had been lashed to a plow.
"One day Ben died at the whips of the drivers and I . . . lost control. When I regained my senses, I was standing over the new owner's youngest son, scythe in my hand and death all around me. I fled into the woods. Later, I learned he was the only survivor of the staff and family," he said.
Myranda shifted uncomfortably. She had almost managed to put aside the fact that Lain was an assassin, and had even begun to see hints of the warmth that had made her fond of him in the past. Now he sat, telling this tale of his torturous youth, followed by his unapologetic account of a murderous rampage. He was a monster, a murderer. She'd known it since her first question. Now she knew of the life that made him so. He went on.
"I found myself free for the first time. I had to find a way to support myself, and if possible, get revenge for the years that had been stolen from me. I had only two skills, it would seem. I could work a farm, and I could take lives. I swore never again to do the former, so I chose the latter. After a few years, I developed the Red Shadow legend, as well as one or two others. My travels brought me here, and I took away the knowledge and skill to continue my task with a good deal more success. Since then, life has been an endless hunt for my next target," he said.
Myranda sat silently. There was a look in Lain's eyes as though he expected this answer to be the last, at least for today. He knew that what she had learned sickened her. Perhaps it was just to avoid proving him right again, but Myranda decided to continue.
"How many questions left?" she asked.
"Three," he said.
"Very well, then. I know you are a killer. What sort of people pay you to do so?" she asked, her voice shaking a bit.
"Rich ones. Not only because they have the funds, but they tend to be the only ones arrogant enough to believe they may choose who lives and dies," he said.
"You'll have to do better than that. I want names," she said.
"Over one hundred years have brought me more employers than I can recall. It is safe to say that nearly every powerful family in the north has been on one side of my blade or the other," he said.
"I am still waiting for names," she said.
"Then you will have to be more specific. Refine your question," he said.
"Fine. But this is still the same question. Have you ever worked for anyone I might have known? Someone in Kenvard?" she asked.
There was a reason she had danced around the question. She feared the answer. Kenvard was the former capital of the nation of the same name. Every influential family in the west had a representative there, and her parents had known all of them. What she knew of them told her they were good people who would never make use of a hired blade. What she knew of the world made her fear otherwise.
"My answer remains the same. More than I can name," he said.
"Choose one," she demanded.
"Sam Rinthorne," he said.
"The Lord! You were hired by the Lord of all of Kenvard! For what? Tell me everything, and this is one question," she said.
"The people of Kenvard, your people, were taking terrible losses, disproportionate to both Ulvard and Vulcrest. Military strikes were hitting their mark with accuracy that could only be the result of a leak in the intelligence chain. I was hired to find and kill the responsible party, or parties," he said.
"Continue," she said.
"I followed the flow of the information to a messenger. To keep any more information from escaping, I killed him--and eventually followed the trail to a military headquarters in Terital," he said.
"Terital? That is the old capital of Ulvard. It's on the other side of the continent," Myranda remarked.
"Indeed. In those days, it was home to the five generals. At least, it had been until a few days before I arrived," he said.
"But the generals didn't move north until--" she began.
"The massacre happened a few days later," he said. "Since my employer was killed, I had no reason to continue."
Myranda froze as a thought passed through her mind.
"What information was the spy carrying?" she asked.
"As I recall, he was carrying orders from the general to change the patrol route around Kenvard. He also carried a letter written in Tresson detailing the unique weaknesses that the new patrol offered," Lain answered.
"What did you do with the information?" she asked.
"Nothing," he said.
"Then what--" she began.
"You have had your questions. If you want to know more, earn it," he said, turning and entering his hut.
"You had the orders. You knew there was a weakness. You could have done something, and you did nothing!" she cried.
Lain sat on the ground in his hut, eyes closed.
"You are a monster!" she growled.
Lain sat motionless. Myranda picked up the staff. Her hands shook with frustration as she stood helpless. Every hardship in her life was born that day, and he could have stopped it. The thought of it overwhelmed her. Before she knew what she was doing, she had thrust the staff at Lain. An attack with all of the force she could muster. In a blur, Lain's hand was around the end of the staff. A fast, painful twist wrenched the weapon from her grip and hurled it to the wall. His eyes never opened.
"I am proud to know that I have lit a fire in your soul. I warn you, though: do not let it consume you," he said.
Myranda stormed out of the hut. Myn, who had watched the display with more than a bit of uneasiness, followed after her. She had watched them trade blows for so long, she had learned that it was a game. There was something different in this last attack. The dragon had detected much anger between them, and it troubled her in the same way that a child might be affected by an argument between parents. She was further troubled when Myranda did not eat afterward, as she commonly did when strong enough. Instead, the human collapsed into her bed and wept.
Myn comforted her as best she could without words until both fell asleep.
 



Chapter 28
The night was riddled with nightmares. Myranda saw images of the atrocities Lain had admitted to. She saw the day of the massacre replayed over and over. More than once during the night, she was jarred from sleep, and once gone it was slow to return. After scarcely an hour of real sleep, she was awakened by the last voice she wanted to hear.
"Oh, you and the beast share a bed. How appropriate," Ayna said.
"Why are you here?" Myranda mumbled.
"Well, the time has come for you to display all that I have taught you. I suggest you eat first," she said.
Myranda pulled herself out of bed, grabbed her staff, and trudged to the food hut. Ayna fluttered along beside her.
"You don't seem particularly well-rested. I seem to recall ordering you to have a long and full rest," Ayna muttered angrily.
"My dreams kept me awake," Myranda explained, as she tried to eat.
"That is a sign of a very weak mind," Ayna reprimanded. "And must you eat so slowly?"
Deacon entered and took a seat beside Myranda.
"Lovely, your shadow has arrived," Ayna sneered.
"Myranda, you do not look very well. Are you sure you are up to this?" Deacon asked.
"She hasn't got a choice. I will test her today," Ayna said.
"And what have you got in store for her?" Deacon asked accusingly.
"A suitable test of skill for our little prodigy," the fairy said.
"And something certain to make you stand out as a teacher," he offered.
"My mere existence is quite enough to make me stand out," Ayna said, sniffing at the air before remarking, "What is that smell? Your food? How can you eat that?"
"It is the only food available," she said.
"To you, perhaps," Ayna said. "Those with more evolved palates have alternatives."
"What do you eat?" Myranda asked.
"Nectar. It is the only proper food that nature has ever provided," Ayna said.
"Have you ever tried anything else?" Myranda asked.
"I cannot eat anything else," she answered. "Quickly--finish. I am eager for you to begin."
Myranda obeyed and made her way to the tree, which still bore a pair of scars from her last trip there. A reed flute, identical to the one she'd been practicing on, was attached to a pole beneath it.
"Now, the tasks you are to complete are rather simple. First, you will hold a single note on this flute for twenty-four hours, then you will--" she began.
"A whole day!" Myranda exclaimed.
"To state it another way, yes. And please do not interrupt me again. Following the endurance test, you will play the elegy flawlessly, from beginning to end, while standing no less than ten paces from the instrument," she continued.
"The most that a Master test has ever required before was three hours," Deacon offered.
"Congratulations, your knowledge of our history remains unchallenged. I frankly have never been fond of the fact that the test has been so . . . insubstantial in the past. This is far more fitting, I feel," she said.
"I have trouble remaining awake for more than a day," Myranda said.
"Well, with a spell to occupy you, you should have no trouble at all avoiding sleep. Now, no more dawdling. Begin," Ayna ordered.
It was clear that she was serious. Myranda set her mind to the task. Fortunately, it took very little effort to conjure a breeze strong enough to produce a note. Unfortunately, Ayna would not be satisfied until the note was loud enough for all to hear. Her effort had to be more than tripled before the fairy stopped badgering her to bolster her efforts. The sound was enough to gather a crowd. The strain was not terrible, but it was noticeable.
She looked over the crowd, which continued to grow as her test approached the end of the first hour. Ayna seemed to delight in informing each newcomer of the circumstances of the test.
Time passed slowly. The sun crept across the sky. It was nearly impossible to know how long she had been at it. Deacon knew this, and was kind enough to keep a running tally for her in the form of marks etched into the ground. His visits seemed to get further and further apart as the day progressed. By the time the daylight of the short day had waned, she had to devote all of her mind to maintaining the note. Most of her crowd retired for the night, including Ayna. The only ones that remained were Deacon, who spent the time between hourly updates writing in his book, and Myn, who stood faithfully beside her.
The night was a dark one, and cold. At some point a blanket found its way about her shoulders. It must have been Deacon, but she lacked the awareness to know when it had been placed there. She locked her eyes on the horizon. When the sun finally peeked over, she knew that she would be through. Her eyes closed without her noticing a handful of times as she slipped into some bizarre state between sleep and concentration. She wrestled them open each time to the same dark sky.
Around the fifteenth hour, the most curious thing began to happen. The spell she was casting seemed to have worked its way into the back of her mind. It was as though her consciousness had split. One part was devoted to the spell, the other was free.
"Deacon?" she managed to speak.
"Yes?" he answered. His voice was a bit slurred, as though he had begun to doze.
"I feel strange. I . . . I don't feel that I am the one casting the spell any longer," she said.
"Ah, yes. Your mind is becoming accustomed to casting as a whole. It is becoming second nature to you. This is a huge step toward becoming a successful wizard. Before long, the spells you use most will become reflexive in nature. Defense, healing, they will be cast in some small way on their own when needed. This skill cannot be taught; it must come with experience. What can I say? You continue to amaze," he said.
While casting the spell now seemed to take much less conscious effort, it took no less of a toll on her strength. By the time the sky had begun to redden, she was having trouble sitting up. Her mind lacked the will to control her muscles. Myn allowed Myranda to lean on her to stay upright. The hours ticked by until, finally, Ayna awoke and fluttered down.
"Well, not much longer. How is my student?" she asked.
Myranda found that she hadn't the will to blink her eyes, let alone answer. Even after the fire test she had not been so weary. At least then it was a lot of power over a relatively short time. This was more akin to a marathon to a sprint, and she was left with her reserves utterly drained.
"You should know better than to expect her to answer that," Deacon said, fighting to keep his own eyes open as he etched the twenty-third mark on the ground.
The minutes passed and the crowd reformed. The tone of the note was wavering slightly as the sands of Deacon's hourglass trickled down. As the last minute of the endurance test began, Ayna offered some advice.
"You will need to play through the elegy once. I would not lift the spell that you are casting, lest the sudden release of focus set your mind to rest. Instead, use the stream you've been conjuring to play the tune. And . . . begin," She said.
Myranda pulled the notes of the song to mind and plodded her way through them. It was not a spirited performance, by any means, but neither was it incorrect. The last note rang out, prompting a deafening roar from the crowd. The approval reached Myranda's tattered consciousness in the form of a distant whisper.
Deacon was left again with the task of bringing her to her bed, though this time with little objection from Myn, once the customary bribe of a potato was offered. Ayna deliberated over the performance, criticizing the tempo of the tune and taking full credit for the success of her pupil. As the assembled crowd lavished praise upon the fairy, Myranda was lowered to her bed and left in peace.
#
The black carriage lurched to a stop and General Teloran pushed the door open. By rights, this should have been her first destination, but she'd left it until last. The elf paced up the path to the church. Inside, a service was just ending, and the sparse congregation was rising to depart. When they had climbed aboard their meager transportation and left for their homes, Trigorah stepped inside, leaving the other Elites to guard the door.
"Father?" Trigorah called out.
"Enter, my child," came his voice from his chamber.
The general stepped inside.
"If my memory serves, I am again being honored by a visit from one of our esteemed generals," the priest said.
"I must ask you to come with me, Father," Trigorah stated.
"Much as I would like to aid you with whatever it is you seek, I am afraid my duties here forbid my absence," the priest assured her.
"It is not a request," Trigorah replied coldly.
"Not a request? Have I committed some crime?" the priest asked.
"Please, come with me," Trigorah pleaded.
She could feel something inside of her rebelling, and did all that she could to silence it.
"What have I done?" he demanded.
"You spoke with the girl, and she had the sword. I am ordered to detain all who may have touched it," Trigorah stated.
It was the first time she'd explained herself. It was the first time she'd felt compelled to. Until now, she'd been able to separate herself from her task. Now, even while his unseeing eyes were hidden, Trigorah swore she could feel his gaze searing her.
"I refuse to believe that our just and noble army would arrest an innocent man merely for having met some woman. I cast her out! She was a sympathizer, nothing more! My faith in our people and our war remains firm!" objected the holy man. "What could that horrid girl have said or done to warrant this! What could I have possibly done!?"
"I am a general. It is your duty as a subject of the Northern Alliance to do as I tell you," the general reminded him.
"It is in my nature to trust in the word of my fellow man, but there is no way that a general would do such a thing. Prove it to me. Generals carry a seal, do they not? Let me feel it!" he demanded.
Before she could stop herself, Trigorah found that she was undoing the fastening on her left arm, to reveal the symbol of service. Normally, she would have refused, but there was something about his words. They were spoken with such conviction, such strength. This was a man who knew what he believed to be true. There was no doubt. His faith was unshakable. The force of it permeated his every word. It was something that she had to respect. Finally she was able to reveal the gold band against her skin.
"The band awarded to me on the day of my selection as a general. The symbol of my rank, and of my loyalty to the Alliance," she said, guiding his hand to it.
"Yes . . . yes, I see . . . That is how it is done," he said, his voice distant. "Then you are a general after all. And you believe that it is right to take me away with you?"
"I believe it is necessary," she replied.
"That is not what I asked," he said.
"It doesn't matter what is right. What must be done must be done," she said, drawing her blade with a slow, deliberate motion to prolong its ring.
"So it must . . ." he said rising and heading toward the door. As he walked, he spoke, quietly. "That girl . . . that blasted girl . . . I hope it is worth it . . ."
 



Chapter 29
Nearly four full days passed before Myranda's eyes opened again. Deacon visited her at meal times to help her eat until she found the strength to do so on her own. With each visit, he offered another profuse apology for Ayna's disregard for her well-being. To Myranda's surprise, though, Deacon was not the only visitor during her recovery. When she heard the familiar tapping of a dragon's claws on the stone floor, she assumed it was just Myn after a visit to Solomon or Lain.
"You bring me great pride, Myranda," came the voice of her old instructor.
"Solomon?" Myranda said as she tried to sit up in bed.
"Lay down. I come to offer congratulations," he said.
"I am sorry to hear that Ayna will now be ahead of you in the book of records," she offered.
"I have no concern for records. I am pleased that I was able to aid you for a time. I see great things in your future," he said.
"Thank you," she said.
"One more thing before I leave you to rest. You are raising a fine dragon. Myn is as bright as any I have met," he said.
"I am glad. Be sure to tell her that," Myranda said.
"I have. At length. Rest well, Myranda. The worst of your training is behind you now," Solomon said, rising to leave.
"Wait!" Myranda called out.
"Yes?" he answered, sitting once again.
"I hope you won't mind me asking, but I have been wondering since I met you. I . . . I hope you won't be insulted, but . . ." she fumbled.
"You wish to know about my size," he guessed.
"Well, yes," she said.
"There is a city on the west coast. I neither know the name, nor care to know it. Many, many centuries ago, humans there began breeding dragons for their own use. Some for size, some for strength. I was bred to be small," he answered.
"Why?" she asked.
"It is not my place to understand the motivations of your kind," he said. "Now rest."
The dragon padded out. It was another week before Myranda found the strength to walk under her own power. She likely could have benefited from another day or two of rest, but the long stay in her hut was beginning to drive her mad. Deacon caught sight of her hobbling and leaning heavily on her staff and quickly scolded her. Myn kept him at bay until he fished into a pocket of his cloak and produced the standard treat. She chomped away happily as he spoke.
"Don't push yourself! You are remarkable, but not indestructible," he said.
"I had to get out of there. I was beginning to selna porthen," she said.
"Selna porthen. You were losing your mind to inactivity? That is a rather unique phrase. Your language skills are improving," Deacon said.
"I can't help it. No one else speaks my language here. If I can't learn to communicate with someone else, I may as well lock myself in my hut," she said.
"I didn't realize it was so painful to have conversations with me. If you need some time alone I can oblige," he said, looking genuinely saddened by the comment.
"No, it isn't that. I just like the idea of learning new languages, having new people to talk to," she said.
"Well, let's hear what you've learned," Deacon said.
The pair walked through the village. Now and again, Deacon would point out a person and ask Myranda to translate what he or she had just said. Myn found the activity to be less than exciting and trotted off in Lain's direction. Myranda was doing rather well at Deacon's random tests, until an odd commotion was caused by a man running through the courtyard screaming what appeared to be nonsense. Deacon seemed particularly affected by the repeated cry.
"This is momentous! This way, quickly! Where is that book of mine!? Here, ah!" he stammered.
"I must need a bit more practice," she said.
"Why?" he asked, fairly pulling her along.
"It sounded like 'Hollow is twitching,'" she said.
"You are not mistaken," he said.
"What does it mean?" she asked, as she realized that they were headed to the Elder's quarters, along with nearly every other resident of the village.
"Do you recall the prophecy I was reading you? How it was the life's work of Tober, our prophet? Well, all through his time here, he was constantly in search of the next thing that could enhance his already remarkable scrying skills. He drank potions, underwent treatments. Each altered his body and mind to lengthen and deepen his trances. Soon he was able to commune with the spirits for days at a time, and an army of assistants worked in shifts committing every word to writing.
"One day, he entered the trance, never spoke, and never left it. We still speculate on what precisely occurred that day. Some say he had spent so much time with the spirits that he left his body to join them. Others believe he asked one too many questions of a malevolent spirit and paid the ultimate price. All that is known for sure is that his body no longer contains a soul.
"We've taken to calling the empty shell he left behind 'Hollow.' It wasn't dead, not technically. It never ate, never moved, but continued to live. We left it in his hut. No one really knew what else to do. Then, decades later, someone heard a noise. Hollow was speaking. His body remains a superb conduit to the spirit realm. In times of incredible import, the voices from beyond speak through him. The words are impossibly cryptic, but flawlessly accurate predictions," Deacon said, lowering to a whisper as they made their way inside and took a seat on the crowded floor.
A heavy, throne-like chair was brought in by four stout young men. In the chair was a frail and ancient man dressed in a dusty, but not worn, tunic. A pair of milky white eyes stared vacantly across the room at nothing at all. His hands, gnarled like the branches of an oak, curled around the arms of the chair. When the men lowered it to the ground, others opened a chest attached to the back of the chair. Inside were chains and shackles. The shackles were clamped onto both of his ankles and wrists. The chains were attached to loops installed in the walls of the hut.
"What are the shackles for?" Myranda asked.
"Some of the spirits have never been in a body. Their actions when they find a vacant one can be unpredictable," he said.
When the restraints were in place, the handlers retreated into the rest of the crowd. No one would venture closer than ten paces from the seat. The only sign that the man who was given so much space was even alive was the subtle twitch of his fingers every few minutes. Despite this, the scene was tense. Absolute silence was maintained as the most powerful wizards and warriors of the world watched the withered old man. Minutes passed.
Finally, the silence was broken by the rattling of chains as Hollow shifted forward. He seemed to be pulled by an unseen force in his chest, and in a flash he was suspended in the air, straining at the restraints. He drew in a breath, pained and ragged enough to be his first in years, as he lowered slowly to the ground. His legs folded limply beneath him, and he lay in a pile on the ground. Words began to flow from his mouth. It was a terrifying sound. He spoke not with one voice, but with dozens, perhaps hundreds. They formed a sort of sloppy harmony, some voices lagging, others rushing desperately through the messages. There were whispers and screams alike. Some even uttered in different languages.
All who had the means to do so wrote madly. Deacon was writing, not only with his own stylus, but with three more that moved about on the page under their own power. Myranda tried to listen, but the language was unfamiliar to her. As he spoke, Hollow's body jerked and shifted, as though he was a marionette with different hands pulling at every string. As more time passed, his motions became more violent.
Nearly an hour passed without a moment of peace before, as suddenly as it had begun, the tumult ended. Hollow fell to the ground as though his strings had been cut. Fully half of an hour passed before all were convinced that the prophet had spoken his last for the day.
"Splendid. This has been a fruitful session," Deacon said, marking down notes and separating blocks of text.
"Did you understand that?" Myranda asked.
"A great deal of it," Deacon said.
The crowd was filing out of the hut. Deacon was comparing notes to those near him as the handlers began to unfasten the chains from the walls. As they did, Myranda approached Hollow. He was being loaded back into the chair. All of the chaotic life that had filled the hut was gone. She looked with curiosity at this bizarre side effect of so many mystic procedures. His wrists looked thin and brittle as twigs, yet earlier the chains had been barely strong enough to restrain him. The eyes were disturbing. There was no hint of the previous color of his eyes, and even the pupils had clouded over. She was wondering what seeing through those eyes must be like when they slowly turned, locking onto her. Myranda shook her head, not certain if she was imagining it.
A moment later, she was on the ground and the wrinkled fingers were stretching out in the direction of the wall behind her. Three chains were still in place, but one had been removed from the wall and was still in the hands of the handler. Hollow's arm hurled chain and man effortlessly through the air. He collided with the far wall. Five men rushed to the flailing chain and tried valiantly to reconnect it to the wall.
"Light! More than for one! Another still! Threads! Connections!" Hollow's many voices cried.
He was reaching out for something specific, not like before. It was as though he was looking through the wall. Beyond it. The three chains were creaking at their moorings. One leg restraint broke free and lashed across the crowd. The possessed form jerked out of the air and onto the ground with earth-shattering force. He reached out toward Myranda.
"At the meeting of light, light, light! Above the darkened door! A sacrifice! A blinding ring! The elders of the crescent made equal! All is a whimper in the shadow of the white wall! Victory is a prelude. The final struggle follows!" he decreed.
There was no denying it. Myranda was the target of this last prophecy. Once it was delivered, the shell of a man fell limp once more. The handlers returned Hollow to the chair and re-secured the restraints. White-robed healers emerged from the crowd to care for the injured. The loose chain had bloodied no less than five people. When they were satisfied that Myranda was not hurt, they helped her to her feet. Deacon helped her outside.
"That has never happened before! Hollow, once he dropped down like that, has never awoken again in less than a year. And he never, never addresses anyone directly," Deacon said.
Myn came sprinting to the hut. The commotion had attracted her. She surveyed Myranda for injury, and was less satisfied than the healers. She shot angry looks at all who drew near.
"Come on. I do not want her to start breathing flame at imagined attackers," Myranda said.
They had to move quickly. Already witnesses to the unprecedented event had begun to assemble around Myranda to learn more. Still not eager to be confined to her quarters again, Myranda joined Deacon in his hut. He closed the door against visitors and took a seat at his desk. All of that which he had written while watching Hollow was in the open book waiting for him. Myn set herself faithfully before the door, adopting a hostile posture each time footsteps passed too near.
"So much to be done. Translation, interpretation. But first I must ask you. In the commotion, I could not record Hollow's unexpected additions," he said.
He began to mark down the words.
"When he spoke to you, he said 'light' three times, correct?" he asked.
"I believe so. Does that really matter?" she asked.
"Not a single word is wasted when he speaks. Of course, your message and the one before it are among the most straightforward I have ever heard," Deacon replied.
"Do you mean to tell me that you know what was meant by those words?" she asked.
"Well . . . no. But the imagery was at least obvious. Most times interpreters must work for days, or weeks, to uncover something that even resembles reality. Luckily, Tober took volumes of notes before his transformation into Hollow. The spirits that choose to communicate with us through him are often the same ones that he relied upon. As a result, many of the allusions they make are documented and translated," he said, selecting a book from one of the carefully kept shelves.
"One of the shorter statements. Keltem gorato melni treshic. Now, Keltem translates literally to people--or, more specifically, physical beings. The spirits use this term most often when they intend to indicate a specific body part. An arm or a leg, for instance. Gorato is the name of a prolific gold mine of years gone by. In older prophesies, gorato has been used to imply things of virtue and worth, but mostly it refers to gold itself. Melni is the name of a specific spirit that was known for terrorizing the living. The spirits tend to use the name interchangeably with fear. And finally treshic. Treshic is the name of a fabled ancient tree that stood for so long against the forces of nature that it eventually succumbed to rot from within. This is essentially the spirit 'word' for corruption," he said, flipping constantly through the book to find his answers.
"What does it mean?" Myranda asked.
"Well. If I were to arrange these translations into a sentence as we know it, it would be . . . Beware those with golden . . . no, virtuous limbs, for they are corrupt," he said.
"I see," Myranda said with a smirk.
"It is not an exact science. There are other listed interpretations for each one of these words. They could even be intended literally, or some combination of literal and interpreted. It could mean to fear people who wear gold on their bodies, or simply warn against trusting the wealthy. That is why a skilled interpreter is worth his weight in gold. Right now, the best we have are the historians in the records building. When I have had my fun with my personal notes, I am to relinquish them to the experts," he said.
Myranda turned to the dragon, who had not been at ease for several minutes. There was now an audible clamor outside of the door.
"What is going on?" Myranda asked.
"I would imagine that my fellow Entwellians have finally come to see the truly exceptional person I have known you to be for some time," Deacon said.
"I really do not want the attention," Myranda said.
"I should expect you will have a rather difficult time avoiding it. Unless you sic Myn on them," Deacon said. "Besides, you were just saying that you were hoping for others with whom you could speak."
"This is rather more than I was hoping for," Myranda groaned.
When the door was finally opened, Deacon was proven to be quite correct. Her earlier achievements had made her at best an interesting oddity, admired by some, envied by others, but nothing remarkable. Now she was nothing short of a celebrity. Hollow had permanently labeled her as something of the greatest importance. For several days, while she was still recovering, she was constantly being approached by wizards and warriors alike. Some made an earnest effort to converse with her in her own tongue. Mostly, the admirers adhered to the standard policy of Entwell, speaking in the language of their origin.
Myranda was able to muddle through most conversations passably--but, in truth, she learned more from the first day's dialogue than she had in all of the time she'd been listening. The wizards who spoke to her were primarily practitioners of white and black magic. They seemed to know that she was something special, and tried their best to inject their knowledge and expertise, hoping in some way to make their mark on history through this unique girl. In the few days that followed, she was made aware of dozens of techniques in white and black magic alike, many of which were little more than theory. Warriors were more interested in learning what great deeds she had done before arriving. They latched onto her tales of the Undermine and questioned relentlessly to that end.
The attention was almost more than Myn could bear. She'd had a hard enough time sharing Myranda with Deacon. Now she had to endure dozens of people a day. The little dragon had learned restraint in her days in Entwell, but she had her limits. Each new visitor received the same harsh treatment as Deacon had when she had first met him. Even a handshake was cause enough for her to flash her teeth and lash her tail. Visitors learned quickly that a bit of caution was in order when dealing with her.
Myranda scolded her halfheartedly each time. The times that Myn chased her visitors away tended to be the only times that she was alone. It was something of a reversal of fortunes for her, to be so eagerly sought by friendly crowds. She was not certain that it was an improvement.
 



Chapter 30
Nearly three full weeks elapsed before the clerics and healers agreed that Myranda was ready to continue her education. Her next teacher, Cresh, had been contacting her during the last few days of her recovery. He never met with her directly. Instead, books found their way onto the table of her hut in her absence. If the dirt smudging each page was any indication, the books were from his personal collection, and he loved his work. They were written in a language that made them incomprehensible to her.
Now the time had come for her to meet him face to face for the first time as his student. The usual crowd of admirers followed as she approached her teacher's home, with the exception of Deacon, who had taken to remaining in his own hut rather than compete with the crowd for Myranda's ear. Cresh's home was a low, unusual hut fairly buried in a jungle of plants and trees. The structure was unlike any of the others. It had no seams, as though it had been carved, or grown, from a single stone.
"I am not putting on a show. Off with you and leave us in peace," Cresh warned the onlookers as he emerged from within. He was speaking his own language. It was the same he'd spoken on their only other meeting, the same she had failed to decipher in his books.
The eager onlookers shuffled away, much to the relief of Myn. Cresh looked at the creature for a moment, then shrugged.
"A cave-dweller is a welcome visitor any day, but no one else, if you don't mind. This is serious business. Mine is the most important of magics, you know," he informed her.
Myranda took a moment to attempt to translate his words. After managing to understand only a few she requested that he address her in Northern, or Tresson. He answered with what would be the first and last word she would easily understand for the duration of her training. No. He then launched into a speech.
It was rather entertaining to watch him speak. He was fully two feet shorter than she, and perpetually encrusted with dust and dirt. In addition, he tended to gesture enthusiastically while speaking. This was fortunate, as it helped her to understand his meaning. She could tell by the chest thumping and smiling of the speech that he was bragging about himself. He gestured for her to follow as he entered his hut.
The inside was as unique as the outside. There was no floor, only bare earth. There was also no furniture to speak of, save the shelves of books and jars. Even his staff was sticking into the soft earth rather than sitting carefully in a rack, as was the habit of the other wizards she'd met. He plucked it and held it in one hand while the other reached into one of the jars. He tossed a few grains of the substance within to the ground at her feet, and a few more at his own feet. A sweep of the staff sprouted the seeds instantly into stout vines that obligingly wove themselves into a rather inviting chair for each of them.
"That was very impressive," she said as she took a seat.
The dwarf waved off the compliment and sat as well. He began to talk again. It was apparently one of his favorite pastimes. After ten minutes of listening, she was able to understand enough to know that he was responsible for growing all of the food for the village, in addition to drawing up all of the crystal, metal, and stone that they might need. She had often wondered how a moderately-sized village like this could satisfy its demand for resources without any apparent source. Now she knew.
Suddenly, the time for idle chitchat was over. He first gestured at her feet, clearly indicating that her boots had to be removed. He said something about a sculptor wearing mittens, if Myranda pieced together the words correctly. She obeyed and copied him as he dug his toes into the dirt. He launched into another long speech, cupping his hand to his ear and pounding the ground with his feet. After receiving a puzzled look from Myranda, Cresh indicated that she should close her eyes and cover her ears. He then tapped the ground again. When she responded that she could feel the footfalls, he indicated that she should focus and discover what else she could find.
Focusing and searching with her mind was, at least, familiar to her. Before long, she found that she could sense the footfalls of the other people of Entwell. He seemed pleased and encouraged her to continue. More time passed and she realized that she could feel the constant flow of the waterfall. Again she was encouraged to deepen her search. It was truly remarkable the information that the earth could give her in the absence of all of her other senses. As she revealed everything from the movement of insects in the earth to the wind rustling the grass, he entreated her to speak up when she discovered something that she could not identify, rather than those things she could.
This assignment left her silent for some time. She quickly identified all of the new things she could detect, and gradually ceased to locate anything new. Her mind delved deeper and deeper. The thing that Cresh had been waiting for her to find came slowly. It was barely anything. At first, she was unsure she'd felt it at all. However, slowly she was able to push aside all else. Soon it was undeniable. There was something there. Something she'd never felt before.
"It is a rhythm. I can feel it. Like a heartbeat," she said.
Cresh nodded enthusiastically. He stood and took her outside, scolding her when she instinctively reached for her boots. She stood in front of the hut, dug her toes into the ground, and found the pulse again. Once in the stance that would be commonplace in the days to come, she was able to lock onto it and hold it in the back of her mind. In this way, she would be able to listen--or, at least, attempt to listen--to her instructor. The procedure he seemed to describe was familiar to her as well. She was to allow the rhythm to mingle with her own strength. The fire and wind methods were similar. Different, though, was the way that she was to do so. The rhythm was to ripple up through her feet, and later her staff, and into her body. Once she was a part of the pulse's path, she was to allow it to echo inside of her. It was to rebound and reverberate through her, growing ever stronger as it did.
She did as she imagined she was being told. Once the faint rhythm was coaxed out of the earth, she found it a very strange sensation. It did not feel like it was shaking her like a pounding of a drum, as she imagined it would. The pulse changed as it blended with her own strength. It moved through her as it had through the ground, but in a way that she felt in her spirit, not her body. Somehow, Cresh was able to monitor the strength of the ripple, and instructed her to release it, through the staff, back into the earth from whence it came. She did so, and was shocked by the result. A tremor, small but noticeable enough to make Myn fairly jump out of her skin, was created, with her staff at its center.
Cresh was quite pleased and declared the day to be a success. He returned her boots to her and retired.
No sooner had the dwarf shut the door of his abode than the people of the village returned to ask their questions. She was forced to tell her story again and again. She was hungry, but frowned at the thought of entering a crowded hut filled with equally enthusiastic people. Fortunately, an alternative presented itself, as Myn was already off in the direction of Solomon, who was just exiting his hut for his weekly hunting trip. She took her seat beside the crystal arena. At least here she didn't feel cooped up as the mob of people besieged her.
Myn returned, happily presenting Myranda with a pair of fish. She suddenly realized that when the time came to cook the fish, it was Deacon who always did the honors. It seemed a shame to break the tradition, particularly in light of the fine job his spell always did. Myn anticipated Myranda's plan and cleared a path through the crowd, leading the way to Deacon's hut. While the little dragon had learned to control herself in crowds, her manners left something to be desired. She pushed the door open with her head and barged in.
Deacon was at work as he always was. The door closed against the crowd once more.
"What brings you here?" Deacon asked.
Myranda held up the fish.
"Don't you know it is bad luck to break tradition?" she said.
"I suppose so. Particularly when a dragon is involved," he said, providing the treat that Myn had been anticipating since her arrival. Meanwhile, a snap of the fingers prepared the fish.
"One of these days, one of us will have to remember to bring a plate along on hunting day. Eating fish out of one's hands can get a bit messy," he said.
"Agreed," she said.
"You know, most people here don't get to have fresh fish but once or twice a year. Solomon being the only carnivore, he tends to be the only one who gets them before they get stewed," he said.
"Well, it is yet another benefit to having a dragon as a friend," she said. "But, then, you haven't been around lately."
"You are busy," he said.
"It would seem that no one here is ever otherwise," she said, enjoying a bit of her meal.
"I have been falling behind in my scribing," he said.
"You've always been able to scribe while out and about. It isn't like you to make excuses," she said.
Deacon sighed.
"Myranda. You have been here for just a bit under three months. I have been here for two and one-half decades. You have achieved more than I have, become more than I have. I have grown to the limit of my abilities while you have only begun. Look at how the others follow you. The crowds may thin after they have all heard what they seek, but they will always see you as something remarkable," he said.
"Don't tell me you are jealous," she said.
"Oh, no. To say I was jealous would be to suggest that you did not deserve all that you have. I know that you do. Fact of it is . . . well, I don't deserve to be near you. Were I not your guide through this, I would scarcely be tolerated among the other Masters. You are destined for far greater things than I. It is past time I gave you the space to grow," Deacon said.
"I don't care about any of that. Unless you have grown tired of my company, I want you to come see me whenever you like," she said.
"Well . . . thank you," Deacon said.
With that misunderstanding behind them, they spent the next few hours discussing what she could expect from Cresh. He was not the most thorough of instructors, but he had far more subjects to cover. Also, if ever she was to get on his bad side, she need only request a demonstration. He reveled in displaying his art.
Unfortunately, sundown came all too soon. The crowd had grown tired of waiting and dispersed, so she quickly set off to the Warrior's Side and found Lain waiting. As soon as she saw his face, she felt all of the anger return. He handed her a short sword. Unlike the one he'd been using, this one was steel, every bit a lethal weapon.
"You must be very brave, handing a real sword to me after telling me what you did," she said.
"I understand you've had experience with the short sword," he said.
"I have," she said.
"We will spar a bit to see how skilled you are," he said.
"And how shall I earn my questions?" she asked.
"Still interested, are we? I thought you were content to assume and jump to conclusions," he said.
"Lain, you told me you had the leaked information in your hands! You had to know what was going to happen, and you did nothing! What am I supposed to think!" she cried.
"If you thought at all, you would not be acting as you are, but that is irrelevant. Prepare yourself," he said, lifting his own sword.
"But this is not a training sword," she said.
"I will pull my attacks if they are going to land. As for you . . . I seriously doubt that you will even come near, but if you manage to strike me, I will give you ten questions," he said. "And the offer still stands that if you draw even a single drop of blood, every answer you wish is yours."
"But--" she began.
"Begin!" he said.
He attacked slowly at first, one at a time. Her blocks were a bit sloppy, as she hadn't practiced with a sword in years. Worse were her attacks. The weapon was quite a bit heavier than the staff.
As she began to recall what her uncle and father had taught her, her performance improved. Lain noticed it and increased his attacks in both rate and intensity. The attacks were followed by a pause for her to attack. She was holding him off well enough, but her attacks were still slow. The clash of steel against steel was unnerving. Perhaps that was why he had chosen not to use the training swords. He was toying with her.
Anger had as powerful an effect on combat as it did on magic, it would seem. She fought back harder and faster. As she did, her defense suffered. More than once, an attack slipped through. She didn't even pause when it did. Lain pulled his attacks so effortlessly his flow of attack and defense was not even interrupted.
Despite the accelerating attacks, Myranda never came close to landing a blow. After a few minutes, Lain called the sparring to an end.
"You are not a cold beginner, but you can benefit from practice. A bit of discipline is in order as well," he said, not a hint of fatigue in his voice.
"Oh?" she remarked, trying to catch her breath.
"You fight as though I am trying to teach you," he said.
"Is that wrong?" she asked.
"You should fight as though I am trying to kill you," he said. "Those strikes that you trusted me to pull would have been enough to end your life. A bit more care is in order, even when the weapons aren't real. We will be switching back to training swords for the rest of the training, but I will not be pulling my blows quite so far anymore."
"You are planning on hitting me!?" she said.
"This is combat training. You need to learn about consequences," he said, tossing her the replacement for her weapon.
It was lighter, but solid. She would be able to swing it faster and more easily, but the thought of being hit by a blow as powerful as Lain was capable of was not appealing.
"We will dispense with the offense and defense drills. This will now be proper sparing. Attack or defend when the opportunity arises. Until now, you haven't had to consider counterattacks, so that is how you will earn your questions. You will earn one question for each counter you land. I will not throw any until you have thrown your first. A counter is quite different from a normal attack, so I will demonstrate the times when they are appropriate," he said.
Myranda thought she'd had enough to think about before--trying to identify when to attack, when to defend, and whether a counter was possible was like playing a game of chess in a heartbeat. The position of limbs, the distribution of weight, the speed, direction, and location of the weapon . . . she could take an hour to consider each one and still be wrong.
All too soon, the demonstration was over and the sparring began. She quickly found that during an attack or while defending, things were clear. The tenseness came in the moments when she and Lain were between attacks, quietly measuring each other, deciding what would happen next.
Finally, it happened. Myranda had leaned in for a downward strike. Her arms were raised, leaving her abdomen undefended. Lain struck with what looked to be one of his slower attacks. It most certainly did not feel like one. Myranda cried out, dropped her weapon, and doubled over. In an instant Myn was between them, desperate to stop them from fighting. The pain shot through her. It was a moment before she could regain the wind that had been knocked out of her.
"That was a kill," he said, as though his point had not been made clear enough.
She managed to recover after a minute or two and tried to continue, but Myn would have none of it.
"That is all for today. I imagine that Myn will be cutting our next few sessions short. But if she can get used to your attacks connecting, she can get used to mine," he said.
"Don't be so sure. My attacks were not as cruel as yours," she said.
"Oh, no? You were swinging with all of your might. You came near to breaking a rib once," he said.
"Impossible. You didn't make a sound," she said.
"In my line of work, it is wise to keep silent," he said.
"I don't care how disciplined you are, you would have doubled over, too, if I'd hit you as you did me," she said.
Lain dropped his weapon to the ground and grasped his right little finger with his left hand. With a sharp twist and a horrid snap, he wrenched the digit out of place. The merest flutter of his eyes was the only indication he'd felt anything. He took his hand away. Myranda cringed and turned away. When she heard a second snap, she knew that the finger would at least be where it had started.
"Why didn't you tell me? I wouldn't have struck so hard," she said.
"You will never learn to fight properly if you are pulling your attacks. I want you to fight as you had before, or I will never answer another question," he said.
A terrible guilt filled Myranda.
"Let me see your hand," she said.
"No need," he said.
"Just let me see. It is swelling already," she said.
A whisper of a thought was enough to heal the minor damage he'd done. While she was at it, she healed the blow she had taken.
"Unlike you, I can't stand idle while someone suffers," she said.
"Sometimes standing idle is the best course of action," he said before retiring to his hut.
Myranda gritted her teeth in anger as she walked away. Myn canted sideways behind her, trying her best to keep an eye on both of them. Past sundown, it would seem that the throng of admirers had better things to do, as she was not assaulted by them as she headed back to Deacon's hut. Myn barged in as before, and rushed over to him to start sniffing at his tunic's pocket.
"Stop. I said one per day. You've had yours," he said, protecting his pocket from her search long enough for her to give up and retreat to Myranda for a scratch on the head.
Deacon could see that something was on Myranda's mind.
"I suppose that things didn't go well today," he said.
Myranda fumed for a moment before she could answer.
"Deacon. Lain . . . he could have done something about the massacre," she said.
"What massacre? Ah! The one you told me about, at Kenvard. He could have prevented it? How?" he asked.
"He found the person who leaked the information! He knew it was going to happen!" she said.
"What did he do with the information?" he asked.
"Nothing!" she said.
"Well, that was decent of him," Deacon said.
"Decent of him!? I cannot think of something worse he could have done!" she cried.
"He could have sold it to a higher bidder, or delivered it himself to receive the payment intended for the man he killed," Deacon said.
Myranda paused for a moment. Each was admittedly far worse than doing nothing at all.
"But still--he could have warned them!" she said.
"Well, I suppose you are right," he agreed. Almost immediately, a confused look struck his face as a thought came to mind. The same thought struck Myranda as well.
"Why would he need to?" she realized. "If the intelligence never got delivered, the Tressons couldn't have known about the weakness . . ."
"Indeed. One wonders how the massacre could have happened at all. That is, if Lain's word can be trusted," Deacon said.
"I don't think Lain cares enough about what I think to lie to me anymore. And after how I have acted, I don't blame him," Myranda said.
After having a late meal, Myranda retired.
#
The days to follow began a new routine for her. She awoke, had breakfast, and played with Myn for an hour or so. The little dragon was now quite the flier. Once airborne, she could stay aloft seemingly indefinitely, and before long, she was able to take off from the ground rather than a rooftop. Once the flight was over, either through the fatigue or choice of Myn, Myranda would stop by Deacon's to look for any tips before venturing to Cresh's hut.
Once there, she would learn the next step in a long string of earth magics. Despite the language barrier, Cresh was a very good teacher, managing to coach her through refining the size and direction of her tremors, identifying the qualities unique to each type of earth, and even coaxing plants to grow faster, larger, and stronger. This last topic was the most difficult, and required nearly three weeks to complete. In this time, Myranda found that she had come to understand his odd language well enough to not rely so heavily on the gestures.
Her time with Lain was the most trying. Over a week of battle was needed to finally convince Myn that Lain and Myranda were not fighting out of anger again. This, however, was not completely true. Myranda's apology for her behavior prompted no response at all from Lain. He fought in almost complete silence each day. She managed a pair of well-placed counter attacks, several days apart, but they differed from her other achievements. She stumbled upon them less in a moment of epiphany, and more through some new instinct that she was developing. They were almost mechanical in nature. Lain's only words on the topic were to remark that such was as it should be.
Further trying was the fact that, with each passing day, sparing with Lain was becoming more difficult. A bit more speed and a bit more accuracy found their way into his maneuvers every time they fought. He was keeping his skill level just beyond hers. Before long, the clear openings for her to attack vanished, and the split-second openings for counterattack were shaved thinner and thinner.
Five weeks after starting her work with Cresh, the dwarf indicated that it would be a fine time to offer her the final test. There had been no warning that the end was near until now. At least, none that she'd managed to understand. He produced an apple from his pocket, proclaiming it to be, apparently, the last fresh one to be had in the village. Myranda wondered where the others had gone, and how many there had been, considering in all of her time in Entwell she'd seen neither an apple nor an apple tree. The latter fact, it would appear, would soon be remedied.
Cresh took a bite of the fruit, dug his fingers into its core, and retrieved a seed. The dwarf launched into a speech that was apparently very amusing, as he punctuated it with stifled laughter. A quick tremor churned up the earth beside his hut enough to yield to the seed when he dropped it. After pushing it into the soil, he requested that Myranda replace the lost apple, as well as supply the pantries of the whole village. Her success would hinge upon how the apples tasted. He expected to be sinking his teeth into one by sundown.
"Sundown!?" she objected, hoping that perhaps she had misunderstood him.
The dwarf replied with the beginnings of yet another long-winded exposition on one subject or another, but the vigorous nodding that preceded it was all the answer she needed. Had Myranda known that the test would be on this day, she would have arrived earlier. The sun was only a few hours from the horizon. She set to work immediately. The method was one she had practiced time and time again. She would mingle her energies with those of the seed, coaxing it to sprout. Once the growth had begun, she would provide for its every need from her own strength. Until now, she had only done so with weeds, and in some occasions, flowers. The tree required far more nurturing than any of the previous plants.
Halfway through the first hour, the sapling of the tree had emerged from the ground, and leaves were beginning to form. This test was unlike the others. Whereas the fire and wind were enormously taxing to keep fed for the appropriate amount of time, they required only one type of energy. The tree's needs were many and varied, requiring her to call upon nearly all of what she knew of earth magic to meet them. The elements in the soil had to be drawn into the still-growing roots at many hundreds of times the speed that nature would have allowed. Similarly, Myranda's spirit took the place of the sun as the source of energy for the leaves to feed on. Only water was provided by Cresh, as water was not the point of this test.
Another half-hour saw a tree as tall as she.
The task of growing the tree, while growing in intensity, decreased in complexity as the end grew near. Though dizzied by the energy she'd spent, Myranda was able to push enough of the spell to the back of her mind to be able to appreciate the completion of her handiwork. It was a sight to behold as new cracks in the bark appeared. The leaves shriveled and dropped away onto a growing mound beneath the tree. Almost immediately, the greenish brown leaf-buds reappeared, followed in turn by the brilliant white apple blossoms. A breath of wind that she conjured pollinated the flowers and the resultant fruits plumped before her eyes. She cut off the flow of energy just as the last of them reddened.
Through the virtue of her magic, she had brought this tree through two dozen seasons in the space of an afternoon.
The sun had, by rights, set a few minutes prior, but as the sky was till rosy with its light, Cresh decided that the time requirement had been met. He reached for an apple, but found the lowest of them just be out of reach. He raised the crystal-tipped root he used as a staff. The tree lowered its branch as though it had a mind of its own, and shook an apple free into his hand. The dwarf sniffed the fruit thoughtfully before taking a bite, considering the flavor as a connoisseur might sample a fine wine. Finally, he declared the endurance test to be complete.
Myranda heaved a sigh of relief, as she had far more strength and clarity left now than she had entering into any of the other tests of dexterity.
Myranda was led inside of his hut, and the door was shut behind her. A table was in the middle of the room, and a chair had been grown before it. Atop it was set a bowl filled with gray sand. A pair of empty bowls was set beside it. Cresh spread a pinch of the sand on the palm of his hand to reveal that there were actually fine grains of black and white mixed thoroughly enough for the bowl's contents to seem uniformly gray. He then produced a blindfold, which he secured over her eyes. She was to separate the black and white into the separate bowls without the use of the eyes or her hands. With that, Cresh retired to another room.
She reached out with her weakened mind. The differences in the energies of different types of earth were difficult to detect in the clearest of mind. Despite her many impairments, the black grains were soon clearly unique enough in her mind's eye to separate. The spell to manipulate earth was one she had learned well, but with so much of her concentration devoted to keeping the two types distinct, when the time came to move them, they seemed as heavy as lead weights. Moving them more than a few at a time seemed impossible, but she pressed on. By the time the last white grain found its way to its own bowl, she felt as though she'd moved a mountain.
Cresh pulled the blindfold from the weary girl's head and patted her on the back, chuckling. She opened her eyes to the light of a torch and smiled weakly at the reason for his laughter. While she had succeeded in separating the sand, she had been less precise where the sand landed. Rather than in the respective bowls, she had managed to scatter the sand anywhere but. The only clear spot was the bowl that the sand had formerly occupied. Fortunately Cresh was satisfied. He handed her an apple and helped her to her feet and out the door.
The hour was late. None of the admirers and well-wishers were awake--save Deacon, who had remained despite being required to wait outside of the hut. He helped her to her hut and set her on her bed.
"Well, this is a refreshing change. You finished a test and did not need to be carried home," he said.
"A personal best," she said, lying down. Myn hopped atop her immediately.
"Sleep well. When you recover, you shall begin work on the final elemental magic," he said.
Myranda likely hadn't been awake long enough to hear the end of the sentence.
 



Chapter 31
Myranda awoke after a black, dreamless sleep, and stumbled forth groggily. Myn led her to Deacon--who, in turn, led her to the food hall. As they ate, and she shook off the last of the sleep, they spoke.
"How many days has it been this time?" Myranda asked.
"Only a single night has passed. Another personal best for you. Here, have one," he said, placing another of her apples before her.
"Ah, yes. The fruits of my efforts. I still have the one that he gave me last night," she said, taking a bite. The flavor was familiar, but different. It had a hint of something that made it unlike any apple that she had ever tasted. Her face betrayed her thoughts.
"Curious? The apple tastes different because you grew it. When a person prompts a plant into being, the result is a fruit slightly different from any grown before. You leave your mark. What's more, any apple tree grown from a seed from this one will bear fruit with the same quality. You have given birth to a new breed," he said.
"I like it," she said, munching happily.
"Are you quite rested? Calypso has already been told of your completion and is eagerly awaiting you," Deacon said.
"I feel well enough to do a bit today. Calypso . . . I haven't met her yet," she said.
"No, I don't believe you have. Well, we shall remedy that soon enough," he said.
After the meal, Myranda fetched her staff and was taken directly to her next trainer. At least, she was told so. When she reached her destination, she found it to be the small lake near the edge of the village toward the sea. Myn sniffed at the water and immediately retreated. She seemed terrified of the stuff, and adamant that Myranda not go near it. Apparently, the circumstances of their arrival in this place had taken their toll on the poor creature.
"Calypso!" Deacon called out.
They waited a few moments before he called again.
"I know that I learned my fire magic from a dragon. Does this mean I will be learning my water magic from a fish?" Myranda asked.
"Well . . . I suppose that would be half correct," he said, picking up a small stone and skipping it across the surface.
The ripples spread across the top of the lake. Among them was a small, more stable ripple that ran steadily toward them. It grew stronger as it approached. Through the water, something distorted could be seen beneath the ripple. When it had made it to the water's edge, the disturbance finally emerged. It was a fantastically beautiful woman. She was wearing a shimmering bodice and had long golden hair. Around her neck hung a pendant that contained her gem. Whereas most had been as near to clear as possible, hers was a deep blue. Just visible beneath the water was an exquisite emerald tail, like that of a fish, that was the precise color of her eyes. She was a mermaid. Her voice had such a pristine clarity that she seemed to be singing every word.
"Deacon! Always a pleasure! And this must be Myranda! I have heard some very impressive things about you, my dear. These next few weeks will be a treat!" she said.
"I am quite sure that you two will have a fine time together--but remember that Myranda is still unaccustomed to the whimsical attitudes of wizards. Please treat her gently," Deacon requested.
"Deacon, I am shocked that you would think that I would treat my guests with anything less than complete and utter civility. Now come on, we've so much to do!" Calypso exclaimed.
With that, she grasped Myranda's hand and pulled her into the water. Before either she or Myn could object, the helpless girl was dragged swiftly to the bottom of the lake, near the center.
"There. That is so much better. Out of that hot sun and harsh breeze," Calypso said, turning to her guest.
Myranda was floundering and struggling to keep her breath. The trip to the bottom had been so sudden she hadn't even the time to take a deep breath.
"Oh. Silly me," Calypso said, touching her fingers to the amulet.
Myranda dropped to the lake bed and took a long, wracking breath. Her panic turned to confusion as the cool water filled her lungs and she no longer longed for air. She stood and tentatively took a second "breath," if such a word could still be applied. Her clothes and hair billowed about her as the slight currents swept past her, while she felt as steady on the pebble-covered ground as if she were on dry land.
Now that she was able to relax, Myranda looked at her surroundings. The light danced on the ground in the most beautiful way. The slight blue tint of the water seemed to highlight the green of the algae on the rocks. In the distance, what must be Calypso's quarters stood majestically, a hut just like the others, though a bit larger. It seemed frightfully out of place at the bottom of a lake.
"What did you do to me?" Myranda asked.
"Oh, that little spell? I merely swapped the roles of water and air for you. It is rather simple; every mermaid and merman knows it. If we didn't, we would hardly get any surface visitors at all, and those we did would be holding their breath. Not that I mind, of course. If you want to hold your breath, that is your business, but it really cuts into conversation," she said.
Calypso spoke with a speed that was almost disorienting, yet with perfect diction and tremendous expression. Cresh had spoken volumes at a time, but the few words she had understood made the conversations at least manageable, albeit one-sided. The mermaid grinned at the bewildered look on Myranda's face.
"I apologize in advance to for my tendency to ramble. You see, I am the one and only water-dweller in the whole of this wonderful little village. As a result, I am seldom blessed with visitors, and when anyone does come down here, it is always strictly business. I suppose that is why you have come here as well, but what I have heard of you tells me that you are very personable. I mean that, of course, in the sense that you have a fine personality, rather than the meaning that you are attractive.
"Which is not to say that you are not attractive. Quite the opposite. I merely intend to imply that attractiveness is not the quality that I was looking forward to. Deacon told me. He is a dear, and he thinks the world of you. Always raving about you, your mind, your skill. I've never seen the boy more excited. It does him good, though. I do hope you feel the same about him," she said.
"Oh, I do. I only wish that I could learn a bit of what he has to teach. It seems interesting, but we haven't had the time," Myranda said, after her mind had managed to catch up to the question. The brief silence seemed unusually long in light of the torrent of words Calypso produced.
"What he has to teach? Oh, yes, you mean his magic. I'm sorry, dear, but I wasn't concerned about what you thought of him as a magician. Although you are, of course, correct. Quite staggering, the knowledge he has. And there is so much of it in the spells that we elemental wizards use. I tell you, it is a wonder that he isn't more respected than we. But, then, that is politics for you. No one had ever expected there to be a Master who specialized in gray, and so there is no place for one in the old ways. Antiquated, I say, but still we cling to them. Oh, there I go wandering again. The subject was Deacon. Yes, I was rather more concerned about what you thought of him as a person," she said.
"He is a fine person. He is most certainly my very best friend," Myranda replied.
"Excellent! It does my heart good to meet someone with a bit of life left in her. I honestly cannot say that I have heard the word 'friend' used here since my arrival. It is always 'colleague' or 'associate.' Lifeless words.
"Most that come here have already rendered themselves down into little more than a repository of information about this or that. These people can scarcely open their mouths without a statement about magic or battle spilling out. They forget that there is a life to be lived, but not you. And, since you have arrived, not Deacon. Doesn't spend nearly the time in that dusty old hut keeping those books. You know, before you showed up, he hadn't come to see me in over two years?
"I tell you, you have been a tonic for him. As a matter of fact, I would like to see more of the two of you together. After we get the preliminaries out of the way, I say we bring him down here. He can assist me. Better yet, he can distract you enough to keep you down here a bit longer, and I'll have more company. However, before we can put that plan into action, there is the small matter of giving you the basics of my art. You know the procedure by now. Ears and mind focused, everything else ignored. Didn't you have a staff when you came here?" Calypso spouted.
Myranda had become so lost in her words that it took her a moment to realize that she had been addressed.
"Oh, yes, I did bring my staff. Where has it gone to?" Myranda wondered.
Myranda looked around her feet. Calypso, more accustomed to the environment, looked in the other direction.
"Ah, there we are," she said, spying the staff that was now bobbing on the surface of the water.
With a speed and grace that made her seem as fluid as the water around her, Calypso darted up and snatched the staff, returning to the waiting student.
"Hold on to that, or else I'll let you get it next time," she said playfully.
Myranda swiftly entered the focused state of mind.
"Very good. Now, I suppose I really haven't much to say, though that is not to say that I will not be saying much. You see, save the specific mystic quality of the element, dealing with water is identical to dealing with air. They are both fluid. Water is thicker and heavier than air, of course. This will require a bit more energy to work with it, but the principles, at least in the beginning, are the same. In a way, Ayna has done my work for me.
"First, I want you to get a feel for what water 'looks like' mystically," Calypso said.
Myranda looked through her mind's eye, reaching out with her spirit into her surroundings. The water around her was something of a cool, feathery feeling in her mind.
"Once you have it, move it about. I want to feel the current," Calypso said.
Myranda did as Ayna had taught to this new element. It was indeed much more difficult to move. She felt as though she were pushing on a wall. Regardless, after a bit of effort, the mass of water around her began to shift.
"Fine. Fine work," she said. "Now, just for the practice of it, cast the spell."
"I am casting it," Myranda said.
"Oh, I am sorry. Terminology has never been my strong suit. You see, the word cast, as in 'cast a spell,' is used to mean the same as throw or some such. When I use it I think of it as 'form the spell' or 'shape the spell.' I don't recall what the word is that we have decided upon to mean what I mean. Set the spell, I suppose. Oh, whatever the others called it," Calypso said.
"I am afraid I don't know what you mean," Myranda said.
"Honestly? Well, then the others have been remiss. It is a very useful thing to do. I would wager to say that it effectively doubles the usefulness of a spell. You see, what I want you to do is to allow the spell to continue in the absence of your concentration. It is quite simple. Just increase the amount of force you are using to create the effect, but do not increase the effect. Think of it as, say, clenching your fist about a handful of wet sand. When you relax your hand, it keeps its form. The energy in the water will do the same thing, staying in the excited form you had coaxed it into," Calypso said.
Myranda tried, but it was not immediately apparent how to do so. Refreshingly, Calypso watched and coached her as she went. This was something that, owing to Ayna's attitude and Cresh's language, hadn't happened properly since Solomon had taught her. It took several tries, but finally she loosened her mind and, lo and behold, the current she had conjured did not weaken for nearly a minute.
"Remarkable," Myranda said, feeling the fruits of her labor without the veil of concentration for the first time.
"I agree. And there is so much more to show you," Calypso said.
As the light filtering through the water waned, Myranda learned how to draw air from the water, eventually creating a bubble the size of her head. Calypso assured her that in no time she would be able to create one large enough to stand in, and after a bit more education, large enough to ride in.
All too soon it was time for her to leave.
"Well, I will see you tomorrow," Calypso said, holding her hand as she whisked the girl back to the water's edge.
"I look forward to it," Myranda said.
She walked a few more steps, emerging from the water. There was an odd sensation of heaviness. Myn, who had been watching anxiously and waiting for hours, sprang to her feet and tried to usher her away from the water.
"It is all right, Myn. There is nothing to be scared of," Myranda said, or tried to at least. Instead water poured from her mouth. She took a breath of air, and found it worthless to her. Realizing what was happening, she turned and plunged her head back into the water. After a long breath, she opened her eyes. There before her was Calypso. She was lying on the floor of the bank, just below the surface of the water, smiling. Her face was so close their noses were practically touching.
"Something wrong, dear?" she asked innocently.
"I can't breathe up here," Myranda said.
"Is that so?" Calypso asked.
"And I can barely move," she said.
"I suppose you would like me to undo that little spell I cast," she said.
"I would appreciate it," Myranda answered.
"You know, you could stay down here, if you like," Calypso offered.
"I would love to, but I have another trainer to see," Myranda explained.
"Who?" Calypso asked.
"Lain. Do you suppose you could undo the spell and finish this conversation on the surface? I feel a bit odd with my face plunged down in the water," Myranda said.
"Lain? I cannot picture him . . . never mind, bring him down, too! The more the merrier," she said, hopefully.
"Ouch!" Myranda exclaimed.
"What is it?" Calypso asked.
"Myn is trying to pull me out of the water. She is terrified of it," Myranda said.
"Well, well. We are just full of excuses, aren't we? Very well. I shall see you tomorrow, bright and early. And do bring Deacon!" she said, touching her fingers to her pendant.
In a typically playful fashion, the mermaid neglected to allow time for Myranda to withdraw her head from the water before undoing the spell. The result was a fit of coughing and sputtering as she hoisted her head up and took her first real breath of air since she'd gone below. She was soaked to the bone, and though it was far warmer here than it should have been for winter, she was beginning to shiver. As she began to walk away, she heard her teacher surface.
"Here, just to show that I am not all bad," she called out.
Myranda heard her snap her fingers sharply and instantly the water fell away from her like a sheet, a good deal of it splashing on Myn. With the water gone, she immediately felt more comfortable.
"I will be sure to teach you that one. It tends to be rather handy," she said, leaping up and splashing down gracefully in the water.
Myn shook off the water and looked scornfully at the lake.
"Don't be too hard on her, Myn. She is just lonely. It makes people do strange things. I can vouch for that," Myranda said as she headed to the dining hall.
Deacon had apparently retired to continue his scribing, as he was not about. She enjoyed a meal, and headed to Lain. In keeping with the recent trend, he seemed to be fighting faster and harder than any day before. It was a struggle to keep up with him, and as his attacks landed more and more frequently, Myranda slowly began to treat their encounters as real battles. She found herself fighting not to learn, but to win.
There was a feeling. It wasn't fear, or anger, or hate. It was something deeper. It stirred her to swing harder and move faster. She felt it more strongly every time she landed a hit, and found herself longing for more when the training was done. At the end of the day, she retired to her bed, hardly aware of any blows she had taken. By morning, there would be no sign of a bruise, as that which Deacon had spoken of was beginning to happen. Her mind began to work at a healing spell instinctively after an attack, and continued to work in some small way even while she slept.
#
Trigorah stood in the throne room, her eyes scanning tapestries and portraits. Her elfish lineage had afforded her a very long life. She turned her eyes to the portrait of King Erdrick II. It was under his rule that she had begun her military career. He had blessed the creation of the Elites. He had even been the one to promote her to the level of general. He had been a great man. Trigorah had seen his son grow, and was present at the coronation. That was many years ago.
There were footsteps behind her. Trigorah turned, and swiftly dropped to one knee, head bowed.
"Your Imperial and Royal Majesty," she uttered.
"Rise, and dispense with the titles," the king replied wearily.
General Teloran stood. There was a time when it would have been unthinkable to be surprised by the appearance of a king. He should have been preceded by fanfare, by a royal procession. In the beginning, he was. Alas, as the years passed and the war marched on, the king had become less and less a leader. It was as though he shared the plight of his land. The decades of war had steadily drained them both of life and spirit. Now he was a withered husk of a man. When not attending to the affairs his people, King Erdrick III paced the halls of his nearly empty castle. His eyes had a faded, distant quality. The eyes of a man who had done things that could not be undone.
"Awaiting General Bagu, no doubt?" the king asked as he settled down into the throne.
"I am," the general replied.
The king nodded.
"He has this conflict firmly in hand, it would appear," he said.
"Not as firmly as he might, but surely you are aware," Trigorah answered.
"Bagu has not seen fit to involve me in his actions in some time. Even my seal and signature, which he had so meticulously seen applied to each order and dispatch, has not been requested in months," he explained. "It was my hope that perhaps his--"
The door to Bagu's chamber opened and his voice issued forth.
"General Teloran, step inside, please," Bagu requested.
"General, the king was speaking," Trigorah stated.
"Your Majesty, the matter is of great importance," said Bagu.
"Go. The war comes first. Always, the war comes first," the king said.
Trigorah reluctantly stepped through the door and closed it behind her. Bagu was seated at his desk. His normally calm and collected expression was tempered with the tiniest hint of impatience and concern.
"I must object to your behavior in the presence of the king," said Trigorah. She was in no position to issue a reprimand, but nonetheless her tone carried a sting.
"Noted. What news have you of the girl?" he demanded.
"She has not left the cave of the beast, but I am confident that she is still alive," Trigorah explained.
"What possible source can you have for such confidence?" Bagu asked.
"She has shown herself to be resourceful, intelligent, and resilient. Furthermore, the assassin is with her. If he wishes her to be alive, she shall be alive," Trigorah explained.
"Epidime has been unable to detect her. He has been known to track targets to their graves and beyond," Bagu reminded her.
"Epidime is skilled, there can be no arguing that. However, he is not infallible. With all due respect to him as a fellow general, he is blind of his own shortcomings," she replied.
"And the sword?" he asked.
"The Red Shadow would not have been so foolish as to bring it with him. He knows we seek him, as well as the girl and the sword. The scoundrel is wise enough not to place all of our targets such that they may be gathered in a single stroke," she reasoned. "No, he would have concealed it. That said, if he does not wish it found, it will not be found."
General Bagu steepled his fingers once more and pressed them to his lips.
"You found the assassin's go-between once. You shall find him again. When you do, you will secure the sword and bring it to me," he decreed. "I sincerely doubt that this Myranda still lives, but see to it that your men are vigilant. Important times are at hand and we cannot afford to be caught by surprise."
"General, if I may make a suggestion . . ." Trigorah attempted.
"You may not. You have your orders. If you wish ever to be returned to battlefront command, I suggest you follow them," he hissed.
"As you wish," she replied.
General Trigorah bit her tongue and pulled open the door of the office. As she marched through the throne room, she looked to the king one last time. The old man's gaze, a knowing look of defeat, caught hers briefly. Trigorah looked away. She had a task at hand. However difficult, however misguided, she had a job to do. It was her duty to succeed. And succeed she would.
 



Chapter 32
The next day, Myranda awoke to her normal routine. Deacon, while having breakfast with her, was thrilled to hear that Calypso intended to involve him in the training. He raved for a time about what gray magics he could teach that would mesh perfectly with water magics. His enthusiasm was contagious, and by the time the two had set off for the lake, she was more excited about learning the things he had spoken of than the things Calypso had in mind.
Myn, however, felt differently. She was no fool, and when it became clear that they were headed back to that wretched lake, she leapt in front of them, spreading her wings to block their way.
"What is this all about?" Deacon asked.
"Ever since we had to make it through that waterfall, she hates the water. She is trying to protect me from it," Myranda said.
"Oh. Well, that is quite noble, if perhaps a bit misguided. You really have nothing to worry about. It can't hurt you if you don't let it," Deacon said, directing the final comments at the dragon.
"I think that is what she is trying to do. She won't let the water hurt me," Myranda said.
"Ah, yes. Well, let us just go visit Lain, then," Deacon offered with a strange tone and a wink.
The two walked toward Lain's hut. Myn followed for a few steps, but paused.
"Come on! Let's visit him. I promise, we won't even fight," Myranda said.
Myn looked questioningly at Myranda. The dragon then turned back to the spot at which they had been standing. She sniffed curiously.
"This way!" Deacon urged.
Myn lashed at the empty space with her tail. After the whip crack of it striking something, the veil of invisibility, as well as the pair of illusions, dropped away. Deacon was hopping painfully on one leg and Myranda was laughing.
"Clever little thing, aren't you. Practically any other animal would have followed the illusions. I suppose that I had best look into both covering our scent and producing a false one. I ought to thank you for illustrating a weakness in my methods," Deacon said.
With a bit of effort, the trio managed to make it to the lake again. Myranda tried her best to convince Myn the water was safe.
"Permit me to demonstrate," Deacon said.
He waded out into the lake until he was waist-deep. Myn watched cautiously.
"There, you see? Nothing has happened!" he said.
"Myn, watch me. I promise you that nothing bad will happen. And when I am in the water and you can see that it is safe, you can come in, too. Then you will know that there is nothing to be afraid of, and we won't have this problem anymore," Myranda said.
Myn, with the utmost of reluctance, stepped aside to let Myranda wade in beside Deacon. She stood, chilled a bit, but unharmed. When a few more moments passed with no ill effects, Myn began to edge closer to the water. She touched the surface and leapt back at the sudden cool feeling. After building courage again, she ventured back to the water's edge and dipped in a single foot. It had no sooner broken the surface than Myranda and Deacon suddenly jerked beneath the surface.
Myn sprang backward. When her friends didn't reappear, she panicked, finally taking to the air and gliding across the top of the water. She could see the two humans streaking along the bottom of the lake, being dragged by the mermaid from the day before. When the center of the lake had been reached the water creature touched her pendant and the pair of humans dropped to the lake floor.
"Why did you do that!?" Myranda scolded.
"Well, you were just standing in the water. There is only so much daylight, we've got to use every drop of it," Calypso said.
"But Myn was just starting to trust me that the water was safe. You may as well be a sea monster, pulling us under like that. I promised her that nothing would happen!" Myranda said.
"I think she knows nothing is wrong. Look," Calypso said, pointing up to the surface.
Myranda looked up. Through the rippling surface they could see Myn skimming just above, looking down longingly.
"Oh, drat. My potatoes," Deacon said, realizing too late that the pair he had brought along as anticipated rewards for good behavior floated to the surface.
Myn skillfully snatched them.
"You didn't earn those!" he cried after her.
"She'll get tired and land eventually. Now, before we get too deep into our studies, I think that we three are long overdue for a chat. Learning magic is a fine way to spend a day, but a good conversation is food for the soul. I find that after a spirited exchange, I am far more prepared to do my casting, and I think you will feel the same. So, where to begin? Have you any questions for me?" Calypso asked.
"Well, I had been wondering . . ." Myranda said, looking worriedly at Myn as she made another pass.
"Yes, what is it?" Calypso asked.
"How exactly did you get here? I know that the rest of you were either born here, or entered through the cave. You couldn't have," Myranda said.
"Oh, couldn't I? You are no doubt aware that the cave is mostly filled with water for the vast majority of the year. While it is draining, some of the water finds its way to the mouth of the cave in the form of a stream. Most filters through a honeycomb of tunnels and caverns that are full of water year round. At least one such cave connects with the ocean on the landward side of a very treacherous rock formation that runs nearly the entire coast.
"I was busy exploring said cave and I found my way up into the then-flooded main section. It didn't stay flooded long enough for me to find my way out again. As the water drained away, I was forced further and further along until I slipped into that smooth little bowl the waterfall has carved out. To my surprise, I was helped to this lovely little lake and here I have lived, quite happily, ever since. I can't say I don't miss the other merfolk, but I wouldn't trade all that I have learned and seen here for anything," she said.
"Really? Remarkable," Myranda said.
"Oh, but I always do the talking. I can hear my own voice anytime. Let's hear about you!" Calypso said.
Myranda proceeded to retell the story of her life for what seemed like the hundredth time since her arrival. Deacon continually reached for his book to find his notes on the subject. Even in the water, he kept it by his side, casting a half-dozen spells to protect it from any damage it might take for the time being. When the tale worked its way to her arrival, Deacon did more telling than she, so excited was he. It was just as well. Myranda could never manage to tell of her own accomplishments without feeling she was boasting. Deacon concluded with a very detailed account of the Hollow incident.
"Hollow. Quite a creepy fellow. Come here, Myranda. Let us see this mark of yours," the mermaid said.
Myranda showed the thin white scar that had begun this bizarre journey of hers.
"Ah. Yes. It is just as I had imagined it. Simple, elegant. The work of the spirits--or the gods. Tell me, Deacon, do we know yet what it means that this girl has the mark, but was not born with it?" she asked.
"There were a number of phrases we've been able to translate from Hollow's latest speech that seem to allude to it," Deacon said, flipping to a seemingly random page in the book. "Yes, right here. ‘A mark both fresh and faded belongs to the carpenter'; 'A label of white adorns that which will see each.' Things of that nature."
"I see; well, that certainly answers that." Calypso snorted. "Honestly. The spirits could be a bit more straightforward in their messages. If they truly wanted us to know what they were saying, they would say it more clearly. Well, regardless of what that mark means, we had best be sure you become what you are capable of. Let us begin the lesson," Calypso decided.
The routine that formed that day would prove to make the next two weeks the most pleasant since Myranda's arrival. Aside from having to practically plead with Myn for permission to enter the water each day, and the inevitable pranks that Calypso would play, she had a glorious time. In the early lessons, Deacon and Calypso were equally involved in teaching her--though, as the days progressed, Calypso allowed Deacon to do as he pleased, preferring to watch and offer comments where needed.
Each lesson would end at the water's edge, where Deacon would really shine. He taught her to levitate the water by filling it with her energy as she might slip her hand into a glove. As the time went on, she found that she could will the elevated water into simple shapes. Each day, of course, ended with her sessions with Lain, which continued to grow more challenging and frustrating with each fruitless battle, but even the sparring matches were not wholly unpleasant. They at least proved to her that she could hold her own with a gifted warrior--who, by this time, could not have been holding much back.
The end of the second week marked the beginning of the lessons that would have to be done entirely on the land, as she would be doing the reverse of what she'd done before. Instead of drawing air from the water, she would be drawing water from air. Myranda was having great trouble with it. Calypso sat on the shore, instructing Myranda and allowing Deacon to be her hands.
"I don't see why you don't give yourself a pair of legs for the time being. That is what you had done for all of your other students," Deacon said.
"Yes, but I feel this is easier. No, no. Myranda, that is not quite right. You need to hold the staff lower; the energy will flow more smoothly. Deacon, show her," Calypso said.
"She is right; it needs to be a bit lower, and your other hand a bit higher. You have to leave room for the ball of water to form. Later, you can twist the magic any way you wish, but right now you should be focusing on the spell, not the energy it takes to cast it," Deacon said.
"I can tell her. I asked you to show her," the mermaid said.
Deacon stood beside Myranda and guided her hands. He was fairly shaking as he touched her, taking his hands away quickly when her hands had reached the correct position.
"There, I, uh . . . that is approximately where they, uh, ought to be," he said, stumbling over his words and seeming slightly out of breath.
It was the first time since she'd met him that he had been anything but eloquent. A blush came to his cheeks. Myranda realized that she was blushing a bit, too. Calypso noticed it and grinned. The girl tried the spell again, but found that she couldn't manage it. She was having trouble concentrating. The grin on the mermaid's face turned to a smile. She beckoned for Deacon. When he waded over to her, she whispered something into his ear.
"But why?" Deacon responded.
"Well, you agree, don't you?" she asked.
"Of course I agree, but I cannot imagine that she wouldn't already know," he said.
"Well, don't you think it would be best to be sure?" she asked.
"I suppose," he said, turning to Myranda. "Myranda, you are, um, very lovely."
Myranda could feel the warm blush fill her face.
"Thank you," she said.
"Oh, there is no need to thank me. I am merely speaking the truth. I frankly do not see why Calypso thought it needed to be said," he said.
The mermaid laughed.
"You know a great deal about a great many things, Deacon, but you still have a few things to learn. That is enough for today. There is plenty of time to get it right," she said.
"Oh, no! I had forgotten until this morning. We may not have the time we thought," Deacon said.
"Why wouldn't we?" Calypso asked.
"The full moon came on the first day of this month," he said.
"Did it!? I hadn't been paying attention. How exciting!" she said.
"What do you mean? What is this all about?" Myranda asked.
"There will be another moon before the month is out! A blue moon!" Calypso said.
Deacon answered Myranda's questioning look.
"I've spoken of it before. I must have. It is a night when mystic energies run higher than any other. Acts of magic impossible on any other day can be done when the moon reaches its peak on that night. It is a tradition that on such a night we attempt to summon a being described in detail by the prophecy. This being is born of the elements themselves, and it is most assuredly one of the Chosen, and represents the sole exception of our rule banning summoning. However, it will not arise unless the mystic power used to conjure it is influenced by the strength of another Chosen.
"For as long as this place has existed, it has been used as the test to see for certain if one of the Chosen is among us, and it would be a crime if you were not included in the ceremony," Deacon said.
"And I need to be a Master of the elements by then, if I am to be a part . . ." she recalled.
"Indeed. You will need to finish your training with me and have your overall exam by the end of next week. We will indeed need to hurry. Oh, curse it all. I finally get student with a personality and I have to push her through faster than any other. Someone up there is toying with me," Calypso said. "No matter, though. Myranda, you ought to get a bit more rest than usual tonight. We will need to push you harder tomorrow. Enjoy. Deacon, would you remain for a bit? I need to discuss something with you."
Myranda headed off while Deacon lingered.
"What was it you needed to discuss?" he asked.
"In a moment," Calypso said, waiting until Myranda was well out of earshot. When their privacy was assured, she continued. "You like her. As more than a colleague."
"Well, I . . ." he began.
"It is an observation, not a question. She likes you as well. I know that you aren't going to confess your feelings so easily, so let me just give you a word of advice. If you feel that you wish things to move forward between the two of you, invite her with you to watch the opening of the cave when the falls relent. There is something about that place. It is where your parents met. It is where many parents met," she said. "Now go. Think about it."
#
The training continued the next day. The feeling was far more serious now. The days that followed were filled to the brim with education. The gray magic expertise that Deacon offered sped her progress markedly, so much so that there was a bit of time at the end of each day to slip in some pure gray magic, particularly illusions. By the time the end of the following week had drawn near, Myranda was deemed ready for the final exam.
A large bowl with a hole in it was placed on a stand, just as Solomon had done in his test. However, this one was far larger, and the hole was smaller. She was charged with filling it with water by conjuring it from the air. The task would have been a simple one if not for the drain. Now she would not only have to conjure up enough water to fill it, but she would have to do it quickly enough to do so before it poured away.
Myranda set her mind to work, reaching out and drawing in all of the moisture she could muster. It came in a tiny trickle into the bowl, and flowed out just as quickly. She would need to do much better. Her mind fanned out, reaching in all directions to try to find more water. The trickle increased, but not nearly enough. There must be enough water somewhere. She was not permitted to draw it from the lake or the sea; it had to be from the air. Finally, her mind happened upon what appeared to be a monumental mass of water suspended on its own. She began to draw it forth, but it must have been very far away, because she couldn't hear the trickle increase. She opened her eyes to see all in attendance looking up.
"You didn't warn her about that, did you?" Deacon said.
"Neither did you. This is going to be entertaining," Calypso said with a grin.
Myranda wanted to crane her head and see what had attracted their attention, but the strain of concentrating was growing greater, as though she were pulling an ocean, yet nothing came. Then, in a tumult so sudden it nearly tore her from her focused state, the water came all at once. It was like a torrent coming down--not only where she intended, but everywhere else. Myranda guided as much of the water as she could manage into the bowl, not daring to open her eyes until she was finished, fearful of what she might see.
"Enough! Well done! On to dexterity," Calypso said joyfully.
The girl opened her eyes to see that, despite the fact that she was no longer drawing it forth, water was falling like a savage rain. She had reached forth and drawn down the very clouds, and what she had begun would have to continue until the storm had run its course. The people watching her scattered for shelter. Myn, who was just getting over the shock of being doused so suddenly, returned to Myranda's side. Now, all who remained to watch her were Calypso, quite at home in the rain, Deacon, drenched but unwilling to miss the spectacle, and Myn, faithful as always.
"Just draw up a bit of the water. Heaven knows there is enough of it about. I want an ice sculpture of . . . oh, how about little Myn there. I want every detail. Shape it and freeze it. Begin immediately," Calypso instructed.
Myranda obeyed. She drew up the water from the soaked ground until it seemed like a rippling mound. Her energies filtered through it, forcing it to change its shape to match that of the little dragon. The basic form was simple, but as the details came to be formed, Myranda could feel the strain of stretching her mind in so many directions at once. Nostrils, scales, teeth--each had to be crafted and held. It was difficult to tell how quickly the time had passed, but finally she found herself staring at a near-perfect replica of her dragon, sitting on its haunches, mouth open a bit and tongue protruding slightly.
Myranda applied the reverse of one of the spells that Solomon had taught. A wave passed through the water, leaving all behind it solid ice.
"Excellent. Wonderful job! Deacon, tell me, do you remember that foolish spell Gilliam used?" Calypso asked.
"Of course," he said.
"Well, cast it on this work of art. It needs to be saved in a form a bit more enduring than ice," she said.
Deacon raised his crystal and closed his eyes. The spell must have been a mighty one, because even in her drowsy, weakened state, Myranda could feel the power of it flowing. A less distinct wave of light began to pass over the surface of the ice statue. It rippled slowly along like a dozen grasping fingers creeping up. Behind it, the ice was turned to stone. When it reached the nose of the statue, his work was done. It was solid rock, saved for posterity. Deacon gave a sigh of relief as he finished.
"Well done, both of you. It has been a pleasure working with you, Myranda. Don't think that just because I am no longer your teacher that you can just stop visiting me. Deacon, you get her to Azriel. I have got to get this lovely thing down below," Calypso said.
"What? Azriel? Isn't she the founder?" Myranda asked, still dazed from the effort.
"Yes, you need to be declared a Full Master," he said, walking her in the direction of the crystal arena. All the while, the rain she had caused was hammering down.
"But I have been. Calypso said it," she said.
"No, no. You have been declared a Master of four separate disciplines. Now you must prove just how capable you are in their practical use. Then you will be a Full Master," he said.
"I don't understand. There are that many different levels of Master?" she said.
"Oh yes. We have nine main levels of mastery in magic alone. There is Novice, Journeyman, Master, Full Master, Highest Master, Grand Master, Archmage, and Elder. Aside from that we have Battlemages, Specialists, Seers . . ." he said.
"What? I have been through four full disciplines and I am not even half of the way up the hierarchy?" she said in disbelief.
"Well, with any luck, after today you will be halfway," he said.
"But I can barely think. How am I going to pass another test?" she asked.
"Don't worry about that. In fact, you had better give me that staff. You are likely to break it," he said as he led her onward.
 



Chapter 33
They approached the crystal arena. When she had first seen it, Myranda had been struck by the beauty of the place. Now, with rain pouring down from a darkened sky, it was the size that seized her mind. The spires around the perimeter looked like the teeth of some horrible creature. Myn scampered up beside them, familiar and quite fond of the place that now seemed so ominous. They stopped at the base of one of the carved columns. There, Deacon laid the staff on the ground.
"Now, before we enter, I cannot stress this strongly enough. You absolutely must take this seriously. The danger will be real. She will try to trick you. Her purpose here is to test your mind. She will not relent. I have seen the strongest men and women I have ever known enter this place to face her and leave changed. My own experiences were mild, and I must say they still have a place in my nightmares. This is likely to be the most trying experience you've ever had," he said.
"What will she do?" Myranda asked.
"I don't know. She seldom repeats a specific test. Are you prepared?" he asked.
"How can I be?" she asked.
"Then let us begin," he said.
The three stepped across the border. It was the difference between night and day. Once inside, her head was as crisp and clear as it had ever been, the sun was shining, the clouds were gone, and instead of the cold, hard crystal that she knew to be beneath her, she found downy, soft grass. It was uncannily similar to her image of what the south must be like. Ahead there was a wholesome-looking thatched cottage.
As they approached, a woman appeared before them. She seemed to materialize, like a cloud of smoke that wafted together rather than away. Draped about her graceful form was a black cloak with white, flame-like patterns rising from the hem that flickered and twisted as though they truly burned. She stood a few inches taller than Myranda, older, but the picture of elegance. Her hair was a glorious white and hung well past her shoulders.
The dragon showed her usual suspicion, becoming defensive at the woman's arrival, but upon recognizing her as the mealtime host, she relented.
"Welcome. I have been waiting for our prodigy. By the grace of your own skills, I have not had to wait long. And, Deacon, I understand that you have been this young girl's steward. Splendid, please come inside," she said in a voice that radiated civility.
She led them inside where a trio of overstuffed chairs surrounded a table set with the most sumptuous feast that Myranda had ever seen. All manner of meats, cheese, and bread covered it from end to end. The four sat--Azriel at the head of the table, Deacon and Myranda at each side, and Myn upon the floor beside Myranda. The chair was impossibly comfortable, and the food was something out of a fantasy. The wine was nectar. The meat fairly melted as soon as it touched her tongue. The atmosphere was so warm and inviting, Myranda couldn't feel more at ease.
The same could not be said of Deacon. He sat rigidly in place, eating slowly and sparingly, as though he did so only because of what might happen if he did not. The fear rolled off of him as palpably as the grace flowed from Azriel. When they were through, their host spoke again.
"Now, I have been blessed with the honor of treating your little Myn to her meals. She is as fine a beast as I have ever seen. Treat her well and she will serve you well. Of that much I am sure. As for you, Deacon, am I to take your presence as an indication that Myranda has had a dose of gray magic as well?" she asked.
"Just a touch, your grace. A spell or two," he answered quickly, hesitating to even look Azriel in the eye.
"Well, every little bit helps. Gray magic is a favorite of mine. It is possible that I shall have something of a challenge from this one. I relish the thought. I also understand that Hollow had a word with her. Quite the unique occurrence," she said.
"We believe that she may have a connection to the Chosen. She even has a semblance of the mark," Deacon offered timidly.
"Might I see it?" Azriel asked.
"Show her. Show her the mark," Deacon whispered insistently.
As Myranda revealed the palm of her left hand, she couldn't understand how this motherly woman could be making Deacon so uneasy.
"Yes, yes. It is not a birthmark, but no ordinary person could bear such a mark, if it truly is that of the Chosen," Azriel said.
"That is why it is very important that we get her to the ceremony just as quickly as we can," Deacon said.
"Well, that is hardly any concern of mine. I shall test her as I would any other. She will decide if she is ready," Azriel said, the tiniest hint of annoyance in her voice.
One would have thought that she had lashed out at Deacon, so quickly did he retract himself.
"Oh, your grace, I meant nothing by it. I am certain that you will be fair, and that Myranda will succeed," Deacon said, brushing sweat from his brow and releasing a shaky sigh.
"Perhaps, though, it is best that we do not dally. Now, now. What test is best for a prodigy? I believe that I will administer the escape test. That seems appropriate," she said.
Myranda nodded, curious as to what the test entailed. Deacon shook as if struck when he heard the words.
"W-what duration . . . if it is not too forward of me to ask?" Deacon nervously inquired.
"I believe, for this occasion, ten minutes seems long enough," she said.
"Oh, well, that doesn't sound so--" Myranda began.
"Ten minutes! You must reconsider. She has only just finished her water training today!" he objected, his fear for Myranda overcoming his fear for himself.
"I have spoken. I will not be dissuaded," she said.
Suddenly, Deacon vanished, wafting away just as Azriel had appeared. Myn was similarly swept away, leaving Myranda alone with her examiner.
"What have you done with them?" she asked, slightly taken aback by the action.
"They are still about. Myn is with him, but she cannot see any of this. She and I have a fine relationship, and I would hate to spoil it by upsetting her. Deacon is somewhere where he can watch without becoming a nuisance to either of us. Ah, that boy. His concern for you is rather charming, and perhaps not out of place, but so irritating. Nevertheless, we've a task at hand. First, allow me to expand the field of play," she answered.
Without any outward semblance of effort, the sorceress began to reconfigure their surroundings. The walls pushed away and turned from warm, inviting wood to cold stone. The table lengthened, and as it did, new food sprouted up to occupy it. The doorway gaped massively and chains sprang forth to connect to the door, which fell away with an earthshaking crash to bridge a moat that had formed outside. The fire from the hearth shot to the center of the room and scattered, lighting a dozen or so torches dotting the walls, as well as countless candles and a massive chandelier that dropped down from the now-towering ceiling.
In the space of a few moments, she had come to be standing in the great banquet hall of some ancient castle.
"There. I would say that this is a far more fitting venue. Now for the rules of the game. This hourglass will run through after five minutes," she said.
An hourglass appeared, floating above the center of the table.
"After that, it will be turned over, such that it may run back. Now, while the sand is in motion, I will endeavor to capture you, and you will endeavor to escape me. You will be designated a failure if you remain captured long enough for me to mark you down in a red book of failure with this pen," the wizard said.
A case of books materialized behind her. Out from it slid the last in a very long line of red-covered books. The bottom shelf was the only one not fully occupied by the books of failure, as two white books occupied it, and one conspicuous black-covered one.
"Now, if you pass, you will be marked down in the white book. The trial ends when the last grain of sand has returned from whence it came, or when your name has been marked down," she explained. "Have you any questions?"
"How can I expect to resist you? Look how powerful you are. I have only begun my training," she said.
"You have reached a level of mastery in the elemental arts. That is quite enough. As for power? In this place, you are as powerful as I. So long as you know how to cast a spell, you shall do so without effort and without delay. You are being tested only on your knowledge and ingenuity. Now--begin," she said.
"But I--" she began.
Her words were cut off by a bizarre sensation as the room, and all that filled it, seemed to grow to many times its size. A second odd feeling came as she was drawn into the air by some invisible force and dropped down into a red liquid. It stung her eyes, and when she surfaced and looked about, her view of the massive room was wavy and distorted. She had been shrunk and dropped into a wine bottle! The cork worked itself into the opening as Azriel walked the short distance to the pedestal, having already willed the pen into her hand.
Myranda cast her strength into the air around her. Instantly it swirled into action, bursting the cork from the bottle with such force that the bottle tipped. After sloshing violently about, Myranda squeezed from the mouth of the bottle. She had to find somewhere to hide long enough to figure out how to undo the spell. Deacon had yet to teach it.
She ran further among the place settings of the table, crouching behind a folded napkin. Her mind swiftly analyzed her body, quickly happening upon an odd twist of magic that seemed to be wrapped about her. She made ready to levy her own strength against it when a shadow appeared.
Looking to the source, she saw, towering over her, the form of a cat. It was pure black with white flames flickering in its dark eyes. Myranda tried to run, but the cat swatted her painfully to the ground and held her there. In a flash, the cat was turned to stone, pinning her to the ground. Azriel appeared beside the table and headed in the direction of the book again. Myranda finished her work against the shrinking spell, restoring her size quickly enough to hurl the statue away and clear a good portion of the table she was laying on.
"Really, now. Must you make such a mess?" Azriel complained as she turned to watch Myranda sprint out of the banquet hall and down one of the adjoining halls.
Myranda found herself in a long hallway, lined with doors on either side. The doors began to slam, working their way toward her. The girl dove into a doorway containing an ascending staircase before the door could close and climbed it. There was another hall at the top, and she quickly entered the nearest room. It appeared to be a bedroom with a narrow window and posh furnishings. Azriel couldn't have made it out of the dining hall yet. With any luck she still thought that Myranda had been trapped in the first hallway.
"No such luck, I am afraid," came a second voice in her head.
The door slammed shut and locked. Myranda struggled against it, but the heavy wooden door would not budge. It would be a fool's errand to search for a key. Thinking quickly, her mind turned to one of Deacon's spells. Outside of this place, she found the manipulation of the spell to be a clumsy and imprecise procedure, but here things might be different. She cast her mind into the lock, manipulating the individual elements directly. Within a few moments, with a satisfying click, the door popped open.
After a moment of relief, she tried to leave the room. The door was opened barely halfway when it slammed shut again, hurling her backward. Before her eyes the wooden door turned to a heavy iron cell door, and the lock vanished entirely. Soon the door was just a barred portion of wall. It could not be opened. Myranda scrambled out the window onto a thin ledge. The window sealed up behind her, as did each other one along the ledge.
"Well, now. Trapped on the ledge? That is a capture as well," Azriel's voice echoed in her thoughts.
Again Myranda's mind raced. She combed her thoughts for any foreign presence. Finding one, she forced it out. That was how Azriel was reading her thoughts. Now, perhaps, the wizard would not be so certain of her location. With one problem solved, Myranda had to now escape the ledge. The solution was obvious, but unpleasant. Without delay, the girl leapt into the frigid water of the moat below. She resurfaced, gasping for air, only to find Azriel peering off of the drawbridge with a grin.
"I may not be able to detect your mind anymore, but a deaf man could have heard that splash," she said.
In an instant, the water around Myranda began to freeze. She tried to scramble up the edge of the moat, but her foot was locked into the ice. Azriel chuckled lightly to herself as she walked leisurely toward the pedestal to mark down her victory. Myranda listened closely to the footsteps recede. In a flash, enough heat was conjured to free her foot. No sooner had the girl scrambled to freedom than the teacher stopped. Myranda acted fast--before her return.
"You know that I will always know when you are captured and when you are free. There is nothing you can do about that," Azriel informed Myranda.
The girl, now on the drawbridge, tried to rush silently past her. Once the student had made it inside the castle, Azriel willed the individual stones of the floor to rise up as bars to form a cage. Myranda stopped abruptly. Azriel opened her mouth to gloat, but stopped. Poking her hand through the bars to grab the girl, her fingers passed right through.
"An illusion! I didn't expect to see any of those out of you," she said.
The teacher ran outside and forced away any illusions that were not her work. Clinging to the wall were a number of bars of ice, forming a crude ladder leading to one of the first floor windows that had fortunately not been willed away like those of the second floor. Azriel rose into the air and approached the window. It widened to allow her through easily, but Myranda could already be heard hurrying down the hall. Azriel made her way out of the room just in time to see an image of Myranda rush into every open doorway and slam it.
"What fun, a student with creativity," Azriel said.
The powerful wizard touched her fingers to the wall and the stone became as transparent as glass. The effect spread until each and every block that composed the castle could be seen through. One by one, the illusions of Myranda were dispelled, but finishing was not necessary. The change that came over the castle startled the true Myranda, who stumbled backward, knocking over the bookshelf.
When her eyes met Azriel's, and a wicked grin came to her instructor's face, the girl sprang to her feet and ran toward the hourglass. Only a minute or two had passed, and the rules said that the test would be ended when the last grain returned from whence it had come. If she inverted the glass now, she would need to last only a minute or two more. Azriel was moving quickly toward her, unimpeded by the walls and floor, which separated like curtains at her approach. Just as the teacher's feet came to rest on the floor of the banquet hall once again, Myranda grasped the timepiece. With any luck she would be able to invert it and lock it in ice until the last few grains fell.
Luck, alas, was not with her. When the floating hourglass was tipped to the side, the whole of the castle seemed to lurch in the opposite direction. She lost grip on the glass and slid along the floor, colliding painfully with the wall. Nothing else seemed to be affected by the bizarre shift, which was a mercy, as had the furniture followed her she would have been crushed beneath it.
"Surprisingly, you were not the first to attempt to exploit that little technicality. As a result I have assured that, regardless of which way the hourglass is pointing, the sand continues to fall in the appropriate direction. Just for fun, I have seen to it that you fall in that direction as well, no matter which way I turn it," the devilish instructor said.
As she spoke her last sentence, she turned the hourglass in a random direction, sending Myranda sliding or falling in that direction. She concluded by flipping the hourglass over. Myranda held fast to the table, which she had become pinned against. It was heavy enough to keep her down.
"Well, if that is how you want it," Azriel said. Suddenly the furniture, with the exception of the pedestal, the book atop it, and the hourglass, plummeted upward. In a thunderous crash of splintering wood, the contents of the room collided with the vaulted roof.
Myranda struggled to move, a good portion of debris having landed atop her. Many bones were broken by the crash, but no sooner had she realized this than they were repaired. As she pulled herself from the rubble, Azriel floated "down" to the ceiling and flipped upside down to survey the damage.
"Still able to move about, eh? Very well. We shall have to restrain you," she said.
The sorceress's eyes wandered as she tried to think of something creative to torture her student with. They came to rest on the chandelier, which was hanging "up," unaffected by the shift. She smiled, and the leg-like candle holders twitched to life, scurrying up its chain and across the ceiling like some ornate spider. Everywhere the candle-tipped feet touched took to flame. Myranda freed herself and moved as quickly as she could across the rubble-strewn ceiling, but the animated candelabra moved across debris as though it was born to do it, which of course it had been. The pseudo-creature tore its chain from its mount and threw a loop of it around the hapless girl. In a twinkling she was wrapped tightly in the chain, and the fire was pooling around her.
"Right. I am rather proud of that one." Azriel beamed as she moved to the pedestal and took up the pen.
Myranda used her mind to gather up as much of the fire that surrounded her as she could and focused it around the chandelier spider. The automaton melted immediately, dripping in bright orange blobs to the floor below, but the chain cocooning her remained taut. With the utmost of care to protect herself, as she had the leaves in Solomon's test, she sliced the chains with the fire.
"Your resourcefulness is remarkable. I may have to redefine the word capture," said Azriel.
Approaching the hourglass again, she gave it a twirl. Instantly, Myranda found herself falling, jerked this way and that as "down" perpetually changed. It was disrupting beyond belief. She could barely think. She certainly couldn't move, as each time she approached something that she could grab onto, she fell away from it again. She was trapped in mid-air. Another smile of satisfaction came to her instructor's face and the pen was once again in hand.
Myranda's mind searched for something that might free her. The only thing that seemed to have a chance was levitation. She had never managed it on anything but water before, but Deacon had assured her that the same technique needed to be changed only slightly to levitate anything. Myranda consciously took hold of the mystic energy inside of herself and commanded it to be still. Her uncontrollable flight through the room came to a swift end. A second thought brought the spinning hourglass to a halt, this time properly oriented. As she lowered herself to the ground, Azriel gave a smug smile.
"I must say, you are driving me to new heights of creativity," Azriel said.
Myranda opened her mouth to reply to the compliment, only to be stopped by an odd sinking feeling. She looked down to discover that the floor beneath her had turned to quicksand. She sank swiftly to her waist before she once again put the levitation spell to work. The sand held firm, but slowly she was beginning to pull herself free.
"Sandstone," Azriel said audibly.
Instantly the sand was stone once more, and straining against it felt as though her legs, still encased within, would give far before the stone did. Azriel still had the pen in hand and approached the book to mark the failure. Myranda needed time. She threw up a wall of flame between Azriel and the pedestal. Azriel smirked and undid the spell, barely missing a step. Myranda focused her mind on the tremor spell. A few moments of shaking that threatened to turn her bones to powder shattered the stone of the floor. The pieces of rock fell away, as there was nothingness beneath them, but Myranda levitated herself up.
"Right, that is quite enough levitation for one day," Azriel said.
Myranda dropped, grabbing onto the edge of the hole she'd made. She tried to levitate again, only to find that some spell--an enormously complicated one--was blocking her from doing so. Though she knew that with time she could break the spell, she had more pressing matters at hand.
The girl pulled herself out of the hole in the ground and bolted for the doorway. The chains of the drawbridge pulled taught as she approached, and the stones of the floor began to shoot up in front of her, forming bars as they had for her illusion earlier. She dodged some and cast a quick tremor to shatter others. She was determined to escape this castle. Azriel's spells were becoming more potent by the second, and there was no doubt that she was not far from discovering one that would stall Myranda long enough to mark her failure. She simply had to get as far from the book as possible to maximize the time she had to escape.
The drawbridge was nearly halfway shut by the time she had fought her way to it. As she climbed the steep wooden incline, the surface turned into a checkerboard of fire and ice. Was Azriel trying to catch her or kill her? She swept the fire away with her mind and managed to leap from one piece of charred wood to the other until she pulled herself onto the nearly vertical end of the bridge. With a mighty leap, she came crashing down on the outer bank of the moat. The drawbridge sealed shut and for a moment there was peace. Myranda breathed a sigh of relief, but it was cut short by the creaking of the chains. A moment later they snapped and the drawbridge began to fall open. The terrified girl rolled frantically away, narrowly avoiding being crushed beneath the massive door. So narrow was her escape that, when she tried to move, she found that the hem of her tunic was pinned beneath the bridge.
The shadowy form of Azriel was approaching through the doorway. Myranda pulled desperately at the pinned cloth until it tore free. First, she rekindled the blazes on the bridge. In an instant smoke, fire, and steam concealed the outside world from anyone within. With the modicum of time she'd bought, the girl scanned the horizon. There was a scattering of trees and bushes dotting the open field before her. She conjured a wind to rattle the branches and prayed that her idea would work.
Azriel walked across the flaming walkway utterly unaffected by the flames. She reached the other side of the moat a moment before the tattered wooden door fell into the water. An unseen force made her twitch. Turning to look through the steam rising from the moat, she saw that the first five minutes had elapsed. The hourglass inverted itself, foregoing the gravity reversal that generally would accompany it. Her purpose here was to be tested against as many situations as possible, not the same one over and over again.
With the approaching deadline renewing her resolve, Azriel turned back to the field. Myranda had been busy. She'd managed to shake free the seeds from the trees and bushes and grow a veritable forest to hide in. It was far too dense to see through, and the girl was still able to thwart her detection spell.
"Clever girl, but there are more ways than one to track prey," Azriel said.
She began to stalk forward, seeming to waft away and back again as a pitch-black wolf with the same flickering white fire in her eyes. The air carried the scent of her target as clear as day. As she followed it, the trees nearest to her withered and died.
Far ahead, Myranda moved--unseen but not unknown--through the thick woods of her own creation. Precious little sun made it through the leaves, a fact that made her feel all the better. As a minute ticked by, then another, the tiniest hint of a feeling of safety came over her. It was a feeling quickly dispelled when she heard the quiet swish of grass beneath feet other than her own. She looked about, trying to spot her hunter, but Azriel made the very sun in the sky sink below the horizon, replacing it with a moon with hardly the strength to allow more than a few rays to peek through the thick canopy. Silently, Myranda managed to climb the nearest tree.
In a lone spot of moonlight, she saw the flicker of a black lupine form, and she realized how she had been found. She conjured a wind from behind her hunter to carry the scent away, but it was too late. The branches of the tree closed in around her like a cage. The moon seemed to brighten, lighting the cleared path leading to the castle.
Something, moving fast, came bursting out of the distant doorway toward them. It was the pedestal, book and pen perched firmly on top. When the pedestal was beside her, Azriel resumed her proper form. She took up the pen. Myranda drew all of the heat she could from the branches. They stiffened, crackling and flaking as the cold rendered them fragile. The desperate girl lashed out against the embrittled wood. The limbs gave way far more suddenly and fully than she had expected. Every last branch and much of the trunk collapsed into large, icy chunks.
Myranda landed amid the rubble and scrambled to her feet. The bulk of the pieces had dropped atop Azriel herself, as well as the pedestal. There was a powerful aura emanating from beneath the pile. If the fury of one was ever strong enough to be felt by another, then this surely was it. Myranda sprinted away, terrified of what may happen next. After a few moments, Azriel exploded from beneath the pile. The sky turned blood-red, glowing with a light that permeated all beneath it.
"No one--no one--attacks me. You little witch. This is no longer just a game," her voice thundered as she floated high above the tree tops.
With a thrust of her hand the trees were spread with such force that some were torn from their roots. Myranda was knocked to the ground by the force of the energy. The ground beneath her began to rumble. A vast rift split the ground, large enough to swallow trees whole. Myranda clung to the edge, but was suddenly wrenched into the air. She fought hard against the force that held her, but it had a grip on her that she could not break. The ground below her began to glow almost white hot.
"What are you going to do?" Myranda cried.
As an answer, the molten ground swirled up around her. The heat was unimaginable as she found herself concealed in a void of the swirling ball of liquid stone. As it cooled, it became clear, and she saw Azriel with a look of satisfaction on her face. Myranda was lowered to the still-scalding hot floor of her glass prison.
"Now. To mark my success," she said.
The pen came to her hand and she turned to the book. Dipping the tip of the quill in the ink, she pressed it to paper, or at least tried to. With a waver, the pen passed right through the book. Azriel clenched her fist and whisked the illusion away.
"Where is it!" she demanded.
Myranda answered only with a cold, silent stare. Azriel turned and held out her palm toward the castle in the distance. The entire contents of the bookshelf, as well as the hourglass, streaked across the ground to meet her. A wave of the same hand flung all of the books open at once. The pages fluttered, each revealing itself to be completely filled. She turned viciously to Myranda. The girl removed the red-covered book from her tunic and grinned. Azriel wrenched it from her hands, clinking it against the wall of her transparent cell.
Myranda snatched it back and protected it with all of the strength of mind she could muster, which in this place was more than considerable.
"Release it, girl. There is precious little air in there, and it grows more precious by the moment. It will not last you until the time runs out. I will make sure of that," Azriel said.
"You cannot win. If you break this to have the book, I will be free and you will not be able to sign it. If you don't, I will last the time limit. If I meditate, I will hardly have to breathe at all," Myranda fairly taunted.
Azriel gritted her teeth. The world around them was crumbling in the wake of her anger. Myranda clutched the book and turned away. The mystic pull on the book relinquished just long enough for a small opening to appear in the side of the capsule. Myranda turned to the blast of cool air, holding the book in front of her. Azriel tore it from her hands and whipped it open. Myranda grabbed it and struggled to pull it back, but Azriel had it in her hands now. Myranda pulled and pulled with her mind, and the book constantly threatened to slip from the teacher's grasp, but she managed to produce the pen and, in a very unsteady scrawl, mark down Myranda's name.
With the deed done, the sky resumed its azure hue, the faults in the ground sealed over, and the capsule containing Myranda vanished. She lowered gently to the ground. The delightful little cottage that served as the start to the trying ordeal seemed to form again around them. A moment later, while she was still dazed from the sudden and complete change, Myranda's friends reappeared. Deacon rushed to her, having seen all that had happened. Myn scampered over, happy to see Myranda again, but stopped suddenly to survey her friend.
Myranda looked ragged and worn out. She was drenched with sweat. Vast patches of her clothes were scorched. Myn glanced first at Deacon, then at Azriel, eager to find someone to blame. The decision did not take long, as she gave Deacon a quick series of lashes with her tail as punishment.
"Ouch. I was beside you the entire time! I couldn't have done this," he said, reaching down to help Myranda up.
"She should be very proud of herself. It was a tremendous showing. I dare say she figured a spell or two out for herself while she was being tested. The mark of potential to be sure," Azriel remarked, once again fully composed and matriarchal. She was busy arranging the red and white books again, a look of mild confusion on her face. She was having trouble fitting them on the appropriate shelves.
"You certainly outperformed me on my first failure. I required no less than three attempts to complete it," Deacon reassured her. "I shudder to think what would have become of me had I put up half of the resistance you did. I was a bit worried toward the end."
When Myranda stood, a book slipped from her tunic and dropped to the ground. The rogue book, a red-covered one, drew the attention of all present. Azriel knelt to retrieve it, placing it on the table beside the one in which she had just marked Myranda's name. They were identical. The teacher silently waved her hand over the first book. The red color faded to white.
"Clever, clever girl," she said quietly.
Deacon's jaw hung agape as Azriel flipped to the last occupied page of the newly-white book, where Myranda's name could be clearly seen.
"Well then. I would not say that it was the most straightforward method, but a technicality is nonetheless a victory in this case. It would appear you have passed after all. I wonder--when did you steal the two books?" Azriel asked.
"While you were dispelling my illusions one by one," Myranda said, lowering herself shakily to a chair.
"And you stumbled into the bookcase to cover your tracks. Brilliant!" Deacon said.
"You certainly fought valiantly to keep hold of that book, despite the fact that it was the one you had wanted me to sign all along," Azriel said.
"I thought you might suspect something if I didn't. Not to mention I was not certain it would work, and I was afraid of how you might have reacted had you discovered what I'd done," Myranda said.
"You could have been killed for the sake of a ruse!" Deacon said.
"Well, I don't think she would have killed me," Myranda said with a weak smile.
"I most certainly would have. What do you suppose the black book is for? It contains the names of those whose ambition overcame their resourcefulness. Lucky for you, I was able to wrestle the book from your grip before I wrestled the breath from your lungs," Azriel said. It was unnerving how nonchalantly she was able to seem when speaking about her willingness to kill.
Myranda swallowed hard as the realization of her situation swept over her.
"Well, I would so love to chat with you, but I simply must improve my spells. I still cannot believe you managed to keep me out of your head. That is a rather rare feat. Off with you. Go do some well-deserved bragging," Azriel said.
Myranda and Deacon quickly obeyed. Suddenly, Deacon's fear of her seemed entirely justified. They kept a rather brisk pace, with Myn trotting behind, until they came to a seemingly arbitrary spot in the field surrounding the cottage.
"Wait here, would you?" Deacon said.
"Why here?" Myranda asked.
"We have reached the edge of the arena. I must retrieve your staff," he said.
He leaned forward, the very air in front of him seeming to ruffle like a curtain as he vanished, first to the shoulders, then to the waist. When he stood again, his upper body reappearing, he held the staff. He was also dripping wet.
"There. You will need this if you hope to make it back to your hut," he said.
"Why? I feel quite well. A bit shaken, but aside from my poor heart, I don't believe I am any the worse for wear. I feel better now than when I entered," she said.
"Yes, and you will lose that benefit when you leave," he said, handing her the staff. "Now, watch your step."
Myranda took a few steps forward. As soon as her head left the boundary of the arena, she felt as though all of her strength had been sapped from her. She leaned heavily on the staff for support. It sunk partway into the muddy ground. The downpour she had inadvertently caused was still raging. In some places the water was ankle-deep. When she had taken a moment to adjust to the state of mental drain she once again found herself in, she spoke.
"Why hasn't someone stopped this rain?" Myranda asked.
"There is your answer," Deacon said, pointing to an odd sight at the edge of the lake in the distance.
"What is it? My eyes won't focus," she said.
"Ayna is arguing with Calypso. This happens every time a storm must be stopped. Storms are all wind and water, so it falls to either Ayna or Calypso to manage them as our resident experts, but Ayna will not let Calypso do so. While Calypso does not care about the storm, one of her favorite things in life is torturing Ayna, so she categorically refuses to allow Ayna to do so either. More than once, the argument has outlasted the storm. Forget about that, though. Let us get you to bed. Tomorrow night is the blue moon and you must be at your best," he said.
The words barely filtered into Myranda's head. She stumbled and sloshed her way to her hut, closed the door, changed into dry clothes, and collapsed. Myn took her usual perch atop her, and the pair drifted off to sleep.
 



Chapter 34
Myranda did not so much as stir until midday, when Deacon reluctantly woke her and informed her that the ceremony would be starting soon. When she left her hut, there was a feeling of anticipation permeating the village. People rushed to and fro. Deacon led her to the courtyard where the Elder's hut had been. It was now conspicuously missing, and in its place, there was a rectangular marble altar.
In any other place, she would question how an entire structure could have vanished overnight and be replaced with something else, but here she merely admired the altar. At each side of it, there stood a smaller one bearing a bowl. People had begun to join hands around the ring that Myranda and Deacon had retreated to when she first came here. On the edge of this ring, nearest to the mountains, was a tall post topped with a hoop. Below it was the chair of the Elder.
"We will begin shortly and continue until the last of us drops, so I had best give you your instructions. We will join hands around the central altars. When we begin, the elemental Masters will provide a mystically pure sample of their respective element. We will then focus all of the strength that we can muster into your neighbors. In this way, all of the energy that the Masters need will be available. Once the ring as a whole has reached a state of focus, we shall begin to chant 'Earth, fire, wind, water.' Whatever language you wish. With a blue moon in the sky, the spirits will hear," he said.
"How will we know when it is working?" she asked.
"You will know. Now, until the moon rises, it is very important that the ring not be broken. If you feel that you cannot go on, join the hands of your neighbors before you pass out. Once the moon is at its height, though, you need not worry. Let us begin," he said.
Myranda was led to her place on the circle. The Elder was at the north end of the circle. Calypso was present, once again displaying a pair of legs. She and Ayna, Solomon, and Cresh were spaced regularly about the circumference. Deacon was at the south end. Myranda found herself on the western side, and soon she discovered that Lain was situated directly across from her in the distance. All of those who formed the circle were at least at the level of mastery that she had reached, leaving apprentices and other low-level students scurrying about, attempting to prepare the ceremony. Azriel was absent, either unwilling or unable to leave the arena, so the task fell to her to occupy Myn for as long as necessary. After what she had been through, the thought made Myranda more than a bit uneasy.
There was little time to think of that, though. She joined hands with those beside her, a pair of warriors she had spoken with several times in the days following her encounter with Hollow. Cresh approached the central altar and poured a sample of rich brown earth into one of the bowls. Ayna followed and conjured a burst of wind that swirled against the bowl, somehow persisting and rotating within it. Solomon cast a tongue of flame into another bowl and it burned brilliantly without fuel. The final bowl was filled with water drawn from the air itself by Calypso.
Soon the magic began to flow. It was the most curious feeling. She focused and spread out her strength, only to feel more than she'd contributed flowing through her. For a long time, she felt no stress or fatigue at all. The same could not be said of the warriors. Before the sun had set, half of them had reached their limits. By nightfall, she was holding hands with Solomon and Cresh, and the circle was slightly more than half of its original size.
As the moon began to peek over the horizon, the chanting began. It was curious to hear all of the different voices and languages chanting in bursts of sound. The power flowing through them was noticeably increased, and it grew stronger with each passing minute as the moon climbed higher in the sky.
The last of the warriors--with the exception of Lain--and the first of the wizards began to fall, and Myranda could feel the strength draining from her. The magic had grown so intense that it was visible, racing about the circle as a pale blue filament of energy. Holding hands was no longer needed, and the elemental Masters separated to focus more intently on their tasks.
As the moon climbed even higher, the purpose for the hoop at the end of the pole became clear. The shadow cast by the supernaturally bright moonlight was approaching the altar. When the moon reached its peak, the altar would be entirely within the circular shadow. A pair of the younger wizards collapsed and were dragged away by apprentices. Myranda struggled to maintain her concentration. The task at hand was an odd one. She had to keep the power she was immersed in moving, despite the fact it was more than she could handle if it was still. It was oddly like juggling.
The big moment was only a few minutes away. Of the dozens that had started, only eight were left. The Elder stood firm, with the four elemental Masters showing signs of fatigue. Both the white and black magic Masters had just fallen, and Deacon looked ready to break. Lain, somehow, was as steady as ever. Myranda could feel herself wavering. Then the moon made its last shift. Time seemed to slow as the thin filament of energy swelled to a thick band, then practically a wall that blocked out the outside world.
Each elemental wizard struggled forward. A portion of the energy was pulled away and forced into the pure essences at the altar. First, the wind swirled savagely, moving slowly over to the earth. Instantly, the earth was caught up in the breeze. The water came next, whirling up into the powerful mix. Finally, it approached the fire. Rather than the wet mixture hissing into steam or extinguishing the fire, the flames seemed to mix with it as smoothly as the other elements had. What was before them was a spinning mass of all of the elements, here red as fire, there brown as earth. Here thin as wind, there thick as water. The unique mass swirled atop the central altar, basking in the most direct rays of the blue moon.
Ayna suddenly lost consciousness, the force of the magic in the air hurling her through the glowing wall. A moment later, Calypso dropped, her legs shifting back to the emerald tail. She was quickly carried away by apprentices brave enough to enter the ring of magic. Deacon was next, dropping to the ground. Cresh dropped to his knees, consciousness leaving him more slowly.
Myranda, too, reached her breaking point. Unable to pull her mind to this task or any other, she crumbled to the ground, just barely able to keep her eyes open to take in the spectacle. Solomon, Lain, and the Elder remained. The dragon fought valiantly, but the energy was far too much. He dropped down. As the swirling mass of magic and elements seemed to concentrate, the Elder lowered herself slowly to her seat. She seemed to know that her strength would not last a moment longer, as when she finished sitting, her eyes closed and her head bobbed limply to the side in deep sleep.
Only Lain remained, yet the magic continued to focus. Whatever it was that they had been working to create, it had mind enough of its own to sustain itself. An ember of light formed at the base of the altar and slowly circled upward. When it reached the bottom of the mystic elements, it seemed to ignite a thin band of the material into white hot flames. The fire worked its way up the mass. What was left behind was a pair of tapering columns of wind swirling so forcefully and tightly that they were clearly distinct from the air around them. The fire continued its path, revealing a roughly female form composed of the very wind.
When the white hot flames flickered out, twin almonds of golden light opened on what would have been the face of the form. These "eyes" swept coldly over the small portion of the courtyard within the wall of light. Quickly they came to rest on the figure of Lain--from Myranda's point of view, merely a silhouette against the wall. The windy creature lowered to the ground.
The instant that its feet touched the earth, a second wave of white flames swept quickly up the form, leaving behind a sandy gray statue that walked purposefully toward Lain. He had dropped to one knee, a hand on the ground to steady himself. The being that they had fought so hard to bring into existence lowered a hand and cradled the chin of the weary creature, tilting his head up to gaze briefly into his eyes. With a slight nod, the being took its hand away and turned to look about one last time. Through Myranda's rapidly fading vision, she could just make out the very same mark that Myranda bore on her hand and Lain bore on his chest inscribed on the forehead of this new being. It returned her gaze for a moment, then was swept over by a final band of white flames, leaving behind a brilliantly glowing version of the same form that seemed to be composed of the fire itself.
In an instant, the fiery form streaked upward into the sky and out of sight. The world darkened as Myranda's tenuous grip on consciousness finally slipped away. The darkness of unwanted sleep came.
#
Scattered across the Northern Alliance, minds became alert. It had been a night of high magic. Full moons often were. Blue moons more so. Those with even the most rudimentary mystic training had, unknowingly, felt the summoning ceremony in Entwell as a dull pressure in the back of their minds. Its result, though, was not so easily missed. A smoldering ember of intense magic streaked a searing line across the minds of every wizard, witch, seer, and shaman the world over. It burned brightly, but briefly, like a shooting star in the mind's eye. Most dismissed it. Others took note of it. Some, though, were deeply affected.
In his office in Northern Capital, General Bagu sat forward in his chair. He held his eyes tightly shut and trained his mind on the fading glint of power. Hungrily, even desperately, he focused on the distant power. It had a quality--some texture or color--that he knew all too well. Years of searching had sensitized him to it.
One of the long-sought Chosen was awake. While the detection was fresh in his mind he tore a book from its shelf and threw it open to a well-worn page. Five brief descriptions were there, only one of which did not have extensive notes beside it. The shadow of a smile flickered across his face. The moment of truth would soon be at hand.
#
Myranda's eyes wrestled open and she gazed weakly about. She was in a room with other beds. Most were vacant, but a few still had occupants. The blurriness of fatigue and sleep obscured her vision too much to tell who it was that surrounded her, but her ears worked well enough. Distantly, she could hear the ever-present voice of Deacon arguing weakly with someone.
"Yes, I know I must rest . . . I really feel that I could speed my recovery if I had something to occupy my mind, or my hands . . . It would be more soothing than taxing . . ." Deacon said, continuing to argue in as polite a way as was possible.
"Deacon?" Myranda called in barely a whisper.
Her friend was too busy attempting to persuade one of the white wizards to allow him his book to hear. There was someone, though, who heard very clearly. With an unexpected pounce, Myn was on top of her. She must have been lying beside the bed. The dragon dragged her rough tongue all over Myranda's face, but the weary girl was too weak to object. The commotion did not go unnoticed. A trio of white-robed healers converged on Myn and grabbed her. She was far too intent on letting Myranda know how she felt to pay any attention to them. When she had been carried far enough that her tongue could no longer find its mark, she struggled free and leapt atop Myranda again.
"Never mind. Leave her be," Myranda said weakly.
The commotion was enough to attract the attention of Deacon.
"I don't even need to see the book. I could just hold it. Wait, is that Myn? Is Myranda awake?" Deacon asked.
When he was informed that she was, he requested to be taken to the bed to her right for the remainder of his convalescence. The attending clerics relented. The moment he was properly placed and tucked in, he turned to Myranda. The healers left him, heading purposefully out of the room.
"It has been five days. They are off to get you some food. You may not know it yet, but you are starving. They say you lasted right to the end. Tell me, did you see it?" Deacon asked.
"The . . . thing?" Myranda said, unsure of what to call it.
"Yes, yes! Fire, water, earth, air! In the shape of . . . was it a man or a woman?" he asked insistently.
"It was certainly a woman," Myranda said.
"Really. I would have expected a man. No matter. It came! You saw it! You are certain of that, yes?" he said, leaning toward her so suddenly that in his weakened and dizzy condition, he nearly toppled from the bed.
"Don't think I will ever forget it," she said.
"Tell me, was there anyone else awake?" he asked.
"Lain," she said.
"And the creature. Did she approach him?" he asked.
"It did," she recalled.
Deacon leaned back against the pillow, dazed more by the news than his condition.
"Then it is proved. He is one of the Chosen. Lain is one of the five!" he said.
Myranda took in the information as best she could in her weakened condition.
"I must speak with him. I cannot believe I have not spoken with him already. He spent all of those years here, and it was only when he returned that the truth could be known . . ." he rambled.
As he spoke, a tall, white-robed gentleman approached. He had been watching sternly from one of the corners of the room. His hair was as white as his robe, though his face was clean-shaven. He was followed by a younger man and woman, each with arm loads of potions, crystals, and medical tools.
"Deacon . . ." he said. His voice had a practiced steadiness about it. It was the voice of a man who had learned patience.
"Vedesto! Did you hear? You have, right here in one of your beds, one of the five!" Deacon said, sitting up.
"Yes. I also have an overexcited gray wizard who will not allow himself, or anyone else, to rest," Vedesto said.
"How can anyone rest? This is the most monumentally important thing that has ever--" Deacon began.
"I do not care if all five of the Chosen have selected this very building for the great convergence. My sole concern is restoring these brave young wizards and warriors to health, and I cannot do that with you raving and screaming. And what is this I hear about you bothering my people about your book?" he asked.
"Yes! Yes! The book!" he practically yelled.
"Deacon," Vedesto said with forced gentility.
"Oh, Vedesto, you know as well as I that people as psychologically weakened--" Deacon continued, ignoring the objection.
"Deacon," Vedesto said again, the anger beginning to show in his face.
"--as we are tremendously likely to forget what we have seen and done recently. I simply must have my book to record--" he continued.
"Deacon!" Vedesto shouted, pushing the babbling young wizard to the bed again. "Stop talking, stop pestering my apprentices, stop pestering Myranda, and do not pester the malthrope. If I hear your voice again for the rest of the day, no one will hear it again for the rest of the week. I will put you to sleep until every last one of these patients is out of bed. Understood!?"
Deacon nodded.
"Excellent," he said, returning to the calm, patient demeanor he'd shown before. "Now, Myranda, show me your hand, if you would."
Myranda opened the hand with the mark, assuming it to be the one he wanted to see. Vedesto put his hand out to the side without looking. One of his subordinates handed him a hazy gray crystal. He placed it in Myranda's open hand. A dim light flickered within it. He nodded thoughtfully and removed the crystal, holding it out in front of the other apprentice. It was swiftly replaced with one of the many bottles that each was weighed down with. After glancing at the contents, he shook his head and held his hand back out. The bottle was replaced with another one. This he was satisfied with. He opened the bottle.
"Open your mouth and put out your tongue," he said.
Myranda obeyed, only to have a drop of the most intensely foul-tasting liquid she had ever encountered placed on her tongue. It was very much like the flavor of the tea Deacon had once brought her, but far worse. As she swallowed the stuff, it seemed to get warmer. By the time it reached her stomach, she could feel the heat throughout her body. The warmth seemed to boil away the fog in her mind.
"There. Until that wears off, you should feel like yourself. That should give you enough time to get some food inside of you without having to worry about choking to death. Once you've eaten, I want you to go back to sleep. Another day and you ought to be able to walk out of here unaided," Vedesto said, turning to Deacon. "You, on the other hand, will require at least two more days, because you couldn't simply rest like a good patient."
Food was given to Myranda, which she ate eagerly. Deacon sat, sulking but quiet, while she ate. Myranda glanced around her with her temporarily clear vision.
In one of the corners, furthest from the door, Lain lay asleep in a bed. It was only the second time she had seen the creature in any form of rest, and once again it was through no choice of his own. She couldn't help but look at him in a new light. It was certain now. This was a divinely anointed being. He could be the savior of all of the people of the continent, plucking them from the jaws of the war once and for all. Myranda would never have imagined someone like him as a Chosen a few years ago, yet now that she knew the skills he had, she wondered if there was another in the world better suited.
Shortly after she finished her meal, the warmth that kept her mind clear faded and she, quite against her will, drifted again into sleep. This slumber was not so deep. Simple dreams came in the form of brief glimpses of what was to be. She saw Lain, the bizarre creature she had helped to create, and three hazy forms standing before a grateful city, accepting the praise due to them for ending the war and bringing the soldiers home. The scene repeated itself in varied forms through the night. By the time her eyes opened again, she was convinced that such a sight must come to pass, no matter what. With the end of the war now a very real possibility, she simply must make sure it occurred.
True to the white wizard's word, Myranda felt strong enough to stand. Myn was nowhere to be seen, and Lain's bed was empty. Deacon was still asleep, and when Myranda asked Vedesto where Lain had gone to, he seemed quite dismayed that the bed was empty. It should not have been a surprise that Lain had let himself out of the chief healer's care.
After the news had spread that he was a Chosen, though, there was little doubt that he would be easy to find. All that she would have to do was look in the center of the largest group of people around. Or perhaps not. Upon being officially discharged from Vedesto's care, Myranda found that the people outside, many still mildly under the effects of the ceremony, were unaware Lain had slipped out. She headed quickly to his place on the Warrior's Side. There, inside his simple hut, she found him sitting with his back against the wall. Myn was curled up on his crossed legs.
"I am surprised you are not inundated by well-wishers and admirers," Myranda said.
"I value my privacy. The people here respect boundaries when you set them," he said.
"You know you can't ignore it now. You are one of the Chosen. It is not a theory. You and I have seen proof," she said.
"So it would seem," he said calmly.
"I suppose you will leave this place soon to perform your duty to the world," Myranda said.
"You may believe what you wish," he said.
Myranda paused.
"You do intend to stop the war, don't you?" she asked.
"Is that to be one of your questions?" he asked.
She only had two, and there was little hope of any new questions anytime soon. This, though, was quite worth it.
"Yes," she said.
"Absolutely not," he said.
"What!? You cannot be serious! Lain, it is your purpose! You were born to do it! You owe it to the world!" she said.
"I have not finished forcing the world to pay the debt owed to me. I am in the business of killing. I depend upon feelings of hatred and loathing, and deeply-seated longings to end the life of another. Such feelings are not forthcoming in a time of peace. War is my livelihood," he said.
Myranda was frozen with rage. She could feel the hope of an end slipping away because this short-sighted, greedy, heartless thing that sat before her refused to use the power given to him for the one and only truly good purpose in the world. Her hands trembled and tears formed in her eyes. The stand that held the training swords they had been using stood to the side in the room. She grasped her weapon and, shaking, held it up.
"Outside, now!" she demanded.
"I am not prepared to train you now. It is not yet sundown," he said.
"Lain, damn you, if you will not do your duty for this world, then you will keep your promise to me! On your feet!" she shouted.
Myn, who had been roused from a light sleep by Myranda's entrance, watched in a pleasant daze. When the girl began to speak her harsh words, the dragon snapped quickly out of it. Lain grasped his training sword and hoisted himself to his feet. The pair left the hut, with Myn keeping a close and watchful eye. She could feel that there was something different about this fight.
Myranda was hardly at her best. She had only just regained the strength to walk. She wouldn't be able to fight nearly as well as she normally would, which wasn't nearly well enough to exact the revenge she so desired. It didn't matter. She wasn't in control of her own actions any more. Lain lasted even longer than she, and he was unaccustomed to the mental fatigue that she had come to expect at the end of a training day. Perhaps, just this once, the balance would be tipped in her favor.
The first blows began to be exchanged. Myranda was slower and sloppier than she had been in weeks. Lain's speed was not what it had been either, and his movements were, for the first time, less than graceful. Still, he managed to raise his weapon to block each attempt. As Myranda's anger stirred, she got sloppier. Soon she was paying no attention to anything but attacking. Lain landed punishing blows, hammering her ribs and legs--but in her mind, the pain was nothing. He had done more through his single decision to forsake his purpose and allow the war to continue than he ever could with his weapon.
Myranda put every ounce of strength she could into each attack. Either through fatigue or lapsed concentration, Lain's weapon was only barely able to block them after a time. Then came the moment. Myranda managed a single sidestep to take her out of range of a mighty swing by Lain. The force of the attack took him off balance, and there it was. Her chance. Time seemed to stop. Her weapon was ready and his was not. Before she could even think, she had struck. With a force that could only be mustered by rage, Myranda's weapon crashed with a sickening snap into Lain's jaw.
All at once, time came rushing back. Lain shook from the force of the attack. His face turned away, but his body remained planted. Myranda dropped her weapon and gasped, shocked at what she had done. Regret instantly replaced the hate in her heart. She wanted badly to rush to him, to see if he was badly hurt. A part of her, though, held her back, fearful of the consequences of her action. Myn shot between the two, a look of pure betrayal in her eyes. Lain's face turned to her. He wore the same stony expression that he always had, but his eyes spoke volumes. There was respect, pride, and perhaps a bit of pity, but no anger. A trickle of blood crept from the corner of his mouth, staining the cream-colored fur red.
"If that were a proper blade, I would be dead. You have learned all I can teach. When you came to me, you would not draw a drop of blood from my arm," he said, spitting a gob of blood and a tooth to the ground. "Now you are capable of taking my life. The fire is burning inside. You are every bit a warrior. The rest will come with time."
He knelt and picked up the tooth.
"Here," he said, stepping around Myn and placing it in Myranda's hand. "Keep it. It will be a reminder of the day you proved that you were no worse than I . . . and no better."
Myranda stared at the bloody thing for a long time. Lain returned to his hut, leaving her to her thoughts. Her eyes wandered to the practice sword, a stain of blood near its tip. A deep, dull pain burned in the palm of her hand. The sight of the stained sword turned her stomach. Myn settled to the ground, her eyes a window to her conflicted soul. The girl couldn't stand the questioning stare and turned away, heading slowly toward her hut.
 



Chapter 35
The walk back was a long one. The distance was short, but burdened with the reality of what she had done, and what she had said, it was almost too much for Myranda to bear. She tried to remind herself of the anger, that what she had done was justified. It did little good. As she walked, she slowly became aware of each and every blow she'd let slip by. Her mind was too taxed to heal them by itself. She could have gone back to the healers, but deep down, she knew she deserved what she had received. The fact that she had let hate turn her into exactly what she hated warranted every lump and bruise she had and more.
She had not killed him, but the fact that she could have, the fact that she wanted to, burned her mind.
She entered her hut. Myn was with Lain. The dragon would need some time to forgive her for what she had done. The room seemed too empty. Myranda was tired. She should sleep but . . . no. She couldn't. Not now. The dreams. Silence and solitude were all she wanted now. A knock at the door broke the silence, and the man on the other side broke the solitude. She opened it to find Deacon leaning heavily--very heavily--on both the door frame and a staff. It was clear that the chief white wizard was right. He'd needed at least another day. He managed a weak smile.
"Hello. May I come in?" he asked.
Myranda would have said no, but he clearly had put a lot of effort into the trek to her hut.
"Please," she said with a rather unconvincing attempt at joviality.
He hobbled in, dropping heavily to a seat.
"My goodness. I haven't had to use a staff in ages," he said.
"Shouldn't you still be in bed?" she asked.
"Vedesto evicted me. He caught me trying to convince one of the apprentices to sneak a book in for me. Again," he said.
"I see," she said.
"So, I thought . . . the falls. The falls have stopped while we were sleeping, and the water in the pool beneath is gone," he began, his voice wavering a bit. "The way is open again, and will be for a day or two more. We post people in shifts to watch for newcomers. In groups of two. I thought maybe that you and I could . . . is something wrong?"
Myranda shook as she remembered what she had done, and then she slowly shook her head.
"What is it? I can help, I assure you," he said, nearly falling over forward in an attempt to place a hand on her shoulder.
"Nothing, I . . . I passed Lain's test," she said.
"Perhaps my mind is a bit more addled than I thought. I would have imagined that was a reason to rejoice," he said.
"I tried to kill him," she said.
"Did you succeed?" he asked.
"No, but I wanted to. I really did. I couldn't control myself. I just . . . I hated him so much. I knocked out his tooth. I may have broken his jaw. He gave me the tooth. He wants me to remember. He wants me to remember that I wanted to kill," she said.
"What did he do to make you feel this way?" he asked.
"He won't do it, Deacon. He is one of them! He can stop the war, but he won't! He would rather go on profiting from murder than end all of this!" she said.
"Myranda, no, no. You mustn't trouble yourself over that. Listen, it does not matter what he says. This is a matter of fate. What must be done will be done," he said.
"I know him well enough to know that when he gives his word, he doesn't break it, and he promised to answer my questions truthfully. If he said he doesn't intend to, then he won't," she said.
"You don't understand. It doesn't matter. Myranda, the future is not so fragile as to be broken by a simple decision. The future is made of decisions. The spirits speak not to tell us what to do, but to tell us what will be done. Something will change his mind and he will rise to his proper place. Until then, just leave him be," he said.
"I just don't know," she said.
"Well, I do. That's the wonderful thing about the future. All you ever have to do is wait for it. It will come to you," he said.
Until the sun set, Deacon kept Myranda company. He then hobbled slowly home as Myranda went to sleep without her friend Myn to keep her company for the first time in ages. The time had not protected her from the dreams. Morning couldn't come soon enough. When her eyes opened shortly before sunrise, she made a decision. She would convince Lain to do what he must, even if it took years. But not today. She could not face him after what she did yesterday, after what he made her do. For now she needed something to occupy her mind.
She left her hut, with her mind fully recovered and her bruises mostly healed. The thundering of the falls had indeed stopped, Myranda finally realized for herself. It was odd. The sound had been so constant in her time here that she had accepted the low rumble as silence. Now that it was gone, the quiet seemed unnatural. It felt as though there was something missing. The feeling was deep in her soul. It must be the missing sound. What else could it be?
She had a meal before seeking out Deacon. It was odd not being hurried by an impending training session with an impatient teacher. She supposed that black and white magics would be next, and she wondered what sort of things those Masters would have in store for her. No. Gray magic first. She owed it to Deacon to finish his training. After knocking at his door, she heard bumping and thumping, as well as a rather insistent voice telling her to wait. Finally the door opened, revealing Deacon looking a good deal more disheveled than usual.
"Did I wake you?" she asked.
"No, no. Not you precisely. The door did. When you knocked on it," he said, trying to set her mind at ease without really lying.
"You can go back to bed. I know you need your sleep," Myranda said.
"Not at all. Not at all. I am quite well-rested," he said, struggling valiantly to hold back a yawn. "I haven't slept so deeply since I was an apprentice. What brings you here?"
"I haven't slept so poorly since I was a frightened little girl. Myn isn't about. I just need some kind of distraction. Something to pluck up my courage before I speak to Lain again," she said.
"Well, if nothing more than distraction is required, I can most assuredly oblige. Please, come in," he said.
She closed the door and took a seat in the second chair while Deacon went about pulling books from shelves. When he had a fair amount, he pulled his chair to the desk and opened one or two of them.
"If you like, I will teach you a bit more gray magic. You may have your choice of lessons. Whatever interests you," he said.
Myranda scanned the books. The names were not in her tongue, but thanks to a whispered enchantment by Deacon, the lines and letters twisted and turned themselves as her eyes swept over the pages. In a few moments it was all quite legible to her. Eventually she found the most recently scribed of the enchantments.
"What about this one?" she asked, placing her finger on a spell marked "Gilliam's Folly."
"Trans-substantiation. That is a rather advanced one, but nothing beyond your ability, I am sure," he said.
She had not brought her staff, but Deacon allowed her to borrow his crystal. Gray magic tended to be quite different from the elements. Each spell that the fire or wind Masters taught was much like the first. Gray magic was wholly different from spell to spell. It was like learning a new discipline each time.
The pair decided she would begin by turning a piece of clay into glass. The two substances were fairly similar, and thus the change would be simple. Myranda worked at the spell with Deacon's coaching, but it wasn't easy. The sight of the spell at work was quite unique. Faint waves of energy swept through the clay, leaving thin bands of glass that faded quickly back to normal. After an hour or so of unsuccessful attempts, they decided to rest.
"Well. The falls are quiet today. For now, at least. Calypso indicated that they would give way sooner than expected. Perhaps by the end of the day. Nevertheless, that still leaves time for a shift or two at the fall's edge. It is quite peaceful there and you and I might--" he began. He was interrupted by a thunderous slam on the door.
"What was that?" she cried, startled.
"I seem to have a rather insistent visitor," he said.
A second crash nearly knocked the door from its hinges, and a third succeeded where the last had failed. Atop the fallen door stood a dizzied Myn. She had a desperate look, catching the edge of Myranda's tunic and pulling her forward.
"What is it? Calm down. What is it, little one?" she asked.
Myn looked desperately to the base of the temporarily quiet falls and back to Myranda.
"What about the falls? I don't . . . Lain. Lain went to the falls," she said.
She knew from the dragon's eyes that it was so. He had gone.
"Then we must follow," Myranda said, walking resolutely toward the falls.
"What!? No! You--you need to stay here! There are ceremonies, there are tests. You've so much more you can learn! You haven't even been inducted as a Full Master yet! Your Master crystal will not be forged for another month, at least!" Deacon said, rushing out the door behind her.
"I've learned enough. I need to see Lain," she said.
"The falls could start at any moment. You'll never make it! You don't have any supplies! You need to stay!" he pleaded.
"No!" she said, turning to him. "Lain has left this place to go back to killing. He has turned his back on his purpose. I will not rest until he faces it again!"
"Myranda, that is a job for fate, not for you," he reasoned desperately.
"What if fate means to do it through me? I have been thinking. That nonsense you said that Hollow had said about me. A label of white adorns that which will see each. I have seen the Swordsman," she began, holding up her white scar of the mark. "I have seen Lain. I have seen whatever being we summoned in the ceremony. What if it is my purpose to seek out the Chosen? A mark both fresh and faded belongs to the carpenter. What if carpenter is not meant to be taken literally? What if he meant that I was to be the one to join the members of the Chosen five together as a carpenter joins wood? Doesn't that explain why I have the mark? Doesn't that explain why magic comes so easily to me?"
"Perhaps, perhaps . . . But perhaps not! You are reaching, Myranda. You are twisting the words to fit your purpose," he said. "The prophecy is clear about mere mortals who try to help the Chosen. The trials that the divine ones must face would destroy anyone else. To offer aid where it is not needed is a death sentence!"
"Then so be it. If I must die so that the world may be spared of this war, let it be done," she said.
"No, Myranda, I--I . . . Five minutes more, I beg of you!" he said.
"I must--" Myranda tried to answer. Before she did, Deacon was gone. He disappeared inside his hut.
Myranda hurried along. She simply could not be delayed. A terrible din came from Deacon's hut. He sprinted out after her a minute later.
"Wait please!" he said, running in front of her. He carried a bag and an armload of books. The precious tomes spilled to the ground as he finally found the specific one he was looking for. He riffled through the pages and tore one out.
"Here! Take it! Have you the tooth still? Good. With this spell and that tooth you can track him wherever he goes! And the bag! Take the bag! It contains some necessities, an old staff and crystal. Better than yours, but not nearly what you deserve. Oh, if only you would wait until the next time that the way opens. We could give you a crystal worthy of your skill," he said.
Myranda took the bag and the page, stuffing it inside. Tears were welling in her eyes. As they approached the base of the falls the mountain seemed to shudder. At any second, a column of water would come crashing down.
"Myranda. Take care. Please, come back to m--us," he said.
"I swear to you. If I can, I will," she assured him.
Myranda rushed to the edge of the waterfall basin. Those keeping watch claimed that neither they nor their predecessors had seen anyone enter the mouth of the cave, but considering the fact that Lain had managed to sneak out of his own hut without waking Myn, that meant little. The dragon leapt down into the basin, while Myranda lowered herself as gently as she could down inside. With much difficulty, she managed to reach the mouth of the cave. She fought the urge to have one final look at those she was leaving behind, for fear of changing her mind. Instead, she hurried as quickly as the slick floor of the cave would allow.
Ahead lay darkness, danger, risk, and war. All of this Myranda knew. But somewhere there were two creatures, two creatures she'd seen with her own eyes, which could change the world. The mountain groaned, filling the cave with echoes. At any moment, an icy wall of water could drop down, robbing her of the haven, the wonder, the paradise that was Entwell. Her every desire, save one, lie in that fair village. Her greatest desire, though, lay ahead.
Lain carried with him the shining gleam of hope for peace, and she would follow that dying light in the darkness to the ends of the world. Now she knew the truth. She would show Lain the error in his ways. Now she understood her purpose. She would find the other Chosen. Now she had the power. She would see the war brought to an end, or she would die trying. Around her the mountain gave a groaning roar. Squeezing her scarred left hand tightly, she climbed on, toward her destiny.
#
Important though it is to tell the tale completely, the enormity of the task was not clear to me at the onset. Much as it pains me to leave you in the grip of so tense a moment, the hour is late and my hand grows unsteady. For now I must rest, and begin anew when I am able. I can only hope that the volume to follow finds its way to your eyes as well, as the tale is not half told, and I know all too well what incomplete knowledge can bring. Until then, let me leave you with an assurance. The tale does not end here. Indeed, this is merely the beginning.
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Chapter 1
 
Corporal Amaranthe Lokdon paced. Her short sword, night stick, and handcuffs bumped and clanked at her thighs with each impatient step. Enforcer Headquarters frowned down at her, an ominous gray cliff of a building that glowered at the neighborhood like a turkey vulture, except with less charisma.
Amaranthe drew her pocket watch and checked the time. Where was her partner?
At the soft squeak of boots on snow, she looked up. A narrow side street expelled a squat, burly man in enforcer grays. Morning light glinted against the large brass rank pins crowding his collar: four bars under two crossed swords, the mark of a district chief.
Amaranthe fought back a grimace and straightened, heels clicking together. The chief’s dark gaze latched onto her from beneath shaggy gray eyebrows that crashed in the middle when he scowled. He was scowling now.
She swallowed. “Good morning, Chief Gunarth.”
“Lokdon,” he growled. “Does the city pay you to loiter in front of headquarters? Because if the capital city of the Turgonian Empire, the most powerful nation in the world, pays its enforcers to loiter uselessly in front of my headquarters building, I’d think somebody would have mentioned it to me.”
Amaranthe opened her mouth to give him an obedient “yes, sir.” Or was it a “no, sir”? She had lost the question in his diatribe. “I’m waiting for my partner, sir.”
“It’s five minutes into your shift. Where is he?”
“He’s...” Hung over, still asleep, trying vainly to find a uniform that isn’t wrinkled…. “Investigating some suspicious activity at Curi’s Bakery.”
The chief’s already-lowered eyebrows descended further. “Let me explain something to you, Lokdon.”
“Sir?” Amaranthe tried to look attentive.
“Your first loyalty is to the emperor.” He reached above his head, demonstrating a lofty plateau. “Your second is to the city, and your third is to everyone above you in the chain of command.” His hand descended in increments as he spoke until he finished with, “Way down there by your boot is your loyalty to your partner. Understood?”
“Emperor, city, you, boot. Got it, sir.”
“Is that a joke, Lokdon?” His tone made it clear it had better not be.
She sighed. “No, sir.”
“If you can’t remember where your loyalties lie, better you take up a shop like the rest of the women in Turgonia.”
Amaranthe forced her face to stay neutral, ignoring the heat warming her cheeks. “Yes, sir.”
“Now, I ask you again, where is your partner?” The chief’s tone had grown soft, dangerous.
She lifted her chin. “Investigating suspicious activity at Curi’s.”
Furrows like canyons formed across the chief’s forehead as his scowl deepened. “I see. I’ll remember this when I’m filling out the extra duty roster.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Start your patrol without him. And when he catches up, tell him if he can’t arrive at work on time, you can both sleep here. In one of the cells.”
“I will, sir.”
Amaranthe trotted away before the chief could spout further threats. She crossed the wide boulevard in front of headquarters and jogged around a lumbering steam tractor obscuring ice with sheets of salt. Snow piles framed the ancient cobblestone alley she entered, its walls close enough to touch with outstretched arms. She almost bumped into a man and woman coming out of a temple that had been turned into a bookstore. Bundled in fur caps and parkas, they saw her uniform and stepped out of the way, joining a headless statue in one of the recessed nooks by the door. At the turn of the last century, Mad Emperor Motash had declared atheism the state religion and ordered all statues depicting deities beheaded. A hundred years later, the locals still called the seat of the empire, “Stumps.”
Amaranthe smelled the scrumptious scents of Curi’s Bakery as she came onto the next boulevard, and she cast a longing gaze at the building. Paintings of apple pastries, glazed fruits, and spiced breads adorned the windows for those unable to read the sign. A gangly university student ambled out with a pastry stuffed in his mouth. Warm frosting dribbled down his chin.
Someone tapped Amaranthe’s shoulder. “Buy one. The city won’t catch on fire if you indulge occasionally.”
“Can’t.” She glanced at her partner, Corporal Wholt, as he fell into step beside her. She wanted to yell at him for being late again, but it would change little, and she had yet to meet the man who appreciated unsolicited criticism. “Enforcers are supposed to be fit. I’d have to run the whole lake trail tonight if I ate one of those pastries.”
“You probably will anyway. To punish yourself for being tempted.”
Amaranthe did not consider diet advice from Wholt worth much. Though he stood several inches taller than her five and a half feet, his slouch made the difference negligible. A fledgling pot belly slumped over the belt of his rumpled gray uniform. The double-bar rank pin on his left collar flap was skewed at a different angle than the pin on his right. She reached up, unfastened the backs, and adjusted the pins so both sides matched.
“Thanks,” Wholt said dryly. “You know you’re the most grandmotherly twenty-five-year-old woman I’ve met, right?”
“That’s because most of the women you know work at brothels.”
“The best kind. Very amenable ladies.”
“You missed a spot shaving.” Amaranthe’s hand dropped to her utility knife. “Want me to...?”
“No!” Wholt sidled away. “Don’t you ever grow weary of being the ideal enforcer? Perfectly pressed uniform, gleaming weapons, not a single hair out of place in that unflattering brown bun.”
Frowning, Amaranthe touched her hair. It was neat and out of the way. That counted more than beauty.
“You come to work early,” Wholt continued, “stay late, precisely follow every regulation, and where’s it gotten you? You’re still a corporal after six years.”
“You’re still a corporal after six years too,” she said.
“Actually,” he said, tone growing calm, and a smile coming to his lips, “I came up on the list for promotion. It’ll be sergeant next month.”
“You? You’re going to make sergeant? You don’t know half the regulations and you’re late for work every other day.”
Wholt looked away. “You’re my partner, Amaranthe. I figured you’d be happy for me.”
She stared at the snow edging the cracks in the sidewalk. He was right. She should be happy for him, but it was all too unfair. “Congratulations,” she managed, though she doubted it sounded sincere.
“I’m sure it’ll be your turn next month,” Wholt said.
Amaranthe was sure it would not, even if the chief forgot to mark her file with a demerit for that morning’s lie. She knew of no female sergeants in the Stumps force. The empire did not permit women to join its armies, and it was only in the last generation that it had begun allowing them to join the city law enforcers—grudgingly.
“Wholt.” Amaranthe looked him in the eyes and touched his arm. “Try to...be a good sergeant. You represent the empire when you wear that uniform. And you represent yourself. That should matter.”
He actually stood taller. “I will. I know. It does.”
“Good.”
His attention shifted over her shoulder. “Is that smoke?” He pointed toward the blocky buildings crouched alongside the lake. “Or just factory haze?”
Down the hill, dozens of men and machines toiled on the frozen water, hacking out blocks of ice that would be stored for summer use, but smoke blurred the scene. Amaranthe pinpointed the source.
“There’s not a factory there.” She grabbed Wholt’s arm and tugged him forward. “Fire!”
They took a trolley toward the waterfront and hopped off at the nearest stop. Smoke thickened the air, and they slipped and skidded as they negotiated the slick sidewalks. They ran around a corner, almost crashing into the back ranks of a gathering crowd.
In a residential district, where wooden structures were more common, people might have raced back and forth with buckets to help, but this dilapidated wooden building was an island surrounded by brick, stone, and cement. The onlookers appeared more fascinated than concerned about the flames spreading, and the Imperial Fire Brigade had already arrived with one of the city’s self-propelled fire pumps. Black smoke poured from the stack, mingling with the plumes rising from the building. A thick hose was attached to the pump and to a fireplug up the street. Water streamed onto the flames flickering through the broken windows of the old building. Only one corner, which was dominated by a multistory brick kiln, was not burning.
“You mentioned something about the city not catching on fire today?” Amaranthe asked as she and Wholt pushed their way through the onlookers.
“Did I say that?”
Heat flooded over them, dry and powerful. Charred flakes of wood and paper floated through the air.
“We better help with crowd control,” Amaranthe said, but as they advanced, she glimpsed a merchant standing at her counter in a tea-and-coffee import store. Other shop owners had joined the gawking crowd. Two men loomed in front of this woman. Customers? Given the proximity of the fire, shopping seemed unlikely. “Or we could help this lady who I believe is being robbed.”
“Huh?” Wholt turned his head. “Oh. It wouldn’t hurt these businesses to be looted once in a while. Merchants are practically running things around here anyway.” But he drew his sword.
“I’ll go in the front,” Amaranthe said. “You go around back.”
“Be careful.” Wholt trotted down the street toward an alley where he could cut over.
Amaranthe strode through the front door. Barrels and canisters cluttered the aisles, and stuffed shelves rose from floor to ceiling on each wall. The scent of tea leaves and coffee beans from distant parts of the world soared above the pervading smell of smoke. Her strongbox open, the merchant was clutching a stack of bills. Her eyes brightened when she saw Amaranthe’s uniform.
Amaranthe focused on the two men towering over the shopkeeper. The huge brutes were only a couple feet shorter than the floor-to-ceiling stack of coffee tins fronting the aisle behind them.
“Well, well,” one man said, nudging his cohort, “it looks like a girl enforcer. We’re very concerned.”
His comrade snickered. Scars lined the faces of both men. Swords hung in belt scabbards, the hilts’ sweat-stained leather wrappings evidence of frequent use. One thug shifted to reveal a flintlock pistol aimed at the merchant. Apparently, he did not consider Amaranthe enough of a threat to warrant switching his target. Indignation flared and her hand twitched toward her sword. She caught herself before she acted foolishly. After all, it was better not to have a weapon pointed at her chest.
“Gentlemen,” Amaranthe said, “this robbery is over. If you put down your weapons and submit to being detained, perhaps I can speak to the magistrate on your behalf. Your possession of firearms, which, according to Imperial City Code seven-four-three dash A, are for military use only, will elevate your crime from simple theft to aggressive larceny.”
“Darn.” The thug waved a negligent hand at her, then leered at the merchant. “Give us the money, lady.”
Amaranthe drew her sword. The thugs displayed less concern than men chattered at by irate chipmunks. Probably rightfully so. They outnumbered her, and they had the miens of ex-soldiers. While she had undergone weapons and unarmed combat training at the Enforcer Academy, that was mediocre compared to the constant drilling military men endured. And they knew it. One of the robbers assumed a bored ready stance, lips canted in a knowing smirk.
A glance at the back of the building revealed no one charging in to help. What was keeping Wholt?
The thug shifted his weight to advance.
Amaranthe bent her legs, drew her shoulder back, and hurled her sword with all her strength. Reflexively, both men lifted their blades to block. As soon as they realized her weapon would not touch them, they burst into chortles.
The men were not her targets.
Her sword crashed into the ceiling-high collection of coffee tins behind them. The stack exploded, full canisters pummeling the robbers. Metal thudded against skin and bone, and the men cursed as they flailed, tripped, and inevitably toppled. One hit his head on the counter as he went down and did not move when he landed. The other fell, scrambled to rise, slipped on a canister, and cracked his chin on the tile floor.
Amaranthe picked her way through the mess, stepped on one man’s back, and collected their weapons. She handed the pistol to the merchant who pointed the weapon gleefully at the prone robbers while Amaranthe cuffed one and found twine to tie the other.
“Nicely done, Corporal,” a quiet voice said from the direction of the front door.
“Thanks.” She started to look up to identify the speaker when Wholt burst in through the back. “Where have you been?” she demanded. “Did you get lost?”
“There was a third one out back. I had to...uh...uhm...” Wholt’s mouth dropped open as he stared past Amaranthe. “Good morning, Sire,” he finally managed.
Sire? Amaranthe slowly stood and turned. Crowded at the entrance, six tall broad men wearing black gold-trimmed uniforms—the color of the emperor’s elite bodyguard—framed a smaller man of eighteen or nineteen. He had pale brown hair, gentle dark brown eyes, and yes, his was the same face that adorned the currency in the merchant’s strongbox. Emperor Sespian Savarsin, in power this last year since reaching his majority.
“Good morning,” the emperor answered.
Amaranthe stammered a greeting. What’s the emperor doing down here? Shouldn’t he be somewhere safe, doing emperorly things? She ransacked her memory for the proper protocol and found...nothing. Emperors did not traditionally saunter through the waterfront shops. They certainly did not mingle with people of the labor class.
The merchant, equally flustered, curtseyed deeply and said, “Sire, I must apologize for the state of disarray infecting my store.”
The emperor arched his eyebrows. “I should be apologizing to you, madam. For allowing this—” he gestured toward the fallen thugs, “—in the city. Fortunately, our enforcers are quite competent.” He bounced a little at this and smiled at Amaranthe, more like a young man hungering for a friend than a leader over millions. Don’t be presumptuous, Amaranthe.
“Yes, Sire,” she said. It felt like a safe answer.
“What’s your name?” he asked. “Both of your names?” He waved to include Wholt.
“Corporal Lokdon,” Amaranthe said. “And this is soon-to-be Sergeant Wholt,” she added when Wholt did not manage to utter anything intelligible.
A ponderous man with flapping jowls thundered through the doorway. Beads of sweat gleamed on his face. The emperor sighed like a boy whose tutor had caught up with him.
“Sire, there you are. They’ve got the fire under control. Do you want to finish the inspection now?”
“Not really.” The emperor smiled wistfully.
“Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest will be expecting our punctual return.”
“I suppose.” The emperor cast a mournful gaze at Amaranthe as he trooped out the door flanked by his guards.
When the entourage had departed, Wholt shuffled through the tins and elbowed Amaranthe. “I think he liked you.”
She snorted. “Yes, I’m surely destined to be the next empress.”
“That might be ambitious, but you could have asked him for a promotion.”
For a moment, Wholt’s words enticed her. If the emperor told the chief someone should be promoted to sergeant, surely it would happen. And she deserved it, didn’t she? She worked harder than Wholt. But no.... “If I get promoted, it’ll be because I earned it, the same as everyone else. Not because I begged someone for a favor.”
“You have earned it.”
 
* * * * *
 
The bodies were charred into anonymity and still smoldering. Eight, Amaranthe counted as she walked around the pile, sodden floorboards creaking ominously beneath her feet. It was a dangerous spot, since the fire had also charred the support posts and beams in the basement. Several boards had already given way and plunged below. A great hole in the floor marked the spot where a worktable had stood. Yet she stayed, breathing air thick with the stench of fire and death, seeking answers from the carnage.
The corpses had been there, piled just like this, when the first firemen walked in. They had left the bodies untouched for the enforcers. The flames had seared facial features, clothing, skin and hair color into indistinguishable black lumps. Amaranthe could not even tell gender for certain.
“Definitely arson, sir,” a rookie enforcer reported to Wholt, who stood near a window. The flooring was more stable next to the walls. “We found empty kerosene tins downstairs.”
“Thank you, ah...”
“Quets,” Amaranthe supplied the name, looking up from the bodies to focus on the younger enforcer. He and his partner had been nearby and had also responded early to the fire. “What else is down there?”
“Just some tools, a bunch of pots stored on shelves, and the biggest kiln I’ve ever seen,” Quets said.
“One wonders why they didn’t just cremate the bodies in the kiln,” Amaranthe mused. “Why torch the whole building?”
“They?” Wholt asked.
She could only shrug, having no idea yet who ‘they’ were nor why anyone would choose a pottery studio for a mass murder. Of course, the corpses could have come from anywhere and been brought here and arranged like this for...what? She shook her head.
“Quets,” Amaranthe said, “take the trolley back to HQ, tell the chief what we’ve found and that we need a steam wagon. The Sawbones will want to take a look at these corpses.”
The smell of singed flesh was turning her stomach. Amaranthe picked a path around puddles and over to the window where Wholt stood. Soot stained the panes that were not broken. Snowflakes flitted in through burned holes in the ceiling, mingling with water dripping from the rafters.
“What do you think?” she asked.
“It’s a mess.”
“Very perceptive, thank you.”
“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Wholt asked. “Someone killed a bunch of people and wanted to cover it up by rendering the bodies unidentifiable. They probably meant for them and the floor to burn completely. The Fire Brigade was just too good.”
“Hm,” Amaranthe said. “I want to look in the basement. Then we’ll have to interview the artists who work here, see if anybody—eight anybodies—are known to be missing and if anything odd has been going on around here. We should find out who owns the building too.”
“We?” Wholt raised his eyebrows. “We’re patrollers, not detectives. The chief will send a lieutenant down to oversee the investigation.”
Amaranthe grimaced. He was right, of course. This case would make the papers, though, probably the front page. Working on it might be just the opportunity she needed to stand out and earn her promotion. Maybe she could get herself put on the investigation team.
“I bet it’s Sicarius,” Wholt said.
Amaranthe blinked. “What?”
Wholt was staring at the charred corpses. “You know, Sicarius, the assassin, the only criminal with a million-ranmya bounty on his head. The only criminal with a bounty signed by Emperor Sespian himself.”
“I know who Sicarius is,” Amaranthe said. Thanks to that bounty, everyone in the empire knew who he was. “But why would you think he’s responsible for this?”
“He’s back in town. I just heard last night. One of the gymnasium pickpockets we’ve been after all winter turned himself in. Seems he was in the baths, doing his looting circuit, and he touched Sicarius’s towel before realizing whose stuff he was trolling through. The thief spent half the day looking over his shoulder and then showed up at HQ wanting to be arrested so he could hide out in a cell.”
“Did the chief send some men to the gym?” Amaranthe asked, annoyed at the idea of a criminal daring to exercise and bathe in public facilities.
“He claims he doesn’t believe the pickpocket,” Wholt said. “I don’t blame him. The last time Sicarius was in Stumps, we lost thirty men trying to get him.”
“I remember.” A couple of men from her class at the Academy had been among the slain. Still, the idea of looking the other way for a criminal did not sit well with her. Throwing men at someone so dangerous might not be the answer, but surely there were alternatives. If she were chief, there was much she would do differently. Amaranthe sighed. “I’m checking the basement.”
Several of the blackened wooden stair treads were broken where the big rookie’s foot had gone through. For once, being smaller than all the men was helpful, for she made it to the bottom unscathed.
Fallen boards, broken tables, and other detritus from above littered the cement floor. When she spotted a soot-covered broom in the corner, she almost went over to grab it. Alas, whoever came to investigate officially would not appreciate her cleaning the crime scene.
Her foot crunched on ceramic as she walked toward the kiln entrance. None of the pots on the back shelves were broken. Why were there shards all over the floor?
She knelt for a closer look.
The first piece she picked up didn’t look like part of a pot at all. Cone-shaped, it reminded her of a cup, but since it couldn’t be set flat, it seemed fairly useless in that capacity. She turned it sideways and then upside down. In the last position it looked a bit like a perked dog or cat ear, though it was far too large to be either.
Other shards she picked up were even less identifiable. It would take someone with a lot of time and devotion to piece together the puzzle.
“There are fresh ashes in here,” Amaranthe called when she reached the firebox.
Wholt dared a few steps down the precarious staircase. “You may not have noticed, but there are fresh ashes everywhere.”
“These are from the kiln, not the building fire.” Amaranthe held her hand above the embers. “They’re still warm.”
“Again, you may not have noticed, but everything is still warm here.”
“You’re not being very helpful, Wholt. I’m saying the kiln was used recently.”
“I imagine people fire pots here every day.”
She grabbed a poker and overturned gray coal to find still-red embers. “How about in the middle of the night?”
Wholt had no sarcastic answer for that question.
“What if...” Amaranthe chomped on her lip and eyed the broken pieces of ceramic on the floor. “What if the fire wasn’t about covering up the bodies at all? Or maybe that was a secondary reason. What if someone was down here, trying to destroy something in the kiln, but there wasn’t enough room?” That seemed unlikely given its massive two-story size. “Or maybe they were making something in the kiln, something they didn’t want anyone to see. Or what if—”
“Emperor’s balls, Amaranthe. What nefarious thing could you possibly make in a kiln?”
“I, well, you’re probably right. I’m just thinking out loud.”
“Well, quit it. The steam wagon is here, and, yup, there’s a lieutenant from the NoDoc District. Better get up here before he yells at you for disturbing things.”
Sighing, Amaranthe climbed the stairs. She eyed the pile of corpses again as she headed for the knot of enforcers gathering inside the front door. Who were those people? Victims? Cohorts? Innocents? Colluders?
As soon as she spotted the lieutenant, Amaranthe jogged over and came to attention before him. “Sir, I’m Corporal Lokdon, and I’ve been looking around here. I’ve got some ideas. Are you choosing people for your investigation team?”
“I’ve heard of you, corporal,” the tall, slender graying man said.
He had? She raised her eyebrows. In a good way?
“You have a reputation for fastidiousness,” he said.
Blighted ancestors. That was what enforcers in other districts knew about her?
“Why don’t you and your partner head up the cleanup team out here. The whole block is a mess.”
Amaranthe stared. That was a task for a couple of rookies! If she was going to earn her promotion, she’d have to distinguish herself by arresting villains and solving crimes, not poking around on the street with a broom and dustpan.
“Is there a problem, Corporal?” the lieutenant asked.
She stifled the first response that came to mind, one that would only get her in trouble. “The...cleanup team, sir?” she said instead. “I have a good eye for detail. I believe I could—”
“Yes, the cleanup team,” the lieutenant said, a warning in his eyes. “It’s a more appropriate assignment. Young ladies shouldn’t be surrounding themselves with gory bodies.” He walked toward the stairs, patting her on the shoulder on the way by. “You’ll do fine.”
Just barely, Amaranthe had the discipline to walk outside, where the crowd had dissipated, before ripping her sword out and hurling it at the closest wall. The point glanced off instead of sinking in with a satisfying thunk, and the weapon clattered onto the frosty sidewalk. She stalked over, grabbed it, and thought about throwing it again. She really wanted to skewer something.
Wholt, who had just come outside, lifted his arms, stepped back, and wisely kept his mouth shut.
Amaranthe stuffed the blade back into its sheath, nicking her hand in the process. “Lovely,” she muttered at the stab of pain.
She would oversee the street cleanup, but then she was going to get herself put on the investigation team. One way or another.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 2
 
By the time Amaranthe reached Enforcer Headquarters that evening, she had mentally organized a neat list of reasons she ought to be placed on the investigation. With chin lifted, she thrust open the front door and almost crashed into Chief Gunarth, who was pacing in the hallway.
“What did you do, Corporal?” he demanded before she could mention the arson or her list.
“Sir?”
“Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest wants to see you,” the chief said.
The list evaporated from her mind, and she put her hand on the hallway’s cool limestone wall for support. Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest was the highest ranking military officer in the empire. Each of the eight satrapies’ Commander Lords General answered to him personally. He had also been the closest advisor of Emperor Raumesys for forty years and Sespian’s regent for three. Due to Sespian’s youth, many still considered him the ultimate authority in the empire.
“He wants to see me?” Amaranthe cleared her throat to hide the squeak underlying her last word.
“You,” Chief Gunarth said. “Requested by name. You are to go to the Imperial Barracks immediately. Actually the messenger came two hours ago, but you weren’t on your assigned route.” He gave her a cool look.
That was hardly fair. “Sir, Wholt and I were responding to the fire on—”
“Give me your report later. It’s already dark. You better get your arse up to the Barracks before you inconvenience Hollowcrest by delaying his dinner.”
“Yes, sir.”
Crisp twilight air swirled about her cheeks as Amaranthe caught a trolley uptown. She shivered and moved closer to the hissing boiler and the heat radiating through its walls.
Poised at the crown of Arakan Hill, the Imperial Barracks overlooked the city, the frozen lake, and dwarfed even the largest homes on the Ridge. The emperor’s ancestors had rejected the idea of a “palace” and chosen the ancient fortress atop the hill for the imperial seat.
There was no trolley stop near the gate—apparently casual visits to gawk were not encouraged—so Amaranthe jumped off as it rumbled by the outer walls. She had performed similar moves dozens of times before, but the combination of slick pavement and watching sentries probably made the slip inevitable. Her feet skidded on ice and she flailed before recovering her balance, if not her dignity.
Snickers came from above. Atop the high stone walls, two musketeers lounged against a cannon, their silhouettes black against the starry sky. Amaranthe limited herself to a brief upward glower as she walked toward the entrance.
In a formidable display of redundancy, two towering soldiers blocked the barred gate. Amaranthe could not help but feel that as an enforcer she only played at being a warrior. Imperial soldiers were intimidating enough; the elite men privileged to protect the emperor’s home represented the best.
“Uhm, hello,” she said, then cursed herself for sounding like a scared child. “I’m Corporal Amaranthe Lokdon. Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest requested to see me.”
“It’s late,” one of the guards said in a voice reminiscent of boots grinding into gravel.
“I realize that. Could you check to see if I’m on the list?” She had no idea if there was a list, but it seemed like the right thing to say.
Both guards offered flat unfriendly stares. Their humorless expressions were so similar Amaranthe wondered if it was part of the training. Disapproving Stares, the Advanced Course. Finally, one reached his arm through the bars and withdrew a clipboard from some inner hook. He stepped beneath one of the two gas lamps spreading wan globes of light on either side of the gate.
Amaranthe fidgeted while he read. Anticipation wrestled with unease in her gut. What was this meeting about? Would it bode well for her, or ill? Either way, why would someone as important as the Commander of the Armies bother with her? The emperor must have said something after seeing her that afternoon. Did he have some reward in mind? It seemed unlikely—she had done nothing beyond what the job called for. Still, the fledgling hope thrived, and she thought of Wholt’s words. Maybe she should ask Hollowcrest for a promotion. No, she decided. The possibility of a reward thrilled her, but she would not ask for a favor.
“Huh,” the guard said. “You’re listed.”
The other one said, “Looks like the old man wants someone to keep his toes warm tonight.”
Amaranthe fluctuated between anger at their assumption and anxiety at the insinuation. She settled for a curt, “Can I go in, now?”
One of the soldiers shouted to someone in the courtyard. Another man appeared and assumed his post, and the first relieved Amaranthe of her weapons and led her through the gate.
Walkways lined with lampposts sliced through snow-blanketed lawns. Numerous outbuildings adorned the installation, but the guard led her to the main structure. When they reached the polished marble stairs, she had to take exaggerated steps to climb them. On either side of the landing, gold-laced statues of bare-chested men grappled with each other.
“Pretentious architect,” Amaranthe muttered.
“What did you say?” the guard asked.
“Such beautiful artwork.”
The guard grunted dubiously.
The gold-gilded double doors groaned open of their own accord, powered by some hidden machinery. A single hallway stretched away to a distant exit point with dozens of doors lining either side. The decorating style continued on the inside—gaudy but consistent in its reverence toward the warrior. Periodic alcoves featured more statues of ancient heroes, some naked and locked in wrestling matches, others wearing the weapons and armor of their times. They all had clunky, unrealistic features. Her people might be peerless engineers, but great artists they were not.
Weapons from different epochs perched between gas lamps on the walls. Amaranthe’s fingers twitched toward her handkerchief when she noticed one still exhibiting bloodstains. Yes, let’s erase eight hundred years of history with a swipe of a rag. She stuffed her hands into her pockets and resolutely stared straight ahead as she walked.
Her escort led her a long way before stairs branched off, one set leading up, another down. They climbed to the third floor and stopped before a guarded door. Amaranthe’s guide left her to deal with the soldier alone. Fortunately, he must have had orders to admit her, for he pushed the door open wordlessly and gestured for her to enter.
“Thank you,” Amaranthe murmured, though she hesitated before going in. A bead of sweat snaked down her ribcage.
Show some fortitude, girl.
Shoulders back, she strode into the office. Her boots thudded on a cold hardwood floor. The room’s utilitarian furniture was neatly arranged, but the crooked and curling maps papering the walls made Amaranthe want to start rearranging tacks. A coal-burning stove glowed cherry in one corner. It was the only warm thing in the room.
The white-haired man behind the desk had easily seen seventy years, but he still possessed the fit frame of a soldier. His sharp features were humorless. His black eyes glittered behind glasses that did nothing to distort their iciness.
So, this is the one who teaches the Disapproving Stare class. Amaranthe dropped her gaze to the folders and papers stacked haphazardly on his desk. She clasped her hands behind her back to keep from tidying the clutter. He probably did not approve of people touching his belongings. He probably doesn’t approve of people breathing. No wonder such gloom had draped the emperor; with this man as an adviser, there were probably not many laughs at meetings.
“Corporal Lokdon,” Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest said.
“Yes, sir.”
“Good of you to come so promptly.” Spoken by another, the words might have sounded friendly, but the man’s sarcastic edge dulled the effect.
Amaranthe shifted her weight. A floorboard creaked.
“You’re wondering why I called you here,” Hollowcrest said.
“Yes, sir.”
He shuffled papers, then opened a folder. “I’ve been looking over your records. You have a halfway decent education, though you didn’t finish the last term at the Mildawn Business School for Women.” He pushed the top page over to look at another. “That’s the year your coal miner father died of Black Lung Disease. All that money he must have scrimped to send you to that school, and you didn’t finish. Instead you lied about your age, took the enforcer entrance exam, and signed up for the academy. Have I got it right, so far?”
“I couldn’t afford to finish school, sir,” Amaranthe said stiffly. “My father was sick for months before he died, and he didn’t get any pay during that time. I worked, and took care of him, and went to school until he passed away, but I couldn’t afford to pay the tuition and rent on a flat after that.”
“I see.”
Amaranthe felt as if she were balancing on the frozen lake. Might a hole open up beneath her and suck her in? It wasn’t surprising that Hollowcrest had access to all her background information, but it alarmed her that he had bothered to look into it. What had she done to warrant such scrutiny? Surely she was not here because she had lied about her age seven years ago.
“You chose a hard road,” Hollowcrest said. “A female enforcer is rare, even if it’s allowed now. Why not work for someone in business or start your own? It seems to be the trend for educated women these days.” His last sentence came with a faint sneer.
She supposed a man of Hollowcrest’s age remembered the time when women had been free of ambition beyond birthing future soldiers. She knew their growing financial clout alarmed the conservatives, but her ambitions were not business-related. Why would he bring it up now?
“I went to that school because it was what my father wanted,” she said. “I never cared much for business.”
“No? Your marks suggest otherwise.”
“I didn’t mind the lessons. Just the ultimate goal seemed...shallow. I want to serve the throne, not my own pockets. I want to be the first female enforcer chief in the empire, sir, to be somebody that history remembers.”
Hollowcrest frowned. Wrong answer, but why? Amaranthe shifted her weight again, still struggling to gain her balance in this conversation.
The old man flipped a few more pages on his desk, tendons jumping on the backs of his creased bronze hands. Coals shifted in the stove. Surreptitiously, Amaranthe wiped moist hands on the sides of her trousers.
“Would you be interested in an independent assignment?” Hollowcrest finally asked. “Something that would challenge you?”
The breath caught in Amaranthe’s throat. Had all these questions been not an interrogation but an interview? She found herself balancing on her toes. “Sir?”
Hollowcrest leaned back in his chair. “Have you ever heard of an outlaw named Sicarius?”
“Yes, sir. He’s an assassin, wanted for crimes against the empire.”
“An understatement. In the last five years, he’s been responsible for the deaths of some three hundred imperial soldiers, two hundred enforcers from various cities around the empire, half a dozen patriarchs from the warrior caste, thirteen city officials...”
As the list continued, Amaranthe’s jaw went slack. Neither the number nor depth of these crimes were listed on the wanted bulletin. Likely it was in his enforcer record, but assassins weren’t something a patroller dealt with, and she had never been asked to look him up.
“He’s suspected of collusion with both the Kendorians and the Nurians,” Hollowcrest said. “And just two months ago, he assassinated Satrap Governor Lumous.”
“I’d heard about that death, sir. The papers said it was an accident.”
“Yes, Lumous accidentally earned someone’s wrath and had a dagger stuck in his back,” Hollowcrest said. “Our enemies read our papers. Naturally we don’t confess details that could make the Turgonian Empire appear weak.”
“Naturally, sir,” Amaranthe said, trying not to look too appalled. “What was he doing before?”
“What?” Hollowcrest asked.
“You said Sicarius had done all this in the last five years. What was he doing before then? All those nefarious accomplishments don’t sound like the work of someone young and up-and-coming.”
For a moment, Hollowcrest considered her through half-lidded eyes. Perhaps deciding if she were worthy of some secret he might have to divulge? But all he said was, “I believe he’s in his mid-thirties. His origins are unknown.”
Amaranthe opened her mouth to ask another question, but Hollowcrest cut her off.
“You may have heard he’s recently arrived in the city,” he said. “He’s known to be hirable for assassinations, so his presence here is disturbing. Sespian’s nineteenth birthday celebration is coming up in a few weeks, a massive event with guests and diplomats from all over the world. I fear it might also provide a venue for a showy assassination.”
Amaranthe grimaced. The young man she had met in that shop had been so gentle and inoffensive, especially given the number of tyrannical warlords who had preceded him. He had not even had a chance to come into his own authority yet.
“Sespian set a prodigious bounty on Sicarius’s head,” Hollowcrest said, “but the more soldiers we send after him, the more he kills.”
“And enforcers. I know, sir.” What Amaranthe did not know was how this related to her. What could she do?
“Clearly, we need to pursue a new tact,” Hollowcrest continued. “You are an attractive woman, and according to your record, quite capable. All you have to do is locate Sicarius, seduce him, and lead him to some dark room. Once there a feminine smile will allow you to slip in close, draw your dagger, and accomplish what platoons of soldiers have not been able to do over the last few years.”
Amaranthe took a step back before she could catch herself. All she would have to do was seduce someone? She was an enforcer, not a prostitute. Besides, she had spent her entire adult life trying to act as tough, strong, and confident as her male counterparts. What did she know about seduction? And assassination? She captured criminals and took them to the magistrate for justice. She didn’t kill them. To deliberately seek someone out for that purpose... That was despicable.
“Sir, I’m not—” Amaranthe started.
“Such an accomplishment,” Hollowcrest interrupted, “would gain you great recognition...a promotion.”
She sucked in a breath.
“In fact,” Hollowcrest went on, “Someone who could handle Sicarius would doubtlessly be officer material.”
He was offering her a chance to jump straight to lieutenant? Emperor’s ancestors almighty.
Hollowcrest watched her intently. He was manipulating her, luring her into doing something she found distasteful. Any fool could see that, but what he offered was everything she wanted.
Surely she could eliminate somebody who was a proven criminal. True, assassinations circumvented justice, which made them undeniably wrong, but if this Sicarius was brought in, the magistrate would assign him the death penalty anyway. By killing him in the field, she would save the department time and manpower. It would be for the good of the empire.
Amaranthe rubbed her face. The need to justify her decision was trampling all over her thinking. Still, was this really that bad? Would it truly be a blemish on her integrity? Even if it was, every day people sacrificed a lot more than integrity to get what they wanted. Besides, this was the Commander of the Armies, not a man it would be smart to refuse. She didn’t even know if refusal was permitted.
“I’ll do it, sir,” Amaranthe said.
“Excellent,” he said simply, though she caught a predatory gleam of satisfaction in those dark eyes.
Hollowcrest slid a folder out of a drawer and withdrew a single paper. “A sketch of Sicarius. It’s fairly accurate, at least as of five years ago.”
Amaranthe accepted the sketch and studied it. She admired the precision of the crisp portrait. The artist was surely not related to the unsubtle sculptors responsible for the statues on the first floor. In the black ink drawing, the criminal’s features appeared cruel and menacing. Military-style short hair topped an angular face above a lean, muscular torso.
“It’s blond,” Hollowcrest said, startling her.
“What?”
“His hair. It’s hard to tell in the drawing.”
“Oh,” she said. Blond hair was rare in the empire, a nation of people whose blood had been mixed and mixed again via generations of conquering and expansion; most citizens shared Amaranthe’s bronze skin and dark locks.
“Where should I look for him, sir?” She thought of Wholt’s suggestion that Sicarius might be behind the pottery shop arson, but that had been groundless speculation. The man could be anywhere in the city.
“I’ll leave that to your ingenuity,” Hollowcrest said. “Finding him is a feasible task. Sicarius doesn’t travel in disguise and, though discreet, he goes where he pleases. He does have a knack for knowing when our soldiers or enforcers are trying to spring a trap on him though. Then he disappears.” Hollowcrest grimaced. “Or doesn’t. The results are less devastating when he does.”
“I understand, sir. When should I start?”
“Immediately. Speak to no one about this mission. It’s imperative the criminal not find out we’re aware of, and angling for, him.”
“What about my regular duties, sir? I’ll need to report to my superior.”
“I’ll see to it that your district chief is informed. You don’t even need to go home; I have a soldier waiting with money for you. If you decide to buy new clothes—” A crinkle of his nose at her soot-stained uniform implied this was more than a suggestion, “—don’t attend shops you usually visit.”
Not a problem. The shops she visited leaned more toward uniforms and utilitarian clothing rather than whatever it was women wore to seduce men. Not much, she guessed.
“Avoid all your typical haunts until the mission is complete,” Hollowcrest finished. “Likewise, don’t return home until you’ve reported back to me.”
Amaranthe wondered why was it so imperative she not interact with anyone she knew. Corporal Wholt certainly was not going to find Sicarius and inform him of her intentions if she told him.
“Sir, what—”
“You may go now,” Hollowcrest said. “The soldier outside my door will escort you.”
Amaranthe longed to question the man further. But Hollowcrest had already turned to the papers on his desk. She stared at him for a moment, then turned on her heel and strode out the door. She was not an imbecile; she could find the answers to her own questions.
As promised, a soldier waited in the hallway, an envelope filled with bills in his hand. She followed him through the corridor, toward the stairs that would lead her back to the first floor.
“Corporal Lokdon,” a voice called before they entered the stairwell.
The young emperor jogged down the hallway in his socks. He carried a pad of paper clutched under one arm. His guards, fully armed and armored despite the hour, trailed dutifully behind.
“Hello,” the emperor said brightly. “What are you doing here?” Before Amaranthe could answer, he burbled on. “Are you on duty? Will you be working at the Barracks?”
“I’ve just received a mission, Sire.”
“Really? That sounds exciting.” He smiled hopefully, eyes eager for details.
“It’s going to be...challenging.” Amaranthe found herself reluctant to provide more information. She had the feeling he might be the type to put a person’s safety above the possibility of achievement, and cancel her mission. If anyone could countermand Hollowcrest, it would be the emperor. A minute ago, you were dreading the idea of an assassination, and now you don’t want to give up the chance of this assignment?
Amaranthe was saved from further accusing statements from the back of her mind, when the emperor dug something out of his pocket and extended it to her. She accepted it curiously. It was one of the chain bracelets soldiers wore into battle. A flattened side left room for inscribing one’s name in case the body was unrecognizable when it was recovered. This particular bracelet was far more ornate—and valuable—than any Amaranthe had seen. The golden chain was woven in a complex pattern one might expect in thread but not metal.
“Take it for luck,” the emperor said, smiling.
She blinked. “Sire, I can’t—”
“Would you like to see what I’m working on?” He thrust his pad of paper toward her. “It’s the design for an art wing at the University.”
Though she knew little about architecture, the detailed blueprint impressed Amaranthe.
“Until now,” he continued, “there has been no place for students to gather and study sculpture, writing, and painting.” His mouth twisted wryly. “Four military academies in each satrapy though. I’m planning a new science wing too.”
Though his passion spilled out like a refreshing fountain, the differences in their stations left Amaranthe staring awkwardly. What was she allowed to say to him?
The emperor shook his head. “I’m sorry, I’m babbling. What sort of mission are you going on? Who assigned it? Why are you starting here? Not that I mind. It’s nice seeing a new face. These halls are so drab, like a prison.” The wry smile returned. “Babbling again, aren’t I?”
“I...think it’s allowed, Sire,” Amaranthe said. “I just had an appointment with—”
Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest appeared, moving with surprising alacrity for an older man. He draped an arm across the emperor’s shoulders. “Ah, Sire. There you are. Would you mind coming into my office for a few moments? I have some documents I’d like to discuss with you.”
The emperor removed Hollowcrest’s arm and stepped away. He tucked his pad under his arm and turned a frank stare onto the older man. “Documents to discuss this late at night? More dedicated to your work than usual, aren’t you, Hollow?”
If the emperor had seemed a tad simple while speaking to Amaranthe, she realized it probably had more to do with her belonging to the opposite sex than any dullness on his part.
“It’s important, Sire,” Hollowcrest said with a smile that did not reach his eyes. “It’ll only take a few moments.”
The emperor lifted his gaze toward the ceiling, bade Amaranthe goodnight, then trundled back down the hallway in the opposite direction. She frowned at her hand, realizing she still held his bracelet.
“Artonis,” Hollowcrest said.
One of the last of the emperor’s guards dropped out of line and stepped into place before Hollowcrest.
“See that the emperor has his tea. He seems too...perky tonight.”
“Yes, sir.” The guard trotted after the others, mail jangling.
Amaranthe frowned after him. Tea?
Hollowcrest noticed she was still there and waved her toward the door. “I believe you have someone to hunt.”
“Yes, sir,” Amaranthe said.
She allowed her guide to usher her out of the building. This time, with thoughts spinning in her head, she didn’t notice the scenery. That meeting had left her doubting Hollowcrest’s veracity, though it hadn’t been surprising. She had no reason to believe the Commander of the Armies would tell a common enforcer everything. But if he was keeping secrets from the emperor.... It sounded like the old relic was sedating Sespian. Maybe more. How could she accept a mission from someone who might be betraying the empire?
Yet what could she do? If she made a fuss or disobeyed Hollowcrest, he could destroy her career. Or worse.
If, on the other hand, she cooperated, assassinated Sicarius, and earned her promotion... Well, she could investigate her concerns later, when Hollowcrest didn’t have his eye on her. Yes, that’s how it had to be. First, she had to complete the mission.
 She paused beneath a lamp in the courtyard and eyed the outlaw’s picture again. The cold face made her uneasy, and the idea of seduction seemed ludicrous, possibly suicidal. If she was going to take an experienced assassin down, she’d have to do something he wouldn’t expect.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 3
 
As soon as he entered his suite, Sespian Savarsin, emperor of the most powerful nation in the world, slapped himself on the forehead.
“Babbling idiot.” He paced the rug in the antechamber. “She thinks I’m a babbling idiot.”
A soft thud came from the bedroom, and an elegant tan-colored cat with a deep brown mask and paws padded into the anteroom. He hopped onto a desk abutting the window.
Too agitated to give the cat his usual pats, Sespian continued pacing. “The most serene, competent, beautiful girl—no, woman—I’ve met shows up in my hall, and I babble.” He pushed his hand through his hair hard enough to dislodge several strands. “And then I let Hollowcrest chase me off like a five-year-old child told to go to bed without supper. Although maybe I should thank him. He probably saved me from further embarrassing myself.” Sespian faced the cat. “It was bad, Trog. Very bad.”
Trog sat on the desk and swished his tail back and forth. A cobweb hung from his ear. Not surprising. His name was short for troglodyte, a label received due to a penchant for exploring dusty old ducts and passages in the Barracks. The swishing tail sent a sketch fluttering to the rug. Trog had no respect for artistic endeavors, but at least he listened.
“You should have seen her,” Sespian said. “She was so unflappable but not arrogant, not at all. An enforcer. Not some stodgy matron devoted to holding up the values of the warrior caste and not some manipulative businesswoman intent on selling you something. Someone who looks out for people. What a wonderful friend and ally she would make. Maybe more.” He smiled wistfully. “I made her uncomfortable though. Because I’m the emperor. Stupid social rules. I wonder what it would have been like if I were just some man off the street. What would she have said? Do you think I’m her type?”
Trog yawned and flopped down on his side, tail twitching.
Sespian raised an eyebrow. “It’s as if you’re trying to tell me that my piddling romantic ramblings, while of vast interest to me, are inconsequential to anyone else.” He sat in the chair in front of the desk and ran his fingers through Trog’s thick fur. “You’re probably right.”
Trog purred and stretched his legs out. He always liked being told he was right.
As Sespian stroked the cat, he gazed out the window, where falling snow blanketed the grounds. Amaranthe had been a delightful distraction, but with the event fading, his headache returned. Sespian sighed and tried to ignore it.
“I shouldn’t let him push me around anymore.”
Trog rotated an ear.
“Hollowcrest. When Father died, I had so many ideas. But after three years with Hollowcrest as regent... I guess I got used to following his orders.” Sespian grimaced. “And so did everyone else. I need to change that. I’m in charge now, and I need to be someone who can lead an empire—and maybe be someone Amaranthe would like, eh?”
A knock sounded.
“Come in,” Sespian called.
The familiar scent of apple herb tea accompanied the servant, Jeddah, into the suite. Steam rose from a porcelain cup on a silver platter. The man set the tray down on an ottoman.
“Thank you, Jeddah,” Sespian said.
The man bowed and walked out.
When Sespian stood, his headache intensified. He winced. The pain came every day now, a constant and loathed companion.
At least the tea seemed to help. It had been his mother’s favorite. More than a decade had passed since she died, but he still missed her. Father, the great warrior emperor, had been an obstacle to overcome—or avoid—but Mother had loved him and never failed to support him. Every night, when he drank the tea, he felt close to her, as if he were honoring her memory.
Sespian picked up the cup. He inhaled deeply, the pleasant blend of herbs tickling his nose. Not so sweet as spiced cider, it warmed and soothed as it flowed down his throat.
He soon finished the cup.
 
* * * * *
 
The next evening, Amaranthe visited the Maze. From the outside, it looked like little more than a warehouse, but the long line she stepped into promised something more entertaining. The establishment had only been around for a few years, but it was already more popular than any other gambling venue in the city. It was more profitable, too, though the question of the place’s legality had come up in more than one enforcer report. This was not her district, though, so she had never visited.
 Dressed in parka, ankle-length skirt, leggings, and the fitted jacket of a businesswoman, she was a little out of place amongst the jostling folks wearing factory coveralls or labor uniforms under their coats. She hoped to meet with the owner, though, not mingle with the gamblers.
When the bouncer let her in, a moment of claustrophobia swallowed her. Hundreds of cheering men and women pressed from all sides. Thick tobacco and warkus weed smoke did not quite obliterate the stench of stale sweat and alcohol-swathed bodies.
Since the crowd kept Amaranthe from seeing the layout, she found a support pillar and climbed onto its concrete base. Rows of benches formed descending squares around a fifty-meter-wide pit filled with the ever-changing maze that gave the establishment its name. Even as she watched, a section of the wall detached and started moving. It slid along one of myriad tracks in the floor and clanked into a new slot on the far side of the pit. Two more walls began a different journey before the first finished. Within the maze, a stout fellow wearing a white tunic turned out of a dead-end and hunted for a new path. Four clackers, mechanical constructs with crab-like pinchers, rolled through the maze on treads. In the center of the labyrinth, a tiny alcove held a dais. A small chest rested on top, its lid open to display a pile of gold coins. Spectators cheered or booed for the lone player, depending on which way they had bet.
Amaranthe dropped off her perch. She had not come to watch the game but to see the owner. She slipped through the crowd until she found the betting cage near the back wall. Several bouncers with the prerequisite prodigious muscles kept the gamblers peaceful. The backs of their hands sported brands, inelegant feline faces with pointed ears and fat whiskers. The marks showed allegiance with the Panthers, one of the larger gangs in the city.
Amaranthe approached the closest bouncer, a man with a cleft chin and wavy black hair. Without the scowl, he might have been handsome.
Before she could speak to him, he turned and yelled at a little man tugging on his sleeve. “I already told you, bets are final! You can’t change your mind in the middle. Go away!”
The man scampered into the crowd. The bouncer turned on Amaranthe.
“What?” he roared.
She stifled the instinct to step back. Instead she met his eyes and asked, “Rough day?”
“Huh?”
She added a sympathetic smile. “It looks like you’re having a rough day.”
The irritation bled away from the bouncer’s face. “Actually, yes.”
“I’m Amaranthe. What’s your name?”
“Ragos.”
“It must be trying dealing with the same silly questions day in and day out,” she said.
“That, I’m used to. But today, two of the bookmakers didn’t show up. The potatoes for our vendors’ potato cakes didn’t come. The furnace that powers the Maze decided to break down, and who do you think got to fix it?” Ragos pulled a wrench out of a back pocket and waved it.
“I didn’t realize bouncers had so many responsibilities,” Amaranthe said.
Another bouncer sidled up to Ragos and grinned. “Most don’t. Unless they’re the boss’s pet.”
Ragos glowered at his comrade. “Your section is over there, isn’t it?”
The man’s grin never left, but he returned to his post.
“The boss? Is that the owner?” Amaranthe asked. “I came to see her about some business.”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No, but she knows me. We went to school together.”
“Is that the school that makes her sound like she’s swallowing spikes when she talks about it?” Ragos asked.
“I believe so. She didn’t get along well with the teachers. Or the students.”
“I’m sure she’ll love to see you then.”
“Probably not,” Amaranthe admitted.
Ragos smiled mischievously. “In that case, I’ll show you right up.”
He unlocked a door behind the betting cage, and they climbed a metal staircase to a catwalk that passed over the Maze. They stopped before an office built against the rafters. A name plaque on the door read: The Boss. Ragos raised a finger for Amaranthe to wait before ambling inside.
“No!” came a woman’s voice almost immediately.
Ragos ambled back out and winked. “Go right in.”
“Thank you, Ragos.”
Amaranthe waited until he descended the stairs. She was tempted to leave as well, but she had already asked every pawnbroker, bar keeper, weapons smith, and loan shark in the city how to get a message to Sicarius, all with no luck. Either they did not know, or they were not willing to risk the infamous criminal’s ire by bothering him.
She knocked.
“Oh, come in already,” the woman growled.
Amaranthe stepped inside. The magnificent, floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the Maze was not quite enough to distract her from the old clutter, new clutter, and nascent clutter swamping the office. At first, the mess overshadowed the woman lounging behind a desk overflowing with boxes, ledger books, and discarded men’s clothing. She wore tight-fitting leather that emphasized lush curves. Maybe Hollowcrest should have hired her to seduce Sicarius.
“Amaranthe Lokdon?” the woman said. “I never expected you to show up here. And look. You’re still wearing your hair in that unimaginative bun.”
“Mitsy Masters.” Amaranthe forced a smile. Be friendly. If anyone has the right contacts to get in touch with Sicarius, it’s her. “I like to keep my hair neat, out of the way.”
“Yes, I remember your neatness, my dear. The way teachers gloated over your pretty penmanship and ingratiatingly perfect papers.”
“That didn’t keep you from copying them, as I recall.” Easy, Amaranthe. Remember you’re being nice.
“I never believed in wasting time doing something you could get someone else to do for you. That’s what business is all about, isn’t it?”
Mitsy yawned, took out a file, and began working on her fingernails. A gang mark identical to the bouncers’ branded the back of one of her hands. As of the latest enforcer reports, Mitsy was the Panthers’ leader.
“I’m not sure that’s quite the philosophy our teachers tried to instill,” Amaranthe said. “Though your tactics must be working. It looks like you’ve done well since, ah...”
“Being kicked out of school? Yes. You? I assume you went on to become a model entrepreneur, though I admit I haven’t heard anything of you.”
Good. Since female enforcers were rare, Amaranthe had feared Mitsy would have heard about her career. “You wouldn’t. I’ve been...discreet. I have an...export business.”
Mitsy leaned forward, eyes narrowed, interest kindling for the first time. “Oh ho, what illegal commodities are you sending out of the empire?”
“Parts,” Amaranthe said, intentionally vague. “That’s why I’m here.”
“Dear Amaranthe, do you mayhap need a favor?” Calculation glittered in Mitsy’s eyes.
“Nothing that would require much effort on your part, I assure you. I have a shipment that I need to get from my warehouse in Itansa across the border to Kendor. I need someone reliable to accompany it, to make sure it reaches its destination. Someone who can handle any imperial soldiers or Kendorian shamans who might snoop too closely.”
“I must say, Amaranthe dear, I’m impressed by these nefarious allusions. You always acted so insufferably noble. If I’d known devious streaks lay beneath that façade, I would have teased you and your prissy cohorts less frequently in school.”
“Only three times a week instead of five?”
Mitsy flashed a lupine grin. “Precisely.”
“Sicarius,” Amaranthe said, anxious to end the meeting and leave. “I’ve heard he’s in town. I’ve heard he’s good. Do you know of him?”
“Certainly, he’s the best.”
“Do you know what he charges?” Amaranthe asked, trying to add a hint of verisimilitude. She was supposed to be a businesswoman after all.
“Whatever it is, he’s worth it.”
“Oh? Have you met him?”
Anything more Amaranthe could learn about the assassin would be invaluable. Before running the lake trail that morning, she had sneaked into Enforcer Headquarters to retrieve Sicarius’s record, but it contained no personal information, and the arm-long list of kills had done little to bolster her confidence.
“Not personally, no,” Mitsy said. “They say he never fails an assignment though. They also say...” She shrugged, deliberately mysterious. “Let’s just say you’d do best to take care with him.”
“Temper?”
“No, he’s a cold one by all accounts. I know a fellow in Iskland—or rather I knew a fellow—who hired Sicarius for a retrieval operation, then decided he didn’t want to pay the agreed upon price.”
“I assume Sicarius got the money from him,” Amaranthe said.
“Cut his throat, actually. Left the money.”
“I see.”
“And then there’s that merchant in Komar who paid Sicarius but thought he would recoup his losses by tipping the local garrison to the assassin’s whereabouts. Sicarius killed the merchant and the soldiers who came after him.”
Mitsy smiled as she spoke, intentionally trying to rattle her guest, Amaranthe suspected.
“As much as I’m appreciating story hour,” she said, “I really just need to know how to get in touch with him. Can you get word to him for me? I’ve heard you have a vast network of contacts in the city.”
“I can get it out to my people. Whether it’ll reach his ears or not...” Mitsy shrugged.
“Good enough. Have them tell him the job won’t take long, but I’ll pay well. If he’s interested, he should meet me tomorrow at midnight in Pyramid Park.”
“Got it.”
Amaranthe thought about insisting Mitsy write it down but changed her mind after a brief survey of the clutter—Amaranthe could swear some of it was oozing toward her like a lava flow.
“What do I owe you?” she asked instead.
She reached into her purse and thumbed the bills Hollowcrest had given her. There were not a lot. If Sicarius demanded partial payment up front, she would have to sneak back to her flat and delve into her savings.
“Nothing, my dear,” Mitsy said. “I’ll do this favor for you, and someday mayhap, you’ll be in a position to do a favor for me.”
Amaranthe winced. She would rather have paid.
 
* * * * *
 
The gargantuan stone structure that gave Pyramid Park its name hogged four city blocks in the middle of the business district. Thousands of years old, the pyramid had been confounding city planners throughout imperial history. Various administrations had attempted everything from dismantling it to selling storage space inside. It had taken a graduate from Amaranthe’s school to make the structure profitable. The woman had bought the land and turned the old pyramid, with its labyrinthine tunnels and burial chambers, into a tourist destination replete with guides, food stands, and shops hawking tacky replicas. That was in the summer. In the winter, the pyramid stood silent and abandoned, locked steel grates barring the interior from the curious.
Amaranthe arrived at the park an hour before midnight. On the chance Sicarius was the type to likewise arrive early, she wanted to out-early him. More, she wanted to see him coming, and the top of the pyramid was the one place in Stumps that assured that opportunity. Thanks to previous vandalism problems, it was also well lit, with gas lamps lining the walkways and even the steps of the looming structure.
Though she had debated on a public meeting spot, she doubted a room full of people would keep Sicarius from killing her if things went badly. No, she would meet him alone, without distractions. The better to analyze him.
Nodding to herself, she strode toward the base of the pyramid. Stairs on the west side, slick from snow that had melted during the day and refrozen, led to the top. The steps were high but shallow, as if their makers had possessed tiny feet and abnormally long strides. The steepness and the lack of a railing made Amaranthe’s ascent cautious.
A single gas lamp burned at the top. She could cross the platform in five strides and see the lights of the city sprawled out in all three directions. Only to the west, where the frozen lake stretched, lay darkness. Four columns supported a flat stone roof adorned with a foot of snow. In the center of the platform, an altar held a headless statue. Two wings, clawed feet, and the suggestion of a furry chest remained. People had worshipped some odd things in those days.
Amaranthe slipped a mitten-clad hand into her parka and withdrew the thin stiletto that had replaced her enforcer-issue knife and sword. She examined the blade without enthusiasm. It was a believable weapon for a businesswoman to carry, but it felt flimsy to her.
“An infamous assassin is coming to meet me and I’m armed with a letter opener,” she muttered.
Amaranthe hid the weapon. If she got into a fight with him, it meant she had already fouled up beyond redemption anyway. Comforting thought.
She checked her pocket watch. Midnight.
Not a single person walked the streets near the park. She made a fist and dropped her chin on it. What if he didn’t come? What if Mitsy had not believed Amaranthe’s story and hadn’t sent the message? What if Sicarius had received the message but had seen through it?
She turned to check the view from the other side of the platform.
He was there.
Amaranthe jumped, dropping her watch. It clanked against the frozen stone and skidded into the base of the pedestal. Sicarius’s eyes never left her face. He was leaning against one of the back pillars, his arms folded across his chest.
Unlucky fallen ancestors, she cursed silently. How had he gotten up here without using the stairs? How long had he been there? Had he seen her checking the knife?
To give herself a moment to recover her composure, Amaranthe bent to pick up the watch. She wondered if her mittens hid how much her fingers shook as she grasped it.
As she slowly stood, her gaze traveled up his black boots, fitted black trousers, tucked-in black shirt, an armory’s worth of daggers and throwing knives, and came to rest on his face. He was the person from the sketch, no doubt, but unlike the menacing image Hollowcrest had given her, this man’s face bore no emotion at all. By the flames of the lamp, his eyes appeared black, and they gave no indication of feeling—or humanity.
He had the bronze skin of a Turgonian, but that pale blond hair was rare in the empire. It was short and damp around the edges. Whoever had cut it looked to have used hedge clippers instead of scissors.
“Thank you for being prompt,” Amaranthe said, relieved her voice didn’t waver or crack.
He said nothing. His eyes never left hers.
It was unnerving, though she dared not show it. It was time to play the role she had designed for herself. If he agreed to the job, they would travel together to Amaranthe’s fictitious warehouse in Itansa, which would involve a four-day locomotive ride. He would sleep sometime, and she would fulfill Hollowcrest’s mission then. Assassinate the assassin.
She remembered a piece of advice from a marketing class. Start out asking potential customers questions they have to answer with yes. Consistency is your ally. People are more likely to say yes to a sale after a string of positive responses. Just don’t let them start out saying no.
She cleared her throat. “I’m Amaranthe Lokdon. You are Sicarius, correct?”
“You know who I am.”
“Are you as good as they say?”
“You asked for me by name. Frequently.”
Amaranthe tried to decide if his words implied suspicion. His tone never fluctuated. Like his face, his voice betrayed nothing of his thoughts.
“That doesn’t answer my question.” She smiled.
“You have work to propose. Do so.”
So much for the get-them-to-say-yes strategy.
“Very well,” Amaranthe said. “I need to move some machinery across the border to buyers in Kendor. Since sharing technology with outsiders is illegal, I anticipate trouble from the soldiers who inspect the ports. I’ve tried bribes before with little luck. I need someone who can handle them, in whatever way deemed best, should they try to block the shipment. I’ve heard you’re not squeamish about such things.”
Sicarius stared at her, eyes hard and unwavering. Amaranthe forced herself to meet his gaze, lest he suspect her of dishonesty.
“I decline,” Sicarius said.
“What? Why?”
“You are lying,” he said and passed her, heading for the stairs.
Desperation dawned—this was her only chance!—but she kept herself from reaching for the stiletto. There was no way someone with his experience would fail to anticipate a stab in the back at this moment.
She noticed something that made her freeze: a small smudge of red dirt on the back of his boot. Not dirt, finely crushed brick, and there was only one place in Stumps where one might walk in that. She knew the stuff intimately because she wiped it off her shoes every morning after a run. Then she remembered his damp hair. By the time Sicarius reached the bottom and glided into the darkness, she had a new plan.
“I may be a liar,” she muttered to herself, “but I know where you spend your evenings.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 4
 
The next night found Amaranthe hunkered in the shadows between two snowy hills overlooking the lake trail. Beyond the banks, elevated fire pits illuminated men sawing blocks of ice out of the frozen water. Their clinks and clanks carried to the shore. Since their harvest season was short, they would work through the night, but Amaranthe did not think she needed to worry about the men. As long as things didn’t get too noisy, they were too far out to notice an assassination on the trail.
Just as she started to rise, a trio of soldiers jogged around the bend. They wore black fatigues, boots, and heavy rucksacks with muskets and swords strapped to their backs.
She crouched low again, hugging the shadows.
Fort Urgot stood sentinel a couple miles north of the city, and it wasn’t uncommon to see soldiers training after dark during the short winter days. If they saw her, they would stop to ask her about the repeating crossbow strapped to her back. Carrying weapons wasn’t illegal, but using them outside of practice or a duel was, and this wasn’t a likely spot for either.
The soldiers jogged into a tunnel carved through a granite outcropping.
Once she was sure they were gone, Amaranthe skidded down the slope and over a mound of crusty snow left by the steam plows. Sand coated the icy trail, offering traction for her boots. Everyone from soldiers to enforcers to athletes training for the rings used the twenty-mile lake route, and the city maintained it year around.
She trotted into the tunnel, the crossbow bumping against her back. A gas lamp on the wall illuminated the interior. This was the only covered spot on the trail, and no ice obscured the surface. She knelt and ran a gloved finger across the packed red earth.
The bracelet the emperor had given her slipped from beneath her parka sleeve. He had suggested she wear it for luck. She could use more than luck, but she was wearing it—and had etched her name on the plaque—so whoever found her body could identify it.
“All right, girl,” she whispered to herself. “No thinking like that.”
She lifted her hand and examined the red dust on the finger of the glove. Yes, it was exactly like the smudge on Sicarius’s boot.
The thought sent a jolt of anxiety through her body. If he showed up tonight, she was supposed to kill him.
Not ‘supposed to,’ Amaranthe, you will kill him.
She grimaced. She wasn’t a killer, not even close. She had never even fatally wounded a criminal in the line of duty. Yet, she was planning to intentionally shoot a crossbow quarrel into someone’s chest, in cold blood. Without a doubt, Sicarius deserved it, but...
“Why couldn’t he have been an ass to me last night?” Amaranthe muttered.
The man had been a thousand miles from friendly, but he hadn’t hurt her, threatened her, or even sniffed disdainfully at her. This would have been easier if he had.
“Maybe it’s not supposed to be easy,” she said, adjusting her crossbow and walking out of the tunnel on the other side. “Maybe my chance for promotion is meant to be a great test. Maybe Hollowcrest isn’t doing anything nefarious to the emperor, and I’m not a fool for doing his bidding. And maybe, I shouldn’t be talking to myself.”
Shaking her head, Amaranthe climbed off the trail, following one of dozens of narrow foot paths packed into the snow. If it was possible Sicarius was in town to assassinate the emperor, she would not be doing the world a disservice to kill him tonight. She had to believe that.
Her path ran parallel to the main trail, leading up a hill overlooking the tunnel. The elevated position offered a clear line to someone exiting.
Beyond the hill, apple trees rose, icicles draping skeletal branches, but she stopped before she reached them. Several snow-blanketed bushes dotted the top of the incline, offering good cover. Someone running out of the lit tunnel would already have trouble seeing into the dark, and the shrubbery would doubly hide her.
Amaranthe knelt down and carved a level shelf into the snow. After tugging off her gloves, she slid a slender metal case out of her pocket, from which she removed five poisoned crossbow quarrels. She laid them out, an inch apart, perfectly parallel. Five quarrels; five seconds; five chances.
There was little point in laying out enough for a second round. In the time reloading would take, Sicarius would either run back into the tunnel—she doubted it—or close the distance and tackle her. In truth, she suspected the first quarrel would be the only real chance she had.
With that grim thought, she loaded the five quarrels into the top of the magazine. She pulled the lever to draw back the string and lock the first into place. Then she wriggled into a prone firing position, her elbows supported by the ground and the crossbow in her hands. She sighted down the shaft to the trail and the tunnel exit. Her finger found the trigger. She was ready.
Now she just had to wait for him to come. If he did.
This was a hunch, and she knew it. That he had been here, she was sure of, but that he would return was more of a question. Even if he was a runner, there was no guarantee he came out every night. She might not get her chance to...
What, Amaranthe?
Do something she didn’t really want to do? Kill a man? Not honorably in battle, but while hiding behind a bush. Without allowing him the opportunity to speak to the magistrate, without giving him a chance to defend himself. Murder.
Cold seeped through her parka and into her stomach. Amaranthe dropped her forehead onto the stock of the crossbow. She couldn’t do this.
Someone grabbed her hair.
Her head was yanked back, her torso torn from the ground. An arm snaked around her neck.
Sicarius.
He jerked her head to the side. Amaranthe threw her arm up in an attempt to grab his, knowing it would be too late.
He paused.
Her neck twisted nearly to snapping, Amaranthe froze. She could not breathe. Tears of pain stabbed her eyes. Her instincts screamed for her to struggle, try to escape. But if she fought, he might finish the motion.
Then he dropped her.
Amaranthe took the fall on her forearms, head turning to keep from smashing her face into the ground. Pain sprang from her neck, lancing into her skull and down her spine.
A moment passed. Snow chilled her cheek. Slowly, very slowly, she rose to hands and knees and turned toward him.
First, she saw the black boots. Next came the pants of the same hue. As she sat up—no tilting her head back just now, thank you—she saw the black shirt, and finally the blond head.
“Who sent you?” Sicarius asked.
Amaranthe considered carefully before answering. If he simply meant to scare her into providing information, he could have started with a knife against her throat. No, he had almost broken her neck. He had intended to kill her but stopped mid-motion. Why? And would he continue where he had left off if she answered incorrectly?
“Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest.” Given the previous demonstration of how he could see through lies, the truth seemed a safer choice. Besides, she found herself reluctant to die to protect Hollowcrest’s anonymity.
“Why?”
“To kill you.”
“That I gathered. Why did he send you? What did you do to anger him?”
“I... Uhm, what?”
“It was a suicide mission. You must have suspected.”
Amaranthe started to shake her head, but stopped at the pain. “No, that doesn’t make sense. If Hollowcrest wanted me dead, he could have arranged it without ever bothering to meet me. He could have paid someone to assassinate me at work or at home.”
“Why pay someone when he knew I’d do it for free?”
“You didn’t though.” Amaranthe stood so she could look at his face. “Why not?”
He did not answer, but his gaze flickered downward for a moment, resting briefly on her wrist. She lifted it for a better look, and the gold bracelet caught the light of a gas lamp on the trail below. Had it done so when she tried to grab his arm to stop him? It was the only thing she could imagine. But why would a name bracelet keep him from killing her? Surely, he couldn’t know it had belonged to the emperor. The golden threads created a handsome pattern, but there were no imperial symbols slipped into the weave. Even if Sicarius did somehow recognize it in the darkness, why would the emperor’s bracelet stop him? This man had been a burr in the empire’s paw during the years since Emperor Raumesys died. And young Sespian was the one who had placed the bounty on his head.
“Hollowcrest thought you might be in town to kill the emperor,” Amaranthe said.
“I am not.”
He could be lying to her. Who would admit to such a plot?
“How’d you find me?” she asked, trying to keep him talking while she puzzled through the situation.
“I’ve been following you.”
“Oh.”
Of course. After she lied to him, he must have been suspicious. She had allowed his lack of emotion to lull her into believing he lacked interest as well. She sighed. As an enforcer, she should have been prepared for that. Stupid, Amaranthe. Very stupid. People die for mistakes like this.
“I do run the lake though,” Sicarius said.
For the first time, she detected a hint of something in his voice. Curiosity? He was wondering how she guessed perhaps. Given the situation, Amaranthe could hardly feel triumphant at her deduction. Was it truly possible Hollowcrest had planned for her demise? Assumed her death at this man’s hands? And, if so, why? As an enforcer, she had done everything her superiors ever asked—more!
“What now?” she asked.
Again, he glanced at her wrist. It was the bracelet that had stopped him—she was sure of it.
“You leave me alone; I leave you alone.” Sicarius turned and headed back to the trail, keeping her in his peripheral vision.
“Wait,” Amaranthe blurted. “I think the emperor...”
He stopped.
She hesitated. If the emperor had nothing to do with why Sicarius was letting her live, this next statement could be considered treasonous. Dare she let an assassin know Sespian might be an easier target than ever right now? But if Sicarius cared for some reason, he could be an ally.
“The emperor is in trouble,” Amaranthe said.
Sicarius turned around. “How so?”
Amaranthe rubbed her neck. “I believe Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest is controlling Sespian by unnatural means.” She had little to base theories on, but she had found that comment Hollowcrest made about fixing the emperor’s tea insidious. Belatedly, she thought it odd he had risked giving the order in front of her. Maybe he wasn’t expecting me to live to tell anyone. Yes, now that Sicarius had started her mind down that path, she had a hard time veering.
Sicarius closed the distance between them. Amaranthe fought the urge to skitter backward.
“Such as?” he asked.
“I think he’s putting something in Sespian’s tea. Maybe it’s not all that deleterious, but maybe it’s the reason...” She lifted a hand, palm up. “Emperor Sespian is enthusiastic about art and science, but no major policy changes have come down since he reached his majority and assumed power last year. Until I met him, I didn’t think anything of it—we’ve had seven-hundred years of conquering warrior emperors—but now that I’ve seen what a peaceful, gentle fellow he is, I can’t imagine him following in his father’s footsteps.” She had a hard time even imagining Sespian holding a sword. “I didn’t dare refuse Hollowcrest’s mission to, ah, kill you, but I had hoped for a chance to find out more about Sespian and the tea when I reported back.”
“You won’t live long enough to report back if you choose to return.”
Amaranthe frowned. “How can you be so sure he wants me dead?”
“Hollowcrest knows me, knows my capabilities. He also knows a pretty smile wouldn’t distract me.”
Maybe it was good she had avoided the seduction scenario then. “Look, maybe it’s suicidal, but I have to go back and get an explanation. I can’t just walk away from...from my life. If Hollowcrest wants me dead, where could I even hide that would be beyond his reach?” She gulped. Only now were the full ramifications spinning through her mind. “And if I can get back into the Imperial Barracks, maybe I’ll have an opportunity to find out more about the emperor’s situation. I can tell you what I learn if...” She raised her eyebrows. “Can you help me?”
He stared at her without expression. Amaranthe shifted her weight, and snow compacted beneath her boots.
“I understand you probably don’t get asked that often,” she said, “but the expected responses are yes and no. Stony silence is not helpful, though if it was accompanied by a nod or head shake it would be decipherable. And, yes, I realize I’m being cocky considering you almost killed me five minutes ago, but you changed your mind for some reason that I suspect has nothing to do with me, so I figure I’ve got little to lose.”
Amaranthe was beginning to see the strategy behind that silent, unresponsive face. It made her uncomfortable and had her babbling like an idiot.
Sicarius drew a black dagger. She tensed, but he simply held it out.
The curving blade was edged only on one side. At first, she thought it had been painted, but the metal itself was black. A dye? Or some uncommon alloy?
“Take it with you to the Barracks,” Sicarius said. “Tell the guards you succeeded in killing me. Show them this as proof. Hollowcrest will recognize it, and he will take your meeting out of curiosity. What happens after that is for you to determine.”
Amaranthe accepted the weapon. She held the exotic blade across the palm of her hand. Expecting the icy bite of metal, she was surprised by its warmth, like a rock basking in the sun. She brushed her thumb along the edge. Even the faint touch drew blood.
“I’ll bring this back to you,” Amaranthe said, “and let you know what I learned.”
He twitched an indifferent shoulder.
She met Sicarius’s eyes. You don’t think I’m coming back, do you? She lifted her chin. “Where would you like to meet?”
She was going to come back.
“The trail. Choose a spot. I’ll find you.”
“What time?”
“Dusk. I’ll look for you for the next three days. If you don’t come, I’ll assume you’re dead.”
“Thanks,” Amaranthe said dryly.
Sicarius started to walk away again. This time he paused of his own accord. Over his shoulder, he said, “There are hidden exits in the dungeons beneath the Imperial Barracks. Follow the drafts to find them.”
Amaranthe watched him disappear into the darkness.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 5
 
The Imperial Barracks were still imposing, maybe more so. The black walls loomed taller than Amaranthe remembered, the cannons larger. The guards at the gate were much bigger. Maybe the runty ones—less than six and a half feet—had been on shift for her previous visit.
She strode toward the gate, more nervous than she had been the first time. Her breathing sounded quick and shallow in her ears. She had changed back into her enforcer uniform and exchanged the crossbow for her service-issue sword and knife. Sicarius’s dagger was tucked into her belt. Hairpins she could open her handcuffs with secured her bun. She had no idea if she could pick a dungeon cell lock with them but hoped she would get a chance to talk to Sespian before Hollowcrest condemned her to that fate—or a worse one.
The two guards watched her approach, one a corporal, one a private, both with disdainful eyes. Their mail jingled as they moved to block her way.
“State your purpose.”
Amaranthe drew a deep breath, exhaled, and watched it form a cloud. “I’m Corporal Lokdon, an enforcer from the Commercial District. I’m here to see Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest.”
“It’s late, and he doesn’t see people without an appointment.”
Which she did not have this time.
“Corporal.” What were the odds she could cow him? It was not likely; imperial guards were not intimidated by enforcers, less so by women. It would be Hollowcrest’s name that swayed them, if anything. “I have been on a mission assigned by the Commander himself. He instructed me to report back to him immediately upon its completion.”
“What mission?”
“To kill the assassin, Sicarius.” Before they could start laughing, she tapped the hilt of the black dagger. “I brought the criminal’s favorite weapon as proof of his demise.”
Their eyes narrowed. One man extended his hand, palm up. She hesitated. Dare she give up her only evidence? Hollowcrest might take the dagger and send her away without a meeting. Or have her killed at the doorstep. But surely he would want to know how she succeeded—especially if he intended her to fail. With that not-exactly-hopeful thought, Amaranthe handed the dagger to the guard.
He studied it. “Interesting metal, but this could belong to anybody.”
“Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest said he would know Sicarius’s foul blade if he saw it.” Not exactly true, but she could hardly admit Sicarius had been the one to suggest the idea.
The corporal handed the weapon to his comrade. “Run this up to his office and check.”
The lower-ranking man paled, obviously not enthused about disturbing Hollowcrest. He accepted the dagger as if it were a venomous snake, unlocked the gate, and trotted into the courtyard.
Neither Amaranthe nor the corporal spoke while his comrade was gone, though he sent numerous suspicious glances her direction. She leaned against the wall and did her best to ignore him. A nearby clock tower tolled ten times.
The waiting gave her time to think—and doubt. She had no leverage to hold over Hollowcrest to make him answer her questions. She was walking naked into the grimbal’s den, hoping chance gave her a weapon before the fearsome predator ate her. It was the sort of ‘plan’ she would have chastised a rookie for presenting. If Hollowcrest wanted her dead, it would be more logical to flee fast and far. She could go back to her flat, collect her savings, and leave the city forever. Of course, she would spend her whole life wondering if there might be an assassin on her trail. And then there was that niggling comment about the emperor and the tea. If she left now, she would not only be running away from her life, but she would be abandoning Sespian, the emperor she had sworn to honor and protect the day she became an enforcer.
When the soldier returned, he no longer carried Sicarius’s dagger. Amaranthe’s stomach lurched.
“Hollowcrest will see her,” he told his superior, voice laced with surprise. “I’m to relieve her of weapons and escort her to his office.”
“Very well.” The corporal tilted his chin toward Amaranthe as if he were granting some vast favor. “You may pass.”
Amaranthe decided against saying anything lippy or smug. She might pass this way again and had no idea what terms she would be on with Hollowcrest on the return trip. The guard searched her and confiscated her weapons.
“Come with me,” he said.
The same guard stood outside Hollowcrest’s door, though he regarded her with curious eyes this time.
“You killed Sicarius?” he asked as Amaranthe’s escort left without a word.
“Yes.”
“That’s...impressive.”
“Thank you.”
The guard straightened and seemed to remember his lines: “The Commander of the Armies isn’t here yet, but you may wait inside. He’ll be there shortly.”
Amaranthe entered and closed the door behind her. The office remained the same, though without Hollowcrest’s cool presence, it felt less imposing.
She inched forward. Maybe she had time to snoop.
On the desk, next to Sicarius’s dagger, a fat book hung precariously over the edge, one inadvertent nudge from landing in the trash can. Leave it be. It’s snooping time, not desk-tidying time. Amaranthe stared at the crooked tome for a few heartbeats before disobeying her inner voice.
She crossed the room and straightened the book so its edges precisely lined up with the edges of the desk. She noticed a piece of paper tucked—hidden?—between the pages. After a moment of hesitation, she stuck her thumb into the book to mark the spot and plucked the unattached sheet free.
Hollowcrest, it read, you said the emperor was under your control. Your puppet hasn’t made any of the changes we—
A thump sounded behind the wall to Amaranthe’s right. She jumped back from the desk. A vertical crack appeared—a hidden door. She stuffed the note into her pocket.
Hollowcrest emerged from the passage.
Don’t notice the book, don’t notice the book....
His glare never left her face as he moved around the desk to sit. Hostility gleamed in those eyes. That verified Sicarius’s supposition more thoroughly than any words could. No, sir, you didn’t expect me to succeed, did you?
“Corporal Lokdon, it’s good that you’ve returned unharmed. And so soon. Remarkable results.” His smile was as icy as the frost gathered on the panes of the window behind his desk.
“Thank you, sir.”
“This is indeed Sicarius’s dagger.” Hollowcrest ticked a fingernail against the dark metal. A conflagration of emotions swarmed across his face; in the mix, she thought she detected both anger and regret, neither of which seemed right. The cold facade returned quickly, masking further emotion. Much like Sicarius, she mused, except the assassin did it better.
“Yes, sir.”
“How did you manage to kill him?”
“Actually, sir, I’d like to start with a question of my own.” Tension coursed through her body, and she felt like a trap poised to spring. She had never questioned a superior officer. It was not done. “Why did you send me to die?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Sicarius is a professional at a deadly game I’ve little experience in. He appears out of the dark and moves across snow without making a sound. If he’s interested at all in women, I doubt he’d let it interfere with business. I no longer believe you expected me to defeat him.”
“Obviously, you did. The details, please.”
Amaranthe considered that cool face. Hollowcrest was not going to give anything away, and he certainly wasn’t going to answer her questions. She would be hauled off to a dungeon—or the gallows—never knowing why. Her only hope was to try and surprise him, startle the answers out of him.
“Sicarius isn’t dead,” she said. “He gave me the knife. We reached an agreement.”
“No!” Hollowcrest surged to his feet, upending his chair.
Amaranthe reacted without thinking. She grabbed the dagger from his desk and held it defensively before her.
“You conniving bitch,” Hollowcrest growled. “I don’t believe you seduced him too.”
What? How had he come up with that? Her mind caught up to her surprise, and she asked the more pertinent question: “Too?”
Hollowcrest seemed to notice the dagger in her hand for the first time. Amaranthe lowered it but made no move to return it.
“What do you mean, ‘too’?” she asked. “You can’t possibly be talking about...”
“Sespian.” Hollowcrest never took his eyes from the dagger, though calculation, not concern, showed on his face.
“How could I have seduced him? I haven’t—”
“Spare me your meager denials. He came back the day he met you, gushing about a fabulous enforcer woman. How competent and pretty she was. What a wonderful mother she’d make. I couldn’t risk Sespian courting someone so—” Hollowcrest’s sneer took in the dagger, “—inappropriate. It was easier to get rid of you than to turn his interests elsewhere.”
“You sent me off to my death so that I wouldn’t inconvenience your marriage plans for the emperor?”
“Precisely. A shame you weren’t considerate enough to die.”
“I spoke to him twice.” Amaranthe spread her arms. “I assure you I have no designs on the emperor.”
“You lie. I saw the ambition on your face when I spoke of a promotion. But why settle for being a lieutenant when you could be an empress? A seat next to the most powerful man in the empire, whispering in his ear, influencing him, having everything you ever dreamed of.”
“I can see why that would concern you, since you currently occupy that position.” Her audacity surprised her, but it hardly mattered if she offended Hollowcrest now. If he was telling her all this, he had already decided to have her killed. She frowned. Actually, there was no reason for him to explain anything, even if he did plan to kill her. It was almost as if he was stalling.
“I deserve the position,” Hollowcrest said. “I have the experience. I’m the one who worked with his father for more than thirty years.”
“What would the emperor say about that?” she asked. “I assume he doesn’t know you’re drugging him.”
“And he’s not going to know.” Hollowcrest opened a drawer.
Before Amaranthe could reply, the door swung open. She turned, and she abruptly knew why Hollowcrest had been stalling.
The emperor and his six bodyguards crowded the hallway. At first he appeared delighted to see her, but a startled question flashed across his eyes when he spotted the dagger in her hand. Then he looked harder at it. Those eyes widened and his jaw sagged open.
Amaranthe winced. Sicarius, you didn’t tell me the emperor would recognize your dagger too.
“Sire,” she started, “I can—”
Papers rustled behind her. She whirled. Hollowcrest lunged at her with a knife. Instinctively, she sidestepped and lifted Sicarius’s dagger. Going over the desk made Hollowcrest’s attack awkward, and she blocked it with her own stab. Her blade raked across his forearm. Hollowcrest cursed and dropped the knife.
“She’s a traitor,” he yelled. “Kill her!”
Steel rasped from scabbards, and the guards charged.
“No!” Sespian grabbed at the closest, but none of the men paused. They were following Hollowcrest’s orders, not his.
Amaranthe jumped onto the desk, flung her arms over her face, and leaped through the window.
 
* * * * *
 
Sespian grabbed the doorjamb, stunned. The sound of shattering glass echoed through the room. Swords in hand, the guards started to run for the door.
“Nobody leaves!” Sespian blocked the exit with his body, trapping them inside.
The guards looked at Hollowcrest. Sespian noticed they were more concerned about his advisor’s orders than his, but he could only stare at the window.
Had Amaranthe survived? Broken an arm? A leg? Sespian swallowed. Her neck?
Torn between needing to know and being afraid to find out, he hesitated before going to the window. Finally he started across the room. He had to know.
Hollowcrest intercepted him. Sespian tried to push past, but the older man gripped his arm with surprising strength.
“Let go,” Sespian said.
Hollowcrest did not. Blood ran down his arm and dripped onto Sespian’s wrist.
“She’s a traitor,” Hollowcrest said. “She attacked me.”
“You attacked her first. Do you think I don’t have eyes? She was defending herself.”
“She came to kill me, and you as well. I know you recognized that knife!”
Hollowcrest so rarely raised his voice, so rarely showed any emotion at all. His tone made Sespian pause. But, no. It could not be true.
 “There’s an explanation,” Sespian said. “There must be. You’re the one who brought her here, sent her on a mission.”
“One which she did not complete. She’s allied with Sicarius.”
Sespian pushed past him to the window. Footprints trampled the snow below. Even from the third floor, the spots of blood were visible. But the courtyard was empty, Amaranthe nowhere to be seen. The front gate was locked, the guards in place. She had not fled that way.
“Where is she?” Sespian whispered.
“Sire—”
Sespian waved Hollowcrest to silence and charged out the door. He raced through the halls and down the stairs. More than once he skidded on the polished marble floors and banged into the walls, but he did not slow.
When he ran out the front door, cold air wrapped around him, but he hardly noticed it. He veered off the walkway and followed the wall of the building. Only when he reached the spot below Hollowcrest’s office did he slow.
The gas lights in the courtyard provided little illumination this far from the walkways. Blood spattered the snow, but only under the window. There was no trail leading away. The darkness, and dozens of boot prints, thwarted Sespian’s attempts to pinpoint Amaranthe’s tracks.
A shard of blackness against the white ground demanded his attention. He bent and brushed aside snow, revealing the midnight black dagger.
A twinge of old fear wound through his gut. What had she been doing with Sicarius’s weapon? Hollowcrest couldn’t be right, could he?
Voices at the front of the building returned him to the moment. Feeling dizzy, Sespian staggered back to find Hollowcrest and two guards talking on the stairs. When Sespian approached, Hollowcrest sent the men inside.
“What happened?” Sespian asked.
Hollowcrest met his gaze. “She broke her neck in the fall. The guards have taken her body away for incineration.”
“No. She’s too good. She wouldn’t... I don’t believe it.” The headache that always lurked behind Sespian’s eyes intensified. Perhaps all that running had been too much. He put a hand on one of the statues for support.
“Sespian,” Hollowcrest said, “she wasn’t what you wanted her to be. She was a traitor. I brought her here because I suspected she was not the loyal enforcer she appeared to be.” He reached out and touched the knife in Sespian’s hands. “She was in league with Sicarius.”
“No,” Sespian whispered.
He leaned forward, panting. The running had strained him more than it should have. Spots floated across his vision, and blackness probed the edges. The constant pain in his head intensified. He hunched over, clutching at his temples—and collapsed into unconsciousness.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 6
 
Shackles bound Amaranthe’s wrists behind her back. Two guards dragged her through dark narrow hallways and down a dank stairway framed by walls of roughly quarried stone. Lanterns burned at distant intervals, hanging from old torch sconces. As the group moved in and out of the shadows, Amaranthe felt as if she had stepped back hundreds of years in time.
Warm blood trickled down her temple. Numerous glass cuts afflicted her face and scalp. Worse pain came from her battered muscles, courtesy of the pummeling they received in the three-story fall. This discomfort was only the beginning, she knew. I can survive this. Whatever torture they inflict on me, I will survive, and I will plan, and I will escape.
Then she entered the dungeon.
She was expecting shackles, instruments of pain, and moldy, bloodstained walls. The archaic atmosphere ended at the doorway, however. Inside, a honeycomb of whitewashed tunnels and chambers spread out. They were brightly lit by gas jets and smelled of lye soap. The first man she saw likewise did not meet expectations.
Amaranthe had anticipated towering, monosyllabic guards led by a sadistic, whip-cracking overseer who had not seen the sun in twenty years. Instead, a gray-haired man in crisp black military fatigues greeted her with a smile.
“Ah!” he said cheerfully. “A female. You’re our first. Excellent.”
The pin on the left side of his collar proclaimed him a colonel; the pin on the right bore a needle, the symbol for a surgeon.
A shiver raised the hair along her arms. “First for what?”
“I’ll show you.” The surgeon hummed and tapped his clipboard against his thigh as he led the way down the stark, white corridor. “Come along, come along.”
The guards forced Amaranthe to follow. If her hands had not been bound behind her, she might have tried for one of the swords or pistols hanging from their belts, but she had no hope of reaching them.
Cells lined either side of the corridor, each secured by steel bars and locked gates. Male prisoners occupied most. Some stood and watched her pass, but most lay prone and unresponsive. One had black fingers and toes, symptoms of the advanced stages of frostbite. Another had pox marks all over his skin. Occasionally, medics in military fatigues surrounded the prisoners. One would hold a clipboard and pen while others stabbed and prodded at their victims.
In one cell, a man was stretched facedown on a metal table with a surgeon poking around several inches of exposed vertebrae. He screamed with each prod, and blood flowed from his back. It splashed the floor, ran down a slight slope, and poured into a central drain. Amaranthe experienced the unwelcome insight that someone had angled the floors and placed the drains with exactly that purpose in mind.
Torture, but more methodical than the simple cuts and burns designed to extract information. They were performing medical experiments on these people. She shuddered.
“The emperor might not like the idea of a lady being dissected in his dungeon,” one of the guards holding Amaranthe whispered to the other as they traveled deeper into the tunnels.
“This was his idea,” the other said. “He wanted more money to go into medical research, right?”
“He has no idea what’s going on down here, and I’m sure this isn’t the kind of research he meant.”
“That’s ‘cause he’s soft, and you are too if you listen to him. Hollowcrest is smart to keep his thumb on the boy. The Nurians would be mauling us if they had any idea how weak-minded our supposed emperor is.”
Amaranthe wondered how many men in the Imperial Barracks were loyal to Sespian and how many to Hollowcrest. If these two were representative of the whole, Hollowcrest’s supporters were more vocal.
The surgeon turned into a large room with four occupied cots against the back wall. A counter with upper and lower cabinets stood along one side and a coal stove along the other. No fire burned in it, and the room was cold. The men on the cots were inert, flushed faces and wheezing breaths the only indications of life. A bumpy red rash covered their skin.
The surgeon paused by a cot. “Ah, good. This one’s dead. Take him to my examination room. A few more dissections and we ought to make some headway.” He rapped his knuckles on his clipboard. “It’s not right that those magic-throwing Kendorian shamans can cure this while sound imperial medicine lags behind.”
The guard who had spoken up for Sespian left Amaranthe to obey the surgeon’s orders. He touched her shoulder briefly, eyes sad, before he dragged the corpse away. The pity unnerved her more than the callous attitudes of the others.
“Magic-throwing shamans?” Amaranthe asked. The empire’s stance was that magic did not exist. Of course, the empire also forbade its use, so one tended to wonder about the truth of the first statement. Either way, she had never seen any evidence of magic in her life.
“Yes, their healers sacrifice chickens, wave their hands, and cure the disease.” The surgeon sniffed disdainfully. “Fear not. Your sacrifice will help us find a legitimate cure and distribute it to our troops along the southern border.”
“Oh, good.” Amaranthe swallowed. “What is the disease?”
“Hysintunga.”
“And it’s always deadly?”
“Oh, yes.”
“How long does it take to ah...” She nodded in the direction the corpse had been taken.
The surgeon unlocked a cabinet and rummaged inside. “Three to four days from infection to death, at least based on the cases we’ve had so far. Perhaps it’ll be faster for you, since you’re smaller than the men.”
A locomotive trip to Kendor took over a week. I’m dead if I let them infect me.
She flexed her shoulders and tried to work her wrists free of the manacles. The remaining guard clamped his hand tighter around her biceps and gave her a warning frown. The hilt of his sword dug into her side. If she could somehow get his weapon, maybe she could hold it to the surgeon’s throat and bargain her way free. She would need her hands free first.
“I don’t suppose you’d—” she started, but a shadow fell across the doorway.
Hollowcrest entered the room, and four guards came in on his heels.
Amaranthe slumped.
He regarded her coolly, hefting his right arm. A bandage wrapped it from wrist to elbow.
“You are a tedious pain, woman. In more ways than one.”
“You attacked me,” she said, seeing no reason to bother with honorifics at this point. “After you sent me on a suicide mission. I’m the one who’s a pain?”
He snorted. “Don’t put this on me, girl. It seemed a shame to waste a bright enforcer; it’s not like they’re a common breed. Your ambition is what made you dangerous. I couldn’t let you at the emperor.”
A shame? Vanquished ancestors, was he actually regretting what he had done? Did he feel guilty? Or was she imagining it? Maybe he had just come down to gloat. It didn’t seem that he had noticed the missing note yet, though she was not sure how that helped. She could not read it with her hands behind her back.
The surgeon removed a jar from a cabinet, one of several on a shelf. A large, winged insect buzzed inside, its droning ominous. Amaranthe made herself focus on Hollowcrest. As long as he was talking, she had to learn as much as she could in case she had the opportunity to do something with that information later.
“Does the emperor know you’ve got me locked up down here?”
“Unfortunately, he is mourning your tragic death,” Hollowcrest said. “Killed falling out the window. You should be pleased; Sespian appeared quite distraught by the news.”
“What are you doing to him anyway? What does the drug you’re putting in his tea do?”
Amaranthe glanced at the surgeon and the guards, hoping the news would come as a surprise to them. If she could trick Hollowcrest into answering in the affirmative, maybe it would shock them, coerce them to do something to defend the rightful leader of the empire.
“It’s a herb that dulls the intellect and renders the drinker susceptible to manipulation,” Hollowcrest said calmly.
No one in the room reacted. They know. They all know and they don’t care.
“Why?” Amaranthe asked. “When you were sworn to act as his regent, you made a promise to him and the empire that you would step down when he reached his majority. That was last year.”
“Do you think I wanted to break my word? I’m no power-hungry tyrant. I have always been content to advise. But the boy would destroy the empire.” He cleaned his eyeglasses with a handkerchief. “In his first week on the throne, he vowed to make peace with all the nations we’ve ever warred with, cut military spending in half, funnel the money to education, and...oh, yes, and phase out the empire itself, instating some ridiculous people’s republic with elected officials.”
“They sound like noble goals.”
“You’re as naïve and idealistic as he is. Yes, let us announce to all the nations we’ve conquered over the last seven hundred years that now we wish for peace. I’m sure they’ll embrace us with heartfelt brotherhood and forget about all the men slain, the land taken, the freedoms stolen, the laws imposed. Please. They would send diplomats on the one hand and secretly build their armies for revenge on the other. And dissolving the empire? Since religion fell out of fashion, faith in Turgonia is the only thing that gives our people a sense of meaning. The empire is not just a government; it’s a way of life. Our citizens know they’re a part of something greater than them. Without the empire to define an ideology for them, they would be lost. Take that away and the next zealot with a vision would end up creating something with all of the tyranny and none of the benefits. Sespian’s idealistic world doesn’t exist. It can never exist as long as men live in it.” Hollowcrest returned his glasses to his nose and curled his lip. “Nineteen year olds. They shouldn’t be allowed to tie their own shoes much less rule a nation.”
Amaranthe groped for an argument that would sway the old man. It was hard because she wasn’t sure he was entirely wrong. But Sespian wasn’t wrong either. These two stubborn men ought to be working together to find a middle ground, not trying to force their visions on each other.
“I’m ready, sir,” the surgeon announced.
“It’s not too late,” Amaranthe said, forcing herself to meet Hollowcrest’s now-withdrawn gaze. “You don’t have to do this. I’m loyal to the emperor, but have no designs on his future. You don’t need to kill me, and you could stop drugging him—involve him in his own rule. You make some good points. Maybe his enthusiasm just needs to be tempered with your experience, not stifled by it. He’s smart. He’ll learn in time. You have to give him a chance.”
Hollowcrest did not immediately reply. Amaranthe had no reason to think her words would mean anything to him, but she found herself hoping anyway, for her own life and for the emperor’s.
“Once battle has been engaged,” Hollowcrest said, “you cannot call back your armies and say never mind. You are committed. There can be only victory or defeat.” He nodded to the surgeon and said, “Go ahead,” before leaving.
“The emperor’s not an enemy to be made war upon,” Amaranthe called after him. “He’s a man.”
Hollowcrest’s soldiers stayed behind. That left five guards plus the surgeon. Not good.
Two men forced her to her knees. One unlocked her shackles to free her arm for the surgeon. Though she had no hope of escaping, she elbowed the guard in the gut and lunged for the gate. Another simply caught her and threw her down, forcing her back against the cold floor.
“This will go easier if you relax,” the surgeon said.
Amaranthe eyed the jar in his hands. Inside, the malignant black bug bounced around, reminiscent of both wasp and lizard. Its wings flapped, and its agitated tail hammered at the glass with audible ticks. Strange that such a healthy-looking bug could carry a disease that would kill her.
“What is it?” she asked morbidly.
The surgeon loosened the jar’s lid. “The desert nomads call them Fangs. They transmit the infection with their bite.” He cocked his head and studied her as if she were an exotic fungus growing on a damp wall. “It will be interesting to examine your cadaver and see if the disease affects women differently than men.”
“Interesting. Right.”
The surgeon pushed up her sleeve. A part of Amaranthe wanted to face the moment with dignity, but when he removed the lid and set the mouth of the jar against her skin, fear surged through her. She twisted and jerked her arm away.
The surgeon cursed and flung the lid back on before the insect could escape. “Hold her!”
“Sorry, sir. She’s stronger than she looks.”
Another joined the first two, leaving a guard on her legs and one on each arm. The surgeon descended, ready with the jar again.
She tried to thrash free, all sense of strategy forgotten in pure desperation. Despite her frenzied struggle, Amaranthe felt the bite of the insect.
At that point, she deflated. Tears formed in her eyes.
“You can let her go.” The surgeon screwed the lid back on and returned the jar to the cupboard. “She won’t fight now. There’s no point, eh?”
He was right. Amaranthe became as inert as the wheezing forms on the cots. When the guards released her and backed up, she made no lunge to her feet. Their heads receded, and she only stared up at the reinforced concrete ceiling.
“I’ll be back in the morning,” the surgeon said in parting. “There’s water in a jug over there.”
Amaranthe did not move her eyes to follow his pointing arm. A part of her mind registered the clank of the steel gate shutting, the throwing of the lock. The insect bite burned, and a hot tingle spread toward her shoulder.
So, this was defeat.
She had always imagined death would come at the end of some criminal’s sword during a battle for a worthwhile cause. Never had she pictured dying amongst strangers, forgotten by the world. Was anyone even wondering where she was? She had no family in the city, but surely some of her enforcer comrades would be curious why she had disappeared from work without a word.
What about Sicarius? Would he wonder what was happening to her? No, he had predicted she would end up in the dungeon. And why not? She was an amateur next to him. She had walked into Hollowcrest’s office without any sort of plan. What had she expected would happen? That she would talk her way out of a death sentence and get Hollowcrest to stop drugging Sespian while she was at it?
After a time, Amaranthe grew bored of staring at the ceiling and feeling sorry for herself. She still had a reason to escape. Even if she was going to die, she could tell Sicarius what she had learned.
She staggered to her feet and plucked her hairpins from her sagging bun. The lock was set into the corridor-side of the door, which made it awkward to probe. It only took a moment to discover her pins were too large to reach the tumblers in the back. Opening that door would take a key or a professional set of lockpicks. She had neither.
While mulling her next act, she took some water to the men on the cots.
They smelled of urine and sweat, and cracks like canyons marred their lips. The men were an unsettling preview of her own last hours, and she wanted to crawl into the corner as far from them as possible. Instead, she tried to get them to drink. One opened his eyes briefly, but stared through her, not at her. She took his hand. With the splotchy rashes covering his skin, it felt like rust-licked metal under a summer sun. She fumbled for something comforting to say. All she could think of was how soon this would be her.
A smooth patch on the man’s hand drew her attention. She rotated his arm. A gang brand marked his skin. The Panthers. He was one of Mitsy’s. Amaranthe checked the other two men. They bore brands for the Black Arrows, another gang in the city.
“They’re using our own people,” she whispered, chilled.
One of the men sighed, exuding tangible pain.
“I’m sorry I can’t do anything for you,” Amaranthe said.
She wished for a book or something to read aloud to them. The thought triggered the memory of the note she had stolen from Hollowcrest’s office. She dug it from her pocket.
 
Hollowcrest, you said the emperor was under your control. Your puppet hasn’t made any of the changes we discussed, primarily to exempt key businesses from taxes in order to foster growth. Forge also demands a voice in the government. The empire is a defunct warrior aristocracy out of touch with the modern world. Your recalcitrance forces us to make threats. If the emperor does not pass the laws we have requested, he will be eliminated during his birthday celebration. The people will not accept you as a ruler. Since Sespian is the only Savarsin left who claims royal blood through both paternal and maternal lines, he is the only legitimate heir. His death will create civil war, giving us the opportunity to back a more amenable prospect.
How do we go forward? The choice is yours.
—Forge
 
Amaranthe slowly folded the note and returned it to her pocket. She dropped her chin to her chest. Not only was Sespian being drugged, but his very life was at stake.
She could not imagine Hollowcrest giving in to those demands, not after that lecture he had given her. He was warrior caste through and through, and he would only raise his hackles at the idea of government power for businesses. But if he did not give in to this Forge group, the emperor’s life could be forfeit.
Amaranthe slammed her palm against the wall. I can’t die now.
More than ever, she had to escape and warn Sicarius. If the emperor truly meant something to him, perhaps he could be counted on to pass on this information to someone with clout. Even if she died, perhaps the ripples from the pebble she tossed in the lake would create change by the time they reached the shore.
But first, escape.
Footsteps in the hallway spurred hope. She slid her hairpins under a cot, and edged close to the gate, poised if an opportunity came.
Unfortunately, there were a lot of footsteps. Hollowcrest came into view first, and then the four guards crowded behind him. Too many.
Hollowcrest unlocked the gate. “Search her.”
Guards flowed in. Two grabbed her arms, while the other two rummaged through her pockets and more personal places. They found the note. Amaranthe sighed as they took it. Now, even if she escaped, she had lost the only physical evidence that Hollowcrest was manipulating the emperor and that Sespian was in danger.
“Is there anything you don’t have your fingers in?” Hollowcrest asked.
“I’ve been trying to broaden my interests of late,” she said. “Since I’ve learned how dangerous it can be to blindly follow the orders of men you grew up thinking you could trust.”
“Take anything else she could use to escape,” Hollowcrest said.
They took her enforcer identification, her money, Sespian’s bracelet, and the key to her flat. She watched Hollowcrest to see if that bracelet would mean anything to him, but he let the guards remove it without an eye flicker.
He shut the gate with a clang. The lock clicked, and Hollowcrest led his men away.
Amaranthe threw her back against the bars and glared about the room. “All right,” she whispered to herself. “Nothing’s changed. I still have to escape.”
She checked the stove, but only a useless layer of ash lined the firebox. A narrow pipe exited the top and disappeared into the ceiling. The hole would not be wide enough to crawl through if she dismantled the stovepipe.
The cabinets were locked, but the mechanisms were simpler than the ones securing the door. She found a hairpin and soon defeated them. Empty canisters, a spool of surgical thread, and stacks of papers rested on shelves inside. Nothing particularly useful.
Her hand brushed against one of the jars holding the odious bugs. She jerked her arm away with a horrified yank. Then she snorted and relaxed. No reason to be afraid of them now.
Amaranthe paused. “No reason for me to be afraid of them.”
The beginnings of an idea percolated through her mind. There were a total of four glass jars, each with a wing-flapping, tail-flicking bug inside. Amaranthe spun out some thread and tied the jars together, leaving a long leash dangling. She placed them on top of the cabinet near the cell door. Next, she found an empty canister with a lid and scooped ashes from the stove into it. Thus prepared, she pushed herself up to sit on the counter under the jars. She clutched the thread leash in one hand and rested the canister next to her thigh, where it could not be seen from the gate.
Several hours would pass before the surgeon returned. She could only hope she retained the ability to act when the time came.
The awkward position and the knowledge of impending death made sleep inaccessible. Waiting had none of the distracting qualities of plotting an escape or trying to draw information out of Hollowcrest. One of the sick men stopped breathing during the night. The pained wheezing of the others finally cracked Amaranthe’s stoicism, and she wept quietly. Whether for them or herself or both, she did not know. The tears felt strangely cool on her cheeks. I have a fever already, she realized numbly.
In the morning, the surgeon’s voice drifted down the corridor. She checked the thread wound around her hand.
Two men stopped before the gate. Amaranthe, staring at the floor, saw them at the edge of her vision. The surgeon and a single guard, carrying a repeating crossbow. She feigned a stupor. She was not a threat; at least, that’s what she wanted them to think.
Amaranthe waited until the surgeon unlocked the gate and pushed it open.
She yanked on the thread.
The jars crashed down, and glass shattered as they hit the concrete floor. The surgeon and the guard blinked in confusion at first. Then an angry buzz educated the silence. Realization came to the surgeon first, and she smiled with grim satisfaction as a bug flew at his face. His eyes widened and he leaped backwards, smashing into the guards who did not yet understand the ramifications of the broken glass.
Amaranthe jumped to her feet and lunged for the exit. She grabbed a fistful of ash from her canister and threw it at their faces. The surgeon paid her little heed except to swat at the ash and run back the way he had come.
“The bugs are out, you idiots!” he called over his shoulder.
The guards, finally realizing the danger, raced after the surgeon.
Amaranthe paused only long enough to slam the lid onto the canister, then ran the other way. She headed deeper into the dungeon, hoping her captors would expect her to go up instead of down. Numerous shouts rang from the direction of the stairs. No, she would never escape that way. She wished she could stop to free the other prisoners, but she had neither keys nor time. The virus-laden insects might delay pursuit, but only temporarily.
After a few turns, ancient stone replaced the whitewashed concrete walls. The gas lamps ended, but a rack with a few lanterns provided a means to travel deeper. She grabbed one and considered destroying the others, but figured the task would take her more time than it bought.
Deeper she went, the lantern doing little to drive back the shadows. Perhaps it was for the best. The glimpses of ancient torture implements, rusty wall shackles, and rat feces did nothing to hearten her. Staleness competed with mildew to taint the damp air.
Under what circumstances, she wondered, had Sicarius spent time down here?
At each intersection, Amaranthe tilted her head and tried to feel breezes that might indicate an outside exit. She was putting a lot of trust in Sicarius, a man she barely knew and whose deeds hardly spoke well of him. Whether he had been lying, or her fever-befuddled senses were betraying her, she reached a dead-end before she felt any hint of a draft.
She sniffed liberally around the walls, trying to detect some hint of the outdoors amongst the must and mold. Nothing.
Amaranthe backtracked and tried other passages. The exercise fatigued her. She came to two more dead-ends before a faint breeze brushed her cheek. Voices sounded, not far enough away for comfort. She removed the lid from her canister of ash, yanked her shirt over her mouth and nose, then threw handfuls of the fine gray powder in the air. It assaulted her eyes, and she stepped back, bumping into the wall.
“Hear something?” a man asked nearby.
“She’s down here somewhere.”
“Don’t see why we have to bother searching. Can just wait until the corpse starts to stink and find her then.”
They laughed, and armor and weapons clanked. There might only be two of them, but they were armed. Amaranthe had nothing, not even Sicarius’s dagger. Besides, she doubted she could best a five-year-old in her present condition. This had to work.
She held her breath and squinted through blurry eyes into the cloud of ash, looking for a disturbance.
There.
A draft coming from the floor swirled the cloud at foot level. She groped around the area, searching for a switch or button.
At chest level on the left side, she found a crease in the mortar that depressed when touched. A mechanism ground behind the wall. She winced, sure the guards would hear.
In front of her, a jagged edge detached like two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle coming apart. Amaranthe had to set down the lantern and use both hands to open the heavy stone door.
She threw more ash behind her to obscure her footprints. She grabbed her light, stepped inside, and pulled the door shut.
Cobwebs and dust owned the tunnel she entered. Too tired to swat at them, she ran—no, stumbled—straight through. Her clumsy gait evoked resentment; already, this disease was sapping her muscles. Her breath whistled as if she were at the end of a hard run around the lake. She doubted she had much time left where she could do anything useful.
The tunnel ended at a steel grille blocking the passage. Outside, a pink sky filtered through bare, tangled limbs that screened the exit. Amaranthe found a lever to open the grate, and she pushed past the brambles. Thorns clawed at her hands and cheeks. A nearby sign read SEWER ACCESS POINT. 
She snorted. Sure.
She stumbled forward, looking for a path out, and hoping she could make it to the lake without running into the enforcers. Strange to think those who should have been her allies would now be foes. When Hollowcrest learned of her escape, he would surely place a reward on her head. What crime would he make up to put on her wanted poster? Releaser of Deadly Bugs, reward 5,000 ranmyas. Cutter of Hollowcrest’s Arm, reward 10,000 ranmyas. Although, since he knew she was destined to die from the disease, he might not bother sending out search parties or alerting the enforcers. Too bad. She would rather be wanted than dead.
All she could do was make it to the lake and hope Sicarius would be there so she could deliver her message. After that...
She swallowed grimly. After that, it would not matter.
 
* * * * *
 
Dusk found Amaranthe curled on her side on a park bench beside the lake. Fevered and numb, breathing shallow, she didn’t recognized the black boots at first. Sicarius squatted on his heels beside her head. She had wanted to tell him something. What was it? Shattered pieces of thought flitted through her mind, too elusive a puzzle to fit together. She just remembered they were important.
“Emperor...Hollow—” She licked cracked lips. Speaking was too hard. She drew a shuddering breath between each word. “Forge...assassin...ation. Can’t...celebration. Tell...someone.”
Amaranthe panted, fighting to get out more words. The effort devoured her remaining strength. Darkness crept into her vision. She tried to push it back, but it overwhelmed her, and she lost consciousness.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7
 
Pain pulsed behind Sespian’s eyes. The words on the page blurred and danced. The medical journal from the Kyatt Islands was written in a language he wasn’t fluent in, but Kyattese used the same alphabet as Turgonian, and he had a language dictionary to reference. The translating should not be so hard.
Sespian slammed his pen down and grabbed his hair. What was wrong with him?
“Problem, Sire?” came a voice from the doorway.
Hollowcrest strolled into the library with a handful of papers. He stopped next to the table. Under his feet sprawled a massive floor medallion that depicted the muscled bulk of Agroth, the founder of Turgonia and the first emperor. From Sespian’s viewpoint, it looked like the ancient warrior’s sword tip was poking Hollowcrest in the ass—a rather pleasant notion.
“No,” Sespian said.
“Why are you reading that?” Hollowcrest frowned down at the book.
“I’m trying to figure out what’s wrong with me. When I woke up, the surgeon said nothing, but people my age aren’t supposed to collapse on the steps of their homes for no reason.” Now, if Hollowcrest pitched down some stairs, that’d be more understandable, but the lean old gargoyle would probably live forever.
“Yes, we should discuss that.” Hollowcrest slid into the chair across the table. “Surgeon Darrik was reluctant to speak his findings to you, but he confided in me.”
“Did he.” Sespian leaned back in his chair, folded his arms across his chest, and eyed Hollowcrest.
“He was concerned you might not take his findings well and didn’t want to deliver them himself.”
A flutter vexed Sespian’s stomach. “What findings?”
Hollowcrest set down his papers, propped his elbows on the desk, and steepled his fingers. “There is a possibility—we don’t know for certain, mind you—that you have a brain tumor.”
The utter silence in the library made it possible for Sespian to hear his breaths quicken. “No.” He stared at his notes without seeing them. “No, I don’t believe that. I’m not that sick. I’ll be fine. I’m sure it’s just...”
What? He had no idea. That was the problem.
“We’re not certain, so there’s always hope it’ll be something less problematic.” An attempt at a sympathetic smile creased Hollowcrest’s weathered face. “It would explain your headaches, though, and your fainting episode.”
“I didn’t faint, I passed out in a manly way,” Sespian muttered. “I’m probably not getting enough exercise or the right kind of food. Or something. I’m sure it’s not a tumor. The whole idea is just ludicrous. I’m too young. I haven’t done anything I wanted to do yet. I...” He barely heard his own words. He couldn’t believe this.
“There is, perhaps, still time to leave a legacy.” Hollowcrest pushed the sheets of paper across the table.
 “What’s this?” Sespian grabbed them and looked at the top page. His hands were trembling. “A picture of a woman? What is this supposed to—”
“A suitable prospect for marriage,” Hollowcrest said. “There are several ladies there, all of flawless warrior caste bloodlines, all of child-bearing age.”
Sespian stared at the old man. “You just told me I’m going to die soon, and now you want me to get married?”
“As you’ve said, Sire, you’ve had little time to fulfill your desires as emperor. Do you not, before you die, want to at least produce an heir to carry on your blood and one day rule the empire?”
Sespian started to respond but stopped. Something was very wrong here. He needed to think before he spoke. Why were his thoughts so fuzzy? It seemed like a child’s puzzle was before him, but someone had blown out the lamps, and he had to assemble it in the dark.
He took the papers, stood, and walked to a window overlooking the snowy banks piled against the courtyard walls. If he died, leaving a babe behind, Hollowcrest could end up as regent for the next eighteen years. Theoretically, Sespian could name another regent, but would anyone listen to his mandates? As Sespian had so recently seen, Hollowcrest had the full support of the guards. Everyone else snapped to obey his orders as well.
I’m just a figurehead. It was so obvious; why had it eluded him all year? He kept trying to insinuate his ideas, but he crashed against walls everywhere he turned. It was as if Hollowcrest had never really stepped down as regent.
How had Sespian let it all come to pass?
He could feel Hollowcrest’s eyes boring into his back, so he pretended to peruse the papers. It was time to do some snooping and figure out exactly what Hollowcrest was doing.
“Take your time, Sire.” A chair scraped as Hollowcrest stood. “Let me know if you wish to speak further, or please talk to the surgeon anytime if you have questions.”
“I will.” Sespian had no doubt the surgeon was ready with just the answers Hollowcrest wanted him to have.
Once he was alone, Sespian lowered the papers and returned to the table. The book and his notes were gone.
 
* * * * *
 
Dreams and reality meshed for Amaranthe, creating a fevered realm of fear and confusion. Nightmares of Hollowcrest, enforcers, and those dreadful bugs mingled in her head. Sometimes she saw a tiny room with wooden plank walls and metal beams on the ceiling. Perhaps those were her waking moments. During them, she was alone and afraid.
In one of her dreams, Sicarius appeared, accompanied by a pale-skinned man with tattoos and long braids of gray hair. They spoke in a foreign language. The stranger touched her forehead, chanting as he traced symbols on her skin with a gnarled finger. Confused and alarmed, she tried to pull away, but Sicarius held her down. The ritual had the feel of an ancient death ceremony done by a priest to send her spirit off to some hypothetical afterworld. Amaranthe struggled to retain consciousness, afraid every slip into blackness would be permanent, but it swallowed her again.
 
* * * * *
 
She woke alert and fever-free in the wooden room she had seen in her dream. Surprised, she struggled to prop herself up on her elbow. The effort made her heartbeat leap to double time.
A kerosene lantern squatting on a desk provided dim illumination. She was lying on a cot against a wall opposite a closed door. The only other pieces of furniture were a wooden chair and a stove burning next to a stocked coal bin.
A sickly odor permeated the air. Amaranthe lifted the scratchy wool blanket draping her and sniffed. Great. She was the source. Someone had removed her soiled clothing, but she badly needed a bath.
Abruptly, she laughed. Who cared if she reeked? She was alive!
But where was she?
On the nearest wall, a large rectangular panel of wood hung from hinges like some makeshift shutter. Curiosity won out over fatigue. She wrapped the blanket about herself and sloughed off the cot. Despite the heat radiating from the stove, the scuffed and dented wood floor wept coldness. She propped the panel open with a stick apparently there for the purpose. An optimist would have called the rectangular opening underneath a window. She decided “ragged hole sawed in the planks” was more accurate.
She looked out upon an enormous icehouse. One- to two-foot wide blocks formed a frozen mountain that stretched into the rafters. Her room was almost as high. A metal staircase to her right led down to the sawdust-strewn floor.
Motion drew her eye. Sicarius. He had pulled out a few blocks and was practicing kicks and punches from atop them. With agility that would have embarrassed a cat, he hopped from one slick perch to the next. Sometimes he spun and kicked midair, yet he never slipped when he landed. She expected him to look up and acknowledge her—without a doubt he had heard that panel creak up—but he continued his routine without pause.
Amaranthe dropped her forearms on the edge and watched him. Despite the chilly environs, he wore no shirt. Since his usual black shirts were fitted, the sculptors-would-pay-me-to-model physique wasn’t a surprise, but it was...eye-catching. The way his relaxed body flowed like water curling along its course before it contracted into steel for a strike was mesmerizing. He went into a series of open-handed blocks, each a demonstration in economy of motion, each followed by what she imagined were joint locks. With those shoulders, he would have no trouble twisting someone’s arm off.
After a long moment, she snapped herself out of her gawk with a shake of the head and a self-mocking snort. All right, girl, we are not going to be attracted to the amoral assassin.
Amaranthe moved away from the window and noticed a newspaper on the desk. The front-page headline gave her a start. Rogue Bear Kills Two More on Wharf Street.
“Bear?” she muttered. “Did a sober journalist write that?”
Paper in hand, she slumped down on the hard chair. Stumps was surrounded by hundreds of miles of farmlands and orchards. One rarely saw a raccoon in the city, and she couldn’t remember ever hearing of a bear sighting. A bear killing people sounded even more unlikely.
The Wharf Street part stood out for a different reason. She glanced toward the window and the frozen stacks beyond. All the ice houses in the city were near the docks, which meant this building was close to—maybe right on—Wharf Street. Something new to worry about. Wonderful.
Reading the story wasn’t enlightening, and she couldn’t help but think back to Hollowcrest’s admission that the papers didn’t always print the truth.
After finishing, she grimaced at the date. Assuming it was today’s paper, she had lost four days between the dungeon and the sickness. Only two and a half weeks remained until the emperor’s birthday celebration. What could she possibly do to stop Hollowcrest and Forge in so little time?
She had no money, no weapons, no idea who comprised Forge, nothing. She needed an ally, but now that she was on the less desirable side of the law, she could hardly go to her enforcer friends for help. The only one she could ask was someone already marked as a criminal....
Amaranthe laid the paper on the desk, edges lined up with the corner, and walked back to the window. Now Sicarius was sprinting through some sort of twisty footwork course he had constructed. If she didn’t say something, he’d be down there all day.
The next time he finished a lap, she cleared her throat nosily. Sicarius looked up at her.
“Just wondering why I’m alive,” Amaranthe called down. “And why we’re camped in an icehouse.”
Sicarius acknowledged her with a twitch of his hand, but continued his exercises.
She returned to the cot. Just walking around the tiny room left her depressingly weak. And cold. She nudged the cot closer to the stove and pulled the blanket more tightly around her. It smelled of sawdust and more pungent sickbed odors.
A few minutes later, Sicarius entered, fully clothed again.
“The icehouse happened to be near where you collapsed on the trail,” Sicarius said. “There was a limit to how far I could carry you through the city without drawing attention. It is also fully stocked, so the workers have moved on to filling another warehouse down the block. Disturbances have been infrequent.”
“Thank you,” Amaranthe murmured. “How did you, ah...I wasn’t expecting... They told me the disease was always fatal.”
“Yes, unless healed by someone who understands the mental sciences. I recognized the symptoms of Hysintunga and found a shaman.”
The mental sciences? A strange synonym for magic.
“A shaman in the empire?” she asked. “In Stumps? You can be hanged for reading about magic. I can’t believe anyone would risk practicing it here.”
Or that it existed. Even when the surgeon had casually discussed magic in the dungeon, it had failed to penetrate her long-held beliefs. Or disbeliefs rather. Amaranthe prodded her arm where the bug had bitten her. Nothing remained of the wound. Perhaps it was time to question those beliefs.
“Most people in the empire either do not believe in the mental sciences or would not recognize them being practiced regardless,” Sicarius said. “Though this is not an easy place for foreigners to live, sometimes it is safer than what they leave behind, especially if they are hunted by fellow practitioners.”
Fugitive magic users? In her city? Amaranthe rubbed her face.
“He must not have been too bad of a fellow if he was willing to help me,” she reasoned.
“He was paid well.”
“Oh.” Amaranthe swallowed. She had only meant to seek Sicarius in order to relay information to him. She had not thought he would be able to save her, or that he would bother even if he could. “Thank you,” she said again, the words inadequate. “I owe you—”
“An explanation.” Sicarius regarded her intently. “Clarify the situation with the emperor. I could not understand the incoherent jumble you spit out before falling unconscious.”
So, he had helped her because he wanted her information, not out of kindness. That was not surprising, but it reminded her how much talking she was going to have to do to convince him to become her ally.
Amaranthe gave a detailed description of the conversations she had shared with Hollowcrest. She recited the words on the letter verbatim. Those experiences, when she had thought she was dying, were indelibly imprinted in her mind.
Sicarius’s face remained unreadable throughout her narrative. At the end, he gave her that cool stare he did so well.
“Hollowcrest gave his reasons for wanting you killed, described the tea he’s using to drug Sespian, and explained why he feels the need to manipulate the emperor in the first place.” He folded his arms and leaned against the wall. “To you.”
His tone didn’t change to suggest it was a question, and it wasn’t until he tacked on the last two words that Amaranthe realized it was a statement of disbelief.
It hadn’t occurred to her that he might think she was lying. Before, when she had been lying to him, he had sensed it. She stared back at him and willed him to sense she was telling the truth now.
“Yes, he did,” she said.
“Hollowcrest had no reason to tell you anything, and he doesn’t explain himself, or justify his actions, before killing people.”
“Honestly, I was surprised myself, especially when he came to chat in the dungeon,” Amaranthe said. “Do you suppose... Could he have thought I’d escape—or that you’d come get me and help me—and that this was a message meant for you?” She looked up at him, again trying to read his face, but it was still expressionless. “You’re obviously connected with him somehow. Based on the fact that Hollowcrest and Sespian both recognize your dagger, I’m guessing you were the court assassin or something of that nature, although assassination isn’t supposed to be the Turgonian way. Still, I think Hollowcrest is a sneaky old sod, and he wouldn’t have minded having someone like you around. From what I remember of Emperor Raumesys, they were similar types. Your enforcer record—your list of public assassinations—started up, what, five years ago? That was the same time as Raumesys died. Maybe Sespian, being a rather good human being, didn’t want an assassin on the payroll, and gave you the boot, so you had to go out and find other work. Of course, that doesn’t explain why...”
A warning instinct lifted the hairs on the back of her neck. She had been looking at Sicarius while she spoke but, in her musings, had stopped seeing him. Now, her focus sharpened.
His expression had not changed, but he was very, very still, and his dark eyes were colder than ice shards. Amaranthe chomped down on her flapping lip and dropped her gaze to the floorboards. He hadn’t said a word, but she could feel the threat hanging between them. She might need his help, but with her information delivered, he didn’t need anything else from her. Probing into his past was not a good idea.
“No,” Sicarius said after a long, uncomfortable silence. “Hollowcrest would not send me a message.”
“Good,” Amaranthe said, trying for a bright tone and not quite achieving it. “Glad we’ve eliminated that possibility. Maybe he’s just getting old and feeling guilty over some of the choices he’s made of late. Or maybe he’s tired of his usual flunkies and wanted someone new to talk to. Or maybe,” she said with a self-deprecating eye roll, “it’s my friendly personality that got him chatting.”
“Huh,” he said. It was ambiguous, but at least his tone was a little lighter. Less dangerous.
Still, it wasn’t until he clasped his hands behind his back and turned toward the window that she dared look at him again. Despite his recent workout, his black shirt was tucked in, his pants free of wrinkles, and his low boots brushed clean of dust. No hint of beard stubble softened the hard angles of his jaw. Even his fingernails were trimmed and free of dirt. Only that uncontrolled nest of blond hair did not match his fastidious appearance. At the moment, she could hardly judge cleanliness, though, not when she could smell the stale sickness clinging to her body.
She needed a bath and a change of clothing. But she still had to win him to her side. Delving into his history was apparently not the way to do it. She decided to go back to what had inveigled his assistance before.
“I mean to save the emperor,” Amaranthe said. “Not just that. I want to stop Hollowcrest from drugging him and protect him from Forge’s assassins. I can’t do it alone.”
“A monumental task.” At least he didn’t say, “What makes you think you can do it at all?”
“With my plan, we can do it.”
Sicarius faced her again. “What plan?”
If this was to be played at all, it had to be played fearlessly. She took a deep breath. “One that requires me not smelling like a ten-day-old corpse. If you can get me a bath and a couple of changes of clothing, I’ll tell you everything.”
His dark eyes narrowed, and once again Amaranthe remembered his knack for sensing deception. A long moment passed before he spoke, and it was only to say, “Agreed,” before he left the room.
She sagged against the wall with relief. That conversation had drained her more than running the whole lake once had. She wondered how long it would take him to arrange a bath. Or more precisely, she wondered how long she had to come up with a plan. She laid on her back, intending to think of something brilliant. Instead, she fell asleep.
A clank woke her. Amaranthe sat up, cursing the disease that left her so weak. Sicarius had produced a metal laundry bin. Inside, water shimmered yellow with the reflection of lamplight. He had even scrounged a towel and a bar of soap. She beamed with heartfelt pleasure for the first time in days. Sicarius dropped a nondescript set of utility clothing on her cot.
Still clutching the blanket around herself, Amaranthe shuffled over to the tub and dipped a toe in. She withdrew it with a startled squawk. “This is ice water!”
“Naturally.” Sicarius tilted his head toward the wall dividing the room from thousands of tons of ice.
Amaranthe bent over the tub and picked out the remains of a block that had not melted completely. Her shoulders slumped. It was not that she had never taken a cold bath—the single room she had shared with her father as a girl had not had plumbing much less hot water. It was just that... She sighed. It had been a rough week, and she wanted a relaxing soak.
She forced herself to thank Sicarius since he had, after all, dragged blocks of ice up there and melted them. Her expression of gratitude was somewhat muffled by the noise she made shoving the tub across the room until it was so close to the stove she would be hard-pressed to get in without searing something important.
“Are you going to watch?” Amaranthe asked when Sicarius did not leave.
“Your plan,” Sicarius said, implying he was waiting to hear it.
You too, huh?
“Well, I need to be clean before I can discuss anything of this magnitude.”
His flat stare said he knew she was stalling. He probably knew she had nothing. Nonetheless, he was still waiting. Maybe he had faith she could come up with something. Or maybe he could not think of a plan either and was desperate enough to listen to a foolish woman who had almost gotten herself killed twice in the same week.
“Fine,” Amaranthe said. “Stay and watch if you want.”
She shucked the blanket and grabbed the soap. After stepping in, she scrubbed—and thought—furiously. The emperor was threatened from two fronts: Hollowcrest, and all those who were loyal to him, and Forge, who was nameless and faceless for the time. The organization had to consist of business people and was an entity large enough to present a threat to the emperor. That implied wealth and power. Both her adversaries had power. She had none. She had...desperation. And maybe the help of a trained assassin, if she could woo him with her plan.
She shook her head. She needed to adjust her thinking. No general ever won a victory by pitting his weaknesses against the enemy’s strengths. It had to be the other way around. What were her strengths? Since she would soon be labeled a criminal, she supposed there was no need to be constrained by the law. She found that thought unsettling, but it inspired creativity. Criminals did all sorts of unorthodox things to get what they wanted from each other. What could she do? Use force? Steal? Blackmail?
Amaranthe realized she had been lathering the same shoulder with the bar of soap for some time. She switched to a leg.
Force was out. If she couldn’t bring herself to assassinate a murdering assassin, she doubted she could kill anybody else in cold blood either. Nor would stealing get her anywhere. Blackmail? What could she hold over both parties? Economic trouble? That would be a disaster for government and business alike, but she could hardly start a recession by willing one into existence. Not unless she could magically decrease the value of money. She supposed printing counterfeits would achieve that. The addition of fake paper money that was not backed by the gold in the Imperial Treasury could devalue all the real money out there, plus it would undermine people’s confidence in the ranmya. The threat alone might be enough to coerce Hollowcrest and Forge into dealing.
Amaranthe let the soap fall from her fingers and leaned on the edge of the tub. You’re not actually considering this, are you?
Deliberately sabotaging the economy. Her mind shied away from the potential for widespread devastation, the utter vileness of the idea. Of course, she would be operating on a bluff, with no intention of actually circulating the money. Forge and Hollowcrest would not know that. It would represent a tangible threat to them. In a period of hyperinflation, Forge’s fortunes would become meaningless. Hollowcrest would have to deal with the repercussions of millions of citizens terrified their savings would evaporate. Yes, she decided, it might just worry both parties enough to negotiate with her.
She looked at Sicarius. He seemed lost in thought again and was not facing her direction. She experienced a surge of indignity that he did not find her interesting enough to peep at in the bath but forced herself back to more important issues.
“I have finalized the details of my plan,” she announced.
“Really,” he said dryly.
“We’re going to produce counterfeit money.” She went on to explain her reasoning and emphasized several times her intent to bluff rather than unleash the fake bills. “We’ll have to make enough, however, to lend a sense of verisimilitude to our operation.”
Sicarius did not speak for a time after she finished. Amaranthe waited apprehensively, afraid he would reject her plan, point out a dozen reasons it was ludicrous, or simply walk out without saying anything.
“I would not have expected such an idea from an enforcer,” he said.
“But do you think it could work?”
Sicarius made a noncommittal gesture with his hand. “Theoretically, it’s possible. To set everything up in two weeks is improbable.”
“I could get some more men to help,” she said.
“You have underworld connections? Money to pay people?”
“No, but anyone can run a printing press once it’s set up. I’m sure I can explain the situation to a couple of folks and enlist their help.” Of course, she would have to get a press and find someone to engrave ranmya plates, but she would worry about that later.
Sicarius’s blond eyebrows twitched upward. From him, it seemed a riot of emotion. Unfortunately, the emotion was skepticism.
“If I can get a couple men to help with printing, and maybe someone who could assist with researching Forge, would you agree to stick with me for the duration? If Sespian’s birthday approaches, and it’s obvious this won’t work, I won’t begrudge you for leaving. If you have a better idea, right now, I won’t begrudge you for leaving. I suppose you could assassinate Hollowcrest and the Forge people, if you can figure out who they are, and then you wouldn’t need me and my crazy plan. As much as I’d love to clear my name by being the one to rescue the emperor, what really matters is saving him, period.”
“I’ve never heard of Forge before,” Sicarius admitted. “With time, I could identify the leaders, but someone who could more easily move about the business world might make a less obtrusive and more efficient researcher.”
Amaranthe bit back a smile. In other words he needed a girl, ideally one who had gone to business school before becoming an enforcer. At last she had something to offer him as an ally.
“I’m sure someone from my old school could suggest a starting point,” was all she said.
“I know someone who could be a feasible research assistant.”
“Oh? A friend of yours?” Amaranthe tried not to grimace. One assassin was all she could imagine working with at a time.
“No.”
“But he’d help us?”
“I’d have to threaten him to get him to work for me,” Sicarius said. “Perhaps you can recruit him by other means.”
“I can. It won’t be a problem.” She was overselling herself, but for some strange reason she felt more exhilarated than terrified.
“If you can get a team together, I’ll work with you.”
Amaranthe just managed to curtail a triumphant fist pump. “That’ll be acceptable. Any other concerns? Any questions?”
“One,” he said. “During what phase of this plan will you start wearing clothes?”
She looked down. It wasn’t exactly that she had forgotten she was standing in icy water, stark naked; she’d just forgotten to care. Reminded of her state, she blushed and grabbed the towel.
“Truly, Sicarius, if it weren’t for your sinister reputation, I’d suspect you of a sense of humor.”
“Huh,” was all he said as he walked out the door.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 8
 
A locomotive roared through town, rattling barred windows, and kicking up a newspaper that skidded across the icy street to smack Amaranthe’s calf. She shook it off with a sheepish glance at Sicarius. Dressed all in black—again—he waited at the base of steps leading up to the Brookstar Tenements. Only his panoply of daggers and throwing knives broke the monochromatic look of his attire. Fate, she supposed, would never be so blasphemous as to pelt him with trash.
She adjusted the tight collar of her business suit. Where he had found the outfit, she did not know, but everything from the boots to gloves to the parka and fur cap fit reasonably well. And there were no grizzly bloodstains to suggest he had killed someone to get it. That was something, at least.
“I’m ready,” Amaranthe called over the chugging wheels of the locomotive.
Sicarius led the way up the cracked concrete steps. Black, textured mats covered the ice but did little to enhance the decor of the old brick building. At the door, Amaranthe paused to straighten a sign that promised the availability of rooms for monthly, weekly, nightly, or hourly usage.
Inside, they stopped before a desk manned by a plump grandmotherly woman. Forehead furrowed, she did not look up. An abacus rested on the desk, and she alternately flicked its wooden beads and scribbled figures in a ledger.
“Is Marl Mugdildor here?” Sicarius asked.
“No.”
“He may go by Books.”
The landlady regarded them for the first time. “Yes, are you relatives? Are you here to pay his bill?”
Amaranthe sighed. Sicarius’s acquaintance did not sound particularly reputable.
“No,” she said. “We have some business with him. Can you direct us to his room?”
The landlady eyed Sicarius with apprehension. “Books, he’s not a bad fellow, just had a rough time this past year. He doesn’t really deserve...” She cleared her throat and turned beseeching eyes toward Amaranthe, probably thinking they had come to collect on a loan.
Sicarius did have the icy demeanor of a debt collector. If only he were that benign, Amaranthe thought dryly.
“We aren’t going to hurt him,” she promised.
“He’s usually in the common room on the third floor.” The landlady scooted around the desk. “I’ll show you up.”
“Thank you,” Amaranthe said.
A threadbare carpet led them up two flights of stairs permeated with the scent of lye, which did not quite overpower the underlying urine stench. At the end of the hall, the landlady stopped before a door and held up a finger.
“Let me just straighten him, er, the room up.” She shuffled inside, shutting the door part way behind her.
For a moment, Amaranthe thought the lady meant to warn Books that someone was looking for him and that he should run, but exasperated words soon tumbled out, eliminating the concern.
“Books? Wake up, there’s a pretty young lady here to see you. Are you drunk already? Here, comb your fingers through that, that, why can’t you find someone to give you a haircut? And a shave? And, gah, why don’t you use the baths? Give me that bottle. It’s too early to be drinking. By the emperor’s teeth, why don’t you do something with yourself? You owe me three months back rent. Straighten up. You’re slouching like a—”
“Leave me be, you meddling shrew!” The male speaker, voice raspy from disuse, sounded hung over.
Amaranthe put her hand over her face and shook her head. She looked at Sicarius through her fingers. As usual, his expression was unreadable.
Maybe this was a test. If she couldn’t get this Books to help them, Sicarius would know she wouldn’t be able to deliver on her other promises either. If that was true, she had better win this fellow to their cause.
She lifted her chin and pushed the door open, entering even as the landlady was on the way out. Arms laden with wine bottles, crusty food plates, and newspapers, she wore a harassed expression but struggled to smile for Amaranthe.
“All yours,” the landlady said, as if she had done some great favor in “straightening” Books for his guest. If anything, the man would be harder than ever to talk to after that nagging session.
“Thank you,” Amaranthe said anyway and plucked a half-full bottle off the top of the passing stack.
Inside a spacious common room, three men sat near a clean but cracked window, chortling in the aftermath of the landlady’s ire. A game of green Strat Tiles sprawled over their table like creeping ivy. A young fellow with the mien of a university student sat reading near another window. When Amaranthe saw the textbooks on mathematics and engineering stacked next to him, she sighed wistfully. Why couldn’t this have been Sicarius’s acquaintance?
In the darkest corner of the room, in a faded floral chair, sat an unkempt man with gray peppering his bushy beard and scraggily black hair. He glared at Amaranthe, or maybe just at the door in general. Wine stained his shirt in multiple places.
When Sicarius glided in, the man’s brown eyes bulged.
“Dark Vengeful Emperor!”
“That’s not the name he gave me,” Amaranthe said with a smile, “but details aren’t important.”
The man hunkered deeper in the chair.
Sicarius cleared his throat. The gamers and the student looked at him.
“Leave us,” he said.
Amaranthe was glad the cold voice was not directed at her. The four men considered him, and the small armory he wore, for only a second before obeying.
Making no effort to greet—or even acknowledge—Books, Sicarius walked over to a window overlooking the street. It seemed Amaranthe was on her own.
She strolled closer to Books, forcing herself to keep the smile, despite the miasma of alcohol and unwashed armpits clinging to him. His gaze latched onto the bottle she had purloined from the landlady.
“I’m Amaranthe,” she said. “Do you have a few minutes? I could use your advice.”
His mouth sagged open. He made a show of sticking his finger in his ear, cleaning it out, and turning it toward her. “You’re a woman, and you want my advice? You don’t want to give me advice?”
She wondered how many tirades he had suffered from the landlady and felt a sympathetic twinge. “What would I advise you on? I’m sure you can handle your own problems.”
“Then by all means, join me.”
“Marl Mugdildor, right?” She deposited the wine bottle in his lap, dragged over a lumpy chair, and placed it closer to him than her nose suggested wise. “Or do you prefer Books?”
He seemed surprised to have his bottle returned. “I prefer Marl, but precaution necessitated the assumption of that dubious sobriquet.” He took a swig of wine.
Given his sobriety level, Amaranthe was surprised he had made it through that tangle of words without stumbling. She supposed with a nickname like ‘Books,’ he must be a librarian or a teacher.
“Not that it matters. I don’t care if they find me or not anymore.” He held out the bottle, offering her a drink.
“You’re being chased too?” She accepted the bottle and, doubting he would be impressed if she went and found glasses, took a sip. The wine was as mellow as a steam hammer, but she held back her grimace. She caught Sicarius glancing her way and felt a self-conscious stab. Yes, I’m sharing a drink with someone in the middle of the morning. Go back to watching out the window for enforcers.
“Probably not any more. I don’t know.” Books’s bleary eyes focused on her. “Too?”
Amaranthe debated what to tell him. If enforcers were chasing him, he might not appreciate her occupation—former occupation—but if he found something similar in their stories, it could only help establish a rapport. “I’m not actually sure anyone is chasing me yet. If I’m lucky, they think I’m dead. But somehow I doubt Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest—”
“Hollowcrest!” Books sat up straight. “That murdering bastard!”
“Er, yes,” Amaranthe said, “that was his intent for me. He tried to kill you?” What could an academic have done to earn Hollowcrest’s ire? She almost snorted. What had she done?
Books slumped back in the chair, accepting the bottle when she passed it to him. “He had enforcers kill my son.”
“What? Enforcers wouldn’t kill a boy. They—”
“I’m not lying!” He clenched the chair arms, knuckles white. Almost immediately the anger turned to anguish and his face contorted with grief. “Why would anyone lie about...?”
For a moment, Amaranthe was too dumbfounded to respond. Enforcers had murdered a child? Even under Hollowcrest’s orders, they should never have done something so horrible. Some orders could not be followed.
No? Maybe they were hoping for promotions.
Amaranthe snapped at her too-frank conscience. She was different. I’m different. Still, the comparison was unsettling.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I can see you’re telling the truth.”
Books didn’t relax, but his voice returned to a less agitated register. “The enforcers do whatever Hollowcrest wants. My son, Enis, was only fourteen. He was so excited to earn a summer job working at the newspaper. He wanted to prove he could do more than run the presses. He set out to find stories, but he was...a little too good at investigating.” Books sighed and looked over her head, eyes distant. “He saw Hollowcrest and his flunkies murder a Nurian diplomat. He ran back to me at work, but they’d seen him, and I didn’t get him to safety in time. It’s all my fault. If I’d believed him right away...” Books drained the rest of the bottle. “The enforcers cut him down in the courtyard below my office window. I screamed, and they saw me. I should have just stayed there, let them finish me. What was left after that? My wife left years ago.” He picked at a thread on the chair arm. “But, coward that I am, I ran.”
Amaranthe wondered how many times Books had sat here reliving those moments. Maybe the alcohol let him forget sometimes.
“Six enforcers chased me out of the city and into the Emperor’s Preserve. They were younger, faster, and they were about to catch me when I ran into...” Books looked at Sicarius, who had moved to another window, checking a different street, and did not look back.
Amaranthe shifted in her chair. This story sounded familiar. Last summer, she remembered hearing about a squad of enforcers who had been found murdered outside the city. The killer had not been identified.
“We’d met the day before, you see,” Books continued. “When everything was still normal in my life. He was in the library researching some artifact I later found out he’d been hired to retrieve. I walked up to see if I could help him, told him I was a history professor, and—” Books glanced at Sicarius again and lowered his voice, “—he just stared at me, and I swear he was thinking about killing me just for daring talk to him.”
Sicarius, whether curious about something he had seen outside or just aware he was crimping story hour, chose that moment to walk out of the room.
Books lunged forward and startled Amaranthe by grabbing her arm. “What are you doing with him? Do you have a death wish?”
The concern on the older man’s face surprised her, and she kept herself from pulling away.
“We have an agreement,” she said. “He’s helping me to protect the emperor and maybe get Hollowcrest out of power.”
“He is not helping you. If he hasn’t killed you yet, it’s because you’re helping him.”
“What happened in the preserve?”
“He was camped there and saw me run in. Apparently, he had a use for a history professor in his research after all. He decided to haul me all over the satrapy to help with his assignment.”
“What happened to the enforcers?” She shouldn’t ask. It would be better not to know for sure, but she supposed she already did.
“Oh, he killed them. Six men in about six seconds. Maybe ten because the last one had time to get down on his knees and beg for his life, which earned him a dagger in the eye.”
“I see.” Amaranthe sat back in her own chair, and Books released her arm. She clasped her hands in her lap as she struggled for detachment. It’s not as if you didn’t know what he is.
“He says he never leaves enemies behind, and I got to see more evidence of that on our little adventure.”
“He did save your life,” Amaranthe said. “And he let you live afterward.”
“Because I was useful to him, and I wasn’t a threat. Don’t think we walked away friends. I was trying to mourn the loss of my son—actually I was thinking about killing myself—and he didn’t care, not one iota. In the end... Never mind. Just, listen to me on this: don’t ever let him think you’re a threat.”
“I understand. Thank you.” Amaranthe drew in a deep breath. She had meant to get Books sympathizing with her, not the other way around.
“What advice did you want?” he asked.
She shared the last week’s events, glossing over Sicarius’s role and her suppositions about him. She finished by explaining her counterfeiting scheme.
Books stared at her a while before speaking. Remembering Sicarius’s similar pregnant pause, she wondered if she should be worried that her plans stunned men to silence.
“While I suspect a female enforcer is indeed the perfect person to research an underground business coalition, I don’t see how you can possibly start a counterfeiting operation in two weeks. It’s not something you saw done in your years as an enforcer, is it?”
Sicarius returned to the room and his self-appointed observation post at the window.
“No,” Amaranthe said. “I thought there might be a historical precedent you’d know about.”
“It has been attempted numerous times in the empire and even more often in the desert city-states. Elsewhere, gold and silver coinage is preferred over paper money, which is more susceptible to clipping than forgery. In any instance, counterfeiting is a huge liability for all governments, and they squash startups quickly. It has, however, been successful in the short term for various criminals seeking to enrich themselves and for governments seeking to undermine enemy nations. It’s not so much that your plan doesn’t have merit; it’s that it would take months to set up. The paper ranmyas are printed on is a proprietary blend of hemp and pulp, and it’s not something you can buy. And let’s talk about crafting the plates themselves. Do you know a crooked engraver who will help?”
“See—” Amaranthe was more delighted than chagrinned at his logic, “—I knew you could help. You’ve already thought of more than I had. You’re perfect.”
Books snorted, but a smile peeked through that overgrown beard, and something more.... Pleasure at being needed again? Maybe that was it.
“Your points are valid,” she said, “but, remember, we don’t have to successfully print billions of ranmyas and pass them to all the storekeepers of the city. We just have to make some convincing-on-the-surface copies, enough to concern Hollowcrest and Forge and bring them together to deal.”
“We?” Books rubbed his lips. “Are you here for my advice or to enlist my aid?”
She smiled. “Yes.”
“I see. Well, this is the least tedious chat I’ve had in a long time, and I could use a distraction.” His eyes flickered toward the bottle. “It’s clear you desperately need my help.”
“Desperately,” Amaranthe agreed. “And then there’s that landlady who’s on the verge of kicking you out.”
“Indeed. I suppose payment will be in counterfeits?”
She coughed. “Well, I wasn’t planning to circulate any of the bills. I do have a few scruples left.”
“So, no payment at all?”
“I can promise you a place to sleep and food to eat.” Actually, she couldn’t yet, but she would figure out a way to make it happen. “Think about it.” She stood and dragged the chair back to its original location, identifiable by the lighter, stain-free square of carpet. “If you decide to come, you can find us at the icehouse on Fourth and Wharf Street in the morning.”
“Wharf Street? Didn’t something just happen down there?” Books peered about. “Drat, that nag took my papers.”
“Nothing to do with our mission.” She hoped.
After a farewell wave, she trailed Sicarius into the hallway. Outside the building, gray clouds had thickened, blanketing the city. The breeze smelled of snow, and Amaranthe pulled her parka tight.
She glanced at Sicarius. “What do you think? Any chance he’ll come?”
“Perhaps. You found his vulnerabilities and exploited them.”
Amaranthe winced. Was that what it seemed like to him? How could she relate to someone who saw everything as a battlefield?
An intrepid bicycle delivery boy skidded out from a narrow street, tires rasping on sanded concrete. He cut across their path, daring icy roads for his employer. A tower of crates strapped down with cords tottered behind him. Amaranthe wished she had a bicycle so she could move around the city without having to walk. She had not fully recovered from her illness and likely would not for several days.
“I’m going to look for more recruits,” she said. “Could you find us a place to set up our operation? We’ll need more room than the packed icehouse provides, and I’m not convinced someone won’t walk in to check on the stores before we finish. Also—” she fished out a scrap of paper she had written on that morning, “—this is my address. For obvious reasons, I’d be stupid to show up there, but perhaps you could slip in undetected at some point. There’s a box under a loose floorboard between the bed and the wall. There’s about a thousand ranmyas in it.” Along with some sentimental mementos she hoped Sicarius wouldn’t poke through. “I’m hoping it’ll be enough to buy a used press, paper, and ink.” She supposed stealing paper and ink would be possible but a printing press?
Sicarius accepted the address and left without a word.
Amaranthe waited until he disappeared around a corner, then she leaned against the nearest wall. She had only been awake a couple of hours, but exhaustion dragged at her. The only thing worse than being weak was being seen being weak. She wanted Sicarius to have confidence in her, not worry about her collapsing.
After resting for a few moments, she headed for the business district. Unemployed men and women often loitered outside shops, hoping to win a day’s work. Such folks might be converted to her cause.
A few blocks in, she turned a corner and almost collided with a pair of enforcers on patrol. Her heart lurching, she tried to keep the concern off her face. She nodded greetings to them and continued past. A few steps later, she glanced in a storefront window, pretending interest in a strop-and-razor kit. The enforcers had stopped and were staring at her. Did Hollowcrest already have the word out about her? Had he guessed Sicarius would find someone to heal her?
One man pointed at her. Great.
When she resumed walking, Amaranthe kept her pace normal. This wasn’t her old district, and the enforcers did not know her. They must only suspect her of matching a certain description, or they would have already arrested her.
She turned into an alley at the next corner. When she reached the other end, she turned again, glancing back the way she had come without moving her head. The two enforcers were entering the alley. Definitely following her.
Telling herself to stay calm, she eyed the passing storefronts, businesses, and eating houses. Due to gathering storm clouds, or just bad luck, little foot traffic harried the street. No chance of losing the enforcers in a crowd. If she ducked into a building and slipped out the back door, maybe she could elude them. She crossed the street and turned again at the next intersection.
A sign caught her eye: MALE ESCORTS.
Amaranthe darted into the establishment, suspecting her male followers would prove reluctant to step inside. With luck, they would search every other building on the street first.
Inside, a tall ceiling rose two stories and disappeared over the railing of a loft on the second floor. Several fine couches and overstuffed chairs welcomed visitors. Amaranthe, who was no more likely to visit such an establishment than the enforcers outside, half-expected men draped across the furniture. Only one person occupied the room, however, a handsome, impeccably dressed woman.
“Greetings, do you have an upcoming event that you require an escort for?”
Did blackmailing the most powerful man in the empire count as an event? Amaranthe resisted the urge to ignore the woman and hunt for a backdoor. If she plowed through, the proprietor would be suspicious, and likely volunteer information to the enforcers when they came in. If Amaranthe was a potential customer, though, the woman might be less inclined to point her out.
“Possibly,” Amaranthe said. “Do you have...” A list? A pamphlet? A room full of naked men lined up like pastries on the shelf at Curi’s Bakery? “How does it work?”
“Why don’t you tell me what you’re planning and I can suggest someone?” the woman said. “We have a wide variety of men available. Their fees vary depending on their popularity and skills. Some are just pretty faces, while others are experts in manners and etiquette appropriate for any occasion. If you need not only an escort but a bodyguard, we have several former military men available.”
As if waiting off-stage for this introduction, the most handsome man Amaranthe had ever seen strolled into the room. He was a foot taller than her, a couple of years older, broad of shoulder, and nicely muscular, as revealed by the lone piece of clothing he wore: a—was that fur?—loincloth. To fight reddening cheeks, she forced her attention to his face. Curly brown hair hung tied back from his neck, leaving a few wisps to frame prominent cheek bones and clean jaw. His warm brown eyes glinted with good humor.
After a flustered moment during which she could not remember her name or why she was there, Amaranthe’s mind shifted to calculation. She imagined the ink-and-paper purchasing trip she must soon go on. With her buying, the merchant would say, “Yes, that will be full price plus tax and a shelving fee.” With him buying, it would be, “Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly charge you for these supplies, and are you available for dinner tonight, my treat?” That was probably an exaggeration, but with most of the business in the city handled by women, surely he could arrange hefty discounts simply by smiling.
“Costasce,” the man said to the proprietor, “you told me Lady Ludwist was a sophisticated woman from a warrior-caste family. You didn’t say she was five hundred years old.”
“Nonetheless, I notice you’re not returning from your evening’s duties until—” Costasce pulled out a pocket watch, “—10:30 the next morning. It couldn’t have been that unpleasant.”
The man appeared scandalized. He shuddered. “That old crone hung on to me like a starving titmouse grasping for the last piece of corn before winter, but I assure you there were no extra services performed. Not that she didn’t try to inveigle them out of me. After the harrowing experience, I chose to spend the night drinking myself into a state of amnesia.”
“Maldynado, go sit down. Can’t you see I’m doing business?”
“Sure, boss. I just thought you might like to show off some of the wares.”
With no sense of humility or embarrassment, Maldynado stuck a thumb in his loincloth and struck a pose that displayed...a lot. An easy-going smile and amused gleam in his eyes suggested he neither took himself seriously nor expected anyone else to.
“Oh, sit down,” the proprietor said, tone somewhere between exasperation and affection.
Maldynado offered the sort of sweeping bow the warrior caste had spent generations perfecting, then ambled across the room and flopped onto a sofa.
“What’s his story?” Amaranthe glanced toward the door as she spoke, torn between wanting to flee and wanting to recruit this Maldynado.
“Hm, eighth son in an old warrior caste family. Apparently, he refused to go to officer candidate school and join the military. He’s been loafing around on the family estate since. His parents disowned him, and he showed up here a few months ago. Despite being lazy, his looks have made him profitable.” The woman’s face took on a speculative cast as she studied Amaranthe. “He can put on good manners if the situation demands it, and he’s one of the top-ranked duelists in the city, if you have need for protection.”
“A fencing expert?” Amaranthe knew little about the sport dueling the warrior caste practiced, except that enlisted soldiers had little respect for it. A gentleman’s game or not, it was still an art that required years to master. Hardly the pedigree of a lazy man. “May I speak with him?”
“Of course.” The proprietor withdrew to give them privacy.
Amaranthe paused at a window to peer both directions down the street. She was just in time to see the two enforcers entering an alley that advertised several shops and cafes. Good, she had a few minutes.
She sat next to Maldynado. “I hear you’re a highly ranked swordsman.”
He smirked. “In more ways than one.”
Amaranthe resisted the urge to roll her eyes. With his looks, anything less than a gargantuan ego would have been shocking.
“Are you a gambling man, Lord Maldynado?” Amaranthe asked.
“Just Maldynado. I’ve been disowned, you know. What kind of gambling?”
“I have a comrade who is something of a fighter. What would you say to a contest?”
Maldynado’s eyes narrowed. “It’s not Jano or Kasowits, is it?”
“No.”
He relaxed and threw his arm over the back of the sofa. “Your friend prefer saber or rapier?”
“I’m not sure. I’ve actually never seen him fight.” Unless the time Sicarius had almost killed her counted.
“Ah.” The confident smirk twitched across Maldynado’s face again. “What did you want to wager on the outcome?”
“If my man wins, you will work for me for two weeks without pay, though I will see to it that you are fed and have a place to stay.”
“What kind of work?”
He was smarter than she had first guessed. Confident or not, he wanted the details before he committed himself. She leaned forward conspiratorially and lowered her voice.
“I confess, it’s slightly illegal, but you shouldn’t be in any danger. I just need help setting things up.”
Maldynado appeared more intrigued than appalled. But then, the warrior caste tended to think itself above the law. Besides, he was probably bored after spending the last couple months chaperoning old ladies around.
“Danger doesn’t scare me,” he said.
“I mean to help the emperor. I’ve recently found out he’s in trouble from his trusted advisors.”
Maldynado lifted his shoulder, apparently less interested by this addendum. “So, what do I get if I win?” A suggestive leer accompanied the question, but his innuendo failed to obtain a sinister note. The amused warmth never left his eyes.
“What do you want?”
“How about the same deal?” he suggested. “Your buddy loses, and you work for me for two weeks. Doing anything I say.”
“Agreed. Though my period of indenture could not begin until I finish my current work. After the emperor’s birthday.”
“What happens if you get caught?”
“That is a risk,” she said. More of one than she cared to admit.
“I want three weeks then.”
“Fair.”
“Dusk at the Scarbay Gymnasium,” Maldynado said. “I’ll arrange a judge. You and your pal just show up.”
“Agreed.” Amaranthe stood. “Oh, uhm, if any enforcers wander in, I wasn’t here.”
“Of course not.” Maldynado winked.
With his help, Amaranthe found a back exit out of the establishment. She eased through the alley, watching for enforcers. Though she did not see any, she decided a quick trolley ride out of the neighborhood was in order.
Her car rumbled beneath a clock tower as it tolled eleven. She had plenty of time to return and talk Sicarius into his evening bout. Since Books was no guarantee, she felt obligated to search for another worker.
She dared not return to the business district, so she let the car speed her toward the factories and warehouses along the waterfront. Before she reached the industrial area, she spotted a crowd gathered in a square near one of the stops. Raucous shouts and curses rose above the churning wheels of the trolley. Curious, she disembarked.
In the center of the throng, a young man stood locked into a pillory, wrists and neck bound by heavy timbers. Expletives flew through the air along with rotten apples. The freezing temperatures gave the fruit the authority of stones, as evinced by a number of bruises swelling on the man’s face. Hardly a man. Dressed in oversized clothing, he appeared no more than sixteen or seventeen. On one hand, he bore the circle-and-arrow brand of the Black Arrows. The last time she had seen the mark had been on one of the infected men in the dungeon. They could only be dead now, she thought darkly. Across the back of the prisoner’s shirt, someone had chalked WIZARD. That accounted for the flying fruit.
The gang brand on the young man’s hand almost made Amaranthe reject him without further consideration, but the clouds started unloading snow, and the crowd thinned in response. She edged closer.
“What’s the matter, lady?” His teeth chattered. Fat snowflakes fell and landed on his bare hands and unprotected head. “You forget your apple?”
“I’m not a lady,” she said, sympathetic to his shivers. “My name is Amaranthe.”
“Like I care.”
She withdrew her sympathy. If Maldynado had been charming, this boy was his utter opposite.
“Are you really a wizard?” She doubted it but wondered how he had been insinuated. She was surprised none of his underworld brethren had come to help him escape, or at least ward off the fruit throwers. Shattered apples lay on the ground at his feet, the scent of their rotten insides overpowering the crisp smell of snow.
“You stupid or something?” he asked. “No one in the empire would be crazy enough to practice the mental sciences. They hang you for that.”
Amaranthe’s head jerked up. He had not replied with the familiar Turgonian mantra: magic does not exist. Even more interesting, he had used the term ‘mental sciences,’ like Sicarius did when referring to magic.
“Then why are you locked up?” she asked.
“Accusations, that’s all.”
“Who did the accusing?”
A surge of hurt and anger flashed across his face before he turned it into a snarl. “Doesn’t matter. Leave me alone, lady.”
“Amaranthe,” she corrected. “Amaranthe Lokdon.”
“Still don’t care.”
Oh yes, this one would be a pleasure to work with. “Would you care if I could get you out of that contraption?”
“Don’t need your help.”
“No? Those contusions on your face suggest otherwise. I’ve seen relief maps of mountain ranges with fewer bumps.”
He snorted. “Once it gets dark and people haul out of this square, I can get out on my own. I don’t need your help.” His gaze slid to the gang mark on his hand. “I don’t need anyone’s help.”
Ah, betrayed by his comrades, was it? That would make one bitter.
“Planning to use magic to get free?” she asked.
“I told you, no one uses magic in the empire. Cowards here are all scared of it, and there ain’t no one you can trust to watch your back if you wanted to learn.”
“I see. And it’s important to have someone at your back?”
“Unless you’re powerful good and can conjure up a bodyguard. The mental sciences take fierce concentration, and that makes you vulnerable to enemies while you’re working your art.”
A couple bundled against the snow shuffled through the edge of the square, and Amaranthe lowered her voice. If she was not careful, she might find herself strung up next to this fellow for reasons that had nothing to do with her past actions. “Why do you call it science instead of magic?’ 
“That’s what it is: mastery of the mind. Using your brain to move and create things. It’s not about praying to gods or chanting no stupid rituals like ign’ant folks think. That’s just a show.”
“What if I could offer you protection?” she said.
“You? Some businesswoman who doesn’t even carry a knife?”
“I have a comrade who is gifted with weapons.” Amaranthe wondered how Sicarius would feel about her using him to sway people to her cause. Unfortunately, he was her only asset. “If you would be willing to work for me, I’ll see to it that you have food, a place to sleep, and someone to watch over you while you practice your ‘science.’”
“Like I said, I’m not a wizard. And I’m not in a hurry to trust anyone like that. Trust is for fools who don’t know any better.”
“My comrade would probably agree with you. But consider this: while you may not be able to trust people to do what’s in your best interest, you can always trust them to do what’s in their best interest. I need a couple of men to work for me, so I can reach my goals. That means I’m going to do everything I can to take care of them, because without them, I fail. I’m giving you a chance to use me, and the comrade I can supply, to reach your own goals. We both win in this situation. No unwarranted trust required.”
“Lady, you keep talking like I care.”
Amaranthe shrugged and turned away. If nothing else, she had learned something about these mental sciences everyone seemed to know more about than she.
“Who’s your friend?”
“What?” She turned back.
“The one you keep talking about. How am I supposed to know if he’s good enough to be some wizard’s bodyguard?”
“You tell me your name, and I’ll tell you his.”
“Akstyr.”
Amaranthe glanced left and right, then stepped closer to him. “Have you heard the name Sicarius?”
He tried to throw back his head and laugh, but the pillory restricted the movement. “Yes, and if you think I believe he’d be working with a nosey businesswoman, you’re dumber than the drooling lawmen who locked me up.”
She wondered if there had been a long line of Black Arrows fighting for the pleasure of turning Akstyr over to the enforcers. “The icehouse on Fourth and Wharf Street. Meet us there in the morning, and you can see if I’m lying.”
“Whatever.”
Akstyr turned his face away and stared resolutely into the falling snow. Conversation over, his set jaw declared. Amaranthe hesitated, then took off her gloves and stuffed them over his hands. She put her fur cap on his head. Even if he could free himself after nightfall, that was hours away and he was not dressed for the cold. The youth gave no indication he appreciated the gesture.
She left, wondering if she had succeeded in winning anyone’s aid or simply wasted one of the precious few days she had. At least Maldynado would help, assuming she won her bet. Her weariness and the heavy snowfall precluded further adventures, so she headed back, wondering how to convince Sicarius to take on a dueling match.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 9
 
When Amaranthe returned to the icehouse, she did not see Sicarius, but the mountains of frozen blocks hid a lot. Grinding machinery and yelling workers from neighboring buildings penetrated the walls. Inside, nothing stirred.
She padded around the perimeter of the building, her boots scattering sawdust. If Sicarius was sleeping down here, she saw no indication of it.
Her boots clanged on metal. She knelt to push aside sawdust, and the scent of cedar grew stronger. Beneath the wood chips, steel grates covered much of the floor. Many of them had hinges and handles. She unfastened one that was not barred with ice and peered inside the dark well. More ice. Ladders led down another fifteen feet to a massive chamber, where a single narrow corridor allowed access to the blocks. Packed with more insulation than the stacks above, the underground ice would probably last through the heat of the next summer.
She dropped the grate, turned around, and almost bumped into Sicarius.
He held out a familiar box. “Your flat is empty, and two enforcers are watching the building. This was still under the floorboards.”
They had taken all her belongings? Her furniture, her weapons, her books, all her treasures and mementos?
Amaranthe sighed and accepted the age-worn alder box. She traced the faded yellow canary painted on the lid. Her mother, whom she barely remembered, had made it for her father when he first started working in the mines. This is all that’s left of my parents and my past.
“Thank you,” she murmured.
Amaranthe turned and took a few steps from Sicarius before lifting the lid. Her savings were still there, nestled next to an old but well-kept knife that had belonged to her grandfather. She removed both. She had never been able to wear the blade at work, since it was not enforcer-issue, but no one was around to set rules now. After a look at drawings of her parents and grandparents, she folded them and laid them to rest amongst running medals from the Junior Games, a marksmanship pin from the Academy, and silly treasures from her childhood.
“I located a fish cannery that’s not used in the winter.” Sicarius had moved to the stairs and laid out his weapons for cleaning. The tang of blade oil mingled with the aromatic cedar. “It has the prerequisite floor space, and there is little traffic on the street outside. We should not have to worry about someone hearing the creaking of the printing press.”
“It’ll have to wait for morning.” Amaranthe took a deep breath and faced him. “You have a duel this evening.”
“A what?”
“A duel. The recruit of one gentleman—” remembering the loincloth, Amaranthe almost choked over that title, “—is contingent on your besting him in a sword duel. I apologize for committing you without asking, but our time is limited.”
“I don’t duel.”
Amaranthe had expected refusal or reluctance but not that statement. She surveyed the array of weapons in front of him. Garrote. Dagger. Throwing Knives. Dagger. Utility knife. Serrated jackknife. No swords. A flash of panic clutched at her chest. What if he had never used one? Maldynado, her only near-sure thing, might poke a thousand holes into her assassin, and where would her mission be then?
“Surely,” Amaranthe said weakly, “you’ve some familiarity with swords.”
Sicarius finished sharpening a dagger. “I can use a sword. I do not know the rules of sport dueling or much about it.”
Great, neither did she. All she knew was that young members of the warrior caste found it fashionable as a means to acquire a scar or two before heading off to officer candidacy school.
“Who’s my opponent?” Sicarius asked.
“His name’s Maldynado. According to his current, ah, employer, he’s highly ranked amongst the city’s duelists. You say you’ve never dueled?”
“Never.”
“This should be interesting then.”
“I imagine so,” Sicarius said.
 
* * * * *
 
Darkness was gathering in the streets when Amaranthe and Sicarius arrived at the gymnasium. The sprawling complex covered a city block and included a running track buried under a white field of snow, steam rooms, heated baths, and the area they approached: the rings.
“Remember,” Amaranthe said, “the goal is to recruit this fellow to work for us. We don’t want him killed or maimed.”
Sicarius slanted her a cool look.
“Of course, you know this already. I’m just concerned that your—” she groped to express her concern diplomatically, “—admirably honed assassin’s instincts might forget.”
Silence was her answer.
She tried not to feel nervous. It didn’t work.
They stepped inside a massive chamber open to the night on three sides. Intermittent columns offered the only barrier to the wind. Icicles like spears hung from the roof, which kept out the snow but little else. Bare-chested men, bodies too warm to notice the cold, sparred in circles chalked on the black clay floor. Spectators, and those waiting their turns, crowded the edges of the rings.
With a chill wind skidding fresh powder into the building, Amaranthe did not feel conspicuous keeping her hood pulled low over her eyes, the fur trim nuzzling her cheeks. Though they were in the upscale Mokath Ridge neighborhood, where low-paid enforcers would not make up any of the clientele, running into army officers was possible. Her encounter that morning left her inclined to keep her face hidden. Sicarius, striding along at her side, did not share her inclination. At least he was not wearing his knives and daggers openly tonight.
They passed small rings used for boxing and wrestling and weaved toward the larger circles. Amaranthe craned her neck, searching for Maldynado. Despite night’s approach, the area was well-lit by gas jets burning on the wall and braziers positioned between the circles.
A servant meandered through, offering water, towels, or bandages as needed. A musician wandered from fight to fight, beating an invigorating pattern on a hand drum. He held out his fur cap for donations between bouts.
“There he is,” Amaranthe said.
She pointed out Maldynado, who stood near the wall, behind rings full of men sparring with rapiers and sabers. Since their last meeting, he had changed clothes—or at least added a few. Clad in a velvety exercise outfit that probably cost a week’s enforcer salary, he was chatting with a balding man.
When they stepped within Maldynado’s line of sight, he nodded toward Amaranthe and took in Sicarius with an unconcerned boot-to-head survey. His gaze lingered above Sicarius’s eyebrows. Maldynado lifted a finger, walked over to a bag of gear, retrieved a card, and returned. He extended his arm toward Sicarius.
“My barber. He’s excellent.” Maldynado flicked his fingers at Sicarius’s tousled hair. “He can fix that rat’s nest.”
Sicarius did not accept the card. He gave Maldynado that flat, cold stare he did exceedingly well. Though Maldynado was broader and half a head taller, he was the one who shifted uncomfortably. After a moment of silence, he cleared his throat and pocketed the card.
“Shall we begin then? Ado here will judge. First to five points wins.” Maldynado winked at Amaranthe. “And collects the reward.”
“A point is what?” Sicarius asked.
“Uhm, are you joking?”
“No.”
“Ah,” Maldynado said. “We use blunted swords and wear padded vests and helmets. Anything above the waist is a point. Anything below the waist is, well, no man should attack another man down there, eh? It’s off target, no point. You have to stay in the ring or it’s a penalty. Three penalties and you start losing points. Follow me. I’ll show you the communal gear.”
Amaranthe tagged along. Maldynado led them to an equipment chest jammed with bent and rusty blades. Another chest held equally dilapidated armor. Apparently, the serious folks had their own gear.
Maldynado set down his saber and shrugged into a pristine padded vest and grabbed a monogrammed helmet. With a wave, he indicated Sicarius should select from the chests and arm himself. Amaranthe crinkled her nose. She could smell the stale sweat from several feet away. Yellow stains marked the armpits of the vests and several sported dried blood spatters.
Sicarius selected a saber for his left hand and eschewed the armor. Amaranthe would have done the same, even if it meant death by impalement. So armed, he walked over to one side of a large circle and waited.
Maldynado nodded to Amaranthe. “What’s his problem? He trying to get hurt? I thought you were bringing a serious contender.”
“Oh, he’s serious.”
As she watched Sicarius waiting, dark eyes cold, face a mask, Amaranthe felt new twinges of uncertainty about engineering the match.
Maldynado shrugged. He ambled into the circle opposite Sicarius. He lifted his saber in a salute to his opponent and to the judge, then plopped the helmet over his curls. Sicarius did not return the salute. Amaranthe had heard of wine-stompers displaying more courtesy to the grapes in their vats.
She walked to the side where the judge stood. It might not hurt to get on friendly terms with him. “Good evening. Have you known Maldynado long?”
“Yes.”
“Is he as good as he claims?”
“He has a lot of talent, but he doesn’t train enough. Everything’s a game to him.”
As opposed to Sicarius, who had probably never played a game in his life. I think I made a mistake. She nibbled on a fingernail.
Maldynado assumed a ready position, elbow bent, weapon raised, side facing his opponent. Sicarius stood casually, sword lowered. Wind gusted through the columns and stirred his short blond hair.
“Ready?” the judge asked the combatants.
Maldynado bounced on his toes. “Ready!”
Sicarius gave a single nod.
The judge clapped his hands. “Begin!”
Sicarius charged like a locomotive, crossing the ring in less than a heartbeat. Maldynado side-stepped and stuck out his sword so his attacker would run into it. Sicarius anticipated the move and blurred past the weapon. He darted to the outside, coming up behind Maldynado. Sicarius grabbed Maldynado’s far shoulder, snaked his foot between the bigger man’s legs, and thrust up with his hips even as he pulled down with his hand.
Maldynado toppled backward, accelerating to the ground. When he hit, his breath whooshed out, and his helmet spun into the air.
Sicarius went down with Maldynado, albeit in a more controlled manner. Sicarius pinned his opponent and jammed the blunt blade against Maldynado’s throat.
Both combatants froze in tableau. Maldynado’s helmet hit the ground, clattering as it bounced several feet.
Blunt weapon or not, Sicarius could have killed his opponent easily. Amaranthe read the fear in Maldynado’s eyes, a reflection of what she had felt in nearly the same position.
The judge choked out a series of protests. “Warning for illegal use of the feet, body, hands. Out of bounds. No point!”
Sicarius rose lithely and returned to his side of the ring. The judge launched into a lecture on the rules while Maldynado groped for his helmet with a shaking hand. Sicarius listened without expression.
Amaranthe rubbed her face. What was he doing?
Maldynado pushed himself to his feet. He plopped the helmet back on his head. It obscured his features, but Amaranthe could read the reluctance in his sagging posture as he stepped back into the ring.
Perhaps sensing more than a practice bout, other men drifted over. Amaranthe resumed nibbling on her fingernail and watched the crowd. This was far too public. She should not have let Maldynado choose the meeting area.
Two of the onlookers whispered and pointed at Sicarius. Making bets or discussing the number of wanted posters they had seen him on?
“Point,” the judge called.
Amaranthe started. She had missed the resumption of the match. She glanced at the judge in time to see him stab a finger at Sicarius.
“Begin,” the judge said after the two fighters returned to their sides.
This time Amaranthe watched. Sicarius charged across the ring again. Maldynado skittered aside, but not before Sicarius tapped him on the ribs with his saber. Maldynado’s attempt to parry came too late.
He was rattled. Sicarius’s opening strategy became clear. What man could concentrate on a game when he was afraid his opponent would kill him?
Maldynado charged the next time. That did not keep Sicarius from doing the same. They met in the middle. Maldynado feinted and lunged only to find Sicarius’s blade pressed against his chest, his own uselessly wide.
“Three to zero,” the judge said.
Shaking his head, Maldynado returned to his side. The onlookers nodded their admiration for Sicarius’s speed and accuracy.
“Watch his footwork,” someone said.
“It’s amazing.”
On the next round, Sicarius feinted to the head before gliding under Maldynado’s raised guard to prod him in the side. Unlike Maldynado, Sicarius never seemed to lunge. He was just there. Amaranthe had seen men with lightning-fast hands before. She had never seen anyone’s feet move so quickly. The last point came when Sicarius side-stepped Maldynado’s vain charge and jabbed him in the kidney.
Maldynado, blade drooping, stared at Sicarius’s feet as he walked away. Maldynado saw it too. But too late to figure out a way to compensate. If he could.
“Match over,” the judge said. “Winner.” He pointed to Sicarius, though he grumbled to himself.
“Not a typical bout?” Amaranthe asked.
“It got off to an appalling beginning. Your comrade has poor sportsmanship.”
“Yes, I don’t think he’s really into sports.”
“Maldynado should have recovered better though. He wasn’t fighting his best.”
One hand braced against his back, Maldynado hobbled to the wall and removed his gear. He waited—at some distance—while Sicarius returned his blade. Maldynado’s gaze never left Sicarius. To his credit, it was not a glower of hatred, but one of wariness. At least he did not seem to be entertaining notions of vengeance. Amaranthe knew many men would be if they perceived their pride damaged.
“My...comrade rattles everyone,” she said to the judge. “It’s not Maldynado’s fault.”
“I wish I could have awarded Maldynado a few points, at least,” the judge said. “He has superior style and technique.”
“If he hadn’t been shaken in the beginning, do you think he would have won?”
“No, your man is too fast. It might have been a more interesting match, but...” The judge massaged his bald pate. “Technically speaking, Maldynado is the better fencer. Your man is the better killer.”
Amaranthe nodded. The accolade certainly did not surprise.
Maldynado approached her as the judge departed. Sweat dampened the strands of curly brown hair that hung in his eyes. Sicarius came, too, and Maldynado sidled away, giving him more wary glances.
Amaranthe waved Sicarius back. “Can you give us a moment, please?”
Sicarius went outside with spectators moving far aside to let him pass.
“Two weeks starting tomorrow at dawn.” Amaranthe gave Maldynado the address to the icehouse. “Agreed?”
He sighed. “I’ll be there. Will he be there?”
“Yes, but he won’t bother you if you don’t bother him. We’re all working toward the same goal.”
Maldynado rubbed the back of his head. “I’m going to be reliving those opening two seconds over and over for a long time, trying to figure out what I should have done there.” He met her eyes. “I don’t want you to think I’m...I mean, I know how to fight. I’ve been in real brawls, not just dueling matches. He...caught me by surprise.”
“I know. He did the same thing to me. Had me within a half-inch of breaking my neck before we reached an agreement.”
“Huh. And you trust him now?” Maldynado asked.
“As long as we’re angling toward the same ends and can benefit from each others’ skills, I believe we can work together.”
“So, the answer is no.”
Amaranthe smiled faintly and shrugged.
“What happens after you two don’t have a common goal anymore? He whacks you and moves on? Some trust.”
“It’s enough for now,” Amaranthe said. “Just as I trust you to show up tomorrow and work for me for two weeks.”
Maldynado blinked. “You do? Why?”
“I believe you’re an honorable man.”
Another blink. Several actually. Amaranthe only meant it to inspire him to come in the morning, but he straightened and nodded, as if the comment meant something.
“Yes,” he said. “Right. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
* * * * *
 
Sespian looked up from a report when the door opened and Jeddah walked into the suite. Trog sauntered into the servant’s path, but Jeddah managed to maintain his poise—and hold onto the tray with Sespian’s tea—without tripping when the cat rubbed against his shin. His lips flattened, but he was too professional to scowl at the creature leaving hairs on his uniform.
“Thank you, Jeddah,” Sespian said when the man set the tray down. Steam rolled off the freshly poured cup of tea. “Is Hollowcrest in his suite?”
Sespian kept hoping for a chance to snoop in Hollowcrest’s office, but the honor guard that trailed him everywhere made it impossible to ensure his movements would not be reported. As a boy, he had crawled through the old hypocaust ducts in the walls and under the floors, and he was thinking of taking up the hobby again.
“Yes, Sire,” Jeddah said. “I believe he has a guest.”
Sespian glanced at the grandfather clock ticking against one wall. “It’s late for entertaining.”
“Yes, Sire.”
“Do you know who it is?”
“I don’t know the gentleman’s name.”
“Has he been here before?” Sespian asked.
“I have served him a few times, Sire.”
“Thank you.”
After Jeddah left, Sespian stared thoughtfully at the door. Maybe he should take more of an interest in what went on in Hollowcrest’s private meetings.
He pushed himself to his feet, only to double over with a hiss. Stabs of pain ricocheted through his head. The problem was getting worse every day.
Sespian sucked in a few deep breaths. The stabs subsided into a more manageable ache.
His guards came to attention when he exited the suite.
“Just going across the hall,” he said.
Three steps took him to Hollowcrest’s door. He lifted a hand to knock but paused midair. He always knocked before entering. Emperor or not, he felt it the polite thing to do. Yet he could do as he wished, right? Maybe he should surprise Hollowcrest.
His hand lowered to the knob. He twisted it and stalked inside.
Hollowcrest and a brown-clad man Sespian had never seen before stood in front of a desk. Surprise blossomed across Hollowcrest’s face, but he quickly recovered. The other man looked...guilty. What were they discussing in here so late at night?
“What can I do for you, Sire?” Hollowcrest asked.
Got to be faster, Sespian. You should have spoken first. “Who’s this?”
“This is Malford, the assistant to the Chief of Finance in the Urkart Satrapy,” Hollowcrest said. “He’s here on business.”
Mud and some sort of damp green gunk adorned the stranger’s boots. A worn leather jacket hung nearly to his knees with something that might have been a pistol bulging at his side. Neither the scarred cheek nor shaven head suggested finance expert. In addition, a hint of the sewers clung to the man.
“One wonders what route he took to arrive here,” Sespian said.
“What can I do for you, Sire?” Hollowcrest repeated.
Sespian could challenge him then and there, demand to know who the man really was. But if Hollowcrest continued to lie, what could Sespian do?
“My birthday celebration is coming up,” he said, “a huge holiday for everyone, and there’ll be the gala here at the Barracks, of course. I’d like to invite all the foreign diplomats in the city. It’s time to build real relations instead of simply humoring them.”
“Of course, Sire, I’ll take care of it personally.”
Uh huh, sure you will.
“Anything else, Sire?”
“No. Nothing at all.”
As soon as Sespian returned to his suite, he shoved aside an antique armoire. He grabbed a nail file from a drawer and unfastened a grate at the base of the wall.
He squirmed into the dark and narrow duct. It barely provided enough room to wriggle through on his belly. He had grown in the ten years since he used it last—the age he had decided it was unseemly for the future emperor to crawl through the ducts, spying on people. Perhaps he never should have stopped.
Dust blanketed the inside, and cobwebs wrapped around his face. Drafts of warm air stirred his hair. When he reached a T-section, he folded himself in half to turn right. Before he reached the blob of light that represented the grate to Hollowcrest’s room, he heard voices.
“From your promises, I was expecting a drooling simpleton.” It was not Hollowcrest’s voice—it had to be the supposed finance assistant.
“For a man of average intellect, that would be the result,” Hollowcrest said. “The boy’s naïve but bright. I have everything under control though. The poison has dulled his faculties and is on its way to rendering him bedridden.”
In the stillness of the duct, Sespian’s quickened breaths stirred the cobwebs. His head throbbed dully. Not a tumor. Poison. It was hard to feel relief, since the latter was just as bad as the former. Although poison he might be able to do something about.
“I don’t think he believed your finance chief cover.”
“If you’d avoid mucking around in the sewers, your true occupation wouldn’t be so obvious,” Hollowcrest muttered.
“My work takes me to fabulous and varied places.” The man laughed and something sinister in it chilled Sespian further.
Hollowcrest sighed. “Sicarius never smelled of his work.”
Sespian’s stomach lurched at the assassin’s name, old fear rearing to the front of his mind.
“Sicarius, Sicarius, Sicarius,” the other man snarled. “The way you always talk about him, you’d think you were lovers.”
“He was efficient. Very efficient. A man in my position values that.”
“I hear he’s in the city. Maybe you two should kiss and make up. Unless you’re afraid you’re his next mark. Or perhaps the boy is.” That sinister laugh again. “Many would benefit from the emperor’s death and the succession confusion it would bring. I’m sure there’s a lot of money in that job.” He sounded wistful.
“Let’s focus on why you’re here,” Hollowcrest said. “What have you found out about Forge?”
“I can’t get into the lead lady’s place. I ran up against a bunch of magical protection, and I was almost discovered by some scarred-up security guard.”
The men moved to another room in the suite where Sespian could not hear them. That was fine. He had heard enough. He backed through the duct until he reached his room. When he tried to screw the grate back in place, his hands shook too much for the job.
Hollowcrest was poisoning him.
Sespian stalked the room, mind whirring. How was the old curmudgeon doing it? Putting it in his food? Was the kitchen staff a part of it? Was Jeddah?
His peregrinations halted in front of the tray with the cup of tea on it. He sank to the floor before the steeping liquid. Not his food. His tea. The one thing that most reminded him of his mother. Sespian clenched his jaw. That bastard had ruined it.
He picked up the cup, crossed to the water closet, and poured it down the wash-out. A part of him wanted to stalk across the hall and hurl the empty cup at Hollowcrest—a big part of him. But that would do no good. It would only tip Hollowcrest to what Sespian now knew.
Sespian stared into the empty cup. What was he going to do?
 
* * * * *
 
At the icehouse, Amaranthe woke in the middle of the night with her heart slamming against her ribs. Fleeting memories of a nightmare dissipated like plumes of smoke from a steam engine. All she remembered was something dark chasing her, emitting a horrible, unearthly screech.
The sound came again. She frowned with confusion as dream and reality mixed. Had the screech been real or was she still sleeping?
She sat up on the cot. The wool blanket pooled around her waist. Darkness blanketed the room, though she could feel heat radiating from the nearby stove. She sat motionless and listened.
At first, she heard nothing. Deep in the industrial district, the icehouse neighborhood saw little traffic at night, and silence stretched through the streets like death. Then another screech shattered the quiet. Amaranthe cringed involuntarily; it jarred her nerves like metal gouging metal. An eerily supernatural quality promised it was nothing so innocuous. And it originated nearby, within a block or two.
Thinking of the bear-mauling story in the paper, Amaranthe slid off the cot, reluctant to make any noise. She managed to thump her knee against the desk. So much for not making noise. She groped for the lantern and turned up the flame. The light revealed her neat pile of boots, business clothing, knife, and the box containing her savings. She tugged on the footwear, then grabbed the weapon and lantern. When she opened the door, it creaked. Loudly. She hissed at it in frustration.
On the landing, she glanced around, hoping Sicarius would step out of the shadows. The vastness of the dark warehouse mocked her tiny light. The floor was not visible from the landing. When Amaranthe leaned over the railing, her light reflected off exposed ice, mimicking dozens of yellow eyes staring at her.
Another inhuman screech cut through the walls of the icehouse. It echoed through the streets and alleys outside, surrounding and encompassing. In the distance, dogs barked. The hair on her arms leapt to attention. She shivered and clenched the handle of the lantern more tightly.
“Help!” came a male voice from outside. “Anyone!”
The nearby cry startled Amaranthe. It sounded like the speaker was directly in front of the icehouse.
She crossed the landing, her boots ringing on the metal. A pounding erupted at the double doors below.
“Is someone there?” the voice called.
“On my way!” Amaranthe hustled down the stairs.
He had to be trying to escape whatever was hunting the streets. The doors rattled on their hinges.
“It’s coming!” he shouted.
Amaranthe took the last stairs three at a time. She slid on sawdust when she landed at the bottom, recovered, and ran to the doors. She reached for the heavy wooden bar securing them.
A deafening screech sounded right outside. Amaranthe jerked back.
On the other side of the door, the man shrieked with pain. She wanted to help, to lift the bar, but fear stilled her hand. Armed only with a knife, what could she do?
Coward, you have to try.
She yanked her knife from its sheath. Outside, the cries broke off with a crunch. She reached for the bar again.
“Stop.”
She froze at the authoritative tone of Sicarius’s voice.
“Someone’s dying out there,” she said, more out of a sense of obligation than a genuine desire to open the door.
Sicarius walked out of the darkness beneath the stairs. If he had been sleeping, it was not evident. He was fully dressed and armed.
“He’s already dead,” Sicarius said.
Amaranthe forced her breathing to slow and listened for activity. She had a feeling Sicarius was right.
Footsteps crunched on the snow outside, but they did not sound human. They were too heavy. The crunching stopped, and snuffling replaced it. The door shuddered as something bumped it. Amaranthe backed away. The snuffling came again, louder and more insistent.
She continued backing up until she stood beside Sicarius.
“Are we safe in here?” she whispered.
“No.”
“Oh.” Better to know now than later, I suppose.
The door shuddered again, louder this time.
“It’s coming in, isn’t it?” she asked.
“So it seems.”
Amaranthe searched for escape routes. If she ran up the stairs and climbed onto the railing, she might be able to pull herself up into the rafters. From there, she could crawl along the network of steel beams and supports to the high windows. If she performed an amazing acrobatic feat, she might be able to kick out the glass, then swing out and climb onto the roof. Good, Amaranthe, that works for Sicarius. Now how are you going to get out?
She remembered the grates and the stacks of ice stored beneath the floor. She shoved aside sawdust and found an entrance. The inset handle required a twist and pull that only someone with thumbs could open. She hoped that thing out there had nothing of the sort.
“You coming?” she asked over her shoulder.
“It’s cramped down there; a poor place to make a stand.” Sicarius’s gaze drifted toward her, then toward the windows and up the stairs, as if he sought an alternative.
The creature slammed against the door. A hinge popped off. Wood splintered. Only the bar kept the door standing. And that would not hold long.
“Fine,” Amaranthe said. “Let me know how it goes up here.”
She grabbed the lantern and climbed down the ladder. She paused to close the grate. Sicarius appeared and caught it before it fell. He waved for her to continue down, then slipped in and secured the grate behind him.
“I thought you might change your mind,” she said.
A crash came from above—the sound of the bar shattering and the door collapsing. Feet or paws or something like padded through the sawdust.
Amaranthe wished she knew what the creature looked like, specifically if it had digits that would allow it to turn the handle to their hideout. Or if its strength might let it rip the grates open without bothering with a handle. She shivered. Maybe she should have tried the window route.
There was not much room between the stacks of ice and the wall. A block pressed against her shoulder and numbed her arm. She wished she had grabbed her parka.
The footsteps altered pitch as the creature moved from solid floor to the grate. Tiny flecks of sawdust sifted through. With the darkness above, Amaranthe could not see anything through the tiny gaps in the metal. She could only hear the creature. Sniffing.
Sicarius faced the entrance, his back to her and the lantern. Neither of them spoke, though there was little point in silence. It knew where they were.
The scrape of claws on metal replaced the sniffing. Slow and experimental at first, the noise then grew faster, like a dog digging under a fence.
When claws slipped between the gaps in the grate, she sucked in a breath. It was the span between them that unsettled her. No animal she had ever seen had paws that large.
She lowered her eyes and stared at Sicarius’s back, the steady expansion and contraction of his rib cage. The air felt tight and constricting, and her own breaths were shallow and fast. She tried to emulate his calm. After all, he had not drawn a weapon. Maybe he knew they were safe. Or maybe he knew fighting the creature was pointless.
Above, the clawing stopped. Nothing moved.
A soft splatter to Amaranthe’s right made her jump. At first she thought it had come from the ice above, a drop melting. But it steamed when it hit a block. Another drop struck the back of her hand. As hot as candle wax, it stung like salt in a cut. Not melted ice, she realized. Saliva.
Slowly, she looked up. More drops filtered down. Puffs of steam whispered through the grate—the creature’s breath, visible in the chill air. Two yellow dots burned on the other side of that fog. Eyes reflecting the flame of her lantern.
Amaranthe sank into a crouch and buried her face in her knees. She closed her eyes, willing the thing to go away. A drop of hot saliva hit the back of her neck.
Time seeped by like molasses. The footsteps finally started up again. They padded away and moved beyond the range of her ears.
For several long moments, she and Sicarius hunkered there, between the wall and the ice. The cold bit through Amaranthe’s night clothes. Her teeth chattered and she shivered. She held her hands close to the lantern, but it gave off little heat.
“Is it gone?” she asked.
“Impossible to tell,” he said.
“Well, I’m freezing. Either one of us is going to have to check or we’ll have to start cuddling.”
Sicarius climbed the ladder. He opened the grate, peered out, then disappeared over the edge.
“There’s something wrong with a man who chooses to face death over cuddling with a woman.” Amaranthe grabbed the lantern and followed him out. “Of course, there may be something equally wrong with a woman who goes after him instead of waiting in safety.”
Once up top, she left the grate open in case they needed to jump back down in a hurry. She looked for Sicarius, but her light did not illuminate much of the icehouse. Snow falling outside the broken-down door caught her eye. The body had been dragged to the side, and only an arm remained in view. Amaranthe swallowed.
“It’s not inside,” Sicarius said.
He stepped out from behind the ice stacks carrying a couple of boards. He resealed the door as much as the warped hinges would allow. The splintered wood did not make a reassuring barrier. Sicarius threw the old bar—now snapped in half—to the side and replaced it with the boards.
“Maybe we should go out and check on that man. See if...” He’s dead Amaranthe. You were too late to help.
“I wouldn’t,” Sicarius said.
He was as cool and emotionless as ever, but his unwillingness to leave the building concerned her. If, with all his skill, he did not want to confront whatever stalked the streets, who else could?
 
 
 
 



Chapter 10
 
Amaranthe woke to Sicarius saying, “Lokdon,” from the doorway of the tiny icehouse office.
She dropped her legs over the edge of the cot, feeling the chill of the floor even through socks. “We’ve been drooled on by a horrible man-slaying beast together. I think you can call me by my first name.”
The coals had burned low in the stove, and it gave off little warmth or light. She groped for her boots.
“Your team is here,” Sicarius said, a hint of bemusement edging his voice.
Either I’m getting better at reading him or he’s starting to emote. “You sound surprised.”
“Aren’t you?”
Yes. “Of course not.”
“Huh.”
Sicarius left before Amaranthe could inquire who or how many had come. She dressed and left the office. At the bottom of the stairs, Akstyr and Books waited. Books yawned and rubbed red eyes. The bulge of a bottle sagged outward from his jacket pocket, and the sword attached to his belt looked like it hadn’t been used since his boyhood weapons classes. Akstyr slouched against the wall, his baggy clothes rumpled, his hands jammed in his pockets. Bruises and lumps splotched his face.
The men stood taller when they saw her, though the effect was not particularly inspiring. At least they had come.
As Amaranthe descended the stairs, Maldynado strolled through the broken door. He wore a jaunty sword belt with a sheathed saber hanging from his left hip. An obnoxious amount of gold gilded the hilt and scabbard. Akstyr’s gaze lingered on the valuable weapon.
When Maldynado came even with Books and Akstyr, his upper lip wrinkled. “Which one of you boys fell in a vat of cheap wine on the way over here?”
Akstyr sneered. Books glared. Unperturbed, Maldynado surveyed them further, then pulled out a case and extricated two cards.
“Your barber?” Amaranthe asked.
“Tailor. I’ve never seen two people in such need of sartorial attention.”
“Considering you were wearing a furry loincloth when we met, I’m not sure you should be offering fashion advice.”
“Ah, but it was a stylish loincloth that showed off—” Maldynado winked, “—everything.”
She could not argue.
He raised a finger. “Say, did you know there’s a half-eaten body in the street out there?”
“Yes.” Since she did not want to alarm her troops this early into the mission, lest they decide to leave, she decided on nonchalance. “It’s not the best neighborhood.”
“On that we can agree,” Books said.
Maldynado waved a hand in front of his face. “Is your breath always that rank?”
“If I offend you, you have my permission to move to the other side of the room.” Books lowered his voice. “Or the empire.”
“Since you’re the offensive one, maybe you should do the moving so the rest of us can breathe. There’s a dumpster down the block where you might feel at home.” Maldynado turned to Akstyr. “Do you believe this fellow?”
“Who cares?” That surly curl to Akstyr’s lip seemed permanent.
Amaranthe realized getting these men to come had been the easy part. Getting them to work together without blood, and business cards, flying would be the true test.
“You said you’d have food. And a place to sleep.” Akstyr eyed the towers of ice. “Figured it’d be warmer inside than outside.”
“We won’t be staying here,” she said. “As soon as Sicarius returns, he’ll show us to the place we’re going to set up. We’ll buy food then.”
“That was him, wasn’t it?” Akstyr’s tone changed for the first time. He sounded reverent. “The one who let us in? Is it true he’s a Hunter?”
A what?
“I’m not sure,” Amaranthe said. “You can ask him.”
Akstyr prodded the sawdust with his toe. “I wouldn’t want to annoy him.”
“I’ll ask him for you,” she said.
“Who asked you to?”
So much for the reverence.
“I’ll let you know what I find,” Amaranthe said dryly.
“Whatever.”
“Wait,” Maldynado said. “Are we talking about the same fellow who trounced me last night?”
“Yes,” she said.
“That was Sicarius? The Sicarius? The assassin?”
Surprised someone from the upper echelons of Turgonia’s social hierarchy had heard of him, she only said, “Yes.”
“I wish you had told me that last night before the fight. When he slaughtered me, I wouldn’t have felt so...” Maldynado’s mittened fingers flexed in the air as he groped for the word.
“Inept?” Books suggested. “Inadequate? Unmanned?”
Maldynado scowled at him. “I’m manned just fine, thank you.” He turned back to Amaranthe. “I figured he was just some random thug you picked up at the docks.”
“Not a random one,” she said.
“Is Sicarius working for you?” Akstyr asked dubiously. “Or are you working for him?”
Amaranthe hesitated. Her “team,” especially Akstyr, might be more inclined to obey her if they believed she commanded Sicarius, but his cooperation was just that, cooperation.
“It’s my plan,” she said. “He’s going along with it for now.”
“But you’re giving him orders?” Akstyr asked.
“I’d call them suggestions.”
Sicarius chose that moment to return from wherever he had been skulking. She wondered how much he had heard.
“We should go,” he said. “That body is likely to draw enforcers.”
“Lead the way,” Amaranthe said.
Several more inches of snow had dropped during the night, obliterating the creature’s footprints. Sicarius stepped around the corpse, which dogs had partially uncovered. Amaranthe could not keep herself from looking and remembering. If she had been faster, if she had not hesitated, she might have saved the man’s life.
Under the surface gnawing, longer and deeper wounds ravaged the chest. Wind gusted, and a few snowflakes flitted off the corpse’s frozen hand, revealing a Panthers’ mark. Amaranthe never thought she would feel sympathy for gang members, but it seemed these folks were being preyed on from every front.
Her group traveled along the bottom of the hill fronting the lake. Despite the fresh snow, a handful of young athletes jogged past on their way to the lake trail. It was months until the summer Games, but the dedicated souls trained all year around.
A wagon loaded with ice rumbled through a cross street, and the driver whistled at Amaranthe. Maldynado snickered, and she quirked an eyebrow at him.
“Sorry,” he said. “Am I supposed to defend your honor when they do that? I’m a little unclear on the boundaries of our agreement.”
“No, I was just wondering why it was funny.”
“Because he was eyeing you like he thought you’d be a good time, and you’re...ah...”
“Reserved?” Books suggested. “Dignified?”
“No,” Maldynado said. “Do you think you’re a dictionary or something?”
“A thesaurus perhaps,” Books said.
“Proper?” Akstyr asked. “She’s kind of proper.”
“No,” Maldynado said. “It’s more...”
“Focused,” Sicarius said.
The others considered, then nodded and grunted agreement of this pinpoint description. Amaranthe smirked; at least dissecting her character together kept them from snapping at each other. She might be able to create a cohesive unit after all.
“Yes, exactly,” Maldynado said. “You didn’t notice any of the men at the gym last night, I guess because you’re busy with your emperor scheme. You didn’t even look at me when you first saw me, and I was very look-at-able at the time.”
Amaranthe blushed. She had looked.
“Praise her good taste,” Books muttered, stepping into the street to avoid a lamppost—or perhaps Maldynado’s glare.
“Old man,” Maldynado said, “you are crippling my serenity. If you keep insulting me, I might have to come over there and—”
“Gentlemen,” Amaranthe said. “I believe we’re almost there.”
She decided to forgo her ambitions of creating a cohesive unit. An occasionally functional one with tendencies toward violence seemed more within reach.
They passed the last of the city’s industrial buildings and crossed the railroad tracks skirting the lake. Along the waterfront, fisheries, warehouses, and boatyards reigned, their long docks stretching into the frozen water. In spring and summer, the area would bustle with activity. For now, it lay sedately under its snowy blanket.
“This is it.” Sicarius stopped before a tottering wooden structure on a dilapidated dock.
The building hunched over the lake like an old soldier, arthritic from a lifetime’s worth of battle wounds. Icicles hung from the eaves, and frost edged the panes of broken windows. Age-yellowed buoys and frayed nets dangled from the walls, someone’s idea of decorating. Amaranthe touched a splintered piece of cedar siding. It fell off. The odds of this building keeping that creature out were not good.
She leaned over the edge of the dock. A few feet below, ice and snow gathered around the pylons.
Akstyr peered in a window. “A fish cannery?”
“There are bunks inside, and it has a large work space,” Sicarius said. “It’s winter. Nobody human will bother us.”
And the inhuman? Amaranthe would wait until she had him alone to ask.
She withdrew a ten-ranmya bill and handed it to Maldynado. “Will you find the nearest market and buy as much food as you can, please?”
“Will do.” Maldynado trotted up a street running perpendicular to the waterfront.
“You’re sending him to purchase supplies?” Books asked. “That overgrown fop from the warmonger caste has probably never shopped in his life.”
“He’ll get a good deal,” Amaranthe said.
A sizable lock on the front door of the cannery precluded a direct entrance.
“I bet I can get in.” Akstyr produced a large clip with at least three dozen keys of various shapes and sophistication dangling from it. “I’ve got a couple of skeleton keys that—”
“Unnecessary,” Sicarius said.
He led them to the lake side of the building. The lock in the back also remained in place; however, the door had been removed and was leaning against the wall.
When Amaranthe stepped inside, glass crunched beneath her boots. Weak light filtering through grimy windows, revealing rows of long counters littered with salt, dented cans, and torn labels. Rotting wooden bunk beds lined one wall. Here and there, rats scurried beneath the fish-gut-spattered sawdust spread across the floor. Only the cold kept the smell tolerable. Sort of.
“Lovely place,” Books murmured.
“At least it comes without a meddling landlady,” Amaranthe said.
“This is true.”
“Pick out a bunk and settle in,” she said. “As soon as Maldynado gets back, we’ll get started. Sicarius, a word?”
He stepped over to a corner counter with her as Akstyr and Books explored their new home.
Amaranthe stacked a few of the scattered cans into a neat pile. “You went shopping for this building before we knew there was a man-slaying creature roaming the streets. Do you still think it’s a suitable hideout.”
Sicarius lifted his gaze toward the rafters. Some thirty feet up, solid beams ran from wall to wall below the peaked ceiling. If one could clamber up there, one might be safe. As long as that creature couldn’t jump that high.
“I don’t see a ladder,” she said.
“You can climb the support posts,” Sicarius said.
Amaranthe eyed the dented and scarred wood of the nearest post. “You can do that, I’m sure. The rest of us might find that feat challenging, especially with a monster crashing through the door.”
“Hang rope.”
“I guess that works.” The last of the rusted cans went into her organized pile. One counter down, thirty to go. “I’m going to send Books and Akstyr to get a press. I’ll take Maldynado ink and paper shopping. I want to start researching the Forge people, but that’ll probably have to wait until tomorrow. We need to get the press set up, and we need to get money plates made. I don’t suppose you know an engraver and can get that done?”
“Easy,” Sicarius said.
“Really?” She had expected this to be a sticking point. Maybe she ought to just let him go and do it, but... “Easy because you know a criminal engraver who owes you a favor, or easy because you’ll pick someone with the skill set, force him to do it, and kill him afterwards?”
“The latter.”
“Oh.”
“Asking someone to help you commit a crime and then leaving him alive to point you out to the enforcers is foolish.”
“Well, we’ve got three people already who are going to be privy to our plans. Perhaps adding another wouldn’t ma...” A chilling thought whispered into her mind. She glanced at Books, sitting on a bunk, and Akstyr, poking around in discarded debris. “Please tell me your logic doesn’t require killing everyone we work with over the next couple weeks.”
“You can’t trust random people acquired from the street. Don’t get attached.”
“Sicarius.” She gripped his arm, distantly aware that she had never dared touch him before. “I did not talk these folks into helping just to have you kill them at the end.”
“Once our need for them is done, they’re disposable.”
“And does that go for me too?” As soon as she asked the question, she regretted it. If the answer was yes, what would she do?
“You’re not disposable,” he said. She almost had time to wonder if he might actually care, but then he added, “It’s your plan.”
“Lucky me. Well, here’s an addendum to my plan: it will not involve killing the men we’ve coerced into helping us, nor will engravers be found in bed with their throats cut.”
“Propose an alternative.”
Amaranthe rubbed her chin and gazed thoughtfully about the building. Akstyr was stretched out under a table, digging through dirty sawdust. He came up with a copper coin and grinned.
“Akstyr,” she called.
He stuffed the coin in his pocket and threw her a suspicious look. Nonetheless, he slouched over.
“What?”
“Where’d you get all those keys?” She jerked her chin at the ring on his belt.
“Made ‘em.”
“Are they copies? Or originals?”
“Copies.”
“Am I correct in assuming you’re not a trained locksmith?”
“Yup. It’s pretty easy to make copies of keys, using...” he shrugged, “ways.”
Amaranthe took that to mean magic. “So, using these ways, you can carve things out of metal. Could you engrave something?”
“Oh, sure. I used to leave my gang sign all over the city that way. This one time, a man was in the water closet at the baths, and I—”
Amaranthe lifted a hand. “Sufficient details, thank you.” The width of his grin convinced her she was right in cutting off the story. She fished out a ten-ranmya bill. “Think you could copy this into metal?”
“Sure, using the Sci—er, my way is even easier than tracing. It’s like burning a brand with your mind. As long as I’m just making an exact copy and not getting artistic.”
He reached for the bill, but Sicarius plucked it out of the air first.
“Copying this won’t get us anywhere,” Sicarius said. “It needs to be in reverse.”
“Like a stamp, of course.” Amaranthe sighed. “Too bad the Imperial Mint is in Sunders City, otherwise we could just steal plates. Though that would—”
“I’ll make it,” Sicarius said.
Amaranthe and Akstyr stared at him.
“Make what?” she asked. “The reverse drawing?”
“Yes. I’ll need good paper and a fine pen. I hear Maldynado on the dock. Go get the supplies.”
She wanted to question him further—why would an assassin know how to draw?—but Maldynado staggered inside with arms full of bags, wrapped meat, a jug, and a crate with...
“Are those air holes?” Books asked.
Amaranthe hastened over to help Maldynado unload. The crate squawked.
“Chickens?” she asked.
“You could have sent someone to help me carry things,” Maldynado said.
“You bought all that for ten ranmyas?” Books asked.
“Actually, I got it for free,” Maldynado said smugly. After setting the crate down, he fished out Amaranthe’s bill and returned it. “I was just going to buy some cans of corned meat, but I started talking with the shopkeeper, and she told me about this problem she was having. Apparently, some farmer rode his dogsled—” Maldynado rolled his eyes at this notion of antiquity, “—out of the fields and across the lake to barter for supplies. He brought lots of fresh farm things to trade.”
“Like chickens?” Akstyr peered into the crate and licked his lips.
“Indeed so,” Maldynado said. “Anyway, this shopkeeper had all these chickens in the back making noise, needing to be fed, doing what chickens do after they’re fed. Apparently, one escaped and pecked a customer yesterday. The shopkeeper sent a message to the closest butcher, but he wanted to charge her to take away the chickens. So I smiled and said, ‘Why don’t I take those chickens for free?’ She was so relieved that she gave me a bunch of the other food the farmer had brought in. We have fresh bacon, goat cheese, dried apples, cider, and tomorrow, we’ll have eggs.”
“Nice,” Akstyr purred.
“Good work,” Amaranthe said. “Let’s have something to eat, then we’ll get busy. Maldynado you’re the official shopper for the group now.”
“Wise choice,” Sicarius murmured.
“Shopping?” Maldynado’s smugness melted away, replaced with a chagrinned slump.
“Yes, in fact, we’re going paper shopping right now,” she continued over Maldynado’s groan. “Books, we need a printing press. Akstyr, can you help him find one and bring it back here?”
“I don’t want to go on some stupid errand,” Akstyr said.
Amaranthe rummaged through her mind for something she could offer to make the task appealing to him. Of the three men she had recruited, Akstyr was the most likely to be a problem. She doubted Maldynado or Books would turn her into the enforcers, but if Akstyr saw a better opportunity than the one she offered...
Sicarius had the knack of moving without anyone noticing him move, so when he appeared at Akstyr’s side, the younger man jumped several inches. Sicarius rested his hand at the base of Akstyr’s neck. Though the touch was light, the meaning was unmistakable. Akstyr stood utterly still, not even breathing.
In the silence that descended, Amaranthe heard the breeze bumping the buoys hanging on the outside walls.
“Follow her orders,” Sicarius said softly.
Akstyr closed his eyes and gulped. “Y-yes, sir.”
Sicarius lowered his hand. His gaze flicked to Maldynado.
“Oh, I like her orders,” Maldynado said. “Official shopper, excellent. No strenuous labor for me.”
“Yes, I have no issues either,” Books said, almost as pale as Akstyr.
Amaranthe’s lips stretched, though she did not know if in a grimace or a smile. As handy as having some muscle to back up her wishes was, she detested the idea of winning people’s cooperation that way.
Books opened his mouth, hesitated, glanced at Sicarius, and then raised a finger as if he were a student asking a question in class.
“Yes?” Amaranthe asked.
“I’m not complaining about this task—” he shot another glance at Sicarius, “—but how do you propose I find a printing press? I assume you’re not providing funds for its purchase. And supposing I do acquire one, how should I get it back here?”
“I can allocate up to five hundred ranmyas if you find something.”
“That won’t buy the handle.”
“We don’t need a steam-powered press. Just find something old and rusty we can fix up.”
“I don’t think—”
“I came looking for you specifically,” Amaranthe said, rushing to speak before Sicarius could make any more sinister innuendoes, “a highly educated and experienced professor, because I knew you would be able to come up with solutions that I, a lowly ex-enforcer, could not. I know you can do this, Books.”
The narrowed eyes and head tilt Books gave her said he saw through her manipulation, but his expression suddenly grew thoughtful, and he tugged his beard. “Hm.”
“What?” she asked.
“I have an idea.”
 
* * * * *
 
Ink Alley, a frequent stop for business supply shoppers, meandered through four city blocks. Shops advertised stationery, accounting books, wax and seals, ink, and paper of various weights and sizes. Despite being a well-known destination, the ancient street was narrow, and Amaranthe had to dodge bundle-laden shoppers. Maldynado, who walked at her side, made no apologies for his broad shoulders and let others do the dodging. He did offer a smile if the person happened to be young and female.
“I gave Books a large portion of my funds,” Amaranthe told him, “so I need you to get me a good deal on paper and ink.”
“Your big plan involves blackmail and counterfeiting,” Maldynado said. “Why don’t we just steal your printing supplies?”
“And damage the livelihood of some poor businesswoman trying to make a living? I couldn’t do that.”
“You need to work on this criminal stuff.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. Anyway, we don’t need to leave a trail of burglaries that would tell some enforcer investigator what we’re up to.”
Etchings in the window panes of a shop portrayed old-fashioned ink pots, quills, and scrolls of parchment. Bins of pencils and pens and myriad types of paper lay behind the glass.
“How about this place?” she asked.
“Sure. I’ll probably have greater success if you wait outside.”
“Why?”
“Because if you come in hanging on my arm, it’ll look like I’m not available. Charming women works best if they think they have a chance.”
Amaranthe hesitated, not sure whether to trust him to get the right items. But, if it meant getting a better deal... “Very well. I’ll write our needs down for you.”
“I don’t need a shopping list. I’ve got a great memory.”
“We’ll need rag paper, not pulp-based. And pay attention to the weight. We won’t find an exact match, but we want the closest we can find. Make sure to get printing press ink. Books says it’s made from soot and turpentine and nut oil. Anything else will smear. We’ll need a paper cutter too. And plates, but I’ll select those from an engraving shop.”
“Rags and what oil?” Maldynado asked.
“I’ll write it down.”
“Good idea.”
After he went inside, Amaranthe continued down the street. Newspaper articles plastered a brick wall near a window, and she stopped, wondering if any mentioned the “bear” slayings. The yellowed clippings only highlighted old stories featuring Ink Alley.
About to move on, she paused at a reflection in the window. A boy of ten or twelve watched her from across the alley.
Ensconced in numerous layers of raggedy clothing, he slouched against a wall. When she turned, he yawned and looked away.
Amaranthe wandered farther down the street. A low rail paralleling a wall offered a place to park bicycles and street skis. She propped her foot on it and peeked under her arm while pretending to adjust the fit of her boot.
The boy lurched to a stop, hunkered over a trash can, and rummaged through it.
Great, who set this child to following me? Enforcers used youngsters as informants, since adults tended to ignore them, but she could not assume he was one of theirs. Other people employed youths for similar reasons. Businesses used them to spy on other businesses. Gangs gathered intelligence on rival gangs. Even lovers sent children to watch partners suspected of cheating. Given how long it had been since Amaranthe’s last romantic relationship, she easily eliminated the last possibility.
A few stores down, she found a shop that sold engraving tools. She stepped inside and browsed the display case nearest the window. The boy appeared again, whistling as he strolled past the shop. He sat against a wall a dozen paces down, took off his fur cap, and begged for coins.
Definitely watching me.
“Help you, ma’am?” a clerk asked.
“I need a couple of metal plates about so big.” Amaranthe outlined the rectangles with her hands. “Better make it four of them.” Akstyr might need to practice first.
While the clerk wrapped the plates, Amaranthe glanced out the window again. The boy had not moved.
“Mind if I cut through the back?” she asked after she paid.
The clerk pointed to the rear exit. Amaranthe entered an ‘alley’ as wide as the front street, though it smelled less pleasant. Discarded food wrappers frozen to the icy cobblestones crinkled beneath her boots. Streaks of yellow decorated the dirty snow piled against the walls.
Amaranthe knocked on the back door of the ink and paper shop. Nobody answered, so she tried the knob. Unlocked.
Inside, Maldynado was...posing? Amidst the shelves and cases of paper, he stood with one leg propped on a chair. One of his hands rested on his raised knee, the other on his waist. His jaw jutted toward the ceiling. A seated woman wearing a blouse and a long felt skirt hunched over a sketch pad in her lap, drawing him.
Amaranthe cleared her throat. “I thought you were—”
“Yes, yes,” Maldynado said without breaking his pose. “It’s all over there.”
Three boxes and several wrapped bundles waited on a counter next to a paper cutter. On the way across the room, Amaranthe shot Maldynado a what-are-you-doing look that he ignored. She peered under the lid of the topmost box to make sure he had purchased rag paper. She picked up a sheet and rubbed it between her fingers. It didn’t feel exactly like ranmya paper, but the heft was right. It would have to do.
“Maldynado, what are you doing?” she asked.
“Posing.”
“Why?”
The woman with the sketch pad frowned over her shoulder at Amaranthe. “Who’s she?” she asked Maldynado.
“Uhm.”
“I hope you’re being paid,” Amaranthe told him.
“What?” he asked.
The woman’s frown deepened.
“I suspect she’s going to use your likeness in her advertising literature. Your handsome face will be a marketing gimmick to sell more paper to her predominantly female clientele. That means she’ll make money, so you should too.”
Maldynado’s chin dropped, and he addressed the artist. “Is that true?”
The woman shrugged.
“You said you wanted to immortalize my face in your memory.”
“And on her promotional pamphlets.” Amaranthe tugged the paper cutter and one of the boxes into her arms, leaving the rest for Maldynado. “Finish up. I’ll wait outside.”
Before leaving, Amaranthe checked the front window to make sure the boy was not standing out there with his face pressed to the panes. In the alley, she tapped her foot until Maldynado came out the back door with the rest of the supplies.
“Is there a reason we’re taking the alley?” he asked. “The air is a tad ripe out here.”
“Unfriendly eyes out front.”
“Enforcers?”
“A ten-year-old boy.”
“Oh, yes. Terrifying.”
“He’s someone’s spy,” she said.
“I could go thump him around a bit, find out whose.”
“Let’s try to avoid child-thumping for now.”
They walked to the trolley stop, and at every intersection, Amaranthe glanced left and right for the boy. She did not see him again but did not relax until she and Maldynado boarded. He set down the packages, dug out a wad of bills, peeled a couple off the top, and handed them to Amaranthe.
“Your split.” He winked.
With a team to feed, she saw no reason to reject it. “You seemed surprised that was what she wanted. I would have thought you’d have run into that kind of situation before. Were you really taken in by her flattery?”
“We had servants who did the shopping. Never had much reason to interact with those kinds of people.”
Amaranthe wondered what kind of people he considered her.
“That was good of you back there,” he added. “To catch that. Maybe after you’re done with your current scheme, we could work together. You can get me posing gigs. I’ll be pretty and you can be...”
“Your agent?”
“Precisely.”
“Assuming I survive this, I haven’t thought too closely about what my next career should be.” She had never wanted a ‘next career.’ “I’ll remember your offer though.”
“Excellent, boss.”
Amaranthe smiled. Maldynado seemed to be loose with who he called boss, and she doubted it came with any heartfelt feeling of indenture—he had left his previous employer quickly enough—but the title warmed her nonetheless. Maybe she had earned a modicum of his respect.
None of the others were there when Amaranthe and Maldynado returned to the cannery, though two knotted ropes hung from the rafters, their tufted ends dangling a foot from the floor.
Thank you, Sicarius.
“What are those for?” Maldynado asked.
“Calisthenics.”
Afternoon light flowed through the cracked and missing windows, and dust motes floated in the air. Dust floated everywhere, Amaranthe corrected. And coated everything. How could she possibly plot a government coup in a filthy base reeking of fish guts?
After some searching, she found a closet with cleaning supplies cowering under grime dating back to the Bronze Era. She strode triumphantly out with mop in one hand and broom in the other. Maldynado had dumped the ink and boxes on a counter. He leaned against it and watched her warily.
“How about I sweep and you mop?” Amaranthe asked.
He eyed the cleaning implements with the enthusiasm of a child debating a plate of spinach and liver. “My father used to warn me that gambling would land me in jail or the poorhouse. He neglected to mention indentured cleaning.”
“I could mop and you could sweep.”
“Oh, gee. Much better.” Sighing, Maldynado accepted the broom.
Hours later, Amaranthe surveyed the cannery with satisfaction. Despite Maldynado’s propensity for using the broom to spar with imaginary foes instead of sweeping, the hardwood floors gleamed. The now-pristine counters would allow them to work without worrying about sawdust or fish guts sticking to their bills.
She wondered where Sicarius had gone. Even his daily training ought not take all afternoon.
Akstyr returned before any of the others.
“I need Maldynado,” he blurted as soon as he entered.
If he noticed, or cared about, the new cleanliness of the cannery, he did not show it.
“Why?” Amaranthe asked.
“To help with the press.”
“You found one? Good. Is somebody going to deliver it with a steam wagon?”
“Not exactly.”
“Then how—”
“Don’t worry. Books has a plan. But we need Maldynado.”
“Even he isn’t big enough to port a printing press on his back.”
“Don’t worry, it’ll be fine.”
“You’re not going to steal a wagon, are you?”
“No, no. Maldynado, you coming?”
Maldynado shrugged and shuffled over to join Akstyr at the door.
Amaranthe leaned on one of the counters and frowned at Akstyr. “Why can’t you tell me what you’re doing?”
“Because it’s Books’s plan.”
“Yes, you said that. I notice he’s not here, however.”
“I know.” Akstyr grinned. “He didn’t want to explain it.”
“Maybe I should come with you.”
“No, no. We don’t need you. Why don’t you make dinner? It’ll be fine. Don’t worry.” Akstyr dragged Maldynado outside.
“Telling someone not to worry three times is not the way to ensure it doesn’t happen,” she muttered.
Through a window, she watched the two men trot up the hill. She lifted her index finger to her lips, found the nail already chewed to the quick, and started in on her thumb.
After chewing and pacing for a while, she decided to follow Akstyr’s suggestion. A master chef she was not, but they were working for her—for free—so she could certainly prepare some food.
Before dusk settled, she dragged in metal barrels from a neighboring dock and started a couple fires for light and warmth. For dinner, she laid out ham slices, flat bread, carrots, and dried apples on ‘plates’ pilfered from the building’s siding. Just as she set out a jug of cider, shouts came from outside.
Amaranthe ran out the back of the cannery, skidding on the snowy dock. After Akstyr’s admonitions, she expected the worst. She slid around the edge of the building in time to see a large makeshift sled barreling down the snowy hill. A bulky canvas-wrapped object rode on it. The press?
Maldynado perched atop it like a lizard rider from the desert. He leaned left and right in a semblance of steering. Shouting with glee, or maybe terror, he weaved and wobbled down the slick street with Books and Akstyr pounding after him. Runners scraped on sand and ice. The press slid from side to side, barely restrained by the flimsy rope tying it to the sled.
Amaranthe glanced up and down the waterfront, afraid someone would see the strange scene. Counterfeiters were supposed to be inconspicuous. Maldynado whooped, voice ringing from the buildings. Amaranthe shook her head. This was not inconspicuous. Fortunately, twilight had brought the end of the work day, and no one remained on the streets to witness this un-clandestine delivery method.
Through some feat of agility or raw strength, Maldynado and his cargo stopped in front of the cannery instead of skidding out onto the lake. Books and Akstyr came slipping after, shouting and laughing at their success.
“That was fun,” Maldynado said, eyes bright, lips peeled back in a toothy grin.
“I want a turn,” Akstyr said.
Only Books had the sense to peer uncertainly at Amaranthe.
“Whose idea was this?” She struggled to keep her voice even.
Akstyr and Maldynado pointed at Books in unison.
“We found it in the back room of a bookseller who’s closing her business,” Books said. “She was willing to sell it cheaply. It’s an archaic model, maybe the first one ever made if the rust is any indication, but I’m certain I can get it working. As for our arrival...” He cleared his throat. “It occurred to me that the bookshop, though many blocks away, is almost in a straight line from our current location and, uhm, at a rather higher elevation.”
“I see. Well, this was...” Something that could have attracted attention. Something that could have gotten one of them injured or killed. An insane idea that could have seen the printing press go careening onto the lake, through the ice, and straight to the bottom. “Inspired. Very clever of you, Books. I’m glad it worked. Thank you all.” So, this is command. If Hollowcrest doesn’t kill me, these men surely will. “Let’s get it inside.”
It took the group longer to manhandle the press into the cannery than it had to move it several blocks. Amaranthe chose the corner farthest from the street to set up. Through it all, Maldynado sported a grin he would probably wear to bed.
“There’s more to be done,” Amaranthe said, “but relax and have some dinner first.”
The men mauled the neatly spread table like bears crushing a hive to extract honey. She salvaged a hunk of ham and some apple slices for herself. While munching, she examined the press.
Dents gouged the wooden frame, and rust coated the screw and most of the metal joints. She doubted the press was functional at the moment. Remembering some oil and wire dish cloths from the supply closet, she retrieved the implements and set to work on the rust.
Books came over to help. “Have you figured out how to make the plates yet?”
“Yes.” She squirted oil between grooves on the giant screw and scrubbed with the wire mesh.
“We better board the windows. You do realize this is treason and death for all of us if we’re caught?”
“We’re not going to be caught.”
“Counterfeiters are always caught eventually,” Books said. “Debasing the currency is too much of a threat for the government to be anything less than hyper-vigilant.”
“People get caught because they try to pass the money. That’s not our plan.” She wiped a rag over the loosened rust and met Books’s eyes. “If we’re discovered, I’ll do everything I can to make time for you and the others to escape.”
“Sicarius too?” he asked with a hint of amusement.
“If Sicarius is discovered, I’ll have to try and make time for the enforcers to escape.”
Books snorted but did not disagree.
Sicarius returned late that night. He walked directly to Amaranthe and handed her a folded poster. She opened it and found herself staring at her own likeness. She had expected it. The details, however, surprised her.
Amaranthe Lokdon wanted for attempted sedition and illegal magic use. Do not attempt to apprehend. Kill on sight. By order of Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest.
“Magic use?” she asked. “I didn’t even know the stuff existed until last week.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Sicarius said. “Hollowcrest has learned of your survival and fears what you know. You must move around the city with caution.”
“Kill on sight,” she said.
“You get used to it.”
Amaranthe searched his face for humor. There was none.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 11
 
Amaranthe woke several times during the night to pull her blankets tighter and throw more wood into the nearest fire barrel. Drafts like gusts off mountain glaciers whistled through the broken window panes, and what little heat the flames emitted floated to the rafters.
When she noticed someone else awake, she gave up sleep and rolled off the hard bunk. Sicarius sat at a counter, drawing by the light of a fire barrel. The roaring flames looked enticing.
Blanket wrapped about her, Amaranthe shuffled over and perched on the wobbly stool across from him. His hair was damp. Had he already been out running? No hint of dawn brightened the sky beyond the window, but daylight came late this time of year.
A twenty ranmya bill lay on the counter, the imperial army marching across the back. Sicarius’s pen moved with sure strokes, drawing a reverse version of the tableau.
Leaving him alone to work would be wise. Curiosity trumped wisdom, though, and she said, “You were gone a long time yesterday. Did you do anything interesting?”
“No.”
“Would you tell me if you had?”
Sicarius neither looked up nor answered. The pen continued to scrawl.
“I’m going to my old school today to start researching Forge,” she said. “I thought I’d take Books. Do you want to be in charge of getting the press running? We got a good portion of the rust off last night. I can leave Maldynado and Akstyr to help.”
Sicarius’s fingers moved with precision. “Books will doubtlessly know more about printing presses than I.”
“Yes, but we recruited him to be a research assistant.” Amaranthe raised her eyebrows. “Unless you want to help me shovel through piles of papers in dusty archive buildings?”
“I will go.”
Er. She had not expected him to accept the invitation. It was hard to imagine someone whose daily attire included a dozen knives wandering through shelves, delving into books and ledgers. But then, the same knife-clad man was sitting here, drawing her pictures with—she leaned closer for a good look—amazing accuracy.
“That’s unbelievable,” she said. “Where did you learn to draw?”
The pen left the completed soldiers to work on the numbers and borders.
“You know,” Amaranthe said after a moment of silence, “when someone asks you a question, the socially acceptable thing to do is answer.”
Another silent moment passed, broken only by the crackle of the fire. Burning boards shifted in the barrel, and a burst of sparks flew into the air.
Amaranthe tapped her finger on the counter. “If you answer my question, I’ll leave you alone.”
“For how long?” he promptly asked.
Her shoulders drooped beneath the blanket. She was annoying him.
“Never mind.” She slid off the stool and headed toward the food area.
“Lokdon.” Sicarius looked up.
She paused. “Yes?”
“I had cartography instruction as a boy.”
She bit her lip to hide a smile. A simple answer to a question shouldn’t mean so much. “Is that what you were hoping to do before you decided to take up your current, uhm, profession? Or—” a new idea struck her, “—was that a part of your training for your current profession? Like for spying? You could infiltrate an enemy stronghold and map the terrain and layout for your employer. You said you were just a boy though. You haven’t been training for this since you were a child, have you? It’s not like someone turns ten and decides they want to be an assassin. Do they?”
“I thought I only had to answer one question.”
“Oh. Right.” This time she did smile. The other questions lingered in her mind, but she probably was walking the line of being annoying, so she merely gave him a wave and left to prepare a meal.
By the time dawn slanted through the boarded windows, Sicarius had finished. He woke Akstyr and gave him the finished drawings. After some bleary eye rubbing, Akstyr took the pictures and the plates into a dark corner. He, apparently, did not need light for his work.
The replicas had looked accurate to her, but it was difficult to tell with them in reverse. She hoped Akstyr would succeed at his portion of the scheme and that they could test the press before the day’s end.
“Thank you,” Amaranthe told Sicarius.
He merely crossed his arms and waited for her to get ready. They had research to do.
 
* * * * *
 
A security guard loomed at the entrance to the Mildawn Business School for Women, a clean, three-story brick building with rows of pristine glass windows. In the eight years since Amaranthe’s last class, she had forgotten about the guard. As she and Sicarius approached, she groped for ways to get him—and his knife collection—through the door without starting an incident. Of course, if the guard had browsed the wanted posters lately, Sicarius’s weapons might be the least of her problems.
“Hold.” The guard held his mittened hand out as they climbed the steps. “Only parents and students are allowed inside.”
“Yes, of course,” Amaranthe said. “We’re thinking of enrolling our daughter. Does Headmistress Dona still give tours to parents of prospective students?”
“On the last day of the month, which is not today.”
“I understand, but we’re heading to the gulf on a purchasing trip, and we’ll be gone for weeks. I so wanted to get an application in before we left, but my husband—” she patted Sicarius’s arm, not quite daring to check his face for a reaction, “—doesn’t think we should force little Jaeleka into business. I, of course, told him that an education at Mildawn would be excellent preparation for any career. I attended classes here myself, back when Oskar worked door security.”
“Oh! Oskar is my uncle.”
A fond expression accompanied the guard’s words, so she decided to focus on that instead of her hastily created cover story.
“Is he?” she asked. “He was a fabulous man, always said hello to everyone. Did he retire?”
“Yup, moved down south to escape the winters.”
“Understandable.” Amaranthe nodded to the inches of fresh snow balanced on the stair railing. “Did he get you this job?”
“Yes, I was a soldier before, and that’s a mite more glamorous, but I don’t miss those months in the field.”
“I’d imagine not. You know, Oskar occasionally broke the rules. He let us keep a stray cat in the basement one winter. He even helped us find fish to feed it.”
The guard chuckled. “That was your class? My uncle told me that story. Something about Ms. Maple stomping around the building all winter, wondering what was eating her ferns.”
“Little Raggles had a fondness for greens.”
Sicarius flicked a glance at Amaranthe, probably wondering why he had to endure story hour.
“Could you possibly make an exception for us?” she asked the guard, who was still smirking.
“I guess you can go up and talk to the headmistress.” He waved her through, then frowned at Sicarius. “You’re going to have to leave your weapons at my desk inside. When your daughter is enrolled, it’ll be different, but we can’t let strangers wander the halls armed. You can pick them up on your way out.”
For the first time, Amaranthe looked Sicarius in the eye, silently willing him to follow the school policy. After a long stare her direction, he unstrapped and unsheathed.
“Those are beauties.” The guard reached for one of the throwing knives.
Sicarius caught the man’s wrist. “Touch nothing.”
“No, sir, of course, not.”
“Now, now, dear. Let’s be cordial.” Amaranthe pulled Sicarius’s arm back. “We want to make a good impression. This is a prestigious institution, and we don’t want to ruin Jaeleka’s chances of acceptance.”
When Sicarius released his wrist, the guard gave her a relieved nod.
“Jaeleka?” Sicarius murmured, when they passed into the halls. His soft boots made not a whisper on the polished hardwood floors.
“You don’t approve?” she asked.
“It wouldn’t be my first choice.”
“Perhaps you could make a list of acceptable baby names for next time.”
Since classes were in session, the halls were still, except for an occasional student ambling to the water closet. Familiar names on doors and the sweet scent of freshly applied beeswax floor polish stirred nostalgic twinges. Was Lady Arranton still a bigger gossip than any of her students? Was Lord Colonel Maxcrest still the only male teacher—and still the hero in all the girls’ soldier fantasies? Were students still stealing Widow Tern’s hardboiled eggs and hiding them in various places around the school?
When they entered an empty staircase, Amaranthe asked, “How was my lying back there? Is it getting any better?” She was still wondering how Sicarius had seen through her prevarications the first time they met.
“I wasn’t watching your eyes.”
“My eyes?” she asked. “Is that how you can tell?”
“You look up and to the left when you’re getting creative.”
“Really? Does everyone?”
“It’s not a science,” he said, “but many right-handed people look right when they’re accessing actual memories and left for imagined.”
“Huh. And the opposite for lefties?” Amaranthe led him into the third-floor hallway and headed for the administration offices at the end.
“Yes.”
She would have to conduct some experiments; that information might help her someday. They passed the headmistress’s domain and tapped on a door labeled Scholarship Office.
“Come!”
Inside, a gray-haired lady peered at them through spectacles with lenses the size of magnifying glasses. A closed door behind her read, “Files.” She sat at a simple desk adorned with a potted fern. Amaranthe stifled a delighted snort when she spotted a hardboiled egg nestled beneath the fronds.
“Amaranthe Lokdon!” Despite a diminutive stature, and a fondness for calling everyone “dear,” the woman had the assertiveness of a drill sergeant.
“Yes, Ms. Maple, I’m flattered you remember me.”
“Of course, dear. And who’s this?” When she stood up, she almost reached Sicarius’s chest.
“My husband,” Amaranthe said.
“Really! I would have guessed bodyguard.”
Yes, even without visible weapons, he had that aura.
“No, no, we’re going to launch a business together. I remember you talking to our class about grants for students needing startup funds.” She hoped Ms. Maple wouldn’t remember that Amaranthe hadn’t actually graduated.
“Yes, there are many, depending on the type of business you’re looking to start.”
Amaranthe took a breath. Time to make a guess she hoped proved right. “A lady I met at the library said an outfit named Forge offers nice grants.”
Ms. Maple frowned. “Nice, yes...but really dear, you’re not thinking of getting into gambling and gaming, are you?”
So relieved that her guess had been right, Amaranthe almost missed the rest of the question. “Er, no, well.” She needed whatever Forge information Maple had on file, so she thought fast, rearranging her story. “You see, your guess was actually correct. Hansor, here, isn’t my bodyguard, but he does have professional experience in the field, and we’re going to start a business training bouncers and bodyguards. It seems like gambling and gaming establishments would want to hire our students, so, ah...” She was botching it. Her eyes were probably shooting sideways in her head.
“That’s not exactly the type of business I imagined you starting, dear.” Ms. Maple glowered up at Sicarius, as if suspecting him of being a bad influence. She was the first person Amaranthe had met who showed him no fear.
“It’s not finalized,” Amaranthe said, assuring herself Sicarius would not maul an old schoolteacher just to prove how dangerous he was. “If we could see some of the Forge grant offerings, and any other ones you think might be applicable, we’d be grateful.”
“Very well, dear.”
Ms. Maple grabbed a lamp and disappeared into the file room behind her desk.
Sicarius leaned against the wall, positioned so he could see both doors, and folded his arms over his chest. “Hansor?”
“Not your first pick?” she asked.
“No.”
“You’re a tad finicky, aren’t you?”
A hint of eyebrow movement was his only response.
“At the least, we’ll get an address associated with Forge,” Amaranthe said. “The applications have to be turned in somewhere.”
“Indeed. How did you know about the grants?”
“It was a guess. If the Forge people are vying for more power in the government, then it makes sense for them to fund more startups. Then they can place people out there in the business world who will grow in power and wealth and later be loyal to the ones who granted them their opportunity.”
“Huh.”
Ms. Maple returned to the room. “Here are a few you can apply for, dear. Larocka brought that top one by personally just a couple weeks ago.”
Amaranthe accepted the small stack. “Larocka?”
“Larocka Myll, yes. The founder and chairwoman of Forge. I assumed you knew.”
Amaranthe couldn’t stop herself from throwing a wide-eyed significant look at Sicarius, who—standing statue still—looked right back at her with equal understanding.
“I only knew of the organization,” Amaranthe said, painting a neutral expression on her face before Ms. Maple could think her odd, “not the leader. I don’t imagine she handles the grant awards personally, though, so it probably doesn’t matter.”
“No, I understand she’s very busy.”
Threatening to kill the emperor, yes. Amaranthe barely kept the edge out of her smile as she thanked Ms. Maple for her help.
 
* * * * *
 
The Imperial Real Estate Library was located in a bland concrete building. Above the double doors, an engraved timeline marked the significant dates in the seven hundred years of imperial expansion. What more could one need in the way of adornment?
“Are you sure you don’t want to go back and send Books out here?” Amaranthe asked at the base of the stairs. “The next step is to find out where this Larocka Myll lives. This will involve long, tedious research.” As soon as she said it, she winced. That sounded condescending. As if she didn’t think he was capable of doing it. “I’m sure you’d have no problem with it, but I don’t want to bore you.” Was that any better? Maybe she ought to just stop talking.
“You’d rather bore Books?” Sicarius asked.
“He used to grade papers for a living. He’s probably used to it.”
“I can do tedious research. Let’s go.”
He must want Larocka’s address badly. Maybe he thought he could get it by this evening and stick a dagger in her back that night.
“As you wish,” Amaranthe said.
She led Sicarius past a young desk clerk who did not look up from his book when they passed. The cavernous interior had one main floor, surrounded by four tiers of balconies. Tall rolling ladders allowed access to the wall-to-wall shelves, which rose from floor to eighty-foot ceiling. They were crammed with books on property taxes, real estate law, underwriting, and other scintillating topics. Tall windows let in light, and gas lamps shed bubbles of illumination, but even in the afternoon it felt like twilight inside the building.
“The residential plat maps are in the back.” Amaranthe weaved through a maze of standing bookcases, filing cabinets, and dusty tables. They only passed one other person, who was on the way out. “Industrial and business are in the basement.” She pointed to a couple places where narrow stairs led down.
“With Larocka’s name, we can look up where she lives?” Sicarius asked.
His eyes probed the shadows, out of habit, she supposed. Somehow she doubted many bounty hunters lurked at the Real Estate Library.
“Unfortunately, it’s not that easy,” she said. “If you know an address, or lot number, it’s a simple matter to find out who owns the property, what they paid for it and when, who owned it before, and all sorts of semi-interesting stuff. But, you can’t just look up names and find people’s addresses.”
“We have to look at maps of all the houses in the city and hope to find her name? Lokdon, there are a million people in Stumps.”
 “Regretting your quickness to volunteer for this?” She slid him a smile over her shoulder. “Don’t worry. First off, only about ten percent of the people in the city own property. Second, the new rich gravitate toward the Ridge, where the houses—and the parcels—are big, so it’ll be easy to skim through the names on the plat map. I’d bet two weeks of pay she lives up there. Well, I would if anyone was paying me anymore.”
They spent the afternoon hunkered over maps in the back corner of the building. The daylight filtering through the windows waned, and the property lines grew squiggly before Amaranthe’s eyes. It was a good thing Sicarius had not taken her up on that bet.
“That’s it. We’ve looked at every house on the Ridge.” Yawning, she leaned back, tipping the front two legs of her chair off the ground. Maps scattered the table with books keeping the edges from rolling up. “I was sure she’d live there. It’s a status symbol. Every business man or woman who makes it buys a house up there.”
“She could be married with the house in her husband’s name,” Sicarius said.
“Not unless she bought it more than twenty years ago. Today’s law says both names go on the property. I suppose she could be that old, but...”
“Can a house be purchased under a business name?”
Amaranthe’s chair slammed down. “Of course! Sicarius, you’re brilliant. I should have thought of that.” She shoved the chair back and bounced to her feet. “I can look up all her businesses with just her name. In fact, the building is just down the street. Oh, but it’ll close soon. I’ve got to hurry. Be back in a half hour. Why don’t you...” She looked around. There wasn’t anything for him to do until she had the information. “Why don’t you go back and make sure our team isn’t burning down the cannery? You’ve been a lot of help already. I can finish here.”
Before he could answer, she skipped into the nearest aisle and raced to the front of the building.
It took forty-five minutes, and some negotiating with the clerk to stay past closing, but she came out with a list of businesses. Larocka was involved in everything from smelters and canning to tourism and gambling.
When Amaranthe returned to the Real Estate Library, the clerk had disappeared. She glanced at the hours posted on the desk. Though darkness had descended outside, the building was supposed to be open another two hours. She hoped Sicarius hadn’t had some altercation with the man that required...removing him.
Telling herself it was unlikely, she headed for the back corner.
Sicarius was gone. Even though she had told him to go, she found herself wishing he had stayed. He was a quick study, and she doubted Books could have done anything Sicarius hadn’t.
The plat maps still sprawled across the table. Looking now for companies on the list instead of Larocka’s name, Amaranthe leaned down, prepared to go over them again.
Almost immediately, an uneasy feeling made her straighten. Had she heard something? She wasn’t sure.
She peered down the aisles of bookshelves behind her. The lamps on the outside walls barely illuminated the rows, but nothing moved amongst the deep shadows. None of the tables within sight were occupied, nor had she seen or heard anyone else since entering. Still, she sensed eyes upon her.
Slowly, Amaranthe tilted her head back.
A man stood on the balcony above, his arms draped across the railing. It was not Sicarius.
Dressed all in brown, including a long leather jacket, he wore a pistol and almost as many daggers as Sicarius. Thick shadows played across his bald head, scarred face, and beard stubble. He folded a piece of paper and slipped it into a pocket.
“You’re not what I was expecting.” His dark eyes ran up and down her body, lingering on her breasts.
She touched a bulge in her parka, reassuring herself she had her knife.
In one liquid motion, the man vaulted over the rail, dropped fifteen feet and landed on the table in an easy crouch. She skittered back, bumping against the end of a bookcase. His soft boots hadn’t even rustled the papers.
 Fear shot through Amaranthe’s limbs. This was not some random molester. That paper he’d pocketed—it must have been one of her wanted posters.
“Can I assist you? What are you looking for?”
The man—bounty hunter?—fingered the paper she had set down, the list of Larocka Myll’s business entities. “Indeed you can. You can assist me all night long.” His leer had none of the charm of one of Maldynado’s. “As much trouble as you’ve given Hollowcrest, I figured you’d be some giant beefy woman with arms like cannon barrels. Not a perky little kitten. Yes, you’ll have to assist me quite a bit before I hack off your head for Hollowcrest.”
“You’ve been following me for him?” She eased to the side so the bookcase did not block retreat, though she doubted she could outrun him. Who would she run to anyway? Night had fallen, and the streets were empty. The image of the vacant clerk desk flashed through her mind. Was there even now a body stuffed behind it, out of sight?
He only smiled, his eyes chilling and invasive. “Not at all. This was the purest stroke of luck. Hollowcrest has me researching Myll, too, you see. Maybe you can share your findings with me before...”
“I’ll have more information if you leave me alone to work a while.” She backed into the aisle. Nothing but books stood within reach; she doubted throwing a book at someone who moved like Sicarius would help. “Why don’t you come back tomorrow?”
“I don’t think so.” He leaped off the table.
Amaranthe whirled, using the movement to hide the drawing of her knife. She sprinted down the aisle. At the end of the row, she darted behind the bookcase and dropped into a crouch. With luck, he would expect a standing target when he lunged around the corner. She might have a fraction of a heartbeat to surprise him.
But many heartbeats skipped by, and he didn’t round the corner. She dared a glance down the aisle. It was empty. She looked down the one on the other side of the bookcase. Empty too.
He’s toying with me.
She looked up. Too late.
The dark form dropped from the top of the bookcase. She leaped to the side, slashing at the inside of his ankle.
Too fast to see, he kicked the blade from her hand. By the time it thudded onto the carpet, he was on her, his hand around her neck. He tore her parka from her shoulders.
She tried to jerk her knee into his groin, but he blocked and pressed her into the end of the bookcase.
He loomed broader and a foot taller than her. He pinned her with his body, trapping her arms. A sewer odor rolled off him and assaulted her nose. He shoved his hand into her blouse and mashed her breast.
She’d escaped from groping men before, but he was too big, too strong, and he didn’t give her any space to gather any leverage.
If she could get his pistol, or one of his knives...
She needed to free her hand first. She twisted, and her knuckle bumped against a knife hilt.
His hand tightened on her neck, a vise on her windpipe.
“More fun if you’re alive,” he rasped, hot breath flooding over her, “but not a requirement.”
Tears pricked her eyes. She wasn’t going to be able to get away from him. “Thought you...wanted...information.”
His fingers denied her air, but she couldn’t give up. She dropped her chin, thinking she might bite his wrist, but he knew what he was doing.
“Later,” he panted.
He yanked her skirt down and his maw lunged in close. She bit his lip. She tasted blood, but he laughed. He drew back his arm to punch her. The movement gave her just enough space to grab for the knife. The angle was awkward, but she yanked it out, twisted her wrist, and jabbed it into his chest...
...only to have the blade deflected by his ribs. Cursed ancestors! He’d kill her for sure now.
But a spasm jerked through him, and his eyes bulged wide.
Quick to take advantage, Amaranthe shoved him, preparing for another stab. But he stumbled away. Shock plastered his face as he grabbed at his back and staggered around.
A knife hilt protruded from between his shoulder blades. He wobbled, pitched forward, and collapsed on the carpet.
Twenty feet away, Sicarius stood, rolled plat maps in one hand and a second throwing knife ready in the other.
“Thank the emperor.” Amaranthe sucked in deep breaths, dropping her hands to her knees for support.
“You should have screamed,” Sicarius said blandly. “I was in the basement.”
“I thought you’d left.”
“Work’s not done.”
She tried to pull her clothes into a semblance of order, but her hands wouldn’t stop shaking, and the buttons thwarted her. She grabbed her parka, slid down the bookcase, and pulled her knees up to her chin. Feeling vulnerable, she watched Sicarius with more wariness than he deserved.
After scanning the shadows and listening for a moment, he searched the dead man’s clothing. An inner pocket offered up a wad of money and a small notepad. He flipped through the latter, then held it and the cash out, silently asking if Amaranthe wanted them.
She did not yet trust her hands. “Yes. Just...in a minute. You can...” Go? Stay? She wasn’t sure what she wanted.
For a moment, he simply stood, gazing down at her, and Amaranthe felt a stab of bleak amusement. He doesn’t know what to do.
She was about to tell him to get started on the business names and that she’d be fine—he’d arrived in time, after all—but he stepped around the body, and sat beside her, not quite touching.
Sitting in the shadows, with a killer, in an empty building, gazing at the corpse of another killer. When had her life grown so strange?
“Anyone you know?” Chin on her knees, she pointed her nose toward the body.
“An assassin. I’ve met him before.”
“Then I appreciate your willingness to stab an acquaintance in the back on my behalf.” Talking felt inane, but she did not want to dwell on what had almost been.
“Any assassin who allows himself to be distracted by his work deserves a knife in the back. It’s not professional.”
Amaranthe almost laughed, imagining some handout in Assassinry 101, where rules of etiquette were passed out with Sicarius’s wisdom at the top of the page. She doubted he had intended the statement to do so, but it lightened her mood. “I guess I’m lucky to have recruited a professional assassin.”
“Yes.”
Modest, he wasn’t, but compared to the dead man on the floor, he was a gentleman. Remembering the way he had not looked at her while she bathed, she wondered if his apparent lack of interest was an actual lack or self-imposed detachment. Might it be a “professional” choice to define her as “work” and stay focused on his goals? It was probably better not to ask. If he just wasn’t interested, did she really want to know? And if he were, what would she do with the knowledge anyway? Ask him out on a date in between the blackmailing, counterfeiting, and assassination attempts? Still, curiosity got the best of her tongue.
“Am I work?”
The sideways look he gave her was the closest thing to humor she had seen from him. “You’re a lot of work.”
“I meant, uhm, never mind.”
His eyes glinted, and he held out the notepad, already open to a specific page.
“Right.” Amaranthe accepted it this time and gawked when she read it. “Larocka’s address!”
“If his notes are correct, yes.”
“This is all we need, then. We can—wait.” She tapped the notepad on her knee a couple times. “He was here looking for more information on Larocka for Hollowcrest. I assume that means Hollow wants the Forge leader assassinated—he wouldn’t want someone killing the emperor he’s drugging into submission, now would he? But the home address wasn’t enough for some reason. Why wouldn’t an assassin be able to get in and kill her at home?”
“Wards?”
“What?”
“Barriers or alarms made using the mental sciences,” Sicarius said.
“A Turgonian businesswoman who knows magic?” she asked skeptically.
Sicarius held up the thick rolls of paper. “These are the plat maps for the industrial and business sections. If you have the name of her business—”
“Businesses. She owns more than a dozen in her name, and there are numerous partnerships as well.”
“Let’s find all her properties then,” Sicarius said.
Amaranthe nodded. “I bet that’s what Hollowcrest’s assassin was looking for. If you can’t kill them at home, kill ‘em at work.”
“A valid strategy.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 12
 
Fever flushed Sespian’s face, tremors coursed through his body, and nausea writhed in his stomach. At least he could think straight—when he wasn’t hunched over in the water closet. Fortunately, the doctor had declared his illness the flu, rather than guessing drug withdrawal, and that was the diagnosis Sespian gave to the parade of faces passing through to check on him, each offering condolences, sincerity levels varying. Not sure who he could trust, he viewed everyone with suspicion.
As night darkened the windows, the most suspicious of them all strolled in with a tray. Hollowcrest held a single cup of apple herb tea.
Fear replaced the nausea in Sespian’s belly, even as saliva filled his mouth. Steam wafted from the cup, carrying the scent of cloves and cinnamon. Feeling betrayed that his body should want the drugged tea, he struggled to mask his expression.
Had Hollowcrest simply come to ensure Sespian received his nightly dose? Or did the old curmudgeon suspect what was really behind this “flu?” 
Hollowcrest pulled a chair to the bedside and perched his lean frame on the edge. Hawk eyes peered from behind those glasses.
“How are you feeling, Sire?” He held out the cup.
“Horrible.” Sespian accepted it and set it on the table next to the bed.
“It’s a good idea to drink your liquids when you’re ill.”
“I know. I will.”
Hollowcrest’s eyes narrowed. Yes, that was suspicion. Sespian picked the cup up with a weak smile. He drew his knees up and held it in his lap. Hollowcrest watched him intently. Sespian pretended to take a sip.
Hollowcrest relaxed an iota, but he made no move to leave. Worse, he settled back in the chair. “You’ve missed a couple days of meetings. Let me apprise you of the latest imperial news.”
As he launched into a monotonous spiel, Sespian slumped against the pillows. He’s going to stay until I’ve finished the cup.
What could Sespian do? If he drank it and his symptoms suddenly disappeared, Hollowcrest would know Sespian knew about the drug. If he did not drink it, Hollowcrest would also know.
Minutes ticked past. Hollowcrest droned on. Sespian pretended to take another sip.
He drew his knees up further, blocking the view of his lap from Hollowcrest. With one hand, he edged the blankets up. Careful to hide his movements, he slid the cup under the sheets and poured it onto the mattress. Moisture dampened his pajamas, but he kept his face blank. The staff would think him incontinent, but as long as it fooled Hollowcrest....
He feigned several more sips, then set the empty cup on the table. Hollowcrest’s eyes tracked the motion. His update of imperial affairs soon ended.
Hollowcrest stood and leaned over the cup. Once he saw it was empty, he plucked it up and smiled. “Good night, Sire.”
Sespian glared after the old man, waiting until the door snicked shut to move to the dry side of the bed. He slipped a folder out from under the pillows, ensuring it had not been damaged. He flipped open the roster of men working downstairs in Imperial Intelligence. It was time to find some allies and get rid of Hollowcrest.
 
* * * * *
 
The final rasp of the paper cutter sent a nervous quiver through Amaranthe’s stomach. She and Books stared down at the culmination of their work. Elsewhere in the cannery, Akstyr was hanging paper on lines. Outside, Maldynado stood watch. Newly nailed boards across the broken windows shut out the night’s chill and, more importantly, denied prying eyes.
Amaranthe pushed a kerosene lamp closer, and Books inspected both sides of their first completed twenty ranmya bill. A legitimate bill rested beside it for comparison.
“It looks real,” she breathed.
“An accurate facsimile.” Books held the fake bill up to the light. “The image is perfect. The paper is...well, we can wash the bills and crinkle them up. I think they’ll pass all but a thorough inspection.”
Though this had been Amaranthe’s plan all along, and their success should have elated her, misgivings tangled her mind. Even if she meant her scheme to save the emperor, counterfeiting was high treason—punishable by death—whether she intended to circulate the bills or not. Nobody had been hurt yet, but how long could her luck hold? Did she have the right to risk these men’s lives? Even if their sacrifices might save Sespian? And if luck favored her, and the counterfeiting succeeded, could she actually bluff Hollowcrest and Larocka Myll into succumbing to her demands with these bills?
Yes, the answer had to be yes, or she might as well give up now. But she could not do that. Sespian deserved a chance to rule as he envisioned, and after seven hundred years of war and conquering, the empire needed someone who’d rather wield a pen than a blade. And, philosophical factors aside, she needed her name cleared. Sicarius might be able to walk the streets with a million ranmya bounty on his head, but she wasn’t the fighter he was, and she wouldn’t live long with people hunting her.
“I am uncomfortable with this.” Books set down the counterfeit and reached for a pungent bottle of apple brandy.
“As am I, but what choice do we have?”
“The choice to do nothing and let events unfold as they will.”
“That’s unacceptable,” Amaranthe said.
Books considered the two inches of liquid left, removed and replaced the cork a couple times, but ultimately set the bottle back down without taking a swig.
“Saving the rest for later?” she asked.
“I haven’t had a drink today. I was thinking of quitting.”
“Oh?” Normally, Amaranthe would applaud the resolution, but having one of her few resources incapacitated for days with the shakes would not be convenient. Still, she could hardly encourage him to drink. “An admirable goal.”
Books shrugged and looked away. “How do you know your boy emperor will be any better than Hollowcrest or whatever lackey Forge would put forth?”
“He’s better. I’ve met him. He’s a good man.” She tried to forget she was basing her beliefs on a couple of three minute conversations.
“I hope you’re right.”
Akstyr sauntered over. Paperclips hung from his ear lobes, his nostrils, and the hem of a threadbare shirt several sizes too big for him. “Is that a finished one?”
“Indeed,” Books said.
“Let me see.” Akstyr reached for it.
Books jerked the bill away. “Careful, you’ll damage it.”
“I’m not a three year old.”
“No, you only dress like one.”
“Gentlemen.” Amaranthe plucked the bill from Books’s grip and handed it to Akstyr. “I’m sure there will be no damage done, but if there were, we do have plenty more.”
After a quick sneer at Books, Akstyr surveyed both sides. “Want me to try spending it?”
“No,” Amaranthe said and Books shouted.
If not for the gust of cold air blowing snow through the back door, Amaranthe would not have noticed Sicarius’s entrance. He glided to their counter, white flakes dusting his hair and shoulders. They had finished researching Larocka’s long list of properties that morning. She did not know where he had been since then.
Books returned to the press to prepare the next batch.
Wordlessly, Amaranthe gestured for Akstyr to let Sicarius see the bill.
Sicarius studied it briefly. “Sufficient.”
“Ready for a mission?” Amaranthe asked him. “You too, Akstyr.”
“Huh?” Akstyr glanced at Sicarius. “With him?”
“You wanted someone who could watch your back while you worked your science, didn’t you?” She smiled, willing Akstyr to forget that Sicarius had threatened to break his neck a couple days earlier. “There isn’t anyone better.”
“Uhm.” Akstyr didn’t look sold.
“What mission?” Sicarius asked.
“I would like a chance to observe Larocka Myll. We’ve got a long list of businesses and properties she owns, but if we have to visit each personally, hoping to catch her there...it’ll be fool’s luck if we run into her before the emperor’s birthday. Someone with as many apple tarts in the oven as she has won’t be personally overseeing any of her businesses. Our best bet will be to catch her at home.”
“Which is likely warded,” Sicarius said.
Akstyr’s eyes twitched; he recognized the term. Good. While she doubted someone so young would have much of a magic arsenal, if he could identify it being used, that alone would be worth a lot.
“Maybe,” Amaranthe said. “That’s what we need to verify. We can’t assume that just because Hollowcrest’s assassin had trouble getting in means there isn’t a way. That fellow didn’t have Akstyr’s help investigating. And he was an unprofessional lout.”
“So, we scout the house.” Sicarius nodded.
“And if there is a way in—”
“I’ll kill her tonight,” Sicarius said bluntly.
“Er, yes, that would preclude the need for me to observe her.” Amaranthe would have preferred a solution that did not include killing people, but she doubted Sicarius would agree and did not want to argue with him in front of the others. “Just make sure she doesn’t have accomplices with orders to carry her work on. Forge could be a large coalition.”
“I know how to question someone,” Sicarius said.
“Of course.” She lifted an apologetic hand.
Though his expressionless facade remained in place, he seemed testier than usual tonight. Did he simply taste the chance to rid the emperor of his biggest threat? Or was something else going on? Where did he go when he wasn’t with them at the cannery?
“Boy, come.” Sicarius gestured for Akstyr to lead the way out the door.
Akstyr gulped and glanced at Amaranthe before scurrying for the exit. Remembering Sicarius’s earlier admission that all these men were disposable, she hoped she wasn’t endangering Akstyr’s life. But surely Sicarius would recognize the advantage of keeping a fledgling wizard around in a city where magic was believed the stuff of myth.
“You look concerned.” Books turned the wheel to screw down the press.
“It’s my new normative state,” Amaranthe said. “Are you up to helping me with some research tomorrow? If they don’t succeed in killing anyone tonight?”
“What do you need?”
“I want more information on Larocka and her businesses. I have names for all of them, but some aren’t illuminating. Right now, we know where she lives and where her properties are located. That’s a good start, but it’d be useful to know more about her history and her connections. Maybe they could lead us to other members of the Forge group. Also, if her home is magically protected, how did that come to be? Has she traveled out of the country? Does she bring back wizards like others bring back souvenirs?”
“You suggest a trip to the library?” Books said. “Some time spent perusing the newspapers and industry publications?”
“I think it’d be an enlightening experience.”
“Enlightening enough to keep me from having to stand outside tonight, pretending I know how to pull watch duty?”
Amaranthe smiled. “Perhaps.”
 
* * * * *
 
When Amaranthe stepped outside after midnight, she caught Maldynado peeing his name in the snow. The bright, starry sky revealed a little too much and she cleared her throat as she approached.
“So much for keeping our hideout inconspicuous,” she said.
“Standing out here is about as exciting as watching cherries ripen.” Without a glimmer of embarrassment, Maldynado buttoned his pants. “I’ve got to keep myself amused and awake somehow.”
“Anything happen while you were out here?”
“Not really. A grizzled old veteran using a musket for a cane took up residence in the warehouse on the next dock, but I think he’s just squatting for the night. He built a fire and went to sleep.”
“All right, thanks,” she said. “You can go to sleep now.”
He started past her, but paused and frowned down. “Have you had any? That press was in there creaking longer and louder than...my bed most nights.”
“I’m fine.” Amaranthe stretched and jumped to ward off the chill. When he hesitated, she added, “You’re welcome to stay out here and regale me with tales of your bedroom exploits, but I assume you want some sleep.”
“Depends on whether Books is snoring again,” Maldynado muttered, but he lifted a gloved hand in parting and tramped indoors.
 Amaranthe paced the perimeter of the cannery to stay warm. She alternated between yawning and shivering. If not for her mittens, she would have added fingernail nibbling into the rotation. Hours passed, and Sicarius and Akstyr did not return.
What if Sicarius had found a breach in Myll’s house defenses and gone inside? What if he had been caught? What if, even now, under the influence of some magical torture, Akstyr and Sicarius were spilling kegs full of information on the emperor’s drugged state and Amaranthe’s plans? What if—
A screech tore through the air.
Amaranthe jumped. Before her heels hit the ground, she ripped her knife out of its sheath. She knew that screech. And she knew it wasn’t far away either. A block, maybe two?
The inhuman scream had caught her on the far side of her circuit, and the cannery blocked her view of the street. She could run inside and shimmy up one of those ropes. Or she could sneak out front for a look.
“It was a couple blocks away,” she breathed. “I ought to be...” She didn’t say safe. To investigate could be stupid, and she knew it. And yet...
The wind shifted, blowing from the north instead of in across the lake. A hint of something meaty tinged the air. Blood?
You’re imagining things, girl. You’re not a scent hound....
She had to look. Stepping toe first, as lightly as she could, she eased around the corner of the building and crept along the dock toward the street. Something crunched on the snow in front of the building. Amaranthe froze, knife ready, though she doubted her insignificant blade could do anything against that creature.
Akstyr and Sicarius trotted around the corner.
Before she could sag in relief, Sicarius said, “Inside.”
“We just passed a big bloody body in the street,” Akstyr blurted. “It was still gushing!”
“Inside is good.” Amaranthe meant to jog before them at a calm and confident pace. Nerves nipped at her heels though, and she sprinted down the side of the building and through the door.
Sicarius and Akstyr followed right behind. Sicarius shut the door.
“Think we need to be in the rafters?” Amaranthe pointed at the ropes and wondered if she should yell to wake Maldynado and Books. If that creature was nearby, yelling might attract attention.
“Perhaps not,” Sicarius said. “It’s near dawn.”
“You think the creature is nocturnal?” she asked.
“It’s been hunting at night thus far.”
“Because that’s its natural time, or because it’s trying to remain unseen?” She eyed her two male companions, wondering if she was being silly for ascribing intelligence to this creature. “Either of you have any idea what we’re dealing with?”
“I’d be guessing at this point,” Sicarius said.
“That’s allowed,” she said.
He did not extrapolate.
The screech sounded again.
“That’s it,” Amaranthe said. “Up to the beams.” She ran to the bunks and shook Maldynado and Books.
Maldynado groaned and stuffed his head under his arm. “What time is it?”
Books sat up, his beard sticking out in all directions.
“Early,” Amaranthe said. “We need to make a short trip.”
A scuffle sounded from above as a climbing Akstyr reached the top and threw himself over the beam. Books mumbled under his breath but grabbed his boots and headed for the swaying rope, apparently accepting the need to do so without a big explanation.
“Up there?” Maldynado, less accepting, stared. “Is there a reason you’re encouraging pre-dawn climbing calisthenics?”
“What’s that!” shouted a muffled male voice from the warehouse on the nearby dock.
A musket fired, and for a moment all grew still. Then a scream of pain sent a chill hurtling down Amaranthe’s spine. The sound broke off with a crunch.
“There’s a reason,” she answered Maldynado grimly.
“Uh huh, got that.” He scrambled out of his bunk, shoved Books aside, and flew up one of the ropes.
Amaranthe skimmed up after them, fear lending power to her arms and legs. In a couple heartbeats, she straddled the beam between Maldynado and Books.
Silence had returned to the waterfront, and the men’s heavy breathing mingled with her own. One of the fire barrels still burned below, casting shadows. Smoke gathered in the rafters, obscuring Sicarius, who crouched on the beam closest to the door, ten feet away.
“What are we hiding from?” Books whispered. “Nobody ever explained the ropes.”
“Remember that dead man you saw outside of the icehouse?” Amaranthe asked.
“Yes.”
“We’re hiding from the thing that killed him.”
“The bear the papers mentioned?” Books asked. “The one that’s been mauling people?”
“The papers mentioned it,” she said, “but it’s not a bear.”
“It sounds like the veteran next door shot it,” Maldynado said. “Or shot at it.”
“If it’s wizard-made, no sword or pistol ball is going to stop it,” Akstyr said.
“Wait,” Amaranthe said. “Akstyr, do you know what it is?”
He shrugged. “Haven’t seen it.”
“If you saw it, could you identify it?”
“If I say yes, are you going to push me off the beam and make me go look?”
“I won’t,” she said.
“I might.” Maldynado, who perched nearest Akstyr, patted him on the shoulder.
Akstyr slid out of reach. “I’ve read about creatures wizards can create. If I saw it, or you described it to me, then maybe I could say what it is.”
“Great,” Maldynado said. “Let’s invite it in for breakfast. Who wants to volunteer to be the meal?”
“You’re beefiest,” Books said. “And most expendable.”
“There are no free meals here,” Amaranthe said before Maldynado could return the insult. She eyed the ceiling, wondering if any panels led to the roof. If she could figure out a way to get up there, maybe she could see the creature without endangering herself. Unfortunately, the dim light did not highlight any access panels, nor were the boarded windows high enough to provide a gateway to the roof.
“I believe it’s gone,” Sicarius said.
“I believe I’ll wait a little longer to hop down and find out,” Maldynado said. “Whose idea was it to set up shop in the middle of this critter’s hunting grounds, anyway?”
Amaranthe looked at Sicarius, who remained motionless, ear cocked in the direction of the last outside noise.
“An unfortunate coincidence,” she said.
“Are you sure it’s a coincidence?” Books asked.
She adjusted her weight on the narrow perch. A sliver of wood broke away and spiraled to the floor. “If it was looking for us specifically, I think it’d take a more direct route.”
“Perhaps,” Books said, “but isn’t this the second time it’s killed someone within meters of your location?”
Yes, and she could not dismiss the possibility that her research was making her a target. Could Larocka Myll somehow know about her already? The wanted posters implied Hollowcrest knew Amaranthe was still alive, but he would not have access to magical creatures, would he?
“What did you two find at Larocka’s house?” she asked. Better to spend this time working on a problem she could control.
“It’s blocked to outsiders,” Akstyr said. “The wards are invisible until you smack into them like a concrete wall. Someone powerful made them.” Excitement tinged his voice. Either the spy mission had agreed with his sense of adventure, or perhaps the proximity to real magic stirred his passion. “There were lots of folks coming and going, though. Rich street eaters with their own steam carriages and drivers.”
“And they walked through these wards?” Amaranthe rubbed her eyes. The smoke from the barrel was making them water. Several moments had passed without a sound from outside, but Sicarius had not yet climbed down.
“Sure did,” Akstyr said. “It looked like they had invitations.”
“They did,” Sicarius said. “I listened in on several conversations in the street.”
Without anyone ever knowing, Amaranthe wagered.
“Larocka and a male business partner named Arbitan Losk host events for the influential among the warrior caste and the business elite,” Sicarius said.
“Events?” she asked.
“Social balls, dinner parties. Tomorrow night’s event...” Sicarius glanced toward the hint of light seeping through the boarded windows and corrected himself. “Tonight’s event is pit fighting. It sounded like a weekly venture with high-stakes gambling over outcomes.”
“Dog or cock fights?”
“People,” Sicarius said. “Slaves chosen to fight to the death.”
Books shifted on the beam. “That’s outrageous!”
“And against the law,” Amaranthe said. Slavery hadn’t been allowed since the Revolt of 654 had threatened the imperium from within. And human pit fighting had been illegal in the capital even longer.
“An easy change once Forge puts their own puppet on the throne,” Sicarius said.
“Do you think they have that much power?” she asked. “The note I read mentioned civil war, but numerous forces would come into play if that happened.”
“We’ve reached a point where businesses may command more funds than the government or even the old warrior caste families,” Books said. “In such a war, an entity like Forge may very well come out on top.”
“That’s not going to happen,” Amaranthe vowed. “I need to get in, observe Larocka, and figure out how many people are a part of the kill-the-emperor scheme. Is it just her, or does she speak for all Forge members?” She tapped on the wood beam. “Since sneaking in won’t work, the logical route is to get an invitation. Maldynado, this is your circle. Do you know anyone who could get us in?”
Maldynado stretched and cracked his spine. “I know a man who could probably get you invitations to any event in the city. His family has been powerful since the first days of the empire, and they know everyone who’s important.”
“Can you talk to him today?”
“I can take you to talk to him. He won’t give me anything.”
Amaranthe had planned to help Books research. If she was visiting Larocka’s home that night, there was more urgency than ever to learn everything possible about the Forge leader. “Are you positive you can’t do it alone? You could be underestimating your charm.”
“Trust me, I never underestimate my charm or any of my other magnificent attributes. They work great on women. Alas, men tend to see me as an unwelcome rival. You, he might listen to. You’re good at talking people into things.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Because I’m perched in the rafters of a cannery, at risk from a man-slaying magical creature, and spending time with a drunk, a gangster, and an assassin at...what time is it?”
 
* * * * *
 
Amaranthe tugged at the collar of her blouse. The businesswoman’s outfit Sicarius had purloined for her was dressier than any of the clothes she had in her own closet—back when she had a closet—but she still felt grossly underdressed. She and Maldynado stood before the Onyx Lodge on a street lined with steam carriages. Chauffeurs chatted between the massive vehicles while their employers loitered inside. Replete with marble steps, gold-gilded trim, and ornate columns, the exclusive club had doubtlessly never invited an enforcer in without warrant-waving beforehand.
“Quit fidgeting,” Maldynado said.
“I’m not fidgeting; I’m adjusting.” Amaranthe adjusted the constricting collar again.
“You look fine. If you didn’t, I wouldn’t be seen with you.”
Maldynado had spent the morning arranging the meeting. Sometime during the hours he had been gone, he had also arranged attire fitting a scion of the warrior caste. Beneath his greatcoat, he wore an exquisitely-tailored black suit with a flamboyant red silk waistcoat. The cut of the clothes accentuated his broad shoulders, narrow hips, flat stomach, and all other physical characteristics men coveted and women drooled over.
“Thanks,” she said dryly. “What’s the name of the fellow we’re meeting?”
“Avery Mithsaranu Exaltuscrest the Fourth.”
“Is he as pretentious as the name makes him sound?”
“More,” Maldynado said.
Inside, a butler in clothing almost as fine as Maldynado’s took their coats. He led them to a parlor where low tables, leather sofas, and indolence-inspiring armchairs awaited. Dividers and indoor foliage made each seating area private.
They stopped at a table near a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking a courtyard where bare-chested men boxed and wrestled in rings. Though the warrior caste might appreciate the luxuries their wealth bought, few forgot their roots.
Dressed in a suit accented with leopard furs, the man waiting at the table sneered at Maldynado and did not seem to notice Amaranthe. He might have been Maldynado’s age, but the thin hair swept over his head in an attempt to camouflage a balding pate made him look older.
“Maldynado,” Avery said. “Surprised to receive your message. Last I heard you were whoring yourself out to old hags.”
Amaranthe gaped. Those were not exactly the dulcet word choices one expected from a gentleman.
“Ave, always a pleasure to hear your genteel tones,” Maldynado said. “Though I’m sure you only agreed to meet so you could get the latest gossip on my life and update all your lowly cronies.”
“Lowly? You dare call anyone lowly when you’re the one who avoided military service because you were afraid some enemy might come along and break your pretty nose?”
“As opposed to the nine months you served in that tropical resort on the gulf—that is until your medical discharge. Ankles still swollen?”
“A congenital weakness, alas.”
The two men flashed edged smiles at each other, reminding Amaranthe of circling wolves, albeit extremely well-dressed wolves. It was a bad start to the meeting. She needed to jump in.
“Introduce me,” she mouthed as Maldynado pulled out her seat.
“Ave, this is my friend, Amaranthe,” Maldynado said.
“A businesswoman, how pedestrian.”
She forced a smile. “It’s good to meet you, Lord Exaltuscrest.”
“I know. For business peons like you, it usually is.”
And I thought Maldynado had an ego. As if he heard her thoughts, a snicker escaped under Maldynado’s breath.
“Do you have an aversion to businesses?” Amaranthe asked.
“No,” Avery said. “Just the greedy money-mongers who run them. It’s disgusting the way people fawn over their coin nowadays, as if that meant more than blood.”
“I can see how that would be frustrating to you.” Amaranthe tapped a spoon and tried to think of a tactic to win over this man. Plates, tea cups, and more silverware than she knew what to do with lay before her. She nudged a slightly crooked fork into alignment with the neighboring utensils. “Maldynado tells me your family goes back hundreds of years.”
“We were on the boats that came over from Nuria. We built this empire. That’s why it’s irritating to see mixed-blood peasants, most of them descendants of people we conquered, stumbling their way into positions of power.”
A servant brought a platter of pastries. He set it on the table, then passed around mugs of steaming cider. Amaranthe debated on whether to take one of the sweets. She had not run since before her sickness. Maldynado grabbed a fat one and demolished half of it with a single bite. A smudge of creamy frosting stuck to his lip. He licked it with relish.
She grabbed a pastry. I’ll run tomorrow.
“So,” she said, meeting Avery’s eyes, “your family must have fought at some of the greatest battles in history. Frontier Hill, the Aquifer Wars, the Southern Railroad Scandals?”
“Yes, of course. There was a General Exaltuscrest at Frontier Hill who went on to become the first Commander of the Armies.”
“Truly? I confess, I know little of the origins of that title.”
Avery leaned forward. “It’s quite fascinating actually. The emperor used to personally lead troops into every battle, but as the empire increased in size, we often faced enemies on multiple fronts. The position of Commander of the Armies was created so someone with imperial authority could lead the troops when the emperor was elsewhere. Turgonia was glorious back then. We were a nation run by true warriors, not administrators. Lord General Exaltuscrest, now he was a warrior. He...”
Amaranthe was not sure she found the information as fascinating as Avery did, but at least he had an interest in the topic. She nodded and offered encouraging comments between bites of her pastry. Apple, cinnamon, and frosting danced on her taste buds. It was the best thing she had eaten in days, maybe weeks. Maldynado devoured two more.
Avery’s lecture transitioned from military heroes to stories highlighting the dangers of the early frontier days. Any time he slowed, Amaranthe prompted him with questions. The man had at least one relative in every major event in imperial history. She could only trace her lineage as far back as a grandfather who had died in a logging accident when she was three, the same year the Southern Blood Fever had taken her mother. She wondered what it would be like to have a claim to all that history. Easy to get lost in it, she guessed, watching her host.
As Avery’s stories spun into a second hour, Maldynado’s expression vacillated between boredom and bemusement—but mostly boredom.
Avery drained his third cup of cider and checked his watch. “I need to go soon. I forgot, was there something you needed?”
“I’m hoping to find a pair of invitations to Larocka Myll’s pit fights tonight,” Amaranthe said. “I hear those are good events for burgeoning businesswomen to make useful contacts. Maldynado said you were the one to see since you have connections with everyone in the city.”
“Quite, quite, the old boy actually got something right.” Avery assumed the edged smile again, this time only directed at Maldynado.
Maldynado sneered back.
“I’ll arrange the invitations,” Avery told Amaranthe. “Be careful on the Ridge at night though. There’s something hunting the streets.”
A boy with a bin came in and cleared their plates.
“Yes,” Amaranthe said, “I’ve read about it in the newspapers, but I didn’t think this neighborhood had seen any deaths.”
“It hasn’t,” Avery said, “but yesterday before dawn, Sassy Inkwatercrest said she saw a giant brown creature run across her yard and leap the ten-foot fence as if it were a street curb. Others on the Ridge have made similar claims over the last couple weeks.”
Amaranthe leaned forward. “Anyone able to identify it? Say for sure what it is?”
“Nobody knows. It’s nothing that’s been seen in the city before.”
Avery insisted on paying for the cider and pastries. Amaranthe thanked him and signaled to Maldynado it was time to go. She almost tripped over the dish boy as she left. She frowned at him, finding it strange he had lurked and listened to their conversation. After starting guiltily, he scampered into the kitchen.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 13
 
As the wan winter sun dropped below the horizon, Amaranthe and Maldynado hopped off a trolley on Mokath Ridge. Mansions dotted the plowed streets, each on a park-sized lot with a view of the lake. On the sloping lawns, children skied, sledded, and hurled snowballs. A lovely neighborhood on the surface, but Amaranthe did not expect Larocka’s house to be so idyllic.
They strolled along the sidewalk checking addresses. Squirrels chattered in maple branches overhead, and one darting critter dislodged a clump of snow. It smacked Amaranthe’s cheek and slid down the front of her blouse. With an amused Maldynado watching, she wriggled and untucked to free herself of the icy intrusion.
“I hope that isn’t some indication of how the night’s going to go,” she muttered, smoothing her clothing.
“Oh, I don’t know.” Maldynado offered a lazy wink as he pointed out an errant button. “I rather enjoyed the show.”
After a brief glower, she checked to make sure she still had not dislodged the small pad of paper tucked inside her parka. If she had the chance to take illuminating notes tonight, she would not be unprepared. Her knuckles brushed against her grandfather’s knife—also tucked inside her parka. Note-taking could be dangerous.
“I wish we had Sicarius along,” she said.
“Why?” Maldynado tapped the emerald-jeweled hilt of his saber, a different weapon than he had worn to the Onyx Lodge—he probably had a sword to match every outfit. “I’m not big and intimidating enough?”
“You’re...big, and you do tower over people nicely. It’d just be reassuring to have Sicarius watching our backs. I didn’t realize the invitations would have our names on them.” She had almost handed Sicarius the second invite anyway, but Akstyr had implied the house’s guardian wards would detect name swaps.
“We’ll be fine,” Maldynado said. “These aren’t the kinds of people who loiter at Enforcer Headquarters, eyeballing the wanted posters.”
“I’m more concerned about the Forge folks than enforcers,” Amaranthe said.
“We have invitations. And we’re just going to their party to watch the fun. What could happen?”
“I’m not going for fun; I’m going to snoop.”
“Snoop? This morning you said you were going to observe.”
“Maybe it’s the enforcer in me, but I’ve always thought the terms have a great deal of overlap.” Amaranthe veered to avoid branches with more frolicking squirrels. They were fat. Someone in the neighborhood must run a nut buffet.
“Well, I don’t think Sicarius would fit in up here. These sorts of events have dress requirements.”
“Perhaps with the right costume,” she said.
“Not unless you could separate him from his knives. He sleeps with them, you know.”
“Does he?” Amaranthe asked. “I’ve yet to see him sleep.”
“I’ve yet to see you sleep.”
Amaranthe yawned. Too true. When she returned that night, she hoped to succumb to a twelve-hour slumber. The others could handle the press and watch shifts while she did.
“There it is.” Maldynado pointed to a mansion.
Like something from ancient history, the five-story structure boasted stone walls, arrow slits, turrets, and even a crenellated rooftop. Modern additions such as picture windows, glass doors, and new wings crafted from brick and timber suggested the building had seen numerous renovations over the years. They did little to dilute the impression that Amaranthe and Maldynado were visiting a fortress.
They headed up a long walkway with gas lamps burning at intervals. Flagstone steps led to a vast porch swept clean of snow. Waterfalls on either side of the entrance emptied into steaming pools, and the smell of lilacs wafted from them. Amaranthe rolled her eyes at the ostentatious display. If the house was any indication, Larocka was not in need of extra funds. Then why is Forge blackmailing Hollowcrest for tax breaks?
Before Maldynado could knock, the door opened. A majordomo dressed in a crisp red uniform held out his hand. His thick arms and the pair of long knives at his waist suggested he was as much security guard as greeter.
“Invitation, please,” he said.
Maldynado offered the envelope Avery had supplied. The majordomo opened it and inspected it as if forgeries were common.
No, we don’t counterfeit invitations. Only money.
“Very good, Lord, ma’am. The other guests are downstairs.”
A grand foyer opened before them, but the majordomo directed them to stairs directly to the right of the door. There was no chance for snooping around the mansion or even the main floor. They went down a long flight and turned a corner to travel another batch of stairs before reaching the bottom.
The cavernous basement reminded Amaranthe more of a construction zone than a chic entertaining venue. Pallets of bricks, slabs of limestone, a steam-powered cement mixer, and other lesser tools and materials cluttered the floor along the walls. Massive posts and reinforced steel beams supported the high ceiling. Vehicle doors almost as high stretched along the back wall.
More than a hundred people milled, gravitating toward a central pit with wooden bleachers on two opposing sides. Like Maldynado, many of the men bore swords, gold- or silver-gilded affairs they wore as a woman might jewelry. Women modeled flowing dresses draped with exotic furs such as grimbal, tiger, and black leopard.
On the way to join the crowd, Amaranthe and Maldynado skirted a second pit, a recent excavation with a mound of dirt piled next to it.
“Not done with your renovations yet, Larocka?” someone called.
Recognizing the name, Amaranthe searched for the speaker, or more specifically to whom he spoke.
“Not yet,” came the response, a female voice, “but before long, this place will be ready for two fights at a time and it’ll hold five times as many spectators.”
“We’ve been busy planning a big celebration for the emperor’s birthday,” a male voice added.
Amaranthe located the speakers, a couple with linked arms, just in time to see the man give the woman a knowing look. A big celebration indeed. The innuendo screamed at Amaranthe. He had to be in on the assassination threat. What had Sicarius called the business partner? Arbitan Losk, that was it.
Larocka and Arbitan were in their forties or early fifties. Though not beautiful, Larocka Myll oozed warmth and good cheer. Arbitan had a handsome face that drew smiles from the women, though his lifted chin gave him an unattainable feel.
“That’s who we’re here to observe,” Amaranthe murmured to Maldynado. “Let’s get closer.”
Before she could walk far, a bare-armed, bald man stepped in front of her. Scars crisscrossed his pale-skinned face and head like brambles in a blackberry patch. Though he lacked the height of a Turgonian man—his blue eyes were level with hers—the powerful muscles revealed by his red, sleeveless shirt made him intimidating. His slitted eyes locked onto her accusingly, as if he could guess her thoughts.
She decided to try a smile. “Hello, I’m Amaranthe. Who are you?”
The scarred man’s eyes widened, but he quickly resumed his suspicious mien. What do I say to get rid of this fellow?
“Security?” Maldynado drawled. “Run along, chap. You’re blocking the view.”
Apparently, Maldynado’s condescending tone was the expected address, for the man inclined his head and strode off. He wore a utility belt bristling with daggers.
“Looks like we found a playmate for Sicarius,” Amaranthe murmured.
“Yup. Those were knife scars. I bet he’s a former pit fighter who won his way into a security gig.”
Larocka stepped onto a bench, so her head and shoulders rose above the crowd. “Thank you all for coming tonight. The first two fighters will be out shortly so you can assess them before making your wagers.” She waved toward a bettors’ cage carved into one wall. “You know the rules; all bets go through the house. Odds are provided. Take advantage of the complementary drinks and enjoy yourselves.”
She stepped down into Arbitan’s arms and took a glass from a passing servant. The couple’s closeness suggested more than a mere business partnership.
A grinding noise reverberated through the floor. The crowd jostled into place around the pit. Some sat in the bleachers, while others leaned over the edge. With Maldynado’s brawn, he and Amaranthe pushed their way into good seats.
Unlike the newly dug hole on the other side of the basement, the main pit had fifteen-foot brick walls with a tunnel leading into it. A steel portcullis was disappearing into the ceiling of the passage.
Four men marched into the pit: two nude fighters and two handlers carrying whips and wearing short swords. Chain leashes and collars secured the necks of the slaves, who trundled forward with slumped shoulders and downcast eyes. On the pit walls, sconces held torches rather than lamps, lending a primeval feel to the arena. Mirrors hanging from the ceiling ensured a good view for all.
While the crowd appraised the fighters and made their bets, Amaranthe watched Larocka and Arbitan. The shaven-headed security man never strayed far from the couple. If he was a bodyguard, he would likely show up at any meeting Amaranthe arranged to present her deal. Blackmail, call it what it is, girl.
When the bets had been made, the two handlers unleashed their charges and retreated to the tunnel. One pulled a lever and the portcullis clanged into place.
Larocka held out her hand and waved for the security man with the other. Almost like one of the dejected slaves in the pit, his chest narrowed, and his shoulders sagged. He gave her two identical daggers from his collection, weapons for the fighters apparently. When Larocka held the security man’s eyes, he straightened and resumed his stern mien.
“Let the fight begin!” Larocka dropped the daggers into the pit.
The blades pierced the sand floor, hilts quivering. The fighters surged forward, each grabbing a weapon. They did not attack immediately though. They circled each other, hands guarding their knives. Neither growled, snarled, or shouted. They appeared not like riled wolves ready to rip each other’s throats out but like friends forced to fight. A few threats from the guards invigorated them.
When the battle engaged in earnest, Amaranthe felt like a twig in an avalanche of craziness: shouting, screaming, and cursing echoed from the ceiling beams. People stamped and jumped, and the wooden bleachers trembled beneath her feet. She would have thought the women in the audience would prove less bloodthirsty, but one rail-thin, gray-haired lady next to her chanted, “Kill him, kill him!” with alarming vigor. Though Amaranthe had ordered Maldynado not make any wagers, that did not keep him from choosing someone to root for.
She glanced over her shoulder toward the stairs. It seemed like all the guests had arrived. She wondered if the majordomo had left his post upstairs. With the majority of the household in the basement, exploration of the upper floors might be possible.
In the pit, a dagger found a chest, and the crowd cheered.
The victor dropped to his knees, hands over his face. His handlers came out and chained him. One hoisted the corpse over his shoulder and carried it out as if it were a grain sack. Two more grim-faced combatants waited in the tunnel.
During the next battle, Amaranthe paid more attention to the hosts. As engrossed in the entertainment as her guests, Larocka cheered, fist pumping. Her partner wore a different expression. Arbitan viewed the fights with detached boredom. More often he surveyed the crowd, but even then he appeared bored, yawning and picking at his fingernails. If he was hosting the fights for profit, Amaranthe would have expected enthusiasm for the success of the event or at least calculation as he contemplated the money his guests were spending. She knew Larocka’s list of businesses; maybe it was time to find out Arbitan’s interests.
His cool gaze shifted, and he caught her staring.
She looked away, feigning interest in the combatants. In her peripheral vision, she could see him watching her. She swallowed. He couldn’t possibly know her thoughts. Could he?
Even when he resumed his scan of the crowd, her discomfort did not wane. Arbitan’s aloof detachment reminded her of Sicarius, and she had already seen how dangerous he was. She suddenly felt her grand plan terribly juvenile and doomed to failure. She needed more of an edge than some counterfeit bills. And this might be her best chance to find it.
She waited for two more fights to pass, so Arbitan would forget about her, and then tugged on Maldynado’s arm. He leaned closer without taking his eyes off the blood-spattered men in the pit below.
“I’m going to look around,” she said.
“Now?” Maldynado shouted to be heard. “This is a great fight! You won’t see who wins.”
“Darn.”
She ducked and twisted past gesticulating people and hopped off the bleachers. Someone’s elbow clipped her shoulder as the man pumped his fist and shouted. She slid free of the last audience member only to run into several servants with empty trays heading for the stairs. She turned back toward the fights and waited for them to leave.
Then, using the backs of the bleachers for cover, she headed up the stairs. She had not noticed a water closet in the subterranean arena and figured searching for one would make a plausible excuse should someone question her. At least it would if she was accosted early on. It would be a less persuasive story should someone find her on the fifth floor rummaging through the owner’s desk drawers.
When she entered the foyer, she saw no sign of the majordomo.
Plush carpeting swallowed her footfalls as she headed for the nearest hallway. Dishes clanked in a kitchen somewhere in the back of the house. Candles and gas lamps burned sporadically, but did little to stave off the depths of the winter night. Intermittent roars and applause floated up from the floor below.
The water closet was behind the first door she checked. As soon as she passed it—and her excuse for wandering—she grew more cautious. She clung to the shadows along the walls and paused to listen every few steps.
Just as she was coming to a staircase, a door creaked open and kitchen noises grew louder for a moment. Amaranthe darted into a closet. She left the door cracked to watch the hallway. A train of servants glided past, trays full of brandy glasses and chilled cider mugs.
Time to get off that floor. She assumed the bedrooms would be upstairs anyway.
She spent the next half hour winding through the numerous floors of the mansion, checking doors, and dodging servants and security guards. Just as she was cursing the house for not having a directory, Amaranthe spied a single door by itself at the end of a hallway. A golden, ornate LM marked it.
“Finally,” she whispered.
The door was unlocked, but she paused before stepping into the short, wide hallway that led into the first room. If magical wards protected the grounds, might not something protect Larocka’s suite?
Unfortunately, she had no idea what such wards might look like, if there were physical clues at all. She was about to chance walking in when she noticed a pair of lizard medallions on the walls behind potted rubber trees. The leaves almost hid the medallions. Set a couple feet above the floor, they were identical and level with each other. The intricate metalwork had more flair than most imperial art.
Amaranthe plucked a brown leaf off a plant and dropped it so it would fall through the space between the statues. An orange ray shot from each lizard’s eyes, met in the middle, and incinerated the leaf. Tiny ashes wafted to the carpet.
“Magical protection,” she murmured. “Check.”
She crawled under the lizards and watched for more traps as she moved into the suite. The collection of spacious rooms took up hundreds of square feet. There was a private water closet, an elegant bath, a sitting room, and a book-filled office with two desks. Someone had started fires in each of the three hearths in preparation for the couple’s return—someone who might come in at any time to stir the logs.
Amaranthe veered toward the office, avoiding suspicious variations in the carpet and wall ornamentations on the way. She assumed the pink stationery identified Larocka’s desk and checked that one first. A drawer held correspondences, but none mentioned anything except legitimate business matters. She found no papers that demonstrated a tie to the Forge organization and certainly nothing as incriminating as a to-do list with “assassinate emperor” at the top.
The handwriting of those notes and letters did look familiar though. Amaranthe gripped the edge of the desk as her mind caught up to her instincts and she identified it. It was the handwriting from the Forge note she had seen in Hollowcrest’s office. Larocka had penned that message.
Amaranthe chewed on her lip and released her grip. While it was good to know she was on the right track, she hadn’t actually learned anything new. She grabbed one of Larocka’s discards from the waste bin and pocketed it; later, she might need to emulate that writing to send a note to Hollowcrest.
A couple steps took her to Arbitan’s workspace. The desk was immaculate. No loose papers littered the top, a wood caddy restrained pens, and, when she peered in a drawer, rows of alphabetized files peered back. She sifted through a couple folders, enough to learn Arbitan was a Turgonian entrepreneur who owned hundreds of acres of orchards around the capital, but she did not have time to poke into every file in every drawer. She feared she had already been gone too long.
Amaranthe glowered. As if the couple had anticipated a search, they had left nothing suspicious anywhere. She drummed her fingers on Arbitan’s desk. Criminals always made mistakes. There had to be something. She moved to the built-in bookcases. Maybe a secret compartment hid behind the tomes on business and economics. She prodded and pulled at various books. The titles of some were in languages she did not recognize. At least one of the two had an ecumenical education.
After poking at most of the books, she gave up. Reluctant to return with nothing, she went back to Arbitan’s desk and pulled open the drawers and read the file labels more closely. One near the back of the bottom drawer snagged her attention.
Newspaper Clippings.
She stuck her finger in the folder to mark the place and withdrew an article trimmed from the Gazette. Bear Slays Homeless Man in SoDoc.
It was the paper’s first story about the deadly mystery creature.
Amaranthe poked through the rest of the clippings. They all contained stories about the murders, all in sequential order by date. None were missing. There were even a few from a smaller newspaper that usually focused on business.
She returned the articles to their positions in the folder. Why was Arbitan keeping the clippings? For a moment, she wondered if he might be the wizard who warded the house—and created deadly magical creatures—but she snorted in dismissal. Surely becoming a powerful wizard was a full-time, lifelong pursuit, not something one did between pruning, harvesting, and selling apples. Running orchards wasn’t even the type of business that would take one out of the empire where one could stumble across foreign instructors. She closed the drawer. Maybe Arbitan was just interested in mysteries.
A clock on a shelf chimed. Amaranthe cursed. She had been gone over an hour.
Avoiding the known and suspected traps, she hustled out of the room. She forced herself not to leap down the flights of stairs in her rush to return to the anonymity of the fights. She crossed no servants this time and had almost made it to the foyer when footsteps sounded on the stairs leading from the basement.
Amaranthe darted into the water closet and pressed her ear to the door. Muffled voices started up in the foyer, both male and female, though she could not understand the words. She waited for the speakers to wander out of range, but they stopped moving. The voices continued.
Back against the door, Amaranthe stared around the small room, seeking inspiration. A single candle burned on top of the cistern on the opposite wall. A few feet below it, the wash-out squatted, its ceramic bowl embossed with flowers. The room was a perfectly functional place to pee and a perfectly useless place for plotting an escape.
At least she was in a less condemning place than she had been for the last hour. With no better alternative, Amaranthe pushed open the door and stepped out, abandoning her attempts at stealth.
“...don’t know,” came Maldynado’s voice, now distinguishable. “She said the blood was making her sick.”
Emperor’s warts, he was trying to explain her absence. She shut the water closet door loudly, to ensure it would be heard. Going along with his story, she dropped a hand onto her stomach and hunched over. She shuffled forward, sculpting her face into an expression of discomfort.
“A shame,” responded a cool masculine voice. “One expects a stronger stomach from an imperial woman. We are a nation born of warriors after all.”
Amaranthe recognized the voice at the same time as she entered the foyer. Arbitan and Larocka were facing Maldynado at the top of the basement stairs. The scarred security man also stood in the room, muscled arms folded across his chest. Though pale beneath the light of the chandelier, Maldynado portrayed little of the nervousness that had to lurk in his thoughts.
Amaranthe wiped the alarm off her face as the Forge folks turned toward her.
“Now, now,” Larocka said, “there’s no need to be snide, dear. Some women are more interested in numbers than war.” She smiled at Amaranthe, who could not tell if genuine warmth backed the gesture. Doubtful.
“I’m sorry to have been gone so long,” Amaranthe said in a raspy voice she hoped connoted illness.
“Apology accepted, my dear.” The pleasure Maldynado exuded at her approach seemed unfeigned.
That security man regarded her with narrowed-eyed suspicion again. Maybe that was his usual expression. Either way, it did not inspire one to linger. A wild part of Amaranthe wanted to stay and stir up a conversation with the couple, see what she could learn about them, but she had already drawn far more attention than was safe. Also, she suspected Arbitan might learn more about her than she did about him.
“We must be going, dear,” she said to Maldynado.
“I was saying just the same thing,” he said, “a half hour ago. Women—what they do in the water closet for so long is beyond me.” He tossed an aggrieved brotherhood-of-men look at Arbitan, who did not acknowledge it with anything more than a chilly stare.
Amaranthe stepped on Maldynado’s foot as she sidled out the door. He winced but managed a goodnight for the hosts as he backed out.
“Do come again,” Larocka said.
The door thudded shut. Outside, the lanterns burning along the walkway allowed Amaranthe to read the incredulous expression Maldynado fixed on her as they walked.
“Where were you for that long?” he asked.
“Exploring,” Amaranthe said. “You could have left without me.”
“Hah! You need a keeper to watch over you.” He paused, face twisting with displeasure. “I sound like my mother.”
“Careful, you may turn into a responsible fellow.”
“Never!” His ferocity startled her. He cleared his throat. “No responsibility for old Maldynado,” he added in a lighter tone.
They turned off the walkway and onto the wide street. Stars glittered in the clear night sky, and their breaths fogged the air. Infrequent streetlights burned, more like beacons to guide one from point to point than lamps illuminating the darkness. Hedges, thick and dense despite a lack of leaves, lined one side of the street.
“I can see working for you is going to be an adventure,” Maldynado said.
Movement stirred branches ahead of them.
“Looks like we’re in for one now,” Amaranthe said.
When the figures stepped out of the shadows of the hedges—in front of and behind them—it was too late to avoid being surrounded. An icy gust hustled down the street, swirling powdery snow about eight sets of enforcer boots.
Maldynado drew his sword. Amaranthe, though she feared the effort futile, held her arms up, palms out. She did not want a fight with enforcers.
One of the figures turned up a lantern. The light glinted off brass buttons and insignia, revealing the face of the bearer.
“Wholt,” Amaranthe blurted.
Sergeant’s rank pins shone at his collar. His face was grim, but an inkling of hope entered Amaranthe’s mind. This was his squad, his command. If she could convince him Hollowcrest’s charges were false, perhaps she and Maldynado could leave without a fight.
“I knew you weren’t happy about being passed over for promotion, Lokdon, but I didn’t think you’d turn criminal.”
“I didn’t. Listen, Wholt. I stumbled onto a plot against the emperor. It’s Hollowcrest. He’s the one—”
“Don’t listen to her, Sarge,” the enforcer at Wholt’s side barked. “Remember what the report said? Kill on sight. She’s a witch! She’ll turn our blood to stone!”
The annoying upstart rattled the others. The seven men lifted their sword arms, blades reflecting the flame of the lantern. A single word from their commander would send them charging.
“You know me, Wholt,” Amaranthe said, still not reaching for her knife. “We worked together for six months. If I knew anything about magic, you’d have seen proof surely. Besides, you have to know I wouldn’t betray the empire.”
“Also,” Maldynado said, “just to be clear before this all starts, no one has a poster out accusing me of magic use, so that kill on sight thing need not apply here.”
“Have your man drop his weapon, Lokdon,” Wholt said. “We’ll make your death quick.”
“No, thanks.” Maldynado sketched a fencer’s salute and dropped into a ready stance. He was probably a better swordsman than any of the enforcers, but they would not attack one at a time in a sporting manner.
“This isn’t your fight,” Amaranthe whispered to Maldynado. “If you drop your sword, they probably won’t hurt you.”
“No talking!” Wholt barked, his gaze shooting back and forth between them.
“My two weeks isn’t up, boss,” Maldynado said. “What’s the plan?”
Good question. Amaranthe searched her old partner’s face.
“You don’t have to do this, Wholt,” she said.
“I have my orders, Amaranthe,” he said. “I have to...”
Wholt didn’t want to do it. If there weren’t seven men standing behind him, he would have turned his back and let her walk away. She was sure of it. But if he let her go in front of them, his career would be destroyed. Wind gusted, tugging at her hair as Amaranthe sought a solution.
“Kill them, Sarge?” the most vocal enforcer asked.
“Why not just capture us and take us in?” Amaranthe ignored the others and kept her eyes locked on Wholt. “Let the chief put us to death if that’s the order.” And, with luck, she would have time to think of something else before that happened. “No innocent blood on your hands.”
“Kill on sight, Sarge! We shouldn’t be yapping.”
“Bet she’s weaving magic right now with her words,” another muttered.
“Witch,” someone behind Amaranthe whispered.
Boots shifted nervously and the circle tightened. The sword tips behind Amaranthe and Maldynado loomed closer. Another moment and whatever order Wholt might say would be lost in yells and clashes as fearful men attacked without waiting.
“Wholt,” she whispered. “Give the order. We’ll surrender if you agree to take us in. None of your men get hurt. You’re still doing your job.”
Wholt opened his mouth to speak.
A dark shape loomed behind him, and a dagger appeared at his throat.
“No!” Amaranthe shouted.
Too late. Blood gushed from severed arteries.
The lantern clattered to the ground.
A fast-moving head of short blond hair identified the newcomer. Amaranthe had already known.
“Back to back,” she barked to Maldynado. There was no way out of a fight now.
Chaos erupted, and swords slashed in multiple directions.
“Get the witch!”
“Watch out for—”
“Over there!”
Metal screeched behind her as Maldynado engaged someone. Amaranthe held her knife before her, but she only parried when a blade streaked at her chest.
How could she attack enforcers? They were on the same side as her!
Her opponent lunged again, slashing at her face. She ducked the blade and angled into his body. With her knife in hand, she could have finished the fight with a stab to his chest, but she struck with her free hand. She hammered a palm strike into his solar plexus and drove her knee into his groin.
His breath whooshed out, and he bent double. He reflexively brought his elbow down, clipping her shoulder. Wincing, she rammed the heel of her hand into his nose. This time, he pitched backward, hitting the street and curling onto his side.
All around her, deafening screeches of metal tore through the night. Darkness hid the details, and she struggled to tell friend from foe.
“Try not to kill them!” she called, wondering if Sicarius or Maldynado would hear.
An enforcer stepped out of the shadows of the hedge. “Witch.” It was the one who had egged Wholt on. “You die!”
He lunged and attacked, not with an efficient fencer’s stab but like a logger hacking at a tree. She leaped backward, then jumped in again while the enforcer was trapped by the momentum of his great swing. When he tried to recover, he bumped the foot of the man she had downed earlier.
His attention flickered to the ground, and she kicked his sword hand. The blade flew into the hedge. Branches rattled and snow flew.
“We’re not enemies!” she yelled. “Let me explain.”
He reached for the utility knife at his belt, but she darted around him. She pressed her blade to his throat, keeping her body beside and behind his, so he couldn’t easily kick or punch. She need not have bothered, for he froze at the first touch of cold steel.
“Witch,” he breathed.
Not sure what she could possibly say to sway him, she opened her mouth to try anyway. A throwing knife thudded into his chest.
Stunned, she could only gape as he went limp in her arms.
Sicarius appeared to retrieve the weapon before the enforcer hit the ground.
Amaranthe stammered a moment before finding words, and even then they weren’t elegant. “What did you...why... He couldn’t do anything!”
“Any you leave alive today will be after you tomorrow.” Sicarius wiped his blade on the enforcer’s uniform and sheathed it with his others.
She could only stare.
He reached out a hand. “Are you injured?”
“No, curse your ancestors, I was never—damn it, you can’t try to save the emperor on one hand and kill his civil servants on the other. It doesn’t work that way, you—”
She cut off further expletives. Her voice rang, far too loud on the suddenly silent street. Besides, this wasn’t his fault. It was hers.
All the enforcers lay sprawled all on the ground, dead or dying. Only a blurry Maldynado stood, sword drooping, chest heaving, as he watched her uncertainly. Everything was blurry. Amaranthe cursed and wiped tears from her eyes.
How had this gone so wrong so quickly?
Legs so numb she could hardly move, she stumbled to Wholt’s prone form. With a trembling hand, she turned up the lantern light. There was no use checking for a pulse. He had been dead before he hit the ground. She brushed his eyelids down, closing the accusing gaze.
“I’m sorry, Wholt,” she whispered.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 14
 
The moon had come up, and silvery light illuminated the canneries, warehouses, and docks crowding the waterfront. Amaranthe stared across the frozen lake without seeing any of it. Footsteps crunched on the snowy dock behind her. She winced and rubbed away tears, her wool mittens scratchy against puffy eyes. At least the noise meant it wasn’t Sicarius.
Books cleared his throat. “Maldynado told us about the fight.”
“Massacre,” she muttered.
“And that you...bellowed at Sicarius and cursed his ancestors.”
“He killed them all without a thought. He killed my partner, Books. Someone I worked with, someone I knew.”
“Someone who was about to kill you?” he asked.
“No. That’s just it. I was talking to him. I think he was listening. I think he was going to take us to headquarters instead of attacking, and then...well, there would have been a chance to escape. I don’t think it had to end this way. People didn’t have to die.”
“What if you thought incorrectly?” Books asked.
“He could have waited to see. He just slithered in and started—” Amaranthe swallowed and sank into a crouch, head buried in her hands as the experience flashed through her mind again. Wholt’s slashed jugular.... The shocked expression on his face.... She grabbed a fistful of snow and hurled it off the dock. “We just had to escape. There was no need to kill everyone for that to happen.”
“And then they would have come after you again.”
“You sound just like him.” For the first time, Amaranthe peered over her shoulder at Books. “Are you actually condoning the murder of those enforcers? Wholt was just doing his duty—something I told him to take more seriously. He didn’t deserve to die for following orders.”
“That was his decision. When he put on that uniform, he agreed to risk his life for the city, for something he believed in. A lot of men die for nothing at all.”
“Books!” She stood and slashed her hand in exasperation. “You were married; don’t you know how this is supposed to go? The woman doesn’t want you to argue or try to solve the problem with logic. The woman wants you to commiserate with her. You don’t have to fix anything. Just stand there and nod and say ‘uh huh’ and ‘I understand.’ That’s all you’re supposed to do.”
She dropped her gaze and brought her clenched fist to her lips. Get a hold of yourself, girl. You’re going to drive them all away. She opened her mouth to tell him she appreciated him coming out, but he spoke first.
“Is that really what women...?” He prodded thoughtfully at his beard. “Hm, maybe that’s why my wife left. I always thought I was helping, but she never appreciated it. I never understood why.”
At least someone was having useful revelations tonight. She managed a faint smile for him. “Do they not teach these things at professor school?”
“A deficiency in the curriculum, it seems.”
She gripped his parka sleeve. “Thank you for coming out here. I’m sorry I snapped at you. You’re not the one I’m mad at.”
And it wasn’t Sicarius either. Amaranthe sighed. She knew who and what he was, and she had cajoled him into helping anyway. Sure, it had been out of desperation, but she could hardly start carrying a sword and then later be surprised it could cut someone. It was her own stupid choice she was angry about. How had she ever thought becoming a criminal to stop criminals would do anything except add horror to the world?
“Yes,” Books said, “about that... I don’t mean to, ah, try to fix anything, but you may want to apologize to him.”
It took her a moment to wrench her mind back to the conversation. “Sicarius?”
“He’s not a man you want to turn against you.”
“I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
“He has no morality, no conscience. I’ve seen him kill enforcers too. It’s not as if this is a new hobby for him. He’s utterly heartless. I’m not sure what hold you have over him...”
The emperor.
“But if I were you,” Books continued, “I wouldn’t presume it to be absolute. Be careful. You trust too easily. The first day we met, you told me you were wanted by the enforcers. What if I had turned you in?”
“I knew you wouldn’t.”
“How could you possibly know that?” he asked.
“You weren’t sober enough to find Enforcer Headquarters.”
 Books snorted. “You see people the way you want to see them, not the way they are. You think Maldynado is a gentleman, for spit’s sake.”
“What do you think he is?”
“A worthless scoundrel who’s never worked in his life. And Akstyr—I’m shocked he hasn’t murdered us all in our sleep. You’re going to get surprised someday. I...don’t want to see that. Please be careful. Sicarius isn’t someone you can trust. Don’t push him too far.”
“All right, Books. I’ll consider your advice.”
“Good.” His tone lightened. “I came out here for another reason. I did some research for you today.”
“Oh?”
Paper rustled. He held something up, though darkness obscured the details. “It’s your list of Larocka’s business names. You had question marks by a few of them.”
“Yes, it wasn’t clear from the names what the businesses did.”
“That’s what I assumed, so I looked into them. Interden builds steam carts for farm use and the annual Plains Races. Yestfer is a local smeltery, the first in the empire to use raw anthracite coal in the blast furnace. And Tar-Mech creates steam vehicles for military use.”
Amaranthe frowned. “Vehicles for the military? One wonders if that might somehow come into play if she carries through her assassination attempt.”
“Probably not, unless she intends to run Sespian over with a steam tramper. Though being a supplier to the military might give her some privileged insights into imperial affairs.” Books rustled another paper. “I also created a diagram for you. It has Larocka at the center and shows all the people she’s been mentioned in concert with in newspapers and publications. And it shows which of those people are connected with each other. It’s all supposition at this point, but some of the names that link most heavily amongst each other could indicate key players in the Forge organization.”
“Excellent work, Books.” She couldn’t stomach the idea of perusing it that night, but perhaps by morning, she would have her resolve—her focus—back. “Are you sure I trust people too easily? I seem to have made the right choice with you.”
He lifted a mittened finger. “Yes, but...”
Amaranthe waited.
“Well, I’m obviously more reputable than someone like Maldynado or Akstyr, and...I...”
“Of course,” she said. Best to let him off the hook. “Did your research uncover the name Arbitan Losk at all?”
“He’s on the diagram, connected to a lot of people,” Books said. “It was interesting though, as he doesn’t appear to have been anyone worthy of a mention in the papers until the last year.”
“According to his desk files, he’s an orchard owner. Not as big time in the business world as someone like Larocka. Perhaps a year ago is when they first hooked up, and through her influence he’s become someone notable who...”
“What?” Books asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe he’s using her for something.”
“Sleeping his way to prominence and power?”
“You never know,” Amaranthe said.
“Well, this is all I have. I’ll leave the papers for you to look over in the morning.”
“Thank you.”
Before he left, he put a hand on her shoulder and said, “Think about what I said regarding Sicarius, please. For all our sakes.”
 
* * * * *
 
When Amaranthe woke, early morning light slipped between the boards across the windows, streaking the maze of hanging papers with slashes. She could have slept longer, much longer, and quickly identified the sound that had roused her.
Maldynado was chasing a chicken around the building. Shrill squawks bounced from the walls.
“Isabel,” he called. “Come back here, girl.”
Isabel? Amaranthe rubbed crud out of her eyes. He had named the chickens?
Books, manning the press, said, “Apparently you’re not as smooth with the women as you claim.”
“Oh, be quiet. You could help. Isabel, stop running!”
“I have real work to do.” Books had shaved his matted, unkempt beard, and would have looked good, except for his red-rimmed eyes and snow-pale face.
An alarmed curse brought her attention back to the chicken chase. After ramming his hip on a counter, Maldynado fell behind. Isabel rounded a corner and sprinted for the exit, her tiny claws clacking on the floorboards.
Sicarius appeared in the doorway. The chicken squawked and tried to dart past him. He bent and deftly plucked it from its escape route.
Maldynado skidded to a stop, arms flailing to keep from crashing into Sicarius. A stricken expression twisted his face as he looked back and forth from bird to man, as if he feared Sicarius would snap Isabel’s neck. Surprisingly, the agitated chicken calmed in his grip. Though his slitted gaze was cool, he extended his arms so Maldynado could take her.
Shaking her head, Amaranthe swung her legs over the edge of the bunk. Sicarius might be pragmatic to the point of deserving Books’s ‘utterly heartless’ tag, but he was not sadistic.
Maldynado accepted the chicken and headed back to the makeshift pen he had constructed. Isabel promptly began fussing in his tight grip. Amaranthe almost smiled, imagining Maldynado as an overprotective father, until Sicarius strode her way. Wholt’s slashed throat invaded her mind again. She closed her eyes against the vision.
When she opened them, Sicarius stood before her. He held out a sealed envelope. “A boy came to the dock with a message for you.”
Ugh, she wasn’t supposed to be getting mail here. That meant people knew where she was and possibly what she was doing.
“What is it?” she asked.
“I would not presume to read your private correspondences.” His tone was as warm as the ice under the dock.
Maybe Books was right. Maybe she should apologize. It wouldn’t hurt her, though it seemed a betrayal to Wholt’s spirit. Would it even mean anything to Sicarius? He never said “please” or “thank you” or seemed to have any use for social rituals.
She fiddled with the envelope. “Did you question the boy?” Perhaps it was one of the children she had seen spying on her.
“No.”
Amaranthe frowned up at him. “Why not?”
“If you would curse me for defending you from enforcers, I suspect you’d want me to interrogate a child even less.”
“I said question, not interrogate.”
“I don’t differentiate,” he said bluntly.
Jaw slack, she stared as he walked across the room and out the door. No, she did not need the image of a broken and battered child joining Wholt’s dead body in her mind. Emperor’s teeth, she would have to be careful what she asked Sicarius to do in the future.
Maybe you shouldn’t be working with him at all.
She broke the seal on the note and read: Time to redeem your favor. Mitsy.
“Feh.” Amaranthe glared at Maldynado and Isabel, wishing neither had conspired to wake her.
 
* * * * *
 
By day, the towering building that housed the Maze loomed silent and lifeless. Amaranthe tightened her parka against a breeze that whipped at the fur edging her hood. A twinge of trepidation stirred in her belly. What could Mitsy want?
“Thanks for inviting me to come,” Books said as they navigated an icy sidewalk toward the steel double doors. “I needed a distraction.”
“How long since your last drink?” Amaranthe asked.
“A couple—three days maybe.” Sweat gleamed on his forehead. “It’s been hard to sleep, and I can’t stop thinking about it. I hope I can be of use to you today.”
“Me too. I don’t trust Mitsy. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t owe her a favor. And, now that I know the Forge folks have their fingers in the gambling arena, I wonder if she may be a member of the coalition.” Still, Mitsy deserved to know Hollowcrest’s men were rounding up her gang members for medical experiments in the Imperial Barracks’ dungeon. Maybe sharing the information could help turn her into an ally.
“What’s her full name?” Books asked.
“Mitsy Masters.”
“I didn’t come across it in my research.”
“She leads the Panthers gang. I’m not sure she’d be quick to volunteer her life’s details to journalists.”
Amaranthe tapped on the steel double doors. They swung inward with a hiss of escaping steam. No one waited on the other side.
She and Books walked into the empty building. Before, the crowded arena had instilled claustrophobia, but the absence of people made the place feel eerie, like a long-abandoned ruin. Not a single janitor, bouncer, or maintenance man moved through the descending rows of benches. Nothing moved behind the dark window of Mitsy’s office in the rafters. In the corridors of the Maze, the ambulatory walls stood immobile, and no treasure sat on the dais.
“Maybe we’ve arrived prematurely,” Books said.
A hiss of steam came from behind. Amaranthe turned in time to see the big doors swing shut. The clang echoed through the building. She ran to them, grabbed a handle, and yanked. The door did not open.
“Oh, I think we’re perfectly mature,” she said.
Two internal doors on opposite walls flew open. Five bouncers marched out of each, veering straight for Amaranthe and Books. Their heavy footfalls echoed from the walls and rafters. The bouncers bore a mix of muskets and repeating crossbows, all loaded and aimed toward Amaranthe.
Books tried the door, as if he might have better luck opening it. “This is more of a distraction than I had in mind,” he said, fear creeping into his voice.
“Stay calm,” she murmured, as much for herself as for him.
The men fanned out and surrounded Amaranthe and Books. Mitsy entered from the door behind the bettors’ cage.
“You didn’t need to send out quite so many men, Mitsy,” Amaranthe said. “I’m just an average fighter without any special training in dodging crossbow quarrels and musket balls.”
Mitsy stalked across the aisles. Her frosty eyes felt more dangerous than the weapons. “I thought you would bring Sicarius. I hear you two are close now.”
“Not exactly.”
Mitsy stopped at the edge of the semi-circle of bouncers. Her flamboyant “my dears” and superior smile had vanished. Pink swam in the whites of her eyes, as if she had been crying.
“I came to redeem my favor,” Amaranthe said quietly.
“You came to die, bitch.”
The words stunned Amaranthe to silence.
“Don’t look at me like you don’t know,” Mitsy said. “You people have been stealing our brothers and sisters from the streets for months. They disappear mysteriously until we find them dead in a canal, their bodies mutilated. And if that wasn’t appalling enough, now you’ve thrown this...creature into the streets to hunt us down. The other deaths were hard enough, but Ragos...”
Amaranthe remembered Ragos, the friendly bouncer who had showed her to Mitsy’s office. He was dead now? Surely, he had not deserved such a fate.
“I know of the creature,” Amaranthe said, “and the medical experiments in the Imperial Barracks may be responsible for the earlier deaths, but I don’t believe they’re connected. I don’t know why you—”
“You lied! You’re a govie, not some businesswoman. You’ve been an enforcer for years—did you think I wouldn’t find out?”
“I’m not anymore,” Amaranthe said. “Now I’m—”
“Working with Sicarius. That’s even worse. He’s Hollowcrest’s man, everybody knows that.”
Books sucked in a startled breath. Amaranthe was less surprised by the statement, since she had already guessed Sicarius had been associated with Hollowcrest and old Emperor Raumesys at some point.
“My boys have seen you,” Mitsy whispered, voice low and hoarse. “All over the city with some warrior caste dandy and Sicarius—Hollowcrest’s every-whim-doer. Don’t pretend you’re not working for the government. They’ve probably got you finding targets for whatever it is they’re doing to my people.”
Mitsy’s boys? Amaranthe remembered the child who had followed her through Ink Alley. So, he had not been an enforcer informant but one of Mitsy’s. And the dish boy in the Onyx Lodge—had he been one of hers too?
“I’m trying to help the emperor.” Amaranthe spread her arms in a conciliatory gesture. “I don’t have anything to do with Hollowcrest or that creature.”
“If you’re working with the emperor, you’re a murdering govie.”
“I haven’t murdered...” Amaranthe could not get out the “anyone.” Thoughts of Wholt and his dead men reared in her mind. She may not have personally killed the enforcers, but that did not make her any less responsible.
Mitsy sneered. She wanted Amaranthe to argue, wanted a fight.
Amaranthe eyed the bouncers and the weapons trained on her. She needed to try something else if she and Books were going to get out of here alive.
“I’m sorry,” Amaranthe said, meeting the other woman’s eyes.
Surprise stole the sneer from Mitsy’s face.
“I met Ragos when I came to see you last time,” Amaranthe said. “It must have been devastating to lose him.”
“He didn’t deserve to die like that,” Mitsy said. “I should have been able to...”
“I know. When I lost my father, I was powerless to save him. It’s frustrating. You feel you have to hurt somebody. But if you can’t hurt the ones who were actually responsible, what’s the point? It’s not your fault, Mitsy. It’s not mine either. I don’t work for Hollowcrest. I want to put an end to that man’s machinations. If we work together, we’ll be strong enough to do it, to keep more of your people from being killed.”
For a moment, Mitsy was nodding and listening, but then her eyes narrowed and she snorted.
“You almost had me, Amaranthe, but I remember you from school. You could always win over the teachers with that tongue, but not me.”
“Mitsy—”
“Silence!”
Even the bouncers jumped.
“No more speaking for you, my dear,” Mitsy said. “It’s my turn to leave mutilated bodies in the streets.” She waved to the bouncers.
Two of the brawny men headed for Amaranthe, two for Books. The rest kept their weapons trained. There was no chance of escape.
“Wait,” Books said, shying away from the approaching men. “You need to listen to her. She’s—”
The bouncers grabbed him beneath the armpits, lifting him from his feet, despite his height. Books lost his composure. He kicked and thrashed, trying to claw and bite his captors.
Two men grabbed Amaranthe in the same manner and dragged her down the steps between the rows of benches and to the railing. Below, a corridor ran parallel to the outside wall. Twenty feet down, the Maze’s brick floor promised a hard landing.
“Mitsy, this won’t change anything.” Amaranthe doubted her words would sway anyone at this point, but she had to try.
“It’s not about change, my dear. It’s about avenging the family.” Mitsy nodded to her men. “Throw them in.”
“Release me!” Books yelled.
The bouncers hoisted him up first. He grabbed the rail on his way over, so he hung over the side, legs dangling into the pit.
When Amaranthe realized her destination inevitable, she slithered over on her own, the better to take the fall without hurting herself. She landed with a roll. The floor pounded the breath from her body, but no excruciating stabs of pain announced broken bones.
The bouncers laughed as they peeled back Books’s fingers. When he would not let go, one man lifted his leg, boot aimed at the tenacious digits.
“Let go!” Amaranthe called.
Whether out of obedience or because he could not hold himself up any longer, Books released the rail. He dropped, hitting first with his heels and collapsing onto his back. He cried out. Face contorted with pain, he curled onto his side and made no move to rise.
Amaranthe knelt beside him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Did you break anything?”
He panted, tears filming his eyes, and did not answer. Amaranthe glared up at Mitsy, who stood at the railing with one of her bouncers.
“Turn on the Maze and set the clacker to kill,” Mitsy said. “Then you men go outside and make sure Sicarius isn’t hiding somewhere. There’ll be no rescue attempts.”
As the bouncers withdrew from the rail, Books clambered to his feet. He gritted his teeth against the pain from whatever injuries he had received.
“Mitsy,” Amaranthe said, “you’re making a mistake.”
“It won’t be my first.”
“I can help you!”
“Save your words for the clacker. A machine would be more likely to listen.” Mitsy moved out of view.
“Fiends.” Books turned one way, glanced down the corridor, then spun the other way and did the same. “She’ll have all the exits secured. A clacker. The army uses those on the front lines, doesn’t it? They’re automated to fillet people like fish. We’re doomed.”
“Books,” Amaranthe said.
A low rumble pulsed through the earth. Next came a cacophonous screech. The walls started their peregrinations, leaving slots, grinding along tracks, and clicking into new slots. In the distance, a clang sounded—a cage door going up.
Books’s head spun toward the noise, face stricken. “That’s it, isn’t it? It’s out. There’s no hope. We’re dead.”
“Books.” Amaranthe grabbed his arm. “We’re going to escape.”
His gaze latched onto her. “How?”
How indeed. As Books had said, Mitsy would not have left a gate unlocked. Amaranthe craned her neck back. The only way out was up.
She touched the cold, copper-plated wall. No handholds or crevices marred the surface. The exterior walls were too high to reach even if she stood on Books’s shoulders. The interior maze walls were a few feet lower. Maybe they could reach the top of them.
“Clackers run on treads; they’re not built for jumping,” Amaranthe said, “and these walls are too smooth for them to climb.”
“Yes, we share that problem.”
“Get on my shoulders.”
Amaranthe placed her palms against an inner wall and leaned toward it, feet planted. She bent her legs, so he could use her thigh as a step.
“You should go first,” Books said.
“I want you on top.”
“I don’t think I can—”
“Books, go!”
He approached her uncertainly. “You’re too small. I could hurt you. This is a bad idea.”
A clank echoed through the Maze. The clacker was near, no more than a couple corridors away.
“Good idea,” Books muttered. “This is a good idea.”
He stepped on her thigh, put a hand on her head, and pushed himself up. Amaranthe grunted as he clambered onto her shoulders. His boots ground into her muscles like a pestle working the bottom of a mortar. Once he was standing, she pushed her heels into the ground and, back rigid, inched up.
Heat rushed to her face, and her legs trembled. Sweat sprang from her skin.
“I can almost reach it,” he whispered.
A piece of wall detached to Amaranthe’s left. It pulled away from the main section and followed the tracks in the floor, eventually disappearing around a corner. Through the vacant orifice came an ominous rumble and the soft clacking of metal on metal.
Amaranthe pushed up to the balls of her feet.
“I think I can...” Books jumped off Amaranthe’s shoulders.
The force drove her to her knees, but Books grabbed the top of the wall first. Legs scrabbling against the smooth surface, he inched himself higher until he hooked his armpits over the edge. He swung his leg up and straddled the wall. Once he found his balance, he flattened onto his stomach and reached down to her.
“Hurry,” he whispered. “It just turned into the corridor over here. It seems to be finding us awfully quickly for some machine running on a random loop. “
A flaw in her plan presented itself. Books’s hand hung too far above to reach. Amaranthe tried to jump for it anyway—and missed by three feet.
Books’s eyes widened with distress. “That’s never going to work. You need to, ah, to...”
“Yes, professor?”
He pounded his fist against the wall. “I’m good in a classroom, I swear.”
“Don’t panic,” Amaranthe said. “I’ll think of something.” Yes, Amaranthe. Think of something. “What’s it doing?”
“It’s looking at me. Technically, I know it’s just a machine taking directions from a punchcard brain automated for a simple task. But I swear it’s looking at me. And it’s rubbing a pair of razor-edged pinchers together. Actually it’s clacking them. I suppose that’s where it derives its name.”
Brilliant analysis. Amaranthe kept the thought to herself. She was just as guilty of nervous rambling at times. She could not do so now though. One of them had to think of something. She looked around, seeking a tool to use, anything.
“Uh oh,” Books said.
“What now?”
“It says Tar-Mech on the back.”
“Larocka’s company?” Amaranthe asked.
“I think it heard you—it’s heading toward that gap in the wall.”
“It can’t hear me, Books. Let’s be logical here.”
“Maybe Mitsy bought an upgraded version with special features.”
Amaranthe froze, hands on the wall. “Like magic?” If Larocka could protect her home with it, what else might she be able to do?
“I don’t know, but it’s coming your way. You’ll be dead soon.”
“Thanks for the optimism.” Amaranthe looked down at her boots and her clothes. “Parka, of course.” She tore off the garment. “Catch the end.”
She swung it up. Books grabbed the hood and let the rest dangle.
“Brace yourself.” Amaranthe jumped and caught the bottom. The thick material supported her weight.
A huge blocky form rolled through the opening in the wall. Reminiscent of a giant beetle on treads, the metal creature had no head, but the back of its carapace reached seven feet. Two sets of arms extended from the front. The bottom ones were hooked, for grabbing. Above them, pinchers with three-foot blades snapped at the air. The clacker paused in the opening, like a wolf sniffing for a scent.
Hand over hand, Amaranthe pulled herself up the parka with new urgency. The smooth wall offered no purchase for her feet. Her arms and shoulders shuddered with the effort.
The clacker rolled toward her. Ten feet away. Five.
She reached for Books’s hand. Their section of the wall lurched into motion. It jarred her and she missed her target. Her knuckles cracked against metal.
The clacker’s pinchers extended toward her.
Books wriggled lower and grabbed Amaranthe’s wrist. He yanked her up.
His efforts tipped him off balance. Amaranthe hooked her arm over the top, and she in turn grabbed him to keep him from pitching backward.
The clacker rammed into the wall. Amaranthe hung on tightly. Metal shuddered, but the wall continued its ponderous route along the track.
She pulled herself the rest of the way up. Books righted himself, and they faced each other, straddling the six-inch wide perch. Amaranthe wiped her damp forehead with the back of her wrist.
The clacker rolled back and forth below, hissing steam and snapping its pinchers. It did seem rather peeved for a simple machine.
Books had managed to retain hold of Amaranthe’s parka, and he handed it to her. Out of immediate danger, he was noticeably calmer. “Now, I see why you had me go first. You wouldn’t have been able to pull me up.”
“I’d like to pretend my plan was that premeditated.” Amaranthe looked for Mitsy, but no one sat on the benches. She must be in her office. “I just wanted you off the ground because you seemed...”
“Distressed? Frantic?” Books grimaced. “Useless?”
Amaranthe hesitated, searching for something more tactful. He seemed to read the answer in her expression though.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m not good in stressful circumstances. It was the same way when the enforcers came after me. A bunch of brutes with less intelligence than that thing—” he stabbed a finger toward the clacker, “—and all I could think to do was run. Pathetic.”
Amaranthe held back a comment about enforcer entrance exams ensuring there were no dumb brutes on the force and only said, “Composure during life-threatening situations takes practice.”
“Somehow, I suspect you were born with it.” Books studied his hands. Even now they gripped the wall with enough force to whiten his knuckles. “If the others ask about this, can we pretend it was the alcohol withdrawal that made me nervous?”
“I don’t see how our errand is any of their business.”
The creases at the corners of his eyes deepened as he smiled. “Indeed. Thank you.”
Their section of the wall clanked into a new home. Amaranthe repositioned her legs to turn around. Ahead of her, the route zigzagged but eventually met up with an exterior wall.
“Time to get out of here,” she said.
She and Books wiggled their way across the tops of the walls. The clacker trailed after them, like a dog still hoping for a treat.
The exterior wall rose only a couple feet taller than the interior corridors, and Amaranthe pulled herself over it without trouble. With his long, gangly limbs, Books made it look difficult. She decided to leave him out of tasks that might require athletic prowess in the future. He was definitely not a field man.
“What are the odds of locating an unlocked door before your chum’s goons find us?” Books asked.
“I don’t know, but I need to talk to her before we try to escape.”
“That didn’t go well last time.”
“She thinks I’m collaborating with Hollowcrest to murder people,” Amaranthe said.
“And does her opinion of you ultimately matter?”
Amaranthe climbed the stairs to the main walkway. “She has a lot of connections in the city. She knows where our hideout is, as evinced by the delivery of the note. If she wants to give us trouble, she could sabotage our cause, maybe end it altogether.”
“You’re not going to emulate Sicarius, are you?”
“Assassinate her?” Amaranthe shuddered. “No.”
From the walkway, she squinted up at Mitsy’s office. Darkness behind the window obscured all interior details. She could not tell if anyone had observed the escape.
“You don’t need to come with me,” she said.
“Someone has to trail after you and pull you up to safety when needed.”
Amaranthe gave him a bemused smile. “Thank you.”
The door behind the bettors’ cage was not locked. Amaranthe paused with her hand on the knob. The last time she entered, Ragos had let her through. She had only known him for a few minutes, but he had seemed a decent fellow. Nice smile. Had the beast killed him or had it been Hollowcrest’s medical zealots from the dungeon? And why did Mitsy think they came from the same source? Amaranthe felt certain Hollowcrest was a traditionalist, not someone who would flirt with the unnatural, and Akstyr believed that creature of magical origins. She shook her head. Only one person could answer her questions.
She pushed the door open. Empty stairs rose to the catwalk. Amaranthe and Books climbed them and crossed to Mitsy’s office. Books leaned heavily on the railing, limping now that his blood had cooled. The rumbling of machinery thrummed through the empty building. Below, pieces of the maze glided about the corridors, making and breaking routes.
At the office door, Amaranthe pressed her ear to the cold metal. Though she heard nothing, her nose caught an earthy scent like decomposing leaves.
Books crinkled his nose. “What is it?”
“Caymay,” she said.
“Which is?”
Mildly surprised he had not explored the city’s drug offerings during his months of depression, she said, “A mood-altering mixture concocted by one of Stumps’s turn-of-the-century gangs. Taken orally, the substance is deadly, but you can burn it to inhale the fumes. It dulls pain, but it tends to leave one volatile.”
“As opposed to the paragon of serenity she was before?”
Again, the door was not locked. Amaranthe opened it slowly. No lamps burned in the office, and only ambient light from below filtered through the window. A haze blurred the air, and the earthy smell intensified.
Amaranthe lifted a hand to stay Books. “Stand watch in case any of the bouncers are still around.” She stepped inside and walked around a couple boxes but did not see anyone. “Mitsy?”
The clutter in the room had not changed, though two open bottles of wine on the desk had been added, both liberally sampled. In a bronze bowl, a stick of compressed caymay burned like incense.
“I’m not working for Hollowcrest,” Amaranthe said. “Yes, I lied to you last time, and I’m sorry. I didn’t think I could trust you. But we have a common enemy. We could work together to end the threat to your gang. Mitsy, are you in here?”
A rustle came from beneath the desk. Amaranthe tensed. Mitsy’s head rose over the edge, hair disheveled, eyes swollen.
“You killed him.” Mitsy hiccupped. “You.”
“No.” Amaranthe spread her arms to show she had no weapon. “Let’s talk. I’m not armed.”
“I am.”
Mitsy lifted a loaded pistol clear of the desk and leveled the weapon at Amaranthe. Mitsy’s finger flexed on the trigger.
Amaranthe dropped in anticipation. The pistol fired. The ball zipped over her head and pierced the window with a loud crack, leaving a web of splintered glass. The pungent scent of black powder smoke mixed with the caymay.
With a knife in hand, Mitsy clambered over the desk and launched herself. Amaranthe slid to the side. More agile than expected, Mitsy threw out an arm and hooked Amaranthe around the neck. They went down in a tangle.
Amaranthe slammed an elbow into Mitsy’s ribs and scrambled to her feet first. Once up, she hesitated. She didn’t want to kill Mitsy, just subdue and question her. But how could one reason with a drugged-up crime boss?
Her hesitation gave Mitsy time to find her feet. She crouched and charged, knife leading. Amaranthe should have evaded the attack easily, but her heel caught on something. She landed on her back on a pile of folders and papers. Stacks of boxes loomed, blocking escape routes. The knife flashed.
“Look out!” Books yelled.
Mitsy raised her arm over her head. Amaranthe kicked her in the stomach. At the same time, Books rammed into Mitsy’s back. His weight sent her tumbling over Amaranthe’s head. Folders rained down from the pile.
Amaranthe rolled to her feet and turned, fists up in anticipation of another attack.
Mitsy did not rise. Face down on the heap of clutter, she did not move at all. Blood pooled beneath her, soaking scattered papers.
“Mitsy?” Amaranthe asked, a sick feeling creeping into her belly.
She edged forward and turned Mitsy over. The knife protruded from her chest, and she was not breathing.
Books hissed. “I didn’t mean to...”
Amaranthe kneeled back, shaking her head slowly. “Not again,” she whispered.
First the enforcers, now a woman she had gone to school with. How many people were going to die on her quest to help the emperor? Maybe she was the wrong person for this mission. She rubbed her face and sighed. Though she had chosen the task for herself, she could not bring herself to walk away from it. It was her only chance for...
What, Amaranthe? What do you hope to gain from this? A pardon? A reward? Recognition? She stood up without answering her mind’s nagging questions. If her motivations were that selfish, she did not want to admit it, even to herself.
She stared at the body. I’m sorry, Mitsy. We were never friends, but I didn’t want this.
Amaranthe set her jaw. She still owed Mitsy a favor.
I’ll find the creature that killed Ragos, and I’ll get rid of it. I swear it.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 15
 
Before dawn, on the icy dock outside of the cannery, Amaranthe tightened her boot laces. Despite chilled fingers, she took the time to ensure each loop was the same size and tails of identical length hung free from each knot. She wished Hollowcrest’s minions hadn’t taken her spiked leather training shoes—and everything else she owned.
She grabbed her mittens, stood, and jumped in surprise when Sicarius coalesced out of the darkness. No hint of pink brightened the sky over the distant mountains, so she could not see his face, but then it rarely expressed much anyway.
“Where are you going?” he asked.
Was his voice less cool than it had been the day before? She wished she had offered that apology, but bringing it up now would feel awkward.
“To run the lake trail,” Amaranthe said.
“It’s too early. The creature could still be hunting.”
Which was the point. She needed a good look so she could describe this deadly mystery beast to Akstyr. If he could identify it, maybe he could also suggest how to kill it. She planned to run along the waterfront and out toward Fort Urgot, where copious mature trees lined the trail. If it did show up, she hoped to have time to climb out of reach.
All she said to Sicarius was, “You’re out here training every morning before dawn.”
“Very well. Let’s go.”
She blinked. Was that an invitation to join him?
Before she could ask for clarification, he trotted up the dock toward the street. A backward glance suggested he meant for her to follow.
She subdued a grimace and jogged after him, snow and ice crunching beneath her boots. A witness for her first day back, wouldn’t that be lovely?
They turned onto the street and headed for the trail.
“I’m usually a decent runner, but I’m sure I won’t be able to keep up with you today.” Amaranthe hated the idea of wheezing at a mediocre pace in front of him. “Not after being sick and missing so many days of exercise.”
When he did not respond, she forced herself not to utter more preemptive excuses. Why did it matter what he thought anyway?
They passed the first mile in silence, and the docks and warehouses of the waterfront dropped behind. Bare-limbed trees, evergreen shrubbery, and snowy hills marched past. No doubt Sicarius’s gaze absorbed it all. Amaranthe tended to use her running time for inward thoughts, but this morning her eyes probed the shadowy terrain as well.
“May I ask a question?” she asked when minutes drifted past with nothing jumping out at them. Since he was letting her set the pace, her words came out conversationally rather than in spurts and puffs.
A glance her direction was his only response. Not exactly a yes but close enough.
“What’s a Hunter?” She had not forgotten Akstyr’s question from that first morning at the ice house.
“Do you refer to the Nurian word, istapa?” Sicarius asked. “Wizard Hunter?”
“Uh, maybe.”
“How much do you know about Nuria’s history?” he asked.
“About what your average former-business-student-turned-enforcer knows.”
“Little, then.”
“Exactly.” Amaranthe jogged around a large broken branch stretched across the trail.
Sicarius glided over it without breaking stride. “Where we have a warrior caste, Nuria is ruled by a wizard caste. Those who cannot access the mental sciences—the majority of the population—are laborers and slaves. As with our system, there is friction between those with power and those without. Hundreds of years ago, an anti-wizard organization developed with the intention of usurping the government. They believed people could develop an immunity to the mental sciences, especially invasive telepathy, by conditioning the mind.” He spoke as easily as if he were sitting at a table rather than running, but then this pace could hardly challenge him.
“Is that possible?” Sweat dampened Amaranthe’s shirt and stung her eyes. She removed her mittens.
“To some degree. With decades of mental training, you can learn to defend against mind-control techniques. It does no good against indirect attacks, however. A wizard could still levitate a rock and hurl it at you. Nonetheless, the idea of creating a man who could resist mental torture and whose thoughts could not be read by telepaths appealed to many. The cerebral training was combined with combat training, and the organization called their warriors Wizard Hunters, which is often shortened to Hunters.”
“I assume they didn’t succeed in overthrowing the government.”
“No, the time and dedication needed to complete the training meant few finished it. Though Hunters have become legendary in Nuria—and feared by wizards—the organization never developed enough clout to threaten the status quo.”
Time to ask what she was really wondering: “Are you one of these Hunters?”
“No.”
“Akstyr heard it somewhere.”
“There are many rumors about me.”
“No kidding.” Amaranthe wasn’t yet panting, but carrying on a conversation was growing more challenging. Another mile and she would turn back. “One does wonder where Akstyr would have gotten that idea.”
He did not respond. Only the scrape of her boots on the sanded trail broke the silence. As usual, Sicarius whispered soundlessly over the earth, like a spirit. She couldn’t even hear him breathing, and only small puffs of fog appeared in the air before his face.
“Did you have any training for it?” Amaranthe asked. “I apologize for prying...but I’m curious because...if you have any special skills...that would help fight this creature...it’d be good to know.”
“I do not,” Sicarius said. “If that creature is some wizard’s spawn, it would be made from the mental sciences—probably crafted to be impervious to weapons—but it could not access them itself. A full Hunter may be able to harm the maker, but would be ineffective against the beast.”
Full Hunter? Did that imply he was a partial one? Maybe he had had some training—the same way he had had cartography training—but not as much as one needed to qualify for the title. Or maybe she was imagining hints that weren’t there. Still, he did seem to have a better idea what the creature was than he was admitting.
“Regardless, there are no Hunters in Stumps,” Sicarius said.
“Too bad.”
Before she could pepper him with further questions, a pair of soldiers clomped into sight on the trail ahead. With their black fatigues and training rucksacks, their occupation was unmistakable even in the dark.
Amaranthe’s breath caught. Wholt’s death reared in her mind again. Sicarius wouldn’t attack them, would he? Surely, he didn’t kill every enforcer or soldier he passed. Maybe he would veer into the trees to avoid them.
Sicarius’s gait didn’t falter, nor did he leave the trail, though he did speed up and move in front of Amaranthe. The soldiers passed on the left without a word, and she blew out a relieved breath. Several times, she glanced back, but in the darkness, they appeared not to have recognized either of them. The men soon disappeared around a curve in the lake.
Lights appeared on a distant hilltop, outlining the walls of the fort.
“This is far enough for me for the first day.” Amaranthe slowed and then stopped to grab a handful of snow. “We haven’t seen any sign of the creature, so there’s no reason for you to run back with me. I’m sure you’ll want to do some real training.” She chomped on the snow, rolling it around in her mouth to melt it. The water sent a chill down her gullet, but it felt good.
Sicarius looked farther down the trail. He probably ran twice as fast and four times as far on his own.
“Very well,” he said.
“Before you go, uhm. About the other night.” Amaranthe thumbed the clump of snow, sending powder to the ground. Why was it so hard to apologize for this? Because she wasn’t really sorry? Because Wholt had been her partner? “When I yelled at you, I didn’t mean... I mean, I did sort of, but you thought you were helping. You were helping, and—” Just spit it out, girl. “—I’m sorry.” There.
He said nothing.
She sighed, not really expecting anything else. Still, she had said it. Maybe it would matter to him in some small way.
Amaranthe turned back toward the city. Time to get moving again.
“Lokdon,” Sicarius said.
She looked over her shoulder, hoping for...she wasn’t sure exactly. “Yes?”
“Stay alert.”
Her lip twitched up and she gave him a soldier’s salute. It was a start.
She headed back.
In his absence, the predawn darkness felt lonely and oppressive. Few sounds disturbed the lakeside. No animals skittered across the trail; no birds chirped from the trees. A breeze stirred the bare branches, rattling them like bones. She regretted urging Sicarius to leave.
A scream sounded beyond a bend in the trail. She skidded to a stop, then darted for the closest tree before her mind caught up with her reflexes. That had been a human scream, not the unearthly screech of the creature. Still, humans rarely screamed on dark trails for good reasons, and a moment passed before she coerced her legs into moving forward again.
Hand on her knife, ears cocked, she eased around the bend. Beneath the waning starlight, two bodies sprawled on the trail, limbs twisted at unnatural angles. Rucksacks, black fatigues... The soldiers. Neither figure moved.
Her foot bumped something on the edge of the trail. It rolled away from her. The object lacked the heft of a rock, but in the weak light, she could not make out details. Amaranthe reached down to investigate, and her fingers brushed against human hair.
She jerked her arm back, and her heart leapt into double time. She took a steadying breath, forcing reason into her mind. However distressing, a severed head was not a mystifying find next to a couple of bodies.
She examined it more closely. The head had been torn off.
The creature.
Light blue had crept into the eastern sky, but trees and bushes created shadows and offered dozens of hiding spots on either side of the trail. Ears straining, she listened for footfalls or breathing. This had just happened, so the creature could not have gone far.
Amaranthe skirted the head and approached the bodies. The gouges tearing flesh and bone apart appeared the same as those she had seen on the dead man outside the icehouse.
A familiar screech tore through the foothills. Even though she expected it, Amaranthe flinched.
At least the creature was not right on the trail beside her. It had headed inland.
Several moments of squinting into the gloom let her find tracks trampling the snow beside the trail. She knelt and probed the cold craters. The size of the prints dwarfed her hand, but it was the shape that drew her interest. They were asymmetrical, even lopsided, with five clawed digits on one paw and four on the other, none of them balanced. She had long suspected the creature was nothing natural, but a thrum of excitement went through her. Perhaps she finally had some proof. No one could look at the prints and think bear or panther. Amaranthe glanced at the sky, noting the lack of clouds. With no snow heading in, the tracks would remain for searchers to discover.
“Once the soldiers see this, they’ll know there’s magic about,” she muttered.
“Perhaps.”
Maybe she was growing accustomed to Sicarius’s stealthy approaches, because she did not jump this time. She could have hugged him though. Being out here alone was about as appealing as roaming an old battlefield during a full Spirit Moon.
“I doubt their upbringing will allow them to see the truth,” Sicarius said.
“Some of the soldiers who have been stationed on the borders must know these mental sciences exist.”
“Some.” As he spoke, Sicarius circled the area, head up, eyes scanning. “It’s been almost twenty years since the last war with Nuria though. Of late, the empire has used more subtle tactics to keep neighboring nations off-balance.”
More subtle, huh? Like sending in assassins? She recalled he spoke at least one foreign language, enough to chat with the shaman who healed her anyway.
“This creature is likely the work of a Nurian wizard,” Sicarius continued.
“And what would the Nurians have to gain by mauling random people in our capital? An invasion I could see—they’d love all our ore and natural resources, but simple mayhem?”
He did not answer.
Amaranthe stepped off the trail. “We have to get a look at it to tell Akstyr, see if he knows more. It left tracks, so we can follow it.”
“The creature has nothing to do with our goal,” Sicarius said.
“Someone has to stop it or it’ll go on killing people.”
“So?”
She scowled at him. “So, the emperor wouldn’t want his citizens being mutilated by some bloodthirsty monster.”
Since she had stopped running, her body had cooled. Cold air licked through her damp clothes, and she shivered. “Let’s go.”
Amaranthe started up the hill, following the tracks. She had only taken a few steps when Sicarius’s voice halted her.
“No.”
She turned. “No?”
“We cannot fight it.”
“I’m not planning to fight it. We just need to find out what it is we’re dealing with.”
Sicarius pointed at the shredded corpses. “They found out. It killed them. It will not let us walk up, shake its hand, and walk away. If we get close, it’ll kill us too.”
“You’re afraid,” Amaranthe blurted.
As soon as she voiced the words, she regretted it. She had uttered them as a revelation, but they sounded like an accusation. Or a challenge.
Sicarius did not respond, though he stood still, face like stone.
 While she could not retract her words, maybe she could soften them. “I do not judge you for it. I merely wonder why, when you seem to fear no one.”
“I have no fear of men. They are soft and easily dispatched. Their creations are more powerful and less predictable. It’s likely our weapons won’t work against it.”
“I understand. And I’m scared too,” Amaranthe said. At least he did not sound angry. She had never seen him lose his temper and never wanted to. “But I think this is tied to our goal. Arbitan Losk had newspapers clippings of every story that’s been printed about this creature, and there’s magic guarding that house, when magic is forbidden in the empire. You and Akstyr both tell me this creature was made with the mental sciences. I don’t think it’s a coincidence.”
“You said nothing to me of the newspaper clippings.”
“No, because you were displaying...snippiness yesterday.”
“Snippiness?” he asked.
“It’s a word.”
“I think not.”
“I’ll ask Books when we get back.” Amaranthe smiled and held out her hand toward the tracks.
“Very well.” Sicarius led the way inland.
As they climbed the incline, the trees near the lake dwindled, replaced by cleared fields around the garrison. The ground leveled to an oft-traversed area used by the soldiers for parades and training, with a pavilion and bleachers in the distance. A nervous twinge ran through Amaranthe. The emperor’s birthday celebration was usually hosted out here. Was it possible the creature was scouting the area?
Hundreds of footprints tamped the snow, and she kept losing the creature’s trail. It took enormous bounds that left wide gaps between the tracks, and its path was not entirely linear. Sicarius followed the intermittent traces with some sense she did not possess.
To the distant left, a road wound up to the front gates of the garrison. Voices counting in unison drifted out—soldiers doing warm-up exercises before their company runs. Across the parade field and up a hill, a water tower rose, its bulk dark and distinct against the brightening sky. The creature’s tracks steered away from the garrison and headed toward the tower.
“Maybe it’s thirsty after all that killing,” Amaranthe said with grim humor. “Though I suppose it could be passing through.”
“No,” Sicarius said. “That is its destination.”
Amaranthe eyed the tracks, wondering at his certainty. “Why a water tower?”
“It’s strategically important.”
“And this would be relevant to the creature because...”
“The tower is always guarded by a couple of men,” Sicarius said.
“Oh,” Amaranthe said. And then, “Oh,” as the true meaning poured over her. “Two targets with no one else around.”
“Precisely.”
A crumbling wall and scattered chunks of brick and concrete littered the hilltop, remains of the original water tower, Amaranthe guessed, likely built before the Turgonians mastered steel production. Four metal columns and a central stem supported the new structure, a gleaming cylindrical tank more than fifty feet high at the top. A squat, windowless hut sat beside it. Smoke billowed from the chimney, and the rumbling of a steam pump reverberated from the walls.
A throwing knife in hand, Sicarius stayed low as he advanced, hugging the ruins. Amaranthe tried not to make noise as she trailed him. If the soldiers on guard were still alive, she did not want to draw their attention. If they were dead and the creature lurked, she did not want to draw its attention either.
Her foot snapped something brittle beneath the snow. Sicarius looked at her.
“Sorry,” she mouthed.
After that, she went her own way. He would not appreciate her giving away his position.
She skirted the other side of the ruins. Prints tracked through the snow—first only boots, but soon familiar massive paw marks trod across them.
The only thing we’re going to find up here is more dead soldiers.
The wall ended in a crumbled heap. When Amaranthe moved around the end, she almost stepped on a mauled body. Before stopping to inspect, she glanced around, searching for the killer. The still, white landscape showed her nothing.
This body was worse than the others. An arm and leg had been ripped off, and the face was shredded beyond recognition. Brain matter spilled from the shattered skull and steamed in the chill air. Several yards away, a musket stuck out of a drift, its barrel warped and the stock missing. A dusting of black powder scattered the snow.
“This just happened,” Amaranthe called, struggling for detachment.
“Another body over here,” Sicarius said from the other side of the ruins. “Still twitching. We should leave before—”
The primal screech clutched Amaranthe’s heart like a vise. She whirled toward the source. Down the hill, across the field, at the edge of a copse of alders, two eyes reflected the pink rays of dawn. They were looking straight at her.
In the next heartbeat, the creature charged out of the trees. Though panther-shaped, it reminded her of the blocky vagueness of a clay statue sculpted by a child. But there was nothing childlike in the way it moved. Power surged beneath those muscles. It soared toward them, covering twenty yards with every bound.
“The shed.” She ran to the building. A lock hung from the door, barring entry. “Need the key. Search the bodies.”
“There’s no time,” Sicarius said. “Climb!”
He leapt onto the nearest column and scaled it like a squirrel running up an oak. Amaranthe searched for a ladder. There was not one.
She grabbed the icy steel with both hands. The edges cut into her hands, and her boots slipped off the smooth metal rivets. Her progress was slow. Too slow.
The unearthly shriek came again, much closer. The beast surged over the crown of the hill, snow churning beneath its paws.
Amaranthe was less than half way to the bottom of the tank. Surely the creature would leap and tear her from her perch. She would probably be dead before she landed.
Stop thinking. Climb!
Fingers scrabbling for grips, she tried to pull herself up faster. The beast bunched its muscles to jump. Amaranthe braced herself.
A flash of silver spun down from above. The throwing knife struck the creature in one yellow eye. The weapon bounced off as if it had hit steel. It landed in the snow, blade glittering uselessly.
Fortunately, the attack distracted the beast. Instead of leaping, it bounded past Amaranthe’s pole.
She renewed her climb. Ten feet to go. A growl from below drew her gaze.
The creature jumped straight up. A claw slashed at Amaranthe. She jerked her leg up. The wind of the miss rustled her pants.
The beast backed up to get a running start. Without stopping, Amaranthe looked up. Five feet. Almost there. Sicarius had long since made the narrow access ledge surrounding the base of the tank. Doggedly, she kept going.
The creature leapt.
Time slowed. The beast arced toward Amaranthe. Its open maw grew level with her knees. The misshapen head was bigger than her torso. She lifted a foot, ready to kick at it, knowing it would prove futile.
Sicarius’s hand wrapped around her wrist. He yanked her up. The creature soared past the spot she had occupied. A frustrated howl tore from its throat as it descended.
On the ledge, Amaranthe collapsed next to Sicarius. She tucked her legs into a ball, ensuring no limbs hung over the edge.
“Was that a close enough look for you?” Sicarius asked dryly.
He was not even sweating. Bastard.
Amaranthe pushed hair out of her eyes with a shaking hand. It was a moment before she caught her breath and could answer. “I can describe it well for Akstyr now, so, yes. Do you know any more now that you’ve seen it?”
Sicarius watched the beast pacing below. Yellow eyes glared up at them from above a thick snout fenced with four-inch fangs.
“It’s Nurian.”
“Careful,” Amaranthe said, “you’ll overwhelm me with the details.”
The creature rammed into one of the support columns. A tremor pulsed through the structure. The columns were set in concrete. The beast could not possibly have the mass needed to knock the tower over. She hoped.
“It looks like it’s made out of clay, though obviously it’s stronger than your average ceramic...” She trailed off, remembering.
“What?” Sicarius asked.
For the first time, Amaranthe described to him the fire, the murders, and the shards scattered about the giant kiln she had been investigating the day she first came to Hollowcrest’s attention. “Would a magic creature like this be crafted from mundane materials? And would people need to die for the spell, ritual, or whatever to be completed?”
Sicarius looked at her sharply. “If it’s a soul construct, yes.”
“What’s the purpose of a soul construct, besides—”
The creature rammed the column again before turning its head and gnawing at the steel.
“—killing people and chasing us up water towers?” Amaranthe finished.
“Guarding its maker,” Sicarius said.
“And would that maker be nearby?”
“Perhaps not near the creature’s kills. These appear random, as if it’s simply replenishing itself with people’s souls, choosing victims unlikely to be missed—though the soldiers could have been a mistake. It is likely the maker is in the city.”
Amaranthe remembered Avery’s gossip about a creature seen leaping fences in the Ridge neighborhoods. “I have a hunch it’s Arbitan Losk.”
“Based on newspaper clippings in his desk?”
Before she could defend her hunch further, Sicarius pointed. A line of twenty armed soldiers marched toward the tower.
“At least they’ll see what they’re up against,” Amaranthe said, struggling for a positive tone. She wanted the soldiers to see the creature but feared it would attack them, leaving more dead scattered on the cold snow.
Sicarius rose to a crouch. “We can’t be captured.”
Amaranthe grimaced. If they were, it would be her fault, just as their current situation was.
The soldiers reached the base of the hill. Several bore repeating crossbows or muskets. They all wore swords. One man pointed at Sicarius and Amaranthe. From the bottom of the hill, they could see the top of the water tower, though not its base yet. They didn’t know about the creature.
The soldiers began climbing. Their voices ascended ahead of them.
The creature cocked its head. After a frozen moment, it ran. It veered not toward the soldiers but away, down the back side of the hill. Amaranthe’s shoulders sagged. The soldiers would never see it.
“Now,” Sicarius urged.
He swung over the lip of the ledge and grabbed the column. He half-slid, half-dropped to the ground. As the lead soldier crested the hill, Sicarius landed with a roll and came up running. He dodged through the columns and took off in the same direction as the beast.
“Murderer!” the lead soldier shouted. “Alpha Squad, get him.”
Eleven men chased after Sicarius. That left a mere nine staring up at Amaranthe. Knowing she could not duplicate Sicarius’s descent without breaking bones, she did not try.
“Hello,” she called down to the soldiers.
“Come down,” the leader said, “or we’ll shoot.”
“I’ve done nothing,” Amaranthe said. “I was only trying to escape from the monster that killed your men.”
A couple soldiers shifted uneasily at the word “monster.”
“Save it for my C.O.,” the leader said.
Amaranthe slid over the ledge and navigated a cautious descent. At the bottom, soldiers surrounded her. One man searched her and took her knife.
“Tomsol is dead too,” a soldier said from the ruins where Amaranthe had discovered the first corpse. “Body torn up, limbs missing.”
The corporal in charge—she could see his rank now—glared at her as if she was responsible.
She spread her arms, palms up. “I’ve done nothing. I was just out for a run and followed the tracks up from the lake.”
A soldier plucked Sicarius’s throwing knife from the snow. “Just out for a run, huh?”
“The lake’s not as safe as it used to be.”
“Take her back to the fort,” the corporal said. “The C.O. will want to question her.”
Four men detached from the squad. Two clamped their hands around Amaranthe’s biceps, grips strong. The other two followed them, muskets aimed at her back. They left the corporal kneeling over one of the bodies, fist pressed to his lips.
On the way to the garrison, the efficient soldiers gave Amaranthe no opportunity to escape. The sun peeked over the city. Its rays landed on her back but warmed her little. With dawn’s arrival, people moved about outside the fort, heading toward a fenced compound where steam vehicles were being fired up. A gate stood open, and an armored artillery truck trundled out for practice maneuvers, its steel frame bristling with cannons.
Everyone they passed wore army uniforms with the exception of a couple dozen civilians, mostly women. They were opening a variety of kiosks outside the front gate. Signs advertised boot polishing, fresh-baked pastries, and other goods and services. The scent of warm flatbread wafted through the crisp air, and Amaranthe’s stomach rumbled.
Though the front gate was open, two soldiers guarded it. When Amaranthe passed through, she might as well have entered a steel cage. With so many soldiers crossing the brick square inside, she did not see how she could escape.
She should have taken the route Sicarius had and risked the broken bones. Now it was too late.
 
* * * * *
 
Sespian strode down a windowless passage in the back of the Imperial Barracks. His six guards clanked and clattered behind him. Long periods of shadow lay between the unadorned gas jets; their pipes ran along the outside of the old stone walls. No one else walked the hallway. Few knew of its existence.
He clutched birthday invitations for diplomats of eight nations. Should Hollowcrest learn of this jaunt, Sespian hoped the invites would provide a plausible cover for his sudden interest in visiting the headquarters of the Imperial Intelligence Network.
At the end of the hall, he opened a door and entered a windowless room ordered with numerous tidy desks and tables. Wooden file cabinets lined three of the four walls, while shelves full of books and maps rose along the last. A couple doors led to tiny interrogation cubicles.
Eight men worked in the office, though Sespian knew they represented only a portion of the intelligence network. Some wore army uniforms and others bland civilian attire, though all were soldiers.
“Room, attention!” someone barked upon spying Sespian.
Each man dropped his paperwork, stood, and thumped a palm to his chest in salute.
“At ease,” Sespian said, feeling silly as soon as the army lingo came out of his mouth. These men knew he had never commanded a squad at physical training much less led soldiers into battle. Given their intelligence-gathering manifesto, they probably also knew each and every excuse a younger Sespian had used to escape Weaponsmaster Orik’s lessons. Still, he figured they’d be more likely to listen to a confident, commanding emperor, not the inexperienced idealist Hollowcrest claimed Sespian was. “Colonel Backcrest, see me, please.”
The keen-eyed head of the intelligence office hustled forward, snapping his heels as he assumed a rigid attention stance. His black uniform included polished boots, gleaming brass buttons, and creases so perky one wondered if he ironed with a steam roller.
“Colonel, I’d like you to check up on these diplomats.” Sespian handed over the invitations. “Make sure they’re not a likely threat, and, if they pass muster, deliver these messages before my birthday celebration.”
“Of course, Sire. Can we be of any other assistance? Would you like to see our most recent reports?” Backcrest asked, eyebrows rising hopefully.
Sespian guessed officers cloistered back here rarely received the recognition of field soldiers, men constantly tried in battle and drills that let them shine in front of their comrades and commanders. These men were probably all hungering for praise. Maybe Sespian didn’t need to act like an experienced commander after all; maybe he just needed to give them attention.
“Not just now,” he said, “but I’d appreciate it if you’d start sending weekly updates to my office.”
The colonel brightened.
“Hollowcrest only takes bimonthly reports,” a voice in the back murmured, not with displeasure but with excitement.
Sespian felt a guilty twinge. He should have been back here previously, talking to these people, learning from them. His father had demanded Sespian go over imperial reports with him, but when Hollowcrest took over... Hollowcrest had always given the impression he preferred it when Sespian took no interest whatsoever.
“I’ll have the first copy on your desk by dawn,” the colonel said. “Anything else, Sire?”
“Actually, I was wondering if you might spare somebody for a couple weeks for a special assignment.” Since Sespian knew Hollowcrest also talked to these men, he made his request vague.
“Of course, Sire. Anyone in the office would be honored to serve you personally.” The colonel extended an arm to encompass his men, who straightened further under Sespian’s gaze. “Choose any you please.”
Sespian knew from their files they were all competent—they had to be to work in the Imperial Barracks—but he needed more than competence. He needed someone unlikely to have developed an allegiance to Hollowcrest. A younger man seemed best, and it would be good to have peers his own age with whom to work. Sespian hoped he was not making his choice based on personal feelings instead of logic.
“Lieutenant Dunn,” Sespian said.
“Sire?” Bright, hopeful eyes met his. The twenty-two-year-old officer was less than six months out of the academy, his record said, where he graduated at the top of his class. Though not of the warrior caste, he had already impressed his superiors and earned numerous accolades.
“Care to work with me for a couple of weeks?”
“Absolutely, Sire.”
“Let’s talk.”
Sespian pointed to one of the cubicles. They went inside, closed the door, and sat across the table from each other.
Dunn fidgeted in his chair. Sespian felt nervous too. Had he chosen the right man?
“You’ll report only to me,” he said. “If your superiors ask you for details, tell them you’re under secret orders.”
“I understand, Sire.”
“You usually focus your efforts on the empire’s borders and beyond, so this will be a different type of task for you. I need you to investigate every soldier working in the Barracks.”
Dunn tilted his head. “Sire?”
“Hollowcrest has been poisoning me for the last year. I’m sure he’s had help.” Sespian watched Dunn’s face intently.
The shock that widened the lieutenant’s eyes seemed genuine. “Why?” he asked. “Why would he dare?”
“To keep me and my ideas out of his way. He grew comfortable as regent, and he didn’t want to give up that power.”
“Despicable,” Dunn whispered.
“Quite.” Sespian held Dunn’s eyes. “That’s why I need your help. I think you’re a man I can trust.”
“Of course! What can I do, Sire?”
“Find out who’s with me and who’s loyal to Hollowcrest. I wish I could lead the investigation myself, but people have a tendency to be on their best behavior when I’m about.” When they’re not trying to drug me....
“Quite.” Dunn smiled as he echoed Sespian’s earlier comment. “On the other hand, who would notice a young lieutenant in one of the ubiquitous soldier uniforms around this place?”
“We’re thinking alike already. Your skills will serve you well in this. One other thing...” Sespian cleared his throat. “Find out everything you can about a female enforcer named Amaranthe Lokdon. In particular, I want to know if she’s dead or alive. Hollowcrest says dead, but I’ve decided it’ll be best for my health to question everything he’s ever told me.”
“Yes, Sire,” Dunn said.
“That’s all. Report to me daily before breakfast.”
“Yes, Sire.”
Sespian sat in the cubicle for a few minutes after Dunn left, wondering if he could trust the man. Even if he could, this was only a start. He would have to round up Hollowcrest’s minions and do something with them—all before Hollowcrest figured out Sespian was off the drug. He hoped he had enough time, but feared he did not.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 16
 
“Your name?” the sergeant asked.
Perched on an uncomfortable wooden chair, Amaranthe flirted with making up an identity, but with her wanted posters plastering the city, the soldiers would figure it out sooner or later. Besides, her interrogator would probably see through her lies.
Hard, experienced eyes studied her from beneath graying eyebrows. A scar ran down his cheek, tugging his lip into a sneer that made it look as if he had eaten something unpleasant for breakfast. His last prisoner perhaps.
“Amaranthe Lokdon,” she said.
No one sat at the lone desk, but two armed guards stood by the office’s only door. It was open, and a man wearing captain’s pins leaned against the frame and further blocked the route. At least the soldiers were questioning her here instead of some dank interrogation chamber, though the vertical iron bars securing the sole window offered little hope of escape. No one had bound her hands, but with so many soldiers around, she failed to see how it mattered.
“Occupation?” the sergeant asked.
Counterfeiter of money, plotter against business coalitions, and all-around hindrance to Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest. “Enforcer.”
“What district?”
“Commercial.”
The sergeant strolled around the room, hands clasped behind his back. His boots alternately clacked or thudded as he crossed back and forth over a thin rug. It did little to cover the web of cracks marring the concrete floor, evidence of the building’s age.
“A female enforcer,” he said. “There can’t be many. It’ll be easy enough to check your story.”
“I imagine so.”
“Women warriors. Ridiculous notion. You can’t beat a man in a fight.”
“Depends on the man,” she said. “Why don’t we leave the fort, just you and me, and we can test your theory?”
The sergeant steered a frosty look her direction. “Who’s your friend that ran?”
Amaranthe hesitated. In the doorway, the captain’s eyes narrowed. She shifted on the hard chair. The sergeant dropped his fists on the desk, leaned on them, and glared at her.
“My partner,” she said.
The sergeant snorted. “That man is no enforcer. He evaded our soldiers slicker than a greased fish.”
“Did he kill anyone?” Amaranthe asked. Please, no more deaths on my hands.
“It depends on how much you two had to do with the men who were murdered by the lake and under the water tower.”
“We had nothing to do with that,” Amaranthe said. “We were only following the trail to see what did kill them.” She leaned forward and gripped the edge of the desk. “And we did. We saw it, and we fled from it. Your men need to be very careful. It’s not a bear or panther, like the papers said. It’s much worse.”
“Oh?”
Amaranthe frowned. The sergeant sounded more skeptical than interested. Was he not concerned about his lost men?
“Yes, oh,” she said.
“What did you see?”
“It was like a cougar but much bigger. It was strong, but it wasn’t graceful. It was ugly and blocky—like something molded out of clay. It’s not of natural origins.”
The sergeant exchanged significant glances with the captain, who was apparently content to let his man do the questioning while he observed. A part of her wanted to tell them about everything: Forge’s assassination threats, Hollowcrest’s drugging of the emperor, and her suspicions about the creature. But they would never believe her. Still, if there was a chance she could get them in on the monster hunt, she had to try. After seeing Sicarius’s knife clank uselessly off the beast’s eye, she knew killing it was beyond her team.
“What do you mean not of ‘natural origins?’” the sergeant asked.
Amaranthe leaned back and felt the hard edge of the chair against her shoulder blades. She considered her next words. If she simply said the beast was a magical Nurian creation—something imperial subjects were supposed to know nothing about—she would find herself thrown in a cell as a conspirator. She had to lead them to make their own conclusions.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never heard of anything like that monster. My comrade threw a knife at its eye, and the blade didn’t penetrate.”
“The weapon must have spun and hit with the hilt,” the sergeant said.
Amaranthe shook her head. “The point struck true. Right in the eye. It clanged off as if it had hit steel.”
“Impossible. You saw wrong.”
Believe me, curse you. “I’m just an enforcer, and I don’t know too much about politics, but isn’t it possible that some—I don’t know—enemy of the empire sent the creature over here to make trouble? Especially now, with the emperor’s birthday celebration only days away? Foreign diplomats and hundreds of important officials from all across the empire will be in town. Don’t you think it’s a bad time for soldiers to start showing up dead?”
“It’s never a good time for soldiers to show up dead.” The sergeant dropped his chin to his chest. “It is kind of suspicious though. The timing and all. I suppose...”
In the doorway, the captain cleared his throat. The sergeant glared at Amaranthe.
“I’m asking questions,” he said. “For all I know, you’re trying to distract me from your involvement in the deaths of our men.”
“Did you see the bodies?” she asked. “They were mutilated. By something with fangs and claws. How could I possibly have done that?”
“Human beings are vile and resourceful creatures. I’ve seen ‘em do wicked things to each other.”
“Yes, I had retractable six-inch claws installed beneath my fingernails to do this job.” Amaranthe thrust her hand out. There was not even room to hide a speck of dirt under the chewed nubs at the ends of her fingers. “Besides, you saw the tracks. You know something inhuman is about.”
“What are you suggesting? That this is some sort of magical beast planted by enemies of the empire?”
Yes! “Magic? I thought it didn’t exist.”
The sergeant rapped his knuckles on the edge of the desk. “That’s exactly what you should think.”
“But if it did exist...” Amaranthe furrowed her brow thoughtfully, silently urging him to make the connection.
He stared blankly at her.
Exasperation welled in her. “If it did exist, we could all be in danger. If someone using the mental sciences shows up at the emperor’s birthday—”
The captain and sergeant’s heads snapped up like bloodhounds that had caught a scent. Idiot, wrong word!
The captain jerked his chin toward the hallway, and the sergeant followed him outside. The two statuesque soldiers who had guarded the exit followed. The door thudded shut. A lock clanked.
Amaranthe went to the door and pressed her ear against it.
“...worse than murder... Nurian collaborator.”
“...said science, not magic... dangerous.”
“...jail?”
“...influence prisoners. Leave her... general will want...”
The voices moved out of range. The cool wood of the door felt deceptively calming against Amaranthe’s cheek. What are they going to do with me?
She sank to the floor, back against the door. The concrete radiated warmth beneath her palms. No fireplace or stove burned in the room, but the air was comfortable. A lot of large buildings in the city were heated by hypocausts. If this one was, that would mean flues in the walls and crawl spaces beneath the floor where hot air flowed.
Her fingers drifted toward one of the many cracks. It meandered into a corner by the window wall. Might the building be dilapidated enough that she could escape through the floor?
On hands and knees, Amaranthe crossed the room, probing at promising rifts. After pushing aside the rug, she found an area where multiple cracks intersected, creating a diamond-shaped island in the middle.
She dug her fingers into the wider crevices and wiggled the piece. It shifted slightly, but she could not lift it free.
Amaranthe stood and investigated the desk. A smooth stone being used as a paperweight caught her interest. She grabbed it, then rummaged through the drawers. A stash of wrapped flatcakes occupied one. Apparently, the captain had a sweet tooth, or maybe he bribed his men with rewards. She dumped them on top of the desk. Maybe she could use them if she escaped the building.
The letter opener stashed behind a collection of writing supplies had a more immediate use. Though too blunt to make much of a weapon, it had sufficient heft for an impromptu chisel.
She grabbed a scarf from a peg near the door and used it to muffle her work. The tap of the paperweight against the end of the letter opener still sounded too loud in her ears. Fortunately, the remaining threads of mortar shattered easily. Amaranthe lifted the one-inch-thick slab free. Beneath the top layer rested two foot square tiles. Though not surprised, she groaned at the additional barrier. Her captors would not leave her alone indefinitely.
Only one tile was fully visible and it held no cracks or signs of weakness. Nonetheless, she would have to work with that one or try to pull up more of the floor, which would take too long.
Amaranthe placed her hand on the tile. Warmth seeped through the ceramic. She tapped on it with the paper weight, and the hollow thuds gave her reason to continue. It sounded as if a duct or crawl space ran underneath. She grabbed the letter opener again and chipped at the worn mortar around the edge of the tile.
Time bled past. Whenever voices or footsteps sounded outside, she glanced at the door, letter opener clenched in her fist.
Finally, she wiggled the tile free. A black opening yawned beneath it, and warm air wafted from the gap. Pillars supported each corner where the square had laid, and darkness lurked all around them. Amaranthe reached down to measure the space to the bottom. Moist grime and mold cloaked the rough concrete beneath. She shuddered and wiped her fingers on the rug. What were you expecting? A freshly scrubbed crawl space?
She estimated a depth of two feet to squirm through. Good enough.
Amaranthe grabbed the wrapped cakes and stuffed them into her shirt. Feet first, she squeezed into the hole. Hunkered on her knees, she dragged the rug back into place behind her. Her escape route would not remain a mystery for long, but she need not be obvious about it.
Darkness swallowed her, stealing sight. She inhaled deeply and forced herself to remain calm in the tight space. Hot smoky air, heavy with the scent of burning coal, irritated her nostrils and throat.
She groped around, skinning her knuckles against a pillar. The heat seemed to originate from her left, so she belly-crawled that direction. Mold squished beneath her fingers. Sweat soon bathed her body. Grit and dust stuck to her palms. Something furry brushed her wrist and scurried away. She jerked her hand up. Though she doubted she had anything to fear from rats, she couldn’t keep from imagining hordes of the little beasts swarming over her and gnawing at her flesh.
Amaranthe sighed with relief when she made it to a shaft slanting down. She climbed in and wriggled through it. As she descended, the smoke grew more concentrated and the heat intensified. Stifling coughs, she turned a corner and a square of light appeared below her. When she reached the end of the shaft, she swung out, scattering the burning embers of a fire. She banged her head as she hustled through the flames. Once free, she stomped her feet and swatted her clothes to make sure nothing was burning.
Two sooty, bare-chested men gaped at her. Both held shovels heaped with coal. Aside from the glow of the fire, a single lantern provided light. Stairs rose behind the workers.
Amaranthe pulled two mashed flatcakes from her shirt and handed one to each man. “You fellows are doing excellent work. You never saw me, right?”
They jabbered in a foreign language. Perhaps Arbitan and Larocka were not the only ones exploiting illegal slaves. Fortunately, the men showed more interest in the cakes than her.
Amaranthe slid past them and climbed the stairs. She cracked open the door at the top. A few feet away, a brick wall loomed. She was behind the building near the edge of the compound. A guard clanked past on a walkway above. No going over the wall, but the smooth brick defied scaling anyway.
She brushed dust, mold, and other dubious smudges from her clothing. Then she arranged her remaining flatcakes in one arm and stepped into the sunlight. An ice-and-gravel path took her along the wall, then veered through an alley between buildings.
The gate came into sight, but the busy square stretched before it. Dozens of soldiers streamed here and there. Two more men guarded the exit, but at least it was a different pair than at dawn.
Amaranthe lifted one of the cakes with her free arm and walked into the square.
“Fresh flatcakes! One for two ranmyas, two for three.” She waved the sweet and meandered toward the gate. “Get your flatcakes right here! No need to wait until chow call for a tasty snack. You, sir. You look hungry. Just two ranmyas for a sumptuous sweet.”
A soldier brushed past her but did not look up. Excitement thrummed through her limbs. Maybe this would work. The men barely noticed her. Soldiers who would have pounced on a fleeing prisoner avoided eye contact with a pushy vendor.
She was halfway to the gate and congratulating herself when a hand clamped onto her shoulder. Amaranthe turned, locking the expression of an eager merchant onto her face.
“Sir,” she said to the corporal who restrained her. “I can see you’re a man who appreciates the delicious taste of a fresh flatcake. My sweets use superior ingredients and—”
The corporal growled and jerked her around. He propelled her, not toward a jail cell, but toward the gate.
“How did you get in here? How many times have I told you people the fort is off limits to civilians? Sell your junk outside the walls if you must.”
“Sir, I protest,” Amaranthe said, as the corporal manhandled her through the gate. The two soldiers avoided glares the corporal sent them, no doubt wondering how they had let her pass. “How is a good businesswoman—and a loyal citizen, I assure you—supposed to make a living with such stringent rules? I have children in need of new parkas.”
“Not my problem.” The corporal released her with a shove.
“I’m going to complain to the emperor!”
“You do that.”
Thrusting her chin in the air, Amaranthe marched down the road away from the fort. She bit her lip to keep from grinning. There were still soldiers to avoid. Numerous men strode the snowy paths beyond the walls on some errand or another. If one of the soldiers who had captured her was about, it would mean trouble.
She had to reach the curve in the road ahead. Trees there obscured the view and would provide cover for her to run down to the lake. Only then would she relax.
Pounding boots thundered down the snow-cleared road behind her. Amaranthe winced. So close.
She turned, and a soldier bigger than Maldynado stopped before her. He was armed but by himself. Maybe she could...
“Two, please,” he said.
“What?” Amaranthe asked.
The soldier pulled out three bills. Relief made her smile genuine. She handed him two flatcakes. He gave her the money, a curt wave, and ran off, fingers peeling away the wrappers.
Amaranthe hurried down the road, certain she had surpassed her luck quota for the week. When she turned into the trees, she almost tripped over Sicarius. He was crouching on the balls of his feet, watching her approach.
“They let you go?” His gaze fell on the cakes and ranmyas clutched in her hands.
“Not intentionally.” An alarm bell clanged at the fort, and Amaranthe winced. “In fact, we should leave. Now.”
They ran down the slope and onto the lake trail.
“What were you doing?” she asked.
“Waiting for nightfall so I could retrieve you.”
“Really? Like a rescue operation?” Touched, she smiled at him. “Is it possible the stodgy, emotionless assassin has perhaps grown to care about me?”
“You are needed to implement the final phase of the plan.”
Her smiled deepened. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to say it.”
“What?”
“You like me.”
“Since it’s your plan we’re following, it is logical to make a priority of your safety until Forge is thwarted.”
“Easy, Sicarius. If you’re not careful with all these affirmations of affection, I might assume you want to be friends.”
He gave her a sidelong look with the faintest hint of amusement seeping through his stony façade. “Did you warn the soldiers about the creature’s origins?”
“I tried. My new knowledge of magic only drew their suspicion.”
“We must focus on the emperor,” Sicarius said. “There’s nothing else you can do about this creature.”
“We’ll see.”
 
* * * * *
 
“Where’s Akstyr?” Amaranthe asked when she and Sicarius returned to the cannery.
She wanted to know if Akstyr knew anything about soul constructs, such as how to kill them. She peered past counters and drying bills but did not see him.
“Dunno.” Maldynado dropped the handle of the paper cutter to slice a new counterfeit twenty into existence.
“Nor do I.” Books was applying ink to the press. “I thought he was on watch.”
“No one’s on watch.” Amaranthe looked at Sicarius. “Can you check outside and see if there was a scuffle?”
Sicarius inclined his head and left.
“It’s not my fault,” Maldynado said.
Amaranthe joined them. “I didn’t say it was.”
“No, but women like to blame things on me, so I figured I’d announce my innocence preemptively.”
“What type of things?” Books asked. “Their unwanted pregnancies?”
“Of course not. To bear my offspring would be an honor. They know that.”
After trading eye rolls with Books, Amaranthe grabbed a pen and several sheets of paper. With stacks of counterfeit bills ready, it was time to see if her bluff would work.
She sat at a counter and penned a note:
Have a compromise that will benefit both our interests. Imperative we meet before the emperor’s birthday. Midnight three days prior in the scrapyard outside the Oak Iron Smelter.
Sicarius entered the cannery, and Amaranthe waved him over.
“Akstyr walked away of his own volition,” he said.
“Thank you for checking.” She pushed the note across the counter to him. “I’m in need of your artistic abilities.”
Silently, he sat across from her and read the note.
Amaranthe spread the crumpled reject she had removed from Larocka’s waste bin. “Could you make a copy of my note in her handwriting? And I need an identical note in Hollowcrest’s handwriting.”
She folded her hands on the counter and watched his face, half expecting Sicarius to deny knowing what Hollowcrest’s handwriting looked like, half expecting him to say nothing and simply stare at her.
He did give her a bland gaze, but picked up the pen and started writing. Both notes.
“The Oak Iron Smelter isn’t one of Larocka’s, correct?” His work complete, he set down the pen.
“No,” Amaranthe said. “A warrior caste family has owned it for generations; it should be neutral territory for all parties.”
Sicarius stood, but seemed to recall something. He withdrew a folded piece of paper and handed it to Amaranthe. Remembering her wanted poster, she winced. What now?
She stared at the drawing and wasn’t sure whether to be amused or chagrined by the familiar image. “Maldynado, this one’s for you.”
“Eh?” Maldynado left the paper cutter and ambled over. “What do you—ho, I recognize that gorgeous fellow.”
“I imagine so,” Amaranthe said.
The wanted poster featured the picture the woman in the ink shop had sketched of him. This version came with a few words at the bottom: Maldynado Monticzhelo, Wanted Dead or Alive: 250 ranmyas.
“Two hundred fifty ranmyas? That can’t be right.” Maldynado raked his fingers through his soft brown curls. “My last hair cut cost more than that!”
“I see you’re regarding this with the utmost seriousness,” Amaranthe said.
“It must be a misprint. Don’t you think it’s a misprint?” Maldynado gave Sicarius a pleading look.
Sicarius stared back without comment.
“Two-fifty.” Maldynado’s gaze shifted to Amaranthe. “Yours is for ten thousand! And Sicarius, they’re offering a million for him.”
“Surely you don’t put yourself in Sicarius’s league,” Amaranthe said, amused at Maldynado’s whining, despite regrets that she had somehow gotten him noticed by the law.
“No,” Maldynado admitted, “but you’re just a girl. How can yours be for...” He stuck out his fingers and started figuring under his breath.
“Forty times more, you dolt,” Books said, eyes glinting with apparent appreciation for the poster.
“Forty times?” Maldynado clasped his forehead. “That’s insulting. I’m much more, er... I’m... Look!” He stood sideways, thrust out his chest, and flexed his biceps.
“Indeed,” Amaranthe said, struggling not to laugh.
“Two-fifty.” His head dropped, and his hair flopped about his angular cheekbones as he slunk back to the paper cutter. “Bounty hunters won’t even bother to get up from the table when they see me in an eating house. Why risk a muscle pull drawing a sword for such a measly reward? I’ll be lucky if they throw a fork.”
A moment later, Akstyr sauntered through the doorway. Amaranthe stared at a frosting-drenched pastry hanging from his mouth. He clutched a greasy sack that read Curi’s Bakery.
Apparently forgetting his disgruntlement, Maldynado sidled up and smiled at the sack. Akstyr graciously offered him a pastry, which Maldynado stuffed in his mouth.
“I thought you didn’t have any money,” Maldynado said.
“Don’t.” Akstyr grinned at Amaranthe. “Your fake money works real good.”
She almost fell off her stool. “You used the counterfeits?”
“Uh huh.”
“How could you? You’ve put us all in danger. That merchant is going to realize it’s not genuine eventually, if she hasn’t already. If it gets traced back to us...” Amaranthe resisted the urge to run to the front of the building and peer through the boarded windows facing the street. It was probably too soon for a squad of enforcers to tramp down the dock to their door.
“Imbecile,” Books said to Akstyr. “How could you be so thoughtless? To jeopardize everything for a sweet.”
“I didn’t know it’d be a problem.”
“How could you not know? What you mean is you didn’t think.”
Akstyr threw the sack on the table. “This chews rat balls.”
“What a colorful colloquialism,” Books said. “Clearly your gang years educated you well.”
Akstyr’s hands clenched into fists. “I’ve been working night and day, and I’m getting nothing out of this. If you’re going to treat me like an idiot, I’m leaving.”
Amaranthe frowned, tempted to let him go. If he was going to be more of a liability than a help, why keep him? But, no, she needed all the man power possible to finish printing bills and stage the meeting with Forge and Hollowcrest.
“It’ll be fine,” she soothed. “Just don’t spend anymore. And you make a good point. We’ve all been working hard. From now on, we’ll only have two people working the press and one standing watch. The other two can relax.” She opened her hand, palm up to Akstyr. “Or study.”
“Whatever.” Akstyr grabbed his sack and headed for a corner.
Maybe involving him more in the plotting and planning would engage his interest, or at least keep him focused and loyal.
“Akstyr,” she said, “can you arrange a meeting between me and your old gang boss?”
“Whatever.”
“Is that a yes?” she asked.
A silent glare answered her. Lovely. A Sicarius in training.
Amaranthe joined Books at the press. Eyes wide with concern, he shook his head. She shared the feeling.
“Let’s start packing the dry bills in Maldynado’s chicken crate,” she said. “Just in case we have to leave in a hurry.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 17
 
Colonel Backcrest’s first intelligence report arrived well before dawn, and Sespian shuffled to his desk to read it. Still wearing slippers and pajamas, he slid into the icy wooden chair without bothering to shovel coal into the stove. Someone would figure out he was awake and come in to feed the fire shortly. The staff always wrung their hands in respectful distress when he did that sort of thing himself.
According to the report, the borders were oddly untroubled and no one had seen a Nurian warship in months. Perhaps that signified a lessened interest in hostilities, but more likely it represented a pause for plotting and planning. An unidentified creature murdering citizens on the waterfront struck him as a more immediate concern. He scribbled a note for Backcrest that requested more information.
When Sespian set the report aside, he glimpsed the sketches he had made a few weeks earlier for a new art wing at the university. Pretty but not structurally stable. His mind had truly been affected by that drug. Poor Amaranthe Lokdon—harassed by a simpleton.
His frown deepened as he again considered that evening she had leaped from Hollowcrest’s window. Why had she even been in the Barracks? She must have been returning from Hollowcrest’s special mission, a mission Sespian still knew nothing about. Maybe Dunn would find out more. Why would Hollowcrest have chosen her for secret work? He was barely cognizant of the city’s enforcers—why would he have brought one to the Barracks?
Because of me. Fool. With his love-struck babbling, he had brought Amaranthe to Hollowcrest’s attention. Dully, he realized whatever trouble she had found since was very likely his fault. But how had she ended up with Sicarius’s knife? Surely Hollowcrest had been lying; she couldn’t possibly be working with that monster.
A tentative knock sounded on the door.
“Come in, Lieutenant,” Sespian guessed. Hollowcrest never knocked tentatively or showed up that early.
Papers in hand, Dunn entered the office. Despite the early hour, his uniform was pressed, his hair combed, his beard shaved, and his boots polished. Wondering whether he should feel pleased at the dedication or embarrassed of his own pajama-clad state, Sespian waved the lieutenant to a seat opposite the desk.
“I’ve identified some of Hollowcrest’s cronies, Sire,” Dunn said. “It’s going to take time to complete a thorough list without drawing attention, but I’ve started with the higher ups. They’d have more power to influence subordinates, I imagine.”
Sespian nodded and leaned forward to examine three papers Dunn laid out.
“Those are men loyal to you.” Dunn pointed to each list as he spoke of it. “Those are Hollowcrest’s men, and these are the indifferent ones who said they’re just here to work and don’t care who’s in charge.”
“Those men don’t worry me.” Sespian’s chin drooped as he read the long list of names under Hollowcrest. “The Commander Lord General for every satrapy?”
“Regrettably, yes, Sire.”
Don’t panic, Sespian. It was alarming, but those men were hundreds or thousands of miles away and a less immediate threat than the traitors in and near the Imperial Barracks. “General Lakecrest,” he named the base commander for Fort Urgot, outside of Stumps. “That’s a problem.”
“Yes, Sire.”
“I see you’ve placed yourself on my list,” Sespian said. “Right at the top too.” He smiled.
“Of course, Sire.”
“We’re outnumbered. Sure you don’t want to change sides?”
Dunn’s nostrils flared with indignation. “I would never back someone who would drug his emperor. Hollowcrest has no honor.”
“Indeed not.” Sespian slid the papers into a stack and cleared his throat. He strove for the appearance of no-more-than-casual interest on his next question. “I’m sure this kept you very busy, but did you happen to find out anything about Corporal Lokdon?”
A guarded expression came over Dunn, and Sespian braced himself for bad news.
“She’s still alive, Sire.”
“Oh?” Excitement fluttered in Sespian’s belly, but Dunn’s grim expression stole his pleasure. “But?”
“Yesterday morning, she escaped from Fort Urgot, where she was being held for questioning about some dead bodies. It’s believed she has something to do with the creature that’s been murdering people around the waterfront.”
“Yes, I read about the creature,” Sespian said, though he did not see how Amaranthe could be related to it.
“Also, there was a man with her who escaped,” Dunn said. “He was later identified as the criminal Sicarius.”
Sespian sank low in his chair. “Maybe it just looked like... Maybe she’s not...” No, he couldn’t think of a logical reason as to why she’d be with the assassin. “Damn. I wanted...” Aware of Dunn watching, Sespian sat up and shut his mouth. He could mull and moan when he was alone.
“All right,” Sespian said. “Just complete these lists for me, please. And if you can, requisition someone to keep an eye on Hollowcrest. Someone on the housecleaning staff perhaps. I want to know if he leaves the Barracks or meets with guests here.”
Sespian wasn’t going to have time to spend hours lurking in the ductwork to spy on Hollowcrest himself. He had to figure out how to subvert—or was it un-subvert?—General Lakecrest and all the other local men on the list. All soldiers, he noted grimly. All men he had nothing in common with. Nothing to worry about.
 
* * * * *
 
“When you asked how to get in touch with my former gang,” Akstyr said, “I didn’t think you were planning to take me along.”
Amaranthe trailed him, her scabbard dragging in the knee-high drifts lining the path. She felt silly wearing a short sword with her businesswoman’s long skirt and jacket, but in this neighborhood no one worried about fashion. The packed-snow trail parted a narrow street, and spurs provided access to dilapidated tenements, brothels, and alcohol shops. Behind wrought iron bars, the cracked window of a smoke shop promised illegal drugs in several languages. The bundled men and women they passed bore pitted and rusted swords, long knives, or axes.
“I thought you might want to brag to your old comrades that you escaped and were well,” she said.
“And working for a crazy woman for no pay?”
“Careful, you’ll make them jealous.” Amaranthe stepped over a wad of human excrement mashed into the snow. “Besides, you know these people. I can’t think of anyone better to have along when dealing with them.”
“Except him.” Akstyr jerked his chin to indicate Sicarius, who walked a few steps behind, scanning their surroundings alertly.
“He’s just here in case there’s trouble,” Amaranthe said. “It’s your advice I’ll need.”
“Whatever. I don’t see why you can’t use official couriers to deliver your messages.”
“Because...” I’m trying to involve you with our mission and get you to care so you don’t turn us in for our bounties. “The Courier Network requires too much personal information about the sender. I can lie, but if someone comes back later asking about me, they’ll answer. We need people we can count on for discretion.”
“And murdering gang members came to mind?” Akstyr asked.
“Surprisingly, yes. Can you imagine them answering honestly if Hollowcrest’s minions come around asking questions?”
“Probably not,” Akstyr said. “They’ll charge you more than couriers would though.”
“I expected it.”
“We are being watched,” Sicarius said.
“I expected that too,” Amaranthe said.
Her group turned a corner. Beggars, drunks, and drug dealers lined the drifts. Amaranthe guessed most served dual purposes as lookouts and spies.
“The entrance is down there.” Akstyr pointed to an alley barely two feet wide.
No obvious doors marked the chipped sides of the brick buildings, though a narrow metal stair on one wall rose in switchbacks to the roof.
“Do we invite ourselves up or wait for a welcoming party?” Amaranthe asked.
“It’s already here.”
A boy of nine or ten detached from a shady nook and planted himself in front of Akstyr, fists on his hips. “You’re s’pose to be dead, you magic-cursed cur.”
“We here to see the boss, Pigeon,” Akstyr growled. “You can eat street.”
“Tuskar don’t want to see some pretend wizard,” the boy said.
“How about me?” Amaranthe lifted a finger. “Would he consent to seeing me?”
“What you want, woman?” the boy asked.
“I have a job for someone in your gang. Paying job.”
The work ethic ran strongly through the empire’s citizens, a social construct too embedded to be cast aside as easily as the legal code. Amaranthe hoped even gang members would value the idea of earning their pay.
“That truth?” The boy pointed at Sicarius. “Who’s he?”
Amaranthe suspected more ears than this youth’s were listening to the conversation. “My secretary.”
The boy snorted. “Whatever. Follow me.”
Amaranthe led her men into the alley, trailing their new guide.
“Secretary?” Sicarius murmured behind her.
She tossed a smile over her shoulder. “You did write my letters.”
The narrow stair rose so steeply, Amaranthe decided to reclassify it as a ladder. Make that a deathtrap. As they ascended, the rickety contraption quaked with such enthusiasm that she pictured falls and broken bones.
Three stories up, the climb ended on top of the building where much more than a roof awaited. A permanent camp consisting of wood and scrap-metal huts sprawled across the footprint-laden snow. The elevated village spanned at least ten adjacent buildings connected by flimsy planks. The roof provided an excellent view of the icy lake, which sparkled white beneath the blue sky.
“Nice location,” Amaranthe said.
The boy bowed as if he had orchestrated the construction. He led them past defenders posted at the roof’s corners. Crossbows or muskets leaned against the low walls for easy access. A moment of doubt sank into the pit of Amaranthe’s stomach. These were the types of folks who would be up-to-date on the latest wanted posters. Perhaps she should have looked elsewhere for messengers. Still, these men would have underworld connections, too, and could probably deliver her notes without drawing attention.
“Tuskar’s office.” The boy stopped before one of the larger shacks.
Two meaty brutes stood guard outside. One presented missing front teeth as he leered at Amaranthe.
The boy did not stay to make an introduction. Amaranthe glanced at Akstyr, who merely shrugged. When she reached for the door latch, the guards made no effort to stop her. Expected, are we?
The room inside seemed more of a recreational area than an office. Ten or twelve men loitered. Some played Tiles on top of a crate, one gave another a tattoo, and two practiced at knife fighting. At least, Amaranthe thought they were practicing.
Everyone paused and glared when Akstyr entered. At the far end of the room, a rangy man sat behind a desk—if one could call a couple boards propped on concrete blocks a “desk.” He lounged in a chair with his muddy boots atop a stack of papers. He, too, affixed Akstyr with a frosty glare and worked a toothpick back and forth with his tongue.
Amaranthe crossed the room and stopped in front of the man. “Greetings.” She decided not to mention her name. “Are you the leader? Tuskar? I have a job proposition for you.”
Tuskar’s eyes never left Akstyr. “How’d you escape from the pillory, boy? ‘Round here, magic’s forbidden, death penalty.”
“I wasn’t doing no magic,” Akstyr growled. “Though it was real nice of you to turn me in without even asking about it.”
“You gotta fit in to be one of us. You never did. Always having airs, pretending you’re something better. Truth is you just crawled out of a piss pot, same as the rest of us.” Tuskar pointed at Akstyr’s hand. “I see you with my brand after today, I’ll put my boys on the hunt for your hide.”
“What am I supposed to do?” Akstyr asked. “Gnaw my hand off?”
Tuskar surged to his feet and around the desk. “If you can’t figure out a way to get it off, I’ll do it for you.” He slid a dagger out of his belt.
Amaranthe did not notice Sicarius move. Between one eye blink and the next, he was simply there, standing in front of Akstyr, blocking Tuskar’s path. Sicarius did not draw a weapon or posture threateningly. He merely offered his cold stare.
The gang leader sheathed his knife and propped his hip against the edge of his desk as if he had never thought to do more.
Akstyr looked at Sicarius with wide-eyed surprise. That turned into a smug smile when he faced Tuskar again.
Behind Amaranthe, men stopped talking and the room grew silent. Her skin crawled under the gazes that had to be focused on the confrontation. She resisted the desire to turn around and look. No doubt by design, Sicarius stood at an oblique angle so everything in the room fit in his peripheral vision. Amaranthe shifted her own stance.
“Perhaps,” she said, “if we’re done menacing each other, we can talk business.”
Tuskar curled his lip at her and sniffed twice. “You smell like an enforcer.”
“Is that a guess?” Amaranthe asked. “Or is olfactory career identification your special talent?”
Akstyr snickered. Tuskar glared.
Amaranthe put a hand on Sicarius’s shoulder. “Can you smell his occupation?”
“Assassin.”
She hid a grimace. Yes, Tuskar knew who they were, and he probably knew how much of a bounty hung over their heads.
“You are good,” she said. “I bet you’re popular at parties.”
Tuskar withdrew his toothpick and flicked it into a corner of the room where it landed in a pile of similar discards. He took the stack of papers off his desk, shifted through them, and pulled out two sheets. He slapped down the wanted posters for Amaranthe and Sicarius.
“We like to keep track of criminals with bounties on their heads,” Tuskar said. “You never know when we’ll chance across one and have the opportunity to collect. Never had someone dumb enough to come to us before. Sure is convenient.” Tuskar perused the documents. “Looks like you two are wanted dead. That simples things up. No need to capture you and force march you up to Enforcer Headquarters.”
The door creaked open. Two men with muskets stepped in, the barrels trained on Amaranthe and Sicarius.
She lifted her hand to her mouth and yawned widely. Tuskar frowned at her reaction. If only she truly felt that calm.
“May I?” Amaranthe gestured to the posters.
Brow furrowed, Tuskar handed them to her.
“Sicarius,” Amaranthe read. “Assassin. Crimes include but are not limited to: murdering Satrap Governor Urgaysan and burning his residence to the ground, stealing priceless documents and blowing up the First Imperial Museum, killing enforcers, sinking a navy ironclad, and slaying a platoon of imperial solders.” Amaranthe looked at Sicarius. “A whole platoon?”
“Yes,” Sicarius said.
“Was that all at once?”
“One night. In a swamp.”
The musket men exchanged worried glances. Others in the room shifted uneasily.
“Reward: one million ranmyas,” Amaranthe said. “Impressive. I imagine you get lots of would-be bounty hunters stalking you.”
“Yes.”
“And yet, you’re still alive. Based on what I’ve learned about you, I’m guessing those hunters are not.”
“A correct surmise,” Sicarius said.
In the back of the room, one of the knife fighters set his weapon down on a crate. He edged toward the door.
Amaranthe flipped to the second sheet of paper. “Mine isn’t so extensive, but this is my favorite part: illegal magic user.”
“That true?” one of the musket wielders asked.
Tuskar scowled at the speaker.
“Would Commander of the Armies Hollowcrest print it if it wasn’t true?” Amaranthe smiled.
She let Tuskar mull for a moment before speaking again. “My friend, with this many people, you could possibly take us down. But is the reward worth the lives you’ll have to sacrifice to get it?”
Tuskar opened his mouth.
“Including yours,” Amaranthe said. “Sicarius always goes for the leader first.”
“Always,” Sicarius said.
Fury leapt into Tuskar’s eyes, and his fingers snapped into a fist.
He was going to let them go—Amaranthe saw that—but she did not like what else she saw. The quickest way to humiliate a leader, and make an enemy for life, was to force him to back down in front of his troops. Maybe she could let him save face.
“But,” she said, “I’m sure you’ve found that it’s always smart to make powerful friends. Even more, it’s smart to have others know you’ve made powerful friends.” She arched her eyebrows and looked Sicarius up and down. “Wouldn’t you like to brag to your associates about how you sat down and chatted with the infamous assassin, Sicarius, the last time he was in town? Drank some applejack together? Went out hunting for women?”
Akstyr made a choking sound and watched Sicarius as if expecting him to strike her down for her audacity. When she glanced at him, however, Sicarius’s expression seemed no fiercer than usual. She even thought she detected a hint of amusement in the glance he flicked her. Her imagination, no doubt.
“And what’s it going to hurt,” Amaranthe continued to Tuskar, “if you imply you have his ear?”
She watched Tuskar’s face for a reaction. His eyes grew speculative, and his fist relaxed.
“I can see how that maybe would be a smart decision.” Tuskar plucked another toothpick off his desk and slipped it into his mouth. He eyed the men in the back of the room. A few of them nodded encouragement. “What’s the job you want done, girl?”
“Two messages delivered to two different people,” Amaranthe said.
“That sounds doable.”
They negotiated the details, and the three of them walked away without anyone else pointing weapons at them.
Back in the alley, Akstyr said, “I can’t believe they’re going to deliver your messages for free.”
Amaranthe caught Sicarius’s gaze. “I’m sorry about using you that way.”
“You are not,” he said.
“You’re right.” She grinned. “You’re my biggest asset. I can’t imagine not using you.”
“They don’t do anything for free,” Akstyr said, still staring up the ladder.
Amaranthe murmured to Sicarius, “Can you make sure our notes are delivered?”
He nodded and disappeared into the shadows. Amaranthe and Akstyr headed out of the gang’s territory, setting as brisk a pace as the snow would allow. With Sicarius gone, she wanted to escape the neighborhood as soon as possible. Too many faces peered at them through broken windows. A fresh blood stain splattered the snow in front of a stoop.
“We’re out of Black Arrow territory now,” Akstyr said, perhaps sensing her feelings.
“Good, I—”
Two men stepped out of an alley. They carried clubs fashioned from broken boards jutting with nails. Akstyr cursed. Though she had a sword, Amaranthe stopped a generous ten feet from them.
“Is there a reason you gentleman are blocking our way?” she asked.
“Not you.” One slapped the wood against his palm and pointed the weapon at Akstyr. “Him.”
The two men wore brands on the backs of their hands, human eyes with Xs through them. A rival gang.
“We heard you was using magic,” the bigger of the two said. “Magic ain’t allowed in the empire, and we sure not gonna stand for you Arrows using none. We gonna smash it outta you like a potato.”
“This man is working for me,” Amaranthe said. “I need him fully functional, not smashed like sort of food item.”
“Who talked to you, woman? You can get gone. We here for him.” Again the thug pointed at Akstyr with his club.
“I’m not with the Arrows anymore,” Akstyr said.
“Sure you ain’t,” the big man said. “And that’s why you’re walking outta their territory just now.”
“It might be smart to run,” Akstyr muttered to Amaranthe.
No doubt, but the men blocked the street. If she and Akstyr ran, it would have to be back into Black Arrow territory. Even if she had parted on good terms with the leader, she had no faith in the safety of the neighborhood.
“Let’s be reasonable, gentlemen.” She decided not to reach for her sword. It wouldn’t deter them and might escalate the violence. “There’s nothing to be gained by—”
The attack was not unexpected. The men charged, one at Akstyr, one at Amaranthe.
Inspired by Sicarius’s style, Amaranthe also charged. A falter in her opponent’s step betrayed his surprise at her choice.
The snow did not give much room to maneuver, but she managed to sidestep the downward arc of the club without leaving the path. She jumped in close behind his swing. The man’s attack left him tilted forward, off-balance. She slammed her palm into the side of his jaw. His head snapped to the left, and he grunted in pain.
The blow might have hurt, but it did not incapacitate him. He grabbed Amaranthe’s wrist.
Beside her, Akstyr and his man floundered into the drift and started wrestling. Snow flew.
To distract her opponent, Amaranthe kicked him in the shin. She clamped her free hand on top of his, pried his grip loose, and forced his arm into a twisting arc that left his wrist upside down and her elbow on top of his locked arm. She leaned on him, forcing his arm against the joint. The thug folded in half, and something snapped. He yelled and pulled away from her.
She tensed for another attack, but he stumbled back, clutching his arm to his chest. After an incredulous look at her, he staggered away.
In the snow next to the path, Akstyr struggled with his opponent. They writhed, each groping for a devastating hold. She jumped out of the way as the two men thrashed and rolled through the trail and into the snow on the other side. They bounced off a wall, and the gang member came out with the advantage. He straddled Akstyr, hands wrapped around Akstyr’s throat.
Amaranthe lunged through the snow, came up behind them, and clapped her palms over the man’s ears with all her strength. He yelled, grabbed his head, and rolled away.
Akstyr lunged to his feet and kicked the thug in the stomach. He curled into a ball, but Akstyr kept kicking.
“He’s had enough,” Amaranthe said.
Akstyr showed no sign of hearing her. His face was contorted in rage that seemed to go beyond the fight.
“Akstyr!” This time, she gripped his shoulder.
Panting, he turned toward her.
“Now is the time to run,” she said. “They may have friends.”
Akstyr stared at the bleeding and battered man for a moment, as if he could not believe he had been responsible. Finally, he managed a curt nod, and when Amaranthe ran from the scene, he followed.
They did not slow until they left the gang-run neighborhoods and reached a trolley stop. Amaranthe kept a nervous lookout until they boarded.
“I didn’t think you could fight,” Akstyr said.
“I’ve had the same training all enforcers have,” she said. “Those are the kind of brutes we’re drilled to subdue. Besides, imperial men tend to underestimate women since most of us don’t study combat.”
“So, you were sure you could take care of them?”
“Not really, no.”
Akstyr grinned. “That’s what I thought. I was surprised you...”
“What?”
“Stuck around when they gave you an out. Tuskar wouldn’t have, for the same reason he backed down in his office. He doesn’t start a fight unless he’s sure he can win.”
“That’s how most people are,” Amaranthe said. “It’s called a self-preservation instinct.”
“Yours broken?”
“I’m beginning to think so.”
“Well, uhm,” Akstyr said, “thanks. For staying.”
It was the first time he had thanked her for anything. She kept her show of pleasure to a simple smile. “You’re welcome.”
 
* * * * *
 
Amaranthe stepped outside of the cannery with an egg-and-flatbread sandwich for Sicarius. It was his turn on watch, and he stood at the base of the dock, talking to a man dressed in bland civilian clothing. Now who had stumbled onto their hideout?
Both men noticed her well before she reached them. Sicarius held out a staying hand, and the stranger turned his back to her to finish the conversation. She stopped. This wasn’t some random passerby, but someone Sicarius knew. A folded sheet of paper went from the stranger’s hand to Sicarius’s and, after a wary glance at Amaranthe, the man walked away.
Sicarius opened the note to read. Curiosity propelled her forward, and she glimpsed a couple lines of pencil before he turned his back to her. All right, what are we being so secretive about here?
After reading, Sicarius crumpled the note, turned back, and accepted the sandwich.
“News on the creature?” Amaranthe asked.
“No.”
“The emperor? Hollowcrest? Counterfeiting?”
“I need to leave.” Sicarius strode down the dock toward the cannery.
“For how long?” She tried not to feel like an attention-seeking puppy bouncing at his heels as she trailed him inside. “Are you coming back tonight?”
Sicarius did not answer. He walked past Books and tossed the crumpled note into a fire barrel. Amaranthe’s shoulders slumped. He wasn’t going to tell her what it said, and now she had no chance of reading it either.
“You are coming back, right?” she asked as he walked out the door.
Without answering, he was gone.
Amaranthe grabbed the burning paper out of the fire. Heat seared her fingers, but she managed to get it to the nearest counter before dropping it. She blew on the flames, but the note had already transformed into a charred ball. When the fire burned out, she could only stare glumly as smoke wafted from the illegible black remains.
Books slid onto a stool on the opposite side of the counter. “Sicarius isn’t sharing his secret missives with you?”
“This is the first secret missive that I know about. I’d trade my grandfather’s knife to read what it says.” She tapped a finger on the lacquered wood of the counter.
Maldynado’s snores competed with Akstyr’s in the sleeping area; they had both pulled long watch shifts the night before. She supposed she ought to go outside and take over Sicarius’s abandoned post.
“Hm.” Books lowered his chin to the table and squinted at the charred ball. “I wonder if it was written in pen or pencil.”
“It looked like pencil. Secret missives should be erasable, you know.”
“Hm.”
“You said that already,” Amaranthe said. “You don’t by chance know some way to read this?”
“I should not like to make promises, but the grease in pencil lead makes it fairly fire retardant. The words are likely still there. It’s just a matter of seeing them.” Books stood. “Let’s take a look in your cleaning supply closet, shall we?”
“Whatever you say, professor.” Amaranthe followed him to the cubby.
He pulled open the door and gaped.
“What is it?” she asked. “Did you find what you need?”
“It’s spotless in here. You cleaned the cleaning supply closet?”
She blushed. “Possibly.”
“I assume there’s soap in...ah, there. And an atomizer, excellent.” Books tossed Amaranthe a bar of soap, then puffed a rubber ball attached to an empty glass bottle. It hissed a few times. “Shave some soap into this and fill it with water. I’ll find a couple panes of glass.”
Trying not to feel bewildered—and dumb—Amaranthe completed her task and met Books at the counter. He nudged the charred ball onto a dirt-free square of glass and picked up the spray bottle. He shook the soapy water and squirted the ball. Mist dampened the black paper.
Amaranthe leaned forward, not sure what to expect, but barely breathing. Once it was wet, Books eased the crinkled mass apart. Instead of crumbling into ash, the black paper slowly but surely flattened onto the glass.
“The soap makes it stay together?” she asked.
“The glycerol in the soap.” Books laid a second pane of glass on top of the first, sandwiching the black paper between them. “Here, hold it up to a light.”
Amaranthe lit one of their kerosene lamps. After a glance at the door, she picked up the glass by the corners.
One of Maldynado’s chickens squawked. She fumbled and almost dropped the glass.
Books watched her, and she feared a mocking comment about her nerves, but only grimness marked his face. “You realize if he finds out we did this, he’ll kill us,” he said.
“Maybe it’s just a grocery list.” Amaranthe tried a smile, but her mouth felt dry and her lips couldn’t manage the position.
“You read it. I’ll wait outside.”
“And leave me holding the condemning evidence?”
“Precisely,” Books said. “He likes you more than me.”
“Warn me if you see him coming.”
Books waved and stepped outside.
Alone except for the snoring men, Amaranthe hesitated. Should she really be spying on Sicarius? If she wanted him to trust her, shouldn’t she be someone he could trust? But if they were at cross-purposes, ignorance of it could be fatal. She chewed on her lip. The obvious attempt at justifying her actions did not sit well with her conscience. Still, she did not set the note down.
She lifted the glass before the lamp, and the light illuminated the pencil through the black paper.
It was not a grocery list.
The past is forgiven. Your old job awaits. Name your price.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 18
 
The ink had dried on the counterfeiting plates, and Amaranthe tucked them into the crate beside the stacks of bills. She, Books, and Maldynado had removed the drying lines and paper cutter. Of course, someone ambling into the fish cannery would find the printing press loitering in the corner a tad odd. Sicarius had not returned since receiving his note the day before, and Amaranthe feared he would not return at all.
Footsteps thundered on the dock. Akstyr grabbed the door frame and swung into the cannery.
“Enforcers!” he blurted. “Coming down the hill.”
“Spitted dead ancestors,” Books cursed.
“Don’t worry.” Given the number of people who had delivered messages to their secret counterfeiting hideout, Amaranthe was surprised enforcers hadn’t come down their street sooner. The meeting with Forge and Hollowcrest was that night; the cannery had served them long enough. “We’re ready. Everyone grab something, and let’s go.”
Books and Akstyr lifted the crate.
“How many enforcers?” Maldynado belted on his sword.
“It doesn’t matter,” Amaranthe said. “We’re not killing any more of them. Door. Now.”
Books and Akstyr hustled onto the wharf. Maldynado sprinted to his chicken pen and threw open the latch. His charges streamed out, squawking uproariously. Amaranthe cringed at the noise. Maldynado tried to usher them to the door.
“Leave them,” she hissed.
“Not for some enforcer to throw in a stew.”
Amaranthe grabbed Maldynado’s arm and dragged him through the doorway. Using the building for cover, she headed for the edge of the dock. She waved for the others to follow and slipped over the edge. When she ducked beneath, the five foot clearance left her hunched, but it was enough. Maldynado followed. Akstyr handed the crate down to him, then came after. Books, the last over, skidded on the ice beneath the snow and landed on his backside.
“I’m too old for this,” he muttered as Amaranthe helped him up.
“There’s never a good age to fall on your butt,” Maldynado said. “That’s why the rest of us stayed upright.” He grimaced as his head brushed the underside of the wharf. “Mostly upright.”
“There’re at least ten coming,” Akstyr whispered. “Where are we going?”
“Across the lake?” Books suggested.
Chin on the top of the crate, Akstyr said, “I’m not hiking to the other side with this.”
“Just be glad we didn’t decide to forge coins.” Amaranthe pointed to the shoreline beneath the head of the dock. “We’ll hide in the shadows until they’re in the building.”
Before they had gone halfway, synchronized footfalls pounded the boards above them. Snow trickled through the cracks in several places.
They reached the shore as the footfalls faded. Amaranthe peered over the edge of the dock. A single man paced in front of the building. The rest had gone inside. Before long, enforcers would move their investigation outside, looking for trails. Her team had to move now, or chance being found later.
Only a few yards separated their dock from the neighboring one. If they stayed low and did not make any noise, maybe the enforcer guard would not see them.
“Slow and subtle,” she whispered, “we’re heading over there.”
Hugging the shoreline, Amaranthe eased toward the next dock. She resisted the urge to sprint—sudden movement was more likely to draw an unfriendly eye. No shouts arose from the cannery, and she made it to the protective cover of the dock.
She hunkered behind a piling and waited for the others to catch up. Between the ice and the weight of the crate, Books and Akstyr crossed ponderously.
Voices sounded on the street.
“Corporal, take your men and check the warehouses in the nearby docks,” someone said.
Amaranthe winced. Back up.
“Hurry,” she mouthed. She waved for Maldynado to help with the crate, even as she watched and hoped the enforcers on the street didn’t look down to the lake. With luck, the men searching the cannery would be content with the evidence they found and assume the building’s occupants had left hours before.
“Find their tracks,” an enforcer called from inside the cannery. “The fire barrels are still warm. They haven’t been gone long.”
So much for luck.
A chicken strutted down the dock alongside the cannery.
“Oh, good,” Maldynado said. “Isabel got out.”
Amaranthe envisioned the chicken hopping down to squawk cheerfully at them. Did other leaders have these kinds of problems?
“We better put a couple more docks behind us,” she whispered.
But, before they reached the far side of their current dock, two pairs of standard enforcer-issue boots skidded down the snowy bank and onto the ice. The owners, two men armed with repeating crossbows and swords, landed on the frozen lake and looked about.
“Uh oh,” Akstyr muttered.
Amaranthe inched forward. They ought to be able to subdue two men if they could surprise them.
Before she could close, the nearest enforcer spotted them. “Down here!” he called to the street.
She frowned. If several were up top, waiting to help, subduing these two was less likely.
“Drop your weapons and your...uh...chicken crate,” the younger of the two said, “and come out with your hands open, or it’ll be crossbow quarrels up the nose.”
Amaranthe’s eyebrow twitched—that wasn’t the line taught at the academy. She glanced back and nodded slightly to her men. She hoped the group had been working with her long enough to recognize it as meaning, “We can’t get caught with all these counterfeits so if the odds are in our favor smash these lads into the ice.”
“Very well,” she told the enforcers and stepped out.
If it had just been the two men, she would have led a charge, but as soon as she came out from under the dock, four enforcers on the street came into view. They also bore crossbows. A couple of familiar faces stared down the shafts—no one she ever worked with but men she had passed in the hallways at headquarters. Footsteps announced the arrival of two more enforcers on the dock above, bringing the total to eight. Eight versus her four. Wonderful.
The enforcers stirred with surprise as several seemed to recognize her. Weren’t expecting me, eh? They must have come for the money, probably traced Akstyr’s note to the area. Apparently no one had put her together with the counterfeiting scheme. Until now.
“Isn’t she the one with the death mark on her head?” someone asked.
The enforcers shifted their crossbows from the vague direction of Amaranthe’s party to dead center at her chest.
“Fire!” one of the men on the street shouted.
Amaranthe thought it was the order to shoot. She crouched, ready to throw herself into a defensive roll, but no quarrels launched from the crossbows. Instead, yells erupted from the cannery. Smoke roiled from the broken windows, and screams of pain followed.
“Help!” someone cried.
Four of the enforcers on the street sprinted toward the burning building, leaving only two above and two below to deal with Amaranthe and crew.
It was the best chance they would get.
She charged the distracted enforcers in front of her. Her heel struck ice under the snow, and she lost her footing. The charge turned into an ungraceful dive, and she tumbled lengthwise at the group. She collided with two pairs of legs. An enforcer crashed to the ice. The other flailed and tried to keep his balance, but Books bowled into him. Soon a jumble of thrashing bodies and limbs writhed about on the ice.
In the confused tangle, Amaranthe grabbed someone’s crossbow even as a hand latched onto her ankle. She kicked out and clipped an enforcer in the jaw. His head cracked ice, and he stilled.
Crossbow quarrels hammered the frozen lake. Maldynado and Akstyr charged up the snowy slope to get at the bowmen.
With the crossbow in hand, Amaranthe skittered away from the fray and got her feet beneath her.
“Get back, Books,” she barked.
He obeyed, and the enforcer saw her crossbow. His hands opened and spread.
On the street above, Maldynado and Akstyr had flattened their opponents.
“Go help your comrades with the fire,” Amaranthe told the sole conscious enforcer. She twitched the crossbow for emphasis.
He looked at his inert partner and the two unmoving men on the street, nodded curtly, and scrambled across the ice toward the cannery.
Amaranthe strapped the crossbow to her back. “Books, help Maldynado with the crate. Akstyr, let’s grab the other crossbows. We’re going back to our first hideout.”
So loaded, they hastened inland. They ran between two buildings, through an alley, up the hill, and into the next block before Amaranthe found a vantage point to peer back along their trail. No one was following them. Flames ate at the cannery’s walls. A loud snap echoed across the lake, and the building’s roof collapsed. More destruction in her wake. She sighed as she led the men away from the scene.
Three blocks farther on, Sicarius fell in beside them.
“You missed the opportunity for daring heroics,” Maldynado told him.
Amaranthe knew better. That fire had not started by magic. And she suspected the cries for help that had come from the building had less to do with burning rafters than with a dark figure stalking the shadows.
“How many dead?” she asked grimly.
“Two or three,” Sicarius said. “It was meant primarily as a distraction. Most of the men made it out.”
He watched her as he spoke, no doubt wondering if she would yell at him again. Amaranthe could not. By now, she understood the ruthlessness of his methods and she was still using him. When people died, she could only blame herself. Besides, she was relieved he had come back at all. After reading that note, she had not been sure.
She wanted to ask him about Hollowcrest, about his ‘old job,’ why he’d returned to help, and if he was truly on her side or working toward some other agenda. But she could hardly do so, not without confessing her privacy-defying reading habits.
“Glad you came back,” was all she said.
 
* * * * *
 
Sespian leaned against the wall outside his office, feigning nonchalance as he chatted with Dunn and a couple of soldiers. Sespian kept catching himself tugging at his collar or wiping moist hands on his trousers, so the casual facade probably wasn’t fooling anyone.
Inside the office, Lord General Lakecrest waited, as he had for the last twenty minutes. Sespian wanted Hollowcrest’s loyal officer to have time to feel nervous. Unfortunately, Sespian probably felt more nervous than the experienced general.
“I suppose it’s been long enough.” He reached for the doorknob.
“Are you sure you don’t want to start with one of the lower ranking traitors, Sire?” Dunn asked.
No, he wasn’t sure. Sespian hated the idea of confronting a man thirty years his senior, but he’d make more headway starting at the top. If he could get one of Hollowcrest’s generals on his side, maybe he could win over other men from that list. Better a bit of politicking than dozens of hangings.
“I’m sure,” Sespian said. “Get your men ready. You’ll need to take Lakecrest into custody after this. He can’t be allowed to speak with Hollowcrest before we lay our tiles.”
“Yes, Sire,” Dunn said.
Sespian set his jaw, pushed back his shoulders, and strode into the office.
General Lakecrest rose from a wingback chair beside the low cider table. His concave frown mirrored the curve of his bald head, though the expression looked natural on him, rather than an indicator of nerves or concern. Enough medals and badges armored his uniform jacket to deflect arrows.
Sespian’s instinct was to wave the general back into his seat, but he waited for the salute and seated himself first. This man was not a friend, not someone for whom rituals should be relaxed.
“Did you know about the poison?” Sespian asked abruptly, wanting to unsettle his guest.
Lakecrest blanched. His expression, filled not with surprise but dread, answered Sespian’s question as surely as words: yes.
“Because,” Sespian continued, “if you didn’t know, I could forgive your unwavering devotion to Hollowcrest, who is theoretically supposed to be serving me. But if you did know he was drugging me and didn’t do anything to warn me—well, that’s treason, isn’t it? Punishable by death. And of course you’d be stripped of your warrior caste status, title, and holdings. Your family would lose everything. Your daughters, I understand, haven’t much of an aptitude for business or snaring husbands. I suppose it would be hard for them to support themselves, and without that warrior caste title, they’d be even less appealing as marriage candidates.”
Sespian forced himself to stare into Lakecrest’s eyes as he spoke, all the while hating himself for the threats coming out of his mouth. If this was what it took to get his power back from Hollowcrest, he would do it. Later, he could wonder if he had done the right thing.
“I see.” Lakecrest leaned back in his chair and considered Sespian through new eyes. “The real question is not of what I know or don’t know. It’s whether you have the gumption and the wiles to challenge Hollowcrest.”
Sespian withdrew a folded paper from his pocket. He opened it and placed it on the table before his guest. Lakecrest leaned forward. It was Dunn’s now-complete list of men working in Fort Urgot and the Imperial Barracks who were loyal to Hollowcrest. When Lakecrest’s frown gave way to a slack-jawed gape, Sespian felt a thrum of satisfaction in his breast.
“I’ve discovered that Hollowcrest has an appointment that will take him out of the Barracks tonight.” Sespian didn’t know where or with whom, but he could find that out later. “While he’s gone, I’m having all these men arrested. Without their support, Hollowcrest will be easy to oust.” Unless, of course, Hollowcrest already knew what Sespian was doing and had some plan in place to outmaneuver him. The old warthog had seemed distracted the last couple days, but that could be an act. Sespian cleared his throat and forced his mind back to Lakecrest. “If I arrested you, it would leave Urgot without a commander, and it seems a shame to dethrone a man of your experience. If you willingly choose to come to my side, perhaps some of the soldiers in your command could be spared.”
“Spared?” Lakecrest’s frown deepened. “You’re planning on killing the men you arrest?”
Here was where the acting came in. Sespian could not imagine killing anyone in cold blood, whether they were Hollowcrest’s lackeys or not, but... “That is the law, is it not? Traitors are always put to death.”
Lakecrest slumped in the wingback and massaged his jaw. All the while, he stared at Sespian, who did his best to look determined and righteous.
It either fooled Lakecrest, or he was feeling magnanimous, for he said, “It seems the boy has become a man.”
Something that tended to happen naturally when drugs weren’t involved. All Sespian said out loud was, “You’ll join me, then?”
“I shall not impede your plans.”
It was not exactly an endorsement, but it was as much as Sespian had dared hope for.
 
* * * * *
 
Drips of melting snow pattered from the eaves of the icehouse. Inside, darkness and layers of sawdust insulated the frozen blocks from a similar demise.
Amaranthe chose to take the warming weather as a positive sign, though that didn’t make her any less nervous. Broom in hand, she was cleaning everything in sight as she rehearsed her words for the meeting.
Sicarius took a break from running a new obstacle course he had set up for himself, and Amaranthe waved him over. He grabbed a jug of water and joined her. His hair stuck up more than usual, but he was otherwise neat in his typical black. If they lived through the mission, she decided to buy him an obnoxiously cheerful shirt. Something in sunflower yellow, perhaps.
The other men were swatting at each other with swords near the back wall. Maldynado was supposedly leading a fencing practice, though copious amounts of chatter punctuated the clanks of metal. All that mattered for the moment was that the others were out of earshot.
“Tonight’s the night,” she told Sicarius. And then winced. Emperor’s teeth, could she have uttered anything more inane?
Predictably, he said nothing.
“There’s something I need to know.” Amaranthe brushed a shred of sawdust off her sleeve. How could she say this without alluding to the note? “Tonight when Hollowcrest shows up...” No, wait, she had to explain why she was doubting him. “Uhm, Mitsy Masters from the Maze said you’re still Hollowcrest’s man and the bounty is just a cover. I don’t believe that, otherwise you wouldn’t need me to help the emperor, because you’d be right there in the Barracks, but I do believe you worked for Hollowcrest in the past and...” I spied on you and read the note where he invited you back. No, couldn’t say that. “Anyway...” She should probably be looking in his eyes. She lifted her gaze but only made it as far as his chin. “I certainly owe you a lot—you’ve saved my life half a dozen times in the last couple weeks—so I’d like to trust you one-hundred percent, but you’re always so reticent and I’m never sure...” Amaranthe took a big breath. “What I need to know is if we’re all out there tonight, me and Hollowcrest and the Forge people, who are you going to back if there’s a physical confrontation?”
Finally, she met his eyes.
If her doubts troubled or insulted him, he did not hint of it. Sicarius returned her gaze without evasion—and without answering.
Swords clashed and laughter sounded on the other side of the icehouse. Between Amaranthe and Sicarius...silence.
Frustrated, she wiggled her fingers in a give-me-something gesture. “Please, Sicarius? I need to know how to plan.”
“I’m not backing anyone,” he said. “My only concern is protecting the emperor.”
“So I should plan this as if you won’t be there?” She struggled to keep the disappointment out of her voice. It wasn’t as if he had ever implied he was doing things for her. From the beginning it had been the emperor’s name that had swayed him to her side. “Very well.”
He turned back toward the obstacle course.
“Are you ever going to tell me what he is to you?” she asked.
Sicarius did not answer.
 
* * * * *
 
Amaranthe’s group arrived at the Oak Iron Smelter a half hour before midnight. The huge plant lay dormant, its massive smokestack black against a starry sky. Carts on railroad tracks walled in one side of a huge scrapyard that stretched for a block around the central building. Mountains of raw ore, scrap metal, and coal created snow-covered hills, and she led Books, Akstyr, and Maldynado into the valleys. All four of them carried swords, and Akstyr and Books toted the repeating crossbows taken from the enforcers. Sicarius had disappeared with the remaining crossbow before they arrived.
Amaranthe had left the majority of the counterfeit bills behind, stored amongst the rafters in the ice house. She carried a knapsack with a sample of their work, enough—she hoped—to give her adversaries cause for alarm.
As they walked, her kerosene lamp created a yellow sphere that wobbled along the ground litter. Silvery splashes of hardened metal glinted on a discarded mold. She stepped over food wrappers, scattered ore, and spilled slag. What snow melted during the day had frozen into ridges of icy slush that made the footing capricious. A cold breeze scraped at her cheeks, and her breath fogged the air.
“Maldynado, you’ll come with me to the meeting, where I need you to look big and imposing,” Amaranthe said.
“And dangerous?” Maldynado asked. “Like someone deserving a huge bounty on his head?”
“Precisely so. Books and Akstyr, I want you on top of the mountains of junk where you can see us and shoot at troublemakers if you need to. I’m hoping this won’t devolve into a fight, but if it does, be ready.”
“What’s Sicarius doing?” Akstyr asked.
“Being independent,” she said.
“How new for him.” Books lifted a finger. “May I speak with you for a moment, Amaranthe?”
They stepped away from the others and into the shadow of a warped flywheel.
She gave him a frank look. “If you’re going to tell me that I’d be better off with Sicarius by my side, I already tried to talk him into that. He has his own reasons for being here, but that’s fine. I know what I’m doing.” I think.
Books held out a fist full of crossbow quarrels. “I merely need to know how to load this contraption.”
“Oh.”
She plunked the quarrels into the magazine and showed him how use the lever to chamber new bolts. Books thanked her and jogged between two rubble heaps. Before disappearing from sight, he slipped on a frozen puddle and rammed his shoulder against a junk pile. Shards of metal rained down around him. He staggered to his feet, acknowledged his survival with a wave, and continued into the maze.
It’ll be a miracle if I walk out of here tonight without being shot by my own team.
Akstyr, too, disappeared into the scrapyard. Amaranthe and Maldynado resumed walking.
“If this doesn’t work out tonight...” he started.
“I’ve enjoyed working with you, too, Maldynado. You’ve been a tremendous help, and it’s been an honor knowing you.”
“Oh. Thanks.”
“Isn’t that the sort of thing you were going to say?” she asked.
“I just wanted to ask...” Maldynado cleared his throat. “If I get porcupined full of arrows tonight, could you tell my mother I died a hero?”
“Of course. And if this does work out, you never know, you could be a hero.”
“Like with a statue?”
“Sure, why not? The emperor is an artist. Maybe he’d design it himself.”
“That’d be a step up from a wanted poster,” Maldynado said. “As long as it isn’t a small statue.”
“Still miffed about the meagerness of your bounty?”
“Two hundred and fifty lousy ranmyas.” He kicked a rusted doorknob into a pile of equally rusted scrap metal.
 The silver light of a quarter moon easing over the smelter made maneuvering through the metal heaps easier, so Amaranthe dimmed her lantern. They reached the center of the yard, a rubble-free area with a steam shovel quiescent on one side. Against the night sky, its tall silhouette reminded her of a skeleton she had seen in the Stumps Museum as a girl, the bones of a giant carnivorous reptile from a southern rainforest.
She deemed the clearing the most likely meeting place and tugged Maldynado into a shadowy nook where they could observe.
At midnight, voices sounded, accompanied by the clanking of mail armor. Amaranthe tried to count the people based on the sounds of their footfalls, but there were too many. Sicarius would know. He would probably know not only the numbers but the height and weight of each man. She wished she had him at her side, stern and dangerous as he glared at her foes.
Before she could decide whose troops approached, another collection of voices and clanking armor arose from the other side of the yard.
“You weren’t supposed to tell them to bring armies,” Maldynado whispered in her ear.
“I didn’t. Considering they’re both committing treason, I didn’t think they’d want to involve many people. Seems they’re more paranoid of each other than of revealing their secrets.”
The two parties entered Amaranthe’s vision. They met in the cleared space and faced off, Hollowcrest on one side, Larocka and Arbitan on the other. Fifteen to twenty armed fighters backed each party. They bristled with swords, muskets, and pistols. Apparently, neither side was concerned about the legality of the weapons choices. Several men carried lanterns as well, which illuminated the clearing but left the junk piles in the shadows.
“Sorry, Hollow,” Arbitan said with none of the respect the office of Commander of the Armies required. “You weren’t willing to put into place any of our reasonable requests, and we’ve decided the emperor must die. The Strat Tiles have already been laid, so it’s too late for whatever scheme you’ve thought up.”
“What are you talking about, you power-hungry commoner?” Hollowcrest glared. “You’re the one who wanted a meeting.”
The two men fell silent, staring at each other, gazes more frigid than the surrounding air. Larocka, arm-in-arm with Arbitan, whispered something in his ear.
A howl sounded in the distance. Amaranthe recognized it immediately. Arbitan’s lips curved into a disconcerting smile.
Amaranthe nudged Maldynado, cleared her throat, and approached the circle of light.
“Good evening, gentlemen.” She wanted to surprise no one, especially not the nervous guards with firearms, so she kept her movements slow. “I’m the one who sent the messages, Amaranthe Lokdon. Please forgive my presumptuousness, but I needed to speak with all three of you together.”
She paused at the edge of the light, making the third point of a triangle between herself, Hollowcrest, and the Forge duo. Sword drawn, Maldynado guarded her back.
“Aren’t you dead yet?” Hollowcrest asked, sounding far more annoyed than intrigued by her declaration.
“Indeed, I thought the enforcers I tipped off had slain you.” Arbitan sniffed and added, “What do you want that you didn’t find snooping around our house?”
A flicker of surprise crossed Larocka’s face at Arbitan’s words, but she recovered quickly and joined the two men in glaring at Amaranthe.
“I don’t think they like you,” Maldynado whispered.
Amaranthe waved him to silence. She had to lay out her proposition quickly, before one of the guards decided to fire a musket ball into her chest.
“I want the emperor to live—free of drugs—and be permitted to do the job the people depend on him to do. In order to ensure my wishes are fulfilled, I’ve printed five million ranmyas in counterfeit bills.” Closer to two million. “If you do not cease your manipulations—” she looked at Hollowcrest, “—and drop your assassination plans—” a look at Arbitan and Larocka, “—I will flood Stumps with this fake currency, and I will continue to make more until the entire monetary system of the empire is devalued. Hyperinflation will destroy the economy. If you kill me tonight, it will change nothing. My team will carry on.” Doubtful. “Even now, men are guarding the money. They will begin distributing it at dawn if I do not return and countermand the order.” And finish with a lie.
Would any of them believe her?
A furrow between Hollowcrest’s lowered eyebrows suggested concern. Larocka wore an open-mouthed, appalled expression. The smug condescending smile on Arbitan’s face never wavered.
Amaranthe shrugged her knapsack off her shoulder and tossed it between the two parties. “To prove what I say is true, I’ve brought a small sample of my work. The paper isn’t quite the same, but every time we’ve used the bills, they’ve passed easily.” Well, Akstyr managed to buy pastries once.
Hollowcrest eyed the bag as if it writhed with live snakes. “You crawled out of my dungeon half-dead—no, dying—less than two weeks ago. You haven’t had time.”
“It’s amazing what a good team can accomplish,” Amaranthe said.
“What team?” Hollowcrest demanded. “You had nothing. I turned the enforcers against you. We confiscated everything in your apartment. You’re lying.”
Amaranthe extended her hand toward the bag. Any satisfaction she might have felt at Hollowcrest’s disbelief was dashed by the amusement on Arbitan’s face. Larocka looked alarmed at the prospect of economic upheaval, but Arbitan...pleased. If he was bluffing, he was doing an utterly convincing job. Why do I get the feeling he’s not fighting in the same ring as the rest of us?
“Let’s see if this young lady is in earnest.” Arbitan sauntered forward and plucked up the bag. He shuffled through its contents, withdrew a bill, and examined it near a lantern. “Excellent forgeries. I’d estimate at least thirty thousand ranmyas here.”
“We can’t let this happen,” Larocka said. “My investments—most of them are in Turgonia. Even global commerce would be affected. The imperial ranmya is the world’s anchor currency!”
“Nothing’s going to happen,” Hollowcrest said. “I’ve read the woman’s record; she’s not going to do anything illegal.” He sounded as if he was trying to convince himself. Good.
“You’re wrong, sir,” Amaranthe said. “It’s true you have forced me to do something I would have once never considered, but I believe in what I’m doing. Illegal or not, I am committed.”
“How noble for you,” Arbitan said.
A faint click sounded on one of the nearby junk heaps. A crossbow quarrel zipped out of the darkness and struck Arbitan’s chest.
The air in front of him shimmered, and the bolt bounced off, as if it had hit metal.
Instead of crying out in pain or being thrown back, Arbitan merely smiled.
Hollowcrest’s eyes grew round. Amaranthe grimaced; it seemed her suspicions about Arbitan being a wizard were correct. But who had fired the shot? Sicarius?
“Emperor’s blood,” Maldynado whispered. “How are we supposed to—”
“Basilard!” Arbitan called. “How progresses the hunt?”
Amaranthe glanced around. Hollowcrest, too, searched about, brow furrowed. He waved and his men gathered closer about him.
Soon a reluctant shuffling of footsteps grew audible. Books and Akstyr marched into view, their crossbows and other weapons absent. Behind them came Arbitan’s shaven-headed security man and several more guards. Amaranthe spotted the confiscated weapons in their keeping. Apparently, Arbitan’s men had not found Sicarius. She did not know how much hope to place in that fact. Her plan had failed. What use did he have for her now?
“Take her.” Arbitan jerked his head at Amaranthe.
Guards surged around her.
She tensed, then slumped. Fighting so many would gain her nothing. Except death.
“As you wish,” Amaranthe said. “May I remind you, my men who stayed behind have orders to begin releasing the counterfeits in the morning if I don’t return. Assassinating the emperor and replacing him with some obedient sycophant will do little good if the empire’s economy is suffocating in a sewer. Killing me would be a mistake.”
“Don’t worry, girl,” Arbitan said. “You’ll tell me everything you know before I kill you, certainly enough for me to take over control of your little ploy.”
She noted the words take over instead of stop.
“Boss?” Body tense, Maldynado stood with his knuckles white on the hilt of his sword as the men approached.
“Do nothing,” Amaranthe said.
Arbitan flicked a finger at her, and guards grabbed her. Invasive hands searched for and removed weapons. The guards tied her wrists. The rope bit into her skin, cold and abrasive. She stared at the knots, trying not to see her bindings as the shackles of failure, trying not to feel as if the last two weeks had been for nothing.
Toying with a bit of rope, Arbitan considered Hollowcrest through slitted eyes, as if thinking of taking him prisoner as well. Perhaps Arbitan regarded the odds too even, for he merely said, “I’d get out of the city before the emperor’s birthday, Hollow. We’ve already made arrangements for his capture. You’ll just be in the way after the boy’s death. And I’m sure you know what happens to people who get in the way.”
“Dungeons and death warrants,” Amaranthe growled.
Hollowcrest, Arbitan, and Larocka started arguing, but the guards dragged Amaranthe away before she could hear anything vital. So glad I could set up a meeting for them....
 
 
 
 



Chapter 19
 
Outside the Imperial Barracks, Sespian stood before the steps, shivering beneath his parka. To his left stood Lieutenant Dunn, to his right General Lakecrest. With the hour past midnight, night lay thick about the courtyard, and the gas lights lining the walkways did nothing to warm the air. Sespian did not want to appear restless or nervous, so he did not pace or stamp his feet. He merely balled his fists inside his gloves to keep his fingers from going numb.
“I got the signal,” Dunn said. “Hollowcrest should be arriving shortly. He left a couple hours ago and took fifteen loyal men with him. I have someone following, but I’m not sure yet where he went.”
Arrows of anxiety pierced Sespian’s stomach, but he simply said, “Very well.”
The gate to the courtyard rattled open. Hollowcrest strode through with his men marching behind him. A scowl rode his face, one that deepened when he spotted Sespian.
For a moment, Hollowcrest looked as if he would stride right past, but he stopped when he spotted his loyal general. “What’s going on, Lakecrest? Staff meetings are usually reserved for daylight hours.”
“You won’t be here after dawn,” Sespian said. “In front of these witnesses, I hereby revoke your title of Commander of the Armies and all privileges and rights associated with that rank.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Hollowcrest snapped. “I don’t have the patience for this. Do you know what’s going on out there?” He pointed behind him in the direction of the city. “Powerful people are plotting to assassinate you, and your enforcer girlfriend is making a mess of the economy.”
Sespian stared. Amaranthe? Was that who Hollowcrest had been meeting?
Sespian pushed the thought away. He dared not lose his forward momentum or give Hollowcrest time to think. “You have committed treasonous acts against the throne—specifically drugging me—and your crimes demand death. For your years of loyal service to my father, I’ve decided not to have you killed, but you will leave the Barracks by dawn and Stumps by nightfall. Failure to obey will result in your prompt and permanent imprisonment in the dungeons.”
“I have to collect reinforcements and go deal with Forge.” Hollowcrest waved to his closest men. “Take the boy inside. We’ll discuss his accusations in the morning.”
“I don’t think so.” Sespian lifted an arm and waved two fingers.
Behind him, the front doors opened. Forty armed soldiers jogged out and lined up before Sespian.
“Lakecrest?” Hollowcrest asked.
The old general avoided his eyes.
The sound of footsteps marching over packed snow came from around the side of the building. Hollowcrest looked that direction. Sespian did not. He knew who was coming.
Soldiers, marching in a column two wide, tromped into view, shackles binding their wrists. Men from the loyal-to-the-emperor list led them. They parked the column of prisoners next to the front gate.
Sespian dug in his pocket and withdrew a key ring. He threw it toward Hollowcrest, who caught it and stared at it, eyebrows drawn down.
“The keys to their chains,” Sespian explained. “You can release your men once you’re on the other side of the gate.”
“How did you—” Hollowcrest started but slammed his mouth shut and scowled instead.
Sespian exchanged a triumphant look with Dunn. Without the lieutenant’s help, he never could have arranged this. Knowing he had chosen the right man for the duty thrilled Sespian.
“You’ll regret this,” Hollowcrest said. “By dawn.”
“Is it necessary to be so melodramatic?” Sespian asked. “Whatever business deal you’ve ensconced yourself in, I care not.”
“Fool,” Hollowcrest growled. “If I fail tonight, you’re a dead man, and the empire will be in chaos.”
“We’ll handle it.” Sespian hated to ask Hollowcrest for anything, but curiosity drove him to voice the next question. “How is Amaranthe involved?”
“Since you’re so clever these days, figure it out yourself.”
Hollowcrest strode out of the courtyard, taking his long string of men with him. Guards slammed the wrought iron gate behind them.
General Lakecrest almost looked like he wanted to follow, but after a cool look at Sespian and Dunn, he stomped inside the building.
“That was well played, Sire,” Dunn said. “I wish...”
Sespian looked at the lieutenant and raised his eyebrows. “What?”
“Nothing.” Dunn’s face grew masked. “It’s late, Sire. Perhaps you should rest. I can alert you if Hollowcrest makes more trouble.”
After a moment of hesitation, Sespian nodded. “Very well.”
 
* * * * *
 
The pair of steam carriages waiting down the block from the scrapyard featured modifications Amaranthe had never seen: massive caterpillar treads instead of wheels. The vehicles stretched longer than usual with room to seat more than a dozen men.
Accompanied by two guards and a driver, Arbitan and Larocka took one steam carriage. The other fifteen guards clambered into the second, forcing Amaranthe and her men to join them. The closed passenger area had a single barred window in the door. Getting in was like crawling into a cave. Or a dungeon cell.
Once her captors shoved her into a seat, Amaranthe found herself facing the scarred security leader. Basilard, Arbitan had called him.
The modified machine easily climbed the steep, icy hills out of the industrial neighborhood. Nobody spoke. The rumble and hiss of the vehicle reverberated through the carriage. Despite the large interior, the number of broad, muscled people made scratching one’s nose difficult. Escape seemed even more unlikely. Amaranthe avoided looking at her men. She felt too ashamed. She had failed them. She had failed the emperor. And she had failed herself.
Stop it. We’re not giving up yet. She had not given up when she was dying in the Imperial Barracks’ dungeon, and she would not give up now.
Amaranthe lifted her chin and met Basilard’s eyes. A few guards held lanterns, and their light bounced off the wood-paneled walls, providing enough illumination to see his face. His cool blue eyes studied her in turn. Occasionally imperial citizens possessed light-colored eyes, but the paleness of his skin promised no conquering Turgonians had waltzed through his bloodline. An imported slave. Was he one still, or had Arbitan granted him his freedom?
“Were you a pit fighter, Basilard?” she asked.
He nodded once after apparently deciding the question posed no security risk.
“How does that system work? Do you all train together until it’s time to entertain the wealthy gamblers? Then you’re dumped into a situation where you have to kill the other fellow?” She remembered the reluctance of the fighters she had seen in the pit. Also, she remembered Basilard’s chagrin at being the one who provided knives to arm them.
He nodded again.
“Ever have to kill someone who was a friend?” she asked. “Or who could have been, if things had been different?”
He looked at the floor. Yes.
Maldynado nudged her. “What are you talking to him for? Look at his neck. It’s all scarred up. I bet he can’t even talk back.”
Basilard shot an icy glare at him. Amaranthe gave Maldynado a briefer stop-talking look.
“I’ve recently had something like that happen myself,” Amaranthe said to Basilard, drawing his gaze back to her. She tried to ignore the large, muscled audience looking on. “A friend died because of a choice I made. Just because someone else manipulated the encounter doesn’t take away my responsibility for that person’s death, a person who didn’t deserve it. I might as well have killed him myself.” Thinking of Wholt, she did not have to feign the thick emotion in her voice. “It was the same with you, wasn’t it? Because of a natural instinct for self-preservation, you made the decision to take another’s life so that you could live. Probably more than once.” She eyed his scars. “A lot more than once. That kind of guilt is hard to carry. The only thing you can do now is make sure you do something worthwhile with your days, make a difference, justify your survival.”
One of the guards snorted. “Want me to shut her up, boss?”
Basilard made a few gestures with his hands. Amaranthe could not tell if it represented a language or simply some code he had worked out with his men. Either way, the guard shrugged and sat back.
The steam carriage trundled to a stop before Amaranthe could finish her attempts to sway Basilard. Two guards grabbed her arms and shoved her into the night. Manhandled in a similar manner, her comrades followed.
The back of the Forge mansion loomed, the crenellated roof dark against the starry sky. Icicles hung from the gutters like daggers. Piles of snow framed a driveway, and gravel crunched as they walked toward the house.
The guards hustled Amaranthe and her men through drab utility hallways, down stairs, and into an unfamiliar part of the mansion. She watched for escape possibilities, but Arbitan must have ordered the entire contingent of men to accompany them. Even if her hands had been unbound and her team armed, the odds would have made a confrontation suicidal. Force would not free them.
Amaranthe maneuvered herself close to Basilard as they descended another staircase into a windowless hallway with a concrete floor.
“Emperor Sespian is a good man,” she said. “You would be able to see that if Hollowcrest wasn’t keeping him drugged. He wants to help people—workers, not wealthy business elitists. If he knew about the pit fights, he would put a stop to them.”
Basilard halted. Amaranthe watched him hopefully, but he merely pushed open a heavy oak door. A black cell gaped before her. He gave a curt gesture, the meaning clear.
Amaranthe entered but turned to face the hallway as soon as she passed the threshold. While Maldynado and the others slouched in, she tried one last time.
“If you don’t do anything to stop Arbitan, you’ll be as guilty as he is for killing the first Turgonian leader to care about strengthening relations with other nations instead of destroying them. Arbitan, Larocka, and their figurehead of an emperor will bring dark and corrupt times. Can you live with yourself, knowing you’ll be a part of that?”
The door closed in her face, plunging the cell into blackness.
“Apparently you can,” Amaranthe muttered.
“I think you were closer in the carriage,” Books said. “You sounded less...desperate.”
“Thanks for the critique.”
“This chews rat balls,” Akstyr announced.
“I concur,” Books said.
“Sorry, fellows,” Amaranthe said. “My plan was...fanciful at best, it seems.”
“I believe Hollowcrest was ready to negotiate,” Books said. “Larocka, too, appeared worried. Arbitan was the one who was less concerned than he should have been at the prospect of losing his fortune.”
“I know.” She shuffled around the cell and located—by thumping her knee painfully into it—a bench set into the wall opposite the door. “I thought maybe Arbitan was a Turgonian who had studied the mental sciences on trips to Nuria, but I had it backwards. He’s got to be a cursed Nurian wizard posing as an imperial businessman. That’s why he wouldn’t care about the money; devaluing our currency would only help Nuria. He must have infiltrated the business class and wooed Larocka into giving him a voice with Forge. He’s probably been spying for his government for the last year, maybe more.” Amaranthe stared into the darkness in the general direction of the floor. “What if he wants to kill the emperor and put a figurehead on the throne, not because he wants a leader who’s sympathetic to capitalist interests but because his government wants someone who can be manipulated into working for them, maybe even helping to set up an invasion? The Nurians might not hate us as much as the Kendorians or other nations we’ve conquered, but they would certainly gain a lot from our fall. Imagine their magic combined with our technology. They could control the world.”
“That’s all supposition,” Books said. “Just because that crossbow quarrel didn’t strike him down doesn’t prove he’s a wizard with magical powers.”
“Sure, it does,” Akstyr said. “That’s why I shot him.”
Amaranthe shifted on the cold bench, turning toward his voice. “You fired the bolt?”
“I thought it might catch him with his guard down, but even if it didn’t, it’d show everyone he was a wizard.”
“A daring effort,” she said, surprised at his initiative.
“Besides, Scar Head and his goons had me surrounded and were about to pounce on me,” Akstyr added.
“Ah.” Amaranthe leaned back. She could feel the iciness of the brick wall through her hair. “How do you kill a wizard, Akstyr? If he can deflect crossbow quarrels without even lifting a hand...”
“Aside from creatures and tools you can make with the mental sciences, actual spells only last so long as you can keep thinking about them. Break his concentration and you can break his armor. Of course, he’ll feel pretty safe and free to concentrate so long as his soul construct is around, so you better plan on killing that first.”
“And how does one kill a soul construct?” Books asked.
“I dunno. I don’t think you do.”
“Akstyr, you can’t suggest a plan of action that’s impossible to implement,” Amaranthe said.
“I can’t? I didn’t know that was a rule.”
“Women like to make up rules to befuddle you,” Maldynado said. “It’s part of living in their world. Get used to it.”
“Give me some ideas, Akstyr,” Amaranthe said, ignoring Maldynado.
“Well, you could probably kill it with powerful magic,” Akstyr said. “Once created, they’re very strong though. Even their makers can barely control them.”
“Why would a wizard make something he couldn’t control?” Amaranthe asked.
“The wizards can control them. Sort of. Soul constructs obey basic commands like ‘go kill that man’ or ‘watch my back while I work,’ but they’re made from the owner’s mind. Well, his soul, if you believe in that. They end up with the same temperaments as their creators, only they don’t know about laws and stuff. They’re just...”
“Creatures possessing all the evil of man without any of the restraints society places on us?” Books suggested.
“I guess,” Akstyr said. “They’ll obey their creator’s orders, but they’ll do it their own way.”
“Sounds like Sicarius,” Books said.
“Sounds much worse,” Amaranthe said. “Sicarius may have been trained to put pragmatism ahead of feelings, but I think he’s fairly innocuous as long as you don’t get in his way. To be honest, he seems kind of mellow to me.”
Maldynado snorted.
Akstyr snorted.
Books had the audacity to say, “For the first time, I think you’re letting your feminine side blind you. You’re romanticizing him.”
Amaranthe blushed. “Fine.” How had they gotten on this subject? “You don’t have to agree with me on that. I’m more concerned about Arbitan and this creature at the moment.”
“Maybe you could sway Larocka to help us,” Books said. “If she knew what Arbitan was, would she still support him? If she’s a native-born Turgonian, you’d think she would feel more loyalty to the empire.”
“I don’t know.” Amaranthe shrugged. “Arbitan is a handsome man, and they seem...close.”
“How could she fall for a slimy Nurian wizard?” Maldynado asked.
“Even an intelligent woman can be taken in by a pretty smile,” Amaranthe said.
“Really?” Maldynado asked. “Because every time I try my pretty smile on you, you put me on watch or give me work.”
“Not now, Maldynado,” she said. “Let’s focus.”
“Been wondering if I should be looking for a girl for you,” Maldynado grumbled.
Akstyr snickered.
“Perhaps her interests are simply elsewhere,” Books said. “Remember, she thinks Sicarius is mellow.”
“Mellow,” Maldynado said. “Oh, sure. Throw a girl in his bed, and he’d probably start doing push-ups on her breasts.”
The snickers intensified to guffaws, and not just from Akstyr.
“I’m glad everyone’s enjoying this dungeon bonding time,” Amaranthe said, “since we’re probably going to be tortured to death in a few hours.”
That stilled their guffaws. Silence descended on the cell. Amaranthe was glad for the darkness, since her cheeks felt a tad warm again.
“Think there’s any chance of Sicarius coming to break us out?” Akstyr asked.
Amaranthe felt a similar hope, but... “Now that we’ve executed the plan and failed, he has no reason to risk himself for us. It would be more logical for him to try something on his own, and he is nothing if not logical.”
Maldynado snorted. “Why don’t you just say we’re of no more use to him, so he’s leaving us to be tortured?”
“I think I did say that. Regardless, we’re going to have to get out of here ourselves.” Amaranthe stood up and groped around. If she could find a puddle of water or something slippery, maybe she could loosen her bonds. “Anyone have any ideas?” She bumped into somebody’s head.
“Certainly,” Maldynado said from beneath her. “Come sit on my lap and we’ll discuss them.”
She paused thoughtfully.
“Amaranthe.” Books sounded scandalized at her silence. “Please assure me you’re not considering succumbing to this troglodyte’s advances.”
“Well,” she said, “I was debating the merits of certain fluids as a means of loosening ropes, but let’s, ah, explore other possibilities first.”
Footsteps sounded beyond the door. Frowning, Amaranthe turned. She had hoped they would have longer.
The lock thunked as a key turned in it. She shuffled forward, tensing to spring if an opportunity arose.
The door swung open. Basilard stood in the hallway. Alone.
Amaranthe held her breath, barely daring to hope. She studied his face, searched the eyes behind all those scars.
Basilard pulled a knife from one of numerous sheaths. Maldynado jumped in front of her, lowered into a defensive crouch.
Never breaking gazes with Basilard, Amaranthe stepped to the side and extended her arms. He carefully sliced through the ropes and waved her into the hallway. After an indecisive pause, he cut Maldynado’s bonds as well. Books and Akstyr lined up for the same treatment. As soon as they were free, the men charged for the stairs. Amaranthe hesitated.
Basilard lowered his knife and stared forlornly at the shreds of rope on the floor. Surely, his choice tonight had condemned him. Originally, Amaranthe had only hoped to talk him into freeing them. After his act of kindness, she felt compelled to see him to safety. But then, she was not going anywhere safe.
“Do you want to come with us?” she asked.
He rotated his head, turning sad blue eyes on her. He shrugged ambivalently but followed when she headed for the door.
They caught up to the others on the floor above where the stairs bisected a hallway. Books and Maldynado had stopped to argue.
“The exit is this way.” Maldynado pointed one direction.
“We can’t just leave; we have to do something.” Books pointed the other way.
“I am doing something,” Maldynado said. “I’m leaving.”
Amaranthe pushed past them and into the hall leading deeper into the house. She was surprised when all of the men followed.
“Do you know where we can find Larocka?” she whispered to Basilard. “I just want to talk to her, see if she’ll reveal what’s been set into place as far as the emperor’s assassination.”
Basilard lifted a shoulder but took the lead.
The group climbed a dark staircase and entered a short hallway. At one end, black night pressed against a frost-rimmed window. They had reached the ground level. A door marked the other end of the hall. The sound of voices and a staccato of footfalls came from behind it.
Surely, their escape couldn’t have been detected already.
“Do you know what’s going on?” Amaranthe whispered to Basilard.
He shook his head.
She eased the door open and peered into a vast, dimly lit kitchen. When she spotted no one, she led the men inside. They passed multiple fireplaces and stoves. Storage bins, mixing bowls, and giant cauldrons cluttered rows of tile counter tops. On the other side of the kitchen, light leaked under a second door. The voices grew more pronounced as Amaranthe neared it. Though she could not make out words, a definite urgency edged them. Different speakers seemed to be moving in and out of the area.
When she hesitated, Basilard moved past her and slipped through the swinging door. She hoped that meant he was bringing back information. In the meantime, she considered looking for another staircase leading up, since the one she had used on her previous visit was in the midst of the commotion. Although, if something important was happening on the ground floor, Arbitan and Larocka would likely be the middle of it.
Amaranthe cracked the door and peered through. Someone blurred past her narrow angle of vision.
A loud crunch came from behind and she jumped. The door swung closed and almost smacked her on the nose. She turned to find Maldynado eating, practically in her ear.
She glared at him.
“What?” Maldynado stuck a hand out, displaying a row of crackers. “You want one?”
Books grabbed the crackers out of Maldynado’s hand. “This is not the time for snacking.”
“This could be my last meal,” Maldynado said.
“And you chose crackers?” Akstyr said around a full mouth.
They turned to find him noshing on a piece of frosting-drenched cake.
“Oh, excellent,” Maldynado said. “Is there more?”
Amaranthe leaned her forehead against the cool wood of the door jamb. Maybe she should have asked Basilard to leave them in the cell.
Basilard reentered, clutching a pen and paper. He scrawled a note:
 
Hollowcrest brought a shaman to break through the wards and has surrounded the house with a company of soldiers. He is waiting to negotiate with Arbitan in the Upstairs Parlor.
 
“What about Larocka?” Amaranthe asked.
More scrawling. No one knows.
“We could escape in the chaos,” Books pointed out.
“Probably, but where does that leave us?” Amaranthe asked.
“It leaves us escaped,” Akstyr muttered.
“And the emperor still in danger.” She turned back to Basilard. “Would it be possible to spy on the meeting in the parlor without being seen?”
Basilard’s hand rocked in a ‘maybe’ motion.
“Let’s try.”
Basilard found a lantern, led them back to the hall behind the kitchen, and eventually to a spiral staircase. Two floors up, they entered a series of attached rooms and a closet that turned out to be a secret entrance to a narrow passage. Dust-cloaked and cobweb-draped, it twisted through the house like an abandoned mine shaft. Amaranthe pinched her nose to stave off sneezes.
Basilard stopped at a wall comprised of wide wood panels. He put a finger to his lips for silence. He slipped a knife into a seam in the wall, then turned down the lantern. Blackness swallowed the passage, but the seam soon expanded as he eased the panels apart a couple inches.
Amaranthe pressed her face to the gap.
Hollowcrest stood by a large window, looking out at something—his troops perhaps. Gaming tables, sofas, and club chairs stood between him and the secret entrance. Kerosene lamps illuminated his side of the room, but no lights brightened the back half, and Amaranthe hoped she could observe without drawing attention.
No one else occupied the parlor yet, and only the crackle of a wood fire in a hearth on the far wall broke the silence.
Amaranthe chewed on her lip. Maybe she should talk to him, see if she could turn him into a temporary ally. He had men, a magic user, and every reason to want to stop Arbitan and Larocka.
A dark figure stepped out of the shadows behind the main door. Sicarius.
Amaranthe twitched with surprise. Hollowcrest, still facing the window, did not notice the movement. Sicarius glided around the furniture and stopped on a shaggy rug in front of the fire. His reflection appeared against the dark window. Hollowcrest’s startled jump was impressively high considering his advanced years.
“Sicarius,” he blurted.
Hands clasped behind his back, Sicarius regarded him without expression. Back to the fireplace, he had positioned himself so he faced Hollowcrest, yet kept the other door within view.
“Where have you been?” Hollowcrest said. “Didn’t you get my message? Did you know what that enforcer girl was doing? Why didn’t you kill her when I sent her to you? Never mind. That’s not important now. It’s good that you’re here. Forge must be eliminated. I want the whole insidious group terminated, Arbitan in particular.”
Amaranthe felt hope that Sicarius had not run straight to Hollowcrest after receiving that letter. Whatever the exact nature of their estrangement was, it seemed Hollowcrest’s promise of forgiveness had not alleviated it. She wondered who had originally broken whose trust.
“I do not work for you anymore,” Sicarius said.
Good.
Hollowcrest patted the air. “Just because we had a...disagreement a few years ago doesn’t mean we don’t still need you. I’ll drop the charges Sespian placed on your head, remove the bounty. The boy won’t be a problem.”
“Yes,” Sicarius said softly. “I understand you’ve been drugging him.”
“All we need you to do is help with Forge,” Hollowcrest said. “And then it’ll be as it once was. Simple, efficient times where the—”
Footsteps sounded in the hallway. Sicarius vaulted over a sofa, landed without a sound, and blended into the shadows behind the door again. When Arbitan entered, he gave no indication of realizing Sicarius was in the room.
“Hollow.” Arbitan poured a glass of brandy from a decanter. “I thought I told you to get out of the city.”
“I don’t take orders from common-born sewer rats.”
“Common. I assure you, I am anything but—where I come from.” Arbitan sniffed the brandy, took a sip, and swished it around in his mouth before swallowing. He did not offer Hollowcrest a glass. “You’ve brought quite a few soldiers with you, I see. Wherever did you find a shaman gifted enough to slip your men past my wards?”
“You forced this on yourself,” Hollowcrest said. “Did you really think I would stand aside and let you replace my emperor and dictate policy for Turgonia?”
“Did you think I wouldn’t plan for your every contingency?” Arbitan smiled, a frigid smile that sent a chill through Amaranthe even though she was not the recipient. “This house is protected by more than wards.”
The creature.
“Your shaman is insignificant, and your army will not survive the night,” Arbitan said.
Hollowcrest snorted. “You’re bluffing. There’s no—”
Outside, someone screamed.
“Run!” multiple voices cried.
The smiling, superior expression that branded Arbitan’s face left little doubt to who was responsible.
Hollowcrest turned back to the window. His fingers came up and pressed against the glass, and his jaw dropped. More screams pierced the walls of the house, cries of pain and terror. Amaranthe’s stomach sank. Without looking, she knew what carnage Hollowcrest witnessed.
Curses in a foreign language rose over the din. The voice switched to screams, which broke off abruptly.
“Oops, was that your shaman?” Arbitan asked.
“What is that...thing?” Hollowcrest demanded.
“A pet.” Arbitan sipped from his glass. “I instructed it to eat your shaman first, but it’ll chase down and slay all your men shortly.”
Amaranthe wondered if this might be the best time to make a move. The creature was distracted, and Arbitan might not be prepared for an assault. Too bad the guards had taken her team’s weapons.
She scanned the room, searching for inspiration. Her gaze landed on the shadows by the door. Maybe if she charged out of the hidden passage, it would distract Arbitan—break the concentration he needed to weave his defenses—and Sicarius could sink a knife into his back. Of course, it might also see her incinerated by wizard fire or whatever magic Arbitan could throw.
She had to take the risk.
Only Sicarius’s eyes moved, watching the interplay between the two men. She willed him to look her direction, but as Arbitan lifted his glass again, seemingly oblivious to any threat, Sicarius blurred into motion.
One of his throwing knives whirled toward Arbitan’s back, and a second weapon appeared in his hand instantly. He raised his arm, poised to strike again.
Arbitan was not as defenseless as he appeared. Like the crossbow quarrel, the knife stopped before it sank into his torso.
It bounced away as if it had struck a stone wall and landed on the plush carpet with a soft thump. Amaranthe sagged against the panel. She, too, had hoped he wouldn’t have his defenses up here, in his sanctuary.
Sicarius’s arm drooped. He did not throw the second knife.
“Your pet is not as effective as mine, Hollow,” Arbitan purred. He glanced over his shoulder. “Come out of the shadows, assassin.” Arbitan turned his head to look at Amaranthe. “And the escaped prisoners lurking in the passage may as well come out too. Along with my treasonous Basilard.”
Scuffles of surprise sounded behind Amaranthe. After recovering from the shock of being discovered, she considered fleeing instead of obeying, but Arbitan’s sure gaze conveyed the futility of such an action. She pushed the panels farther apart and stepped into the parlor. Her team slunk after her. Basilard hung his head like a beaten hound.
Arbitan pointed for the group to join Sicarius.
Amaranthe ended up in front of the fireplace, its burning logs warming her back. Hollowcrest stared out the window doing nothing useful. She felt a stirring of disgust; he could at least try to barter for the lives of his men.
And what am I doing that’s so helpful?
She eyed a set of fireplace tools next to the hearth. Maybe she could still provide the distraction that would lower Arbitan’s defenses. Her hand drifted toward the poker.
“Well, my dear.” Arbitan’s gaze pinned her and she froze. “The counterfeit money would have been fun to play with, but you’re too troublesome to keep around.” His eyes flickered toward Basilard and back to her. “You’d probably subvert the torturer I sent to interrogate you.”
Amaranthe swallowed. She recognized a death sentence by now. Time to take a chance.
She grabbed the poker and leapt for the wizard.
And was flattened to the floor. The rug mashed her cheek. It felt as if the ceiling had fallen on her, compressing her torso, her head, and every limb. She could scarcely breathe.
The poker pulled free from her hand and returned to its place amongst the tool set.
Out of the bottom of her eye, she saw her comrades similarly flattened. All except Sicarius. He was on one knee, knuckles pressed against the floor.
Fight it! Amaranthe wished she could. She exerted every muscle, trying to press her chest up from the floor. She couldn’t budge.
Sicarius managed to rise from his knees, though his back bowed from the effort. Jaw clenched, face reddened, he glared at Arbitan and inched higher.
She needed to help him. Somehow.
Amaranthe stopped struggling. It was getting her nowhere, and if Sicarius were rising on muscle strength alone, Maldynado, with his powerful bulk, should have been able to force himself up as well. This was a mental battle, she realized, remembering Sicarius’s history lesson on the Hunters. Too bad she had no such training to call upon. Suspecting the effort in vain, she tried to will herself up.
Sicarius staggered forward a step. Amaranthe sensed the wave of force lessening around her as Arbitan shifted more of his focus toward Sicarius. She wished she could see the wizard’s face. Was he tiring? At least sweating a bit?
She closed her eyes and imagined herself swimming in the lake during the summer. She slipped under the surface and stroked to the depths, cutting through the water’s resistance with ease. Her head inched off the carpet. Her shoulders and neck trembled under the weight. In her mind, she skimmed along the lake bottom, algae-slick pebbles passing beneath her. Then she angled for the surface, and the buoyant water carried her toward the sunlight. She wedged one elbow under her chest to prop her torso up, and then, with a gargantuan effort, lunged to the side and grabbed a burning brand from the fireplace.
Embers seared her flesh. The pain gave her a jolt of energy, and she used it to hurl the log.
It sailed at Arbitan’s head. He threw his arm up reflexively, and in that instant his magic dissipated.
Amaranthe surged to her feet in time to see Sicarius ram a dagger into Arbitan’s chest. It glided between the ribs and pierced vital organs. Shock widened Arbitan’s eyes and stole the arrogant smile from his face. He crumpled to the ground, fingers clutching uselessly at the dagger hilt.
Amaranthe slumped against the fireplace mantel. Sicarius looked at her.
“Good to see you,” she said.
His mask had returned, but he inclined his head. “I believe he is an undercover Nurian wizard, sent by their government to create chaos and plant a compliant heir on the throne.”
“Amaranthe figured that out in the dungeon.” Maldynado sent a smug look at Books.
“Really.” Sicarius regarded Amaranthe with...respect?
She bit her lip to hide her smile.
“Excellent work, Sicarius,” Hollowcrest crooned. “As expected. You were always invaluable. Good to have you back. Arbitan was the most dangerous, but I’ll need someone to remove the remnants of Forge. That Larocka woman is a pest as well.”
Amaranthe frowned at the old man. Did he think Sicarius had killed Arbitan for him?
“Sicarius, you can’t help Hollowcrest,” Books said. “He’s the one who had my son killed. Amaranthe says—”
“Amaranthe says?” Hollowcrest snorted. “Sicarius doesn’t take orders from street trollops. He’s always worked for the throne—” Hollowcrest nodded at Sicarius, “—and he will again.”
“Perhaps so,” Sicarius said, inscrutable.
His agreement gave Amaranthe a horrified start, until she realized “the throne” meant Sespian these days.
“The first thing I’ll need you to do is eliminate these witnesses,” Hollowcrest said. “We don’t want the papers sensationalizing this debacle.” He prodded Arbitan, who still twitched on the floor.
Despite the mortal wound, Arbitan was slow dying. His mouth kept opening and closing, as if he was trying to utter one last snide comment. Amaranthe hoped he could not use his power to somehow heal himself. Surely, all that pain provided the ultimate distraction.
Nobody else paid Arbitan any heed. Books watched the two men, teeth clamped on his lower lip. Maldynado and Akstyr, too, seemed worried that Sicarius would take up with Hollowcrest. Their concern, etched so clearly on their faces, made Amaranthe doubt her own certainty.
Am I wrong?
Sicarius crossed the room and stopped an arm’s-length away from Hollowcrest. His face offered no hint of malice. He reached for no weapons.
“Excellent. Now...” Hollowcrest waved at Amaranthe and the others. “Kill this riffraff.”
“I knew it,” Maldynado muttered.
Akstyr backed toward the door. Books’s shoulders slumped, as if the battle was already lost.
“You’re drugging Sespian,” Sicarius said, eyes locked on Hollowcrest.
Hollowcrest waved a placating hand. “Only to make him compliant to the empire’s needs. Besides, it shouldn’t matter to you. You always worked through me more than Emperor Raumesys. Nothing’s changed.”
“Sicarius,” Amaranthe said, “ask him the name of the drug. Is it something that causes long-term consequences?”
He did not look at her. His stony gaze remained fixed on Hollowcrest, who frowned as he watched Sicarius. For the first time, uncertainty took the edge off his haughty expression. Hollowcrest tried to take a step back but bumped into the windowsill.
“What drug are you using on him?” Sicarius stepped forward. He stood nose-to-nose with Hollowcrest. “Zawyat?”
“You’re not going to take orders from her, are you?” Hollowcrest squeaked.
Sicarius glanced briefly her direction. “They’re more like suggestions.”
Amaranthe might have smiled, remembering the time she had explained it the same way, but the tension between the two men stole her mirth.
“What drug?” Sicarius asked.
“Iklya Bark,” Hollowcrest whispered, his back pressed against the window.
“Why—why would you use something so potent?” Sicarius asked, his mask slipping briefly, his dark eyes stunned. “That would kill him eventually.”
Amaranthe felt sick. How long had Sespian been on the drug? Had years already been stolen from his life?
“I tried Zawyat, but the boy resisted it,” Hollowcrest said. “His lifespan doesn’t matter. Sespian isn’t suited to rule a nation. He’ll live long enough to produce an heir.”
“He’ll live longer than you.”
True to his nature, Sicarius made the kill swiftly, but he seemed to take more satisfaction in it than usual. The snap of Hollowcrest’s breaking neck echoed through the room, lingering along with the savage fury in Sicarius’s eyes. Amaranthe shivered. She was relieved when a twitch from the still-dying wizard distracted her.
Arbitan’s lips were moving, repeating something. Amaranthe edged closer and knelt to listen before he finally stopped breathing.
“What does armon atask ku mean?” she asked.
“Return to me,” Books and Sicarius said together.
Akstyr cursed. “The soul construct. He called it back. It’s going to—”
A familiar shrieking howl came from the street. Amaranthe’s stomach descended into her boots. She had assumed killing the wizard would destroy the creature as well.
“Avenge its master’s death,” Akstyr finished.
Amaranthe looked at each of her men, who in turn stared back at her, as if brilliant solutions would soon flow from her lips. Only Sicarius’s gaze rested elsewhere. His expressionless mask back in place, he stared at the door, calm, accepting.
He’s already given up. She clenched her jaw. Well, I’m not going to.
“How do we kill it?” Amaranthe demanded.
“Impossible,” Sicarius said. “They’re impervious to blades and firearms. My old dagger might have cut it.” He opened his hand, palm up.
The dagger she lost. Of course.
“Go,” Sicarius said. “It’ll be after me, not you.”
“Bye.” Maldynado headed for the door.
“Stop,” Amaranthe said.
He surprised her by obeying.
She stepped over the fallen wizard and grabbed Sicarius’s arm. “You’re coming with us.”
“I cannot. It will know whose hand slew its master. It will follow me. There’s no escape.” He retracted his arm. “Go.”
Maldynado, Akstyr, Basilard, and Books looked askance at Amaranthe. She could not tell them to sacrifice themselves to a hopeless fate. Besides, their mission was not over yet. Arbitan said the emperor’s assassination had already been arranged, and Larocka was still alive somewhere.
Amaranthe turned back to Sicarius. “What happens after it kills you?”
“It continues doing what its master created it for,” he said.
The howl came again, this time from the yard directly below. She looked outside and reeled back at the blood, dismembered bodies, and entrails spattering the snow.
“Terrorizing the empire?” she asked.
“Apparently.”
“Unacceptable,” Amaranthe said. “We have to stop it.”
“We can’t,” Sicarius said quietly.
A loud splintering echoed through the house. The front door being broken down, Amaranthe guessed. Feminine shrieks traveled through the intervening floors. Apparently the servants were not exempt from the monster’s attentions.
“Amaranthe,” Books said, “we have to go.”
“No. Akstyr, there’s got to be a way to kill it. And don’t tell me about powerful magic being required, because we don’t have any!”
“Uh.” Akstyr shrugged helplessly.
“Maybe...” Books started.
Amaranthe whirled on him. “What?”
“It’s a physical creature living in our physical world, so even if it’s magic, surely it must obey laws of physics, right? Like if you dropped it to the bottom of the ocean or collapsed a mountain on it, the pressure would have to crush it, wouldn’t it?”
“Drop a mountain, brilliant.” Maldynado kicked the door to the hallway shut. “Why don’t we do that right now? Oh, wait—no mountains in the parlor. Drat!”
Claws scrabbled on the hardwood floor of the hallway. The door to the parlor shattered inward and threw Maldynado against a table. The soul construct loomed, its bulky dun-colored body crusted with snow and gore.
The beast blazed into the room, straight at Sicarius.
He shoved Amaranthe out of the way. The construct leapt at him. He ducked and rolled to the side, and it crashed through the glass window.
Startled, Amaranthe jumped to her feet and stuck her head out. The three-story fall did not faze the creature. It hit the snow on its feet and twisted back toward the front door, running through the torn bodies of soldiers it had slain.
“It’ll never stop,” Sicarius said.
“At least we know it’s not smart,” Amaranthe said.
And with that, an idea came. She grabbed Sicarius again.
“Distract it for fifteen minutes,” she said. “Lead it on a chase. Then bring it to the basement.”
“Lokdon...”
“Do it! That’s not a suggestion.” She released him and waved to the others. “Follow!”
Amaranthe grabbed a lamp from a table and dodged around the sofas to return to the secret passage.
“To do what?” Akstyr asked, but thankfully he and the others chased after her.
“Make a mountain fall.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 20
 
The basement had changed little since Amaranthe’s first visit. She had feared the remodeling project might be completed as she raced down flights of stairs, her men thundering behind. Thus she was relieved to see the mess: the freshly-dug pit, a tarp-draped pallet of bricks next to it, coils of rope, and, yes, the concrete mixer was still parked against the wall. The four-wheeled machine with its vertical boiler, cylindrical mixer, and driver’s cab looked to be operable—all she needed was time to start it up.
Amaranthe ran through the arena, lighting lanterns and barking orders. “Books, figure out a way to drop that pallet in the pit on command.”
Books gawked at the bricks. “They must weigh a ton. There’s no time.”
“You’ve got ten minutes. Akstyr and Basilard will help you. Maldynado, we need to get this engine started.”
She checked the level in the boiler, then added water from barrels standing by for that purpose. She threw open the grate to the engine’s firebox and shoveled coal in. The wood handle rubbed against her palm, which was raw from grabbing the burning brand, but she gritted her teeth against the pain.
“Uhm,” Maldynado said, “I think you need to start with kindling before—”
“Just jump into the cab and figure out how to drive this thing.”
Amaranthe lit a piece of cloth with her lamp, then shattered the kerosene oil cache on the coals. She dropped the burning cloth on top. Flames surged to life.
She bounced from foot to foot and watched the others while waiting for the fire to grow and produce enough heat to power the engine. Books and Akstyr took the tarp from the top of the stack of bricks and wrapped it around the side facing the pit. Basilard tied ropes from the corners to the overhead beam. Books found a jack and wedged it under the far side of the pallet after reinforcing the bottom with a sheet of metal. Laboriously, he cranked the lever up and down. Amaranthe ran over to help.
Despite the leverage the jack provided, sweat soon ran down both their faces. As one side of the pallet lifted higher than the other, the bricks shifted toward the pit. A few fell in, but the makeshift sling held the rest back. Basilard sat astride the beam, knife drawn, ready to cut the ropes restraining the bricks.
Amaranthe threw another rope up to him. “For Sicarius.”
Basilard tied one end around the beam and let the other dangle into the pit.
“I think it’s ready,” Maldynado called, voice vibrating along with the machine.
The mixer quivered under the pressure of pent up steam. Amaranthe called Books and Akstyr over to help. They lifted barrels containing dry aggregates and dumped them into the churning cylinder. A trough of water followed. With little construction experience, she could only guess at the ratio. There was no time to experiment.
With Amaranthe guiding him, Maldynado backed the concrete mixer to the pit opposite the bricks.
And then they waited.
The mixer rumbled, its cylinder spinning. Maldynado sat with his hand on the lever that would pour the wet concrete. Above, Basilard waited on the beam. The others stood on the far side of the pit, gazes transfixed on the stairs. Amaranthe chewed on her pinky nail—the only finger with more than a nub available.
“This is too obvious,” she said. “It’s not going to work.”
“The beast threw itself out a window,” Books said. “It’s not bright.”
“I’ve thrown myself out a window recently,” Amaranthe said, remembering her fall from Hollowcrest’s office.
“Oh.”
“It’s been more than fifteen minutes, hasn’t it?” she asked.
“I believe so, yes,” Books said.
“If he doesn’t make it, one of us will have to find the creature and try to lure it back,” she said.
Akstyr snorted. “If Sicarius can’t stay ahead of it, none of us can.”
Amaranthe was dwelling on that unpleasant reality when a familiar voice shouted, “Incoming!” from the top of the stairs.
Sicarius raced down the steps five at a time, the beast riding his heels. Without slowing, he took in the scenario, sprinted through the basement, and leapt for the rope dangling over the pit.
The soul construct jumped after him. Sicarius caught and scrambled up the rope.
The beast twisted in midair to rake a massive paw across his back. Claws glinted. Sicarius kicked it in the face. Gravity caught up with the creature, and it plummeted into the pit.
“Now!” Amaranthe shouted.
Basilard cut the rope, and the bricks crashed in.
In the cab, Maldynado yanked the lever. The concrete came slower, and Amaranthe held her breath as it oozed into the pit. Below, bricks shuddered and shifted. When the mixer had dumped its load, only half the pit was filled.
The moist pile trembled. The creature was still alive...and trying to escape.
“Back the truck in too!” Amaranthe shouted.
Maldynado jammed it into reverse and jumped out of the cab. Rear first, the mixer crashed onto the top of the pile, sinking partway into the soft concrete.
Amaranthe held her breath as she watched the pit for movement. Her heartbeats felt thunderous in the sudden silence. Nothing moved.
Finally, Sicarius swung from the rope and landed in a crouch beside her, fingers pressed against the floor. Blood saturated his ravaged shirt. Three slashes across his lower back laid open the material, along with the skin and muscle beneath it.
“Watch the pit,” Amaranthe told Akstyr.
She knelt by Sicarius. “Are you...?”
“Fine.”
Despite the declaration, he did not rush to stand up. His breathing had already returned to normal, but sweat bathed his skin and drenched his hair and clothing. Blood dripped onto the floor.
“Take off your shirt,” Amaranthe told him.
“How come you never say that to me?” Maldynado asked.
“Because seeing you topless would confirm our suspicions that you’re related to yetis,” Books said.
“Actually,” Amaranthe said, as Sicarius pulled off his shirt and handed it to her, “I’ll watch the pit. Why don’t you gentlemen go look for Larocka?” She wadded up the shirt and pressed it to the wounds to stop the blood flow.
“She was standing in the doorway when we killed the wizard,” Akstyr said.
Her breath caught, and Amaranthe stared at him for a stunned moment before speaking. “How much did she see?”
“I don’t know. She ran away when I looked at her.”
“Why didn’t you say anything?”
“Sicarius was doing his big showdown with Hollowcrest.” Akstyr shrugged. “I got distracted.”
“Just go find her,” Amaranthe said.
The men trooped off, and silence returned to the basement.
“I’m sorry,” she told Sicarius.
“For what?” he asked.
“Getting you mauled.”
“This is a far better outcome than I would have guessed possible a few minutes ago.” Sicarius turned his head to regard her, a faint frown tugging at his lips. Perhaps his injuries were too distracting for him to maintain the usual façade.
“What?” she asked.
“Barring tonight, I’ve lived as long as I have because I’ve never underestimated my enemies. You keep...exceeding my expectations.”
“Thank you,” she said, more pleased than she would admit, “but not everyone is your enemy.”
“Whether realized or not,” he said, “everyone you talk to is trying to use you to further his own interests. You must always be ready to protect yourself.”
“There are such things as friends,” Amaranthe said.
“That does not negate my statement. Friendship is as selfish as any other relationship, perhaps more so because it masquerades as something noble. I am more comfortable with those who approach me with blades drawn.”
“I suppose this will disappoint you,” Amaranthe said, “but I’d rather be your friend than your enemy. I’ll try not to make you suffer too much from the association.”
He looked away. “I am not...disappointed.”
She put her free hand on his shoulder. “You’ve exceeded my expectations too.”
Amaranthe lightened her pressure on the wounds and peeled back a corner of the shirt. Most of the bleeding had stopped, but the gashes needed to be stitched.
“Sit down on the bleachers,” she said. “I’ll hunt for suturing supplies.”
Given the nature of the entertainment here, well-stocked medical kits seemed likely.
“Sicarius?” Amaranthe asked as she poked through desk drawers in the bettors’ cage. “You don’t owe me any answers or explanations, but there’s one thing I’ve been wondering since the day we met—well, since the day you didn’t kill me when you should have. Why do you care about the emperor? What are you to him?”
“An enemy.”
She frowned, considered her words, and rearranged them. “What is the emperor to you?”
Those lips stayed shut. At least he wasn’t glaring threateningly at her as he had the last time she pried into his past.
As she checked cabinets, Amaranthe mulled over Hollowcrest’s words in the parlor. Almost until the end, he had believed Sicarius would return to his side. Like a father speaking to a son he thought he knew—or perhaps an old general addressing a soldier he had supervised from the earliest days. Just how long had Sicarius worked for Hollowcrest? How long had he had access to the Imperial Barracks? Maybe Sicarius had been around when Sespian was growing up. Maybe Sicarius had developed an affection for him. Only one problem. Sicarius was about as affectionate as a freshly blooded dagger. As practical as he was, she could not imagine him forming an emotional attachment to someone just because they had passed in the halls for a few years. Look at what he had done to Hollowcrest. There had to be a greater bond.
She found bandages, suturing thread, and scissors, and returned to the bleachers. A new thought came to her, and she hesitated.
“Are you related?”
There was not an obvious resemblance, but they did have the same dark eyes. Sicarius could even draw, if dispassionately compared to the emperor.
“Brothers?” she went on. “One trained to rule the empire, one to defend it?”
Sicarius snorted.
“No,” Amaranthe said. “If that were true, you would have been the heir. You’re at least ten years older.” She studied his face. It was unlined and he had the speed and strength of youth, but he was too experienced at too many things to be mistaken for a young man. “Maybe fifteen or more,” she said slowly, her mind edging toward an idea that was nothing short of blasphemous. She tried to squash it and look for other—less seditious—possibilities, but once acknowledged, the thought grew like a plant steeped in sun and fertilizer.
Sicarius, watching her face even as she watched his, sighed and looked away. When did we get to know each other so well that he can see my thoughts?
“Sespian is your son,” Amaranthe said.
For the first time, his silence was readable. Yes.
Amaranthe stared at the floor, almost wishing she hadn’t asked. This meant Raumesys had left no true heir. Sespian’s claim to rule was only through his mother and therefore no better than a dozen others. If anyone found out, nothing short of civil war would follow. Bloody years of infighting in which the empire’s copious enemies could strike while the soldiers were distracted choosing sides and fighting each other. In the end, some jaded old general, some vague relation of Raumesys’s, would end up in power. Little chance of the next emperor having any of Sespian’s tolerance or progressive passion. She imagined some contemporary of Hollowcrest’s on the throne and felt sick. Though it might make her a traitor to the empire, she would take this secret to her funeral pyre.
She turned her attention to Sicarius, feeling a guilty twinge that her first thoughts had been political. “Hollowcrest obviously didn’t know. Sespian doesn’t either, does he?”
A minute shake of the head confirmed this.
“If you told him, he’d probably abdicate the throne,” Amaranthe said, sure the emperor’s conscience would trouble him into that route. “But perhaps you two would have a chance for...something, a relationship. From my brief meetings with him, I got the feeling Sespian has led a lonely life.”
“He has. Thrusting this knowledge into it would not improve matters. He has read my records. He knows everyone I tortured and killed for Raumesys and Hollowcrest. And since. He’s the one who put the bounty on my head. I am likely the only person in the world he truly wants dead.”
“You might...”
Might what, Amaranthe? What are you going to suggest he do? Change? Repent his cold-hearted assassin ways? Mourn for those he’s killed? Become someone Sespian might admire? Be a good person? Sicarius might not scoff out loud, but surely that would be his mental reaction. He was too pragmatic to give up his system, however callous, for something less effective. That he cared for his son did not mean he felt any concern for people in general. Asking him to change would accomplish nothing.
“You might find it easier to protect Sespian if you were at his side,” was all she said.
“That was my plan once. But I underestimated his...idealism. He would not employ a killer, even to his benefit. I should have foreseen that.”
Amaranthe smiled gently. “It is difficult to understand those who are least like ourselves.”
Sicarius twitched an eyebrow. “You understand me.”
“Hm.”
She laid out the medical supplies on the bench, filled a bucket with clean water, and sat behind him. The wounds must have stung, but Sicarius did not flinch when she washed them. She picked up the needle and considered the task before her. It would be better to find a surgeon to sew up the gashes, but she did not know where to look in this neighborhood at this time of night. Anyway, a part of her liked the idea of being the one to help him. He had saved her life a number of times over the last two weeks, and now she could do something for him.
She slid her hand across his back. Surprisingly, no other scars marred his flesh. Even relaxed, his muscles were like steel, each distinct and delineated beneath warm skin. Sicarius looked over his shoulder, eyebrows raised. She blushed and bent to thread the needle. Medics probably weren’t supposed to ogle their patients.
“I’m afraid you’re going to have some wicked scars,” Amaranthe said.
“I’ll survive,” he said.
“A little soon to say that. You haven’t felt the prod of my inexperienced needle yet.”
“Surely as an enforcer, you’ve had combat medic training.”
“Training, yes. Real-world experience, no. Unless you count the times I did this on dolls.”
“Dolls?”
“Memela, the woman who watched me while my father worked, gave me the dolls her children had played with growing up. They were a little battered from use, so I frequently had to put the stuffing back in and sew the rips.”
“It’s the same principle,” Sicarius said.
He looked over his shoulder again.
“What?” she asked.
“Dolls.” His eyes crinkled.
Amused, was he?
“What’s wrong with dolls? I am a girl, you know.”
Sicarius turned his head back forward. Amaranthe was about to start on the first wound when he spoke again.
“I’ll wager you lined them up and ordered them around like a general commanding his troops.”
She smiled. “Maybe.”
She had finished stitching Sicarius’s back when footsteps sounded on the stairs. Amaranthe expected one of her men, but it was a servant in the crimson house uniform. Sicarius stood. The servant approached them slowly, eyeing the bare-chested Sicarius. He looked even more intimating without a shirt on.
“I mean you no trouble. Please don’t hurt me.” The servant’s voice squeaked. He fingered a sealed envelope. “My mistress bade me deliver this message to you.” He crept toward Sicarius, the hand with the envelope trembling.
“Your mistress is Larocka?” Amaranthe asked.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Is she in the house?”
“I really can’t say, ma’am.”
As soon as Sicarius took the envelope, the servant darted away. Amaranthe worried Sicarius would follow, perhaps torture the man for information, but the message arrested his attention. He broke the seal on the envelope, slid out a folded sheet of stationery, and read.
Only one line marked the paper. Nonetheless, Sicarius stared at the words for a long moment.
“What does it say?” she finally asked.
Stiffly, Sicarius handed the note to her.
You killed my love. Before dawn, I shall burn your son alive.
“Son,” Amaranthe croaked. “How could she know? How many people have you told?”
“Just you.”
“That means...she was listening.”
Sicarius’s head jerked up, and his eyes scanned the ceiling, walls, and shadows. But there was no one else in the basement. With Arbitan dead, Larocka could not have access to the mental sciences, could she?
Sicarius grabbed a fallen brick and ran to the wall nearest the bleachers where they had been talking. He tapped the stone as he moved along it. Clanks echoed through the basement.
A more mundane possibility, Amaranthe realized. She grabbed a brick too. Soon the clanks turned to hollow thuds.
“There,” she said.
She and Sicarius dropped the bricks and slid their hands along the cool stone. Rough and porous, it would conceal secret entrances well. Amaranthe almost missed the hairline crack running vertically up the wall.
“Over here,” she said.
Sicarius shifted to her side, and he was the one to find the button. With a click, a portion of the wall swung backward. Inside was a chair, shelves, a tall cabinet, and a writing desk. On the back wall, a ladder rose into the upper levels of the house.
Amaranthe walked into the room. “How many secret passages does this place have?”
Standing mute at the entrance, Sicarius seemed stunned—or horrified.
Amaranthe touched the wooden seat in front of the desk. “She must have heard everything.”
Sicarius slammed his fist into the cabinet. Amaranthe jumped. Wood splintered and gave, and his hand went straight through. Jaw clenched, he yanked his arm free. Blood ran down his fingers and dripped onto the stone floor.
Amaranthe stared, open-mouthed. His back was to her, and both hands curled into white-knuckled fists. She had never seen him lose his composure.
She licked her lips. “It’s not too late, Sicarius. We can save him. We just have to figure out where she’d go to—”
Sicarius stalked out the door.
“Wait, please.” Amaranthe followed him. “I’m sorry, but if you’d just listen to me—”
Sicarius spun on her, eyes raging. She skittered back and bumped into the wall.
“Listen to you?” he snarled. “This is your fault. All your questions. Why couldn’t you leave me alone? Hollowcrest and Arbitan are dead. Everything would be fine now. But you had to pry. And, fool I am, I let you.” Anguish warped his face. “Why couldn’t you just leave me alone?”
Without waiting for an answer, he whirled and raced out of the basement. Shocked by his outburst, Amaranthe could not answer right away. Tears stung her eyes. Long after he disappeared up the stairs, she whispered, “Because I care.”
 
* * * * *
 
Sespian wasn’t sleeping when the knock came. Hollowcrest’s threats kept repeating in his mind. Was there truly some assassination plot afoot, or had Hollowcrest simply been spinning hyperbole to make himself seem necessary? And what of that confrontation? Had Sespian bested Hollowcrest too easily? Even now, Sespian could scarcely believe he had won.
He slid out of bed and headed for the door, but paused in the antechamber. “Who is it?”
“Lieutenant Dunn.”
Uh oh. Hollowcrest was back. Or something else was up.
“Yes?” Sespian asked when he opened the door.
“Sire, I’ve been in contact with that renegade enforcer, Amaranthe Lokdon. I assumed you’d want to hear about it right away.”
“Oh?” Sespian leaned forward. Since he had been drugged the few times he’d met her, he could hardly trust his judgment, but he so badly wanted to hear that Hollowcrest’s words were lies.
“Yes, Sire. May I come in?”
“Of course.”
A servant glided in on Dunn’s heels to turn up the lamps and add coal to the stove. Sespian shifted his weight from one foot to the other, watching the process with ill-concealed impatience.
“What is it?” Sespian blurted as soon as the servant left.
Dunn wrung his hands and paced. “Before I tell you what she said, let me say that I think it’s a very bad idea, and you shouldn’t go off to meet her.”
“She wants to meet? Me?” Idiot, you sound like a love struck youth, not an emperor over millions. Sespian cleared his throat and struggled for nonchalance. “I mean, what did she say?”
“What Hollowcrest said was true. Sicarius intends to assassinate you during your birthday celebration. Lokdon claims to have pretended to join forces with him to unearth his plans and feed the information back to Hollowcrest, but something went badly between them, and now she wants to share all her information with you.”
Sespian paced. Spying on Sicarius? Could that be secret assignment Hollowcrest had given Amaranthe? The reason she had been in the Barracks to start with?
Disapproval pinched the lieutenant’s face.
“You don’t think I should go,” Sespian said.
“It could be a trap. If she just wanted to relay information, she could come here to do it.”
Sespian shook his head, recalling the last time he had seen Amaranthe—flying out a window to escape the guards. “For all she knows, we’d throw her in the dungeon. I can see why she’d prefer a neutral location.”
“She could be working with Sicarius to lure you to your death,” Dunn said.
“Did she stipulate I had to meet her alone?”
“No.”
“Then you could come. And a couple carriage-loads of men. When does she want to meet?”
“Now. She fears Sicarius will find out about her double cross, so she insists on meeting tonight. She’s waiting for you at Yestfer Smelter.”
Sespian glanced at the black sky outside the window. This could be a mistake, a big mistake. But if he didn’t go, and Amaranthe’s body turned up in the lake later...
“Very well. Fire up the steam carriages and arrange the men.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 21
 
Amaranthe climbed down the ladder and returned to the hidden basement room. Several stories above, the passage ended at a trapdoor in the master suite, but there had been no sign of Larocka. Nor had Amaranthe spotted any clues that suggested where the woman had gone or where the assassination would take place.
She leaned her head against a metal rung. She had to figure this out. It wasn’t just about helping the emperor and clearing her name any more. She owed Sicarius. He was right. This was her fault. Because of her incessant curiosity, she had been pestering him with questions since she met him, and now he was the one stuck with the consequences. Right now, he probably regretted not killing her that day on the trail. And why hadn’t he? Because he thought he was helping his son’s girlfriend. She groaned. All this time, she had been wondering if—hoping—Sicarius might possibly care for her. No, he had simply been tolerating her ludicrous scheme because Sespian gave her a bracelet.
“Amaranthe?” Books called from the spectator area.
She wiped her eyes. “In here.”
A moment later, Books, Akstyr, Basilard, and Maldynado packed the tiny room.
“The servants have fled the house, and this mausoleum is gargantuan,” Books said.
Akstyr wore a toothy smile and clutched a book the size of a small tabletop. “Look what I found.” He danced forward, almost losing his balance due to the heavy tome. “It’s Nurian. I’ll have to find someone to help me translate—” he glanced at Books, “—but I could make scads of progress studying their ways.” He dumped the book on the desk, opened the first page, and didn’t seem to notice his foot bumping something under the drawers.
A round, glowing purple object rolled across the concrete and clinked to a stop against the base of the ladder. The orb was smooth, flawless, and small enough to conceal in a pocket.
“Uhm,” Amaranthe said.
“That doesn’t appear natural,” Books said.
“No, but it’s a snazzy find,” Maldynado said. “Cut it in half, and it’d make a fetching pocket watch fob.”
“Somehow, I doubt it’s for fashion,” Amaranthe said. “Akstyr, do you—”
“Oh!” Akstyr had spotted it. He shut the book, hustled forward, and picked up the orb. “I’ve never seen a real one, but it looks like a communication jewel.” He slid a finger along the top, and his eyes grew distant for a moment. “It’s for talking to whoever else has the other one.”
“Can it tell you who that might be?” Amaranthe asked.
“No.” Akstyr handed the orb to her. “Only the ones it was tuned for can access it.”
“It must have slipped out of Larocka’s pocket,” Amaranthe said. “She doubtlessly left in a hurry after...”
“After what?” Maldynado asked. “We looked all over the house for her, but the shifty broad just disappeared.”
“I know.” Amaranthe slid the orb into her pocket, not sure what she could do with it, but keeping it just in case. She led them out of the hidden room. “Larocka contacted us. She’s...planning to kill the emperor as revenge for what happened to Arbitan. By dawn.”
“That’s not more than a couple hours off,” Books said.
“She’s just one woman,” Maldynado said. “Are we worried about what one woman can do?”
Basilard looked pointedly from Amaranthe to the filled pit and back to Amaranthe.
“Oh, right,” Maldynado said.
“Do you know where she’ll strike?” Books asked. “She can’t sneak into the Imperial Barracks, can she? Even if she could, we can’t. How do we thwart her?”
Hands in her pockets, Amaranthe gazed at the pit for a long moment. Then she looked at each of them. “We don’t. You’ve done enough. More than enough. I finagled you all into this, and yet you performed like empire-renowned champions in the rings. I can’t ask for any more from you. The next step I take alone.”
“What?” Maldynado propped his fists on his hips. “We’ve come this far with you, and we’re not leaving now. I need a statue, remember?”
“We mean to see this through to the end,” Books said. “Sespian is our emperor too.”
Basilard nodded firmly.
“If they’re going, I’m going too,” Akstyr said. “Where are we going?”
“I’m going to the Barracks to turn myself in.” Amaranthe jogged for the stairs.
“Upon reconsideration,” Maldynado said, “I do wonder if this is something you should do alone.”
“I have to try to talk to the emperor before Larocka strikes.”
 
* * * * *
 
Sespian slipped a sheathed dagger into his boot and strode out of the Imperial Barracks. His guards trailed him to the outside stairs. Lieutenant Dunn, standing in the courtyard next to two armored steam carriages, waved them toward the second vehicle.
“Sire.” Dunn held the door to the lead vehicle open, and a pool of light spilled out.
Sespian crossed to the driveway. A few soldiers clanked and clattered along the outer wall, but night was still deep. Few lights burned behind the dark windows of the Barracks. Hardly anyone to see me leave.
The thought made Sespian pause. He had one foot on the carriage step. The empty, blue velvet interior yawned before him. Shouldn’t there be some guards accompanying his vehicle as well? The hackles of suspicion arose on his neck.
“Dunn...”
He started to lower his foot, to back away from the carriage, but Dunn shoved him. Surprised, Sespian pitched forward. Before he could catch himself and find a grip that would let him push back, Dunn rammed him all the way inside.
The door slammed shut.
Sespian rolled to the opposite side and scrambled to his feet. His shoulder clipped one of the wall lamps, and his head struck the low ceiling.
“What are you...?”
A pistol pointed at his chest. Jaw set, Dunn thumped on the front wall. Steam whistled, and the carriage lurched forward. A familiar black dagger rested on one of the seats. Eyes widening, Sespian spun about, half expecting Sicarius to be lurking in the shadows.
“Sit down, Sespian.” Dunn twitched the pistol toward the back bench.
“What happened to Sire?” Sespian thought about disobeying—it would be easier to attack from a standing position, but even if Dunn didn’t fire, he could probably best Sespian in a wrestling match. Besides, Dunn would be ready for something now. Best to wait for a chance to come.
“You’re not the man I thought you were. Sit.”
Sespian eased over to the padded seat. The carriage chugged into motion, and a thick glass window displayed the front gate passing. If he yelled for help, the armored walls would muffle it. The gate guards were probably in on this anyway.
“Apparently, you’re not the man I thought you were either.” Sespian heard the sting of the betrayal in his voice. It wasn’t as if people plotting against the throne—against him—was anything new, but he thought he had picked right with Dunn. “Why’d you pretend to be on my side if you meant to betray me to Hollowcrest in the end anyway? I assume you’re taking him to me now.”
“Hollowcrest is dead,” Dunn said. “And when you selected me, I didn’t know...I mean, I knew it was always a possibility I’d have to move against you, but...”
Dunn looked away, and Sespian tensed. If the pistol lowered...
As if reading his thoughts, Dunn snapped his attention back, and the barrel centered on Sespian’s chest.
“If you’re not working for Hollowcrest, then who?” Sespian asked.
“I’m not warrior caste, you know.”
Sespian frowned. What kind of answer was that? “I know. I read your file.”
“Most officers are. The Imperial Service Academy is costly, but I was fortunate enough to find someone to finance my education.”
“Who might that be?” Sespian had read Dunn’s service record before choosing him but hadn’t thought to look into who paid for his education. A mistake, apparently.
“The same people who made it possible to blindside Hollowcrest. Did you honestly think some lowly lieutenant could get all the information you asked for so quickly? Half the intelligence department belongs to them.”
“Who?”
The carriage turned and headed downhill. Where were they going? To the smelter Dunn mentioned, or had that been a lie?
Sespian bent forward slightly. His dagger was in his left boot. Since Dunn was to the right, maybe he could draw it without being noticed.
“I always knew there’d be favors expected later.” Dunn sighed. “I didn’t image they’d be treasonous, and I’ve been wrestling with that the last few days. I liked you. But then as it turns out, I’m not being treasonous at all here.” He turned accusing eyes on Sespian.
“How not?”
“You know what I’m talking about—you must.”
Sespian sighed deeply, using the expression to justify a slump. His forearms dropped onto his knees and his fingers dangled near his boots. “No, I’m quite lost in this entire conversation. Will you at least tell me what we’re doing?” He let his left arm fall to his ankle.
“You’re going to meet Sicarius,” Dunn said.
Sespian winced. He had hoped that was a lie too. “The people who paid for your education hired Sicarius to kill me tonight?”
A few days ago, Dunn had seemed as chipper and willing to please as a puppy. Now he was as masked and guarded as every other lackey with an agenda.
“I’m sorry, but you’re not going to live past dawn,” Dunn said, probably the first straight answer of the ride.
Sespian’s fingers fastened around the hilt of the dagger. Unfortunately, the cursed pistol was still pointing unerringly at him.
“People will miss me soon,” he said. “Your employers couldn’t have bought off everyone.”
“They’re not my employers, just people I owe. But I understand a confusing scene has been arranged to befuddle those who might follow.”
Dunn shifted and slid a hand into his parka. The pistol never wavered as he pulled out a small brown bottle filled with liquid. He set it on the seat, withdrew a folded kerchief, and laid it down as well. With one hand, he unscrewed the cap of the bottle.
A grimness settled over Sespian as he watched. He suspected his time for wrestling his freedom from Dunn was coming to an end. He had to act soon.
“Dunn, I can appreciate your loyalty to those who paid for your school, but arranging my death?” Sespian eased the dagger out of the sheath. “It’s...not a very nice thing to do. I liked you too. I thought I could trust you. Surely, you could have had everything you ever wanted working at my side.”
“It would have been a lie.” Dunn placed the kerchief atop the bottle and, one-handed, tipped it to soak the cloth. “You’re not the rightful—”
Sespian lunged. Dunn saw him but hesitated before firing. He was probably supposed to deliver a living emperor.
Sespian’s momentum took him into a tackle. He and Dunn slammed against the carriage door. The pistol struck the wall, then clattered to the floor. Sespian drew back his arm and stabbed, but Dunn dodged and the dagger clanked against the door. A boot hooked Sespian’s legs and jerked him off his feet. He crashed into a bench. Before he could move, Dunn’s weight leaned into his back. Cheek smashed against the velvet upholstery, Sespian pushed but could not budge. A hand snaked around his head and pressed the cloth to his face.
A sweet, cloying smell flooded his nostrils. He plunged his elbow behind him and caught ribs.
“Ooph!”
The grip relaxed for a moment, and Sespian tried to yank free. Dunn recovered and the kerchief smothered Sespian’s face. The sweet smell invaded his lungs, and his heart thundered in his ears. Blackness encroached on his vision. The sound of the wheels chugging beneath the carriage changed; they were crossing a bridge. The last thing Sespian was aware of was brakes squealing.
 
* * * * *
 
A quick check of the carriage house out back proved Larocka, or perhaps the servants, had taken off with the steam vehicles. Arakan Hill and the Imperial Barracks loomed three or four miles away. With no other alternatives, Amaranthe loped off on foot. Despite her attempt to dismiss them, the others puffed along behind her.
The smell of wood smoke hung in the crisp air, and bare branches turned the moonlight into a latticework of shadows. Last time she walked this way, enforcers had ambushed her. Tonight, no one else lurked on the long street paralleling the Ridge. The city felt oddly quiet, as if it was holding its breath.
They had gone no more than a mile when an explosion boomed into the silence. The cracks of firearms followed, and Amaranthe halted to listen, trying to pinpoint the origins.
Maldynado stopped beside her. “It sounds like it’s coming from the Midtown River.”
The rest of the men caught up.
“They’ve already got Sespian,” Amaranthe said.
Books bent over and sucked in a gulp of air. “It could...just be a...coincidence.”
More firearms bawled in the distance. Up on Arakan Hill, an alarm bell pealed.
“Want to bet on it?” Amaranthe asked.
“No,” Books said.
Running again, they turned west at the next street and raced off Mokath Ridge toward the river. She wished the trolleys were running, but it was too late at night.
Before they made it halfway there, the firing stopped, and only the alarm bell disturbed the silence. Amaranthe fought the urge to zip along faster, leaving the others behind. Her lungs were not yet burning, but she could hear the ragged wheezes of Books and Akstyr. She would probably need their help for whatever they stumbled across.
They rounded a corner, and the 52nd Street Bridge came into view. The street lamps illuminated a ghastly scene, and Amaranthe paused in the shadows.
Black smoke poured from a collision site. Two steam carriages had struck each other at the base of the bridge, one painted in imperial black and gold, the other nondescript. Another of the emperor’s vehicles had crashed through the rail of the bridge, and wobbled tenuously, the front half hanging out over the frozen river twenty feet below. The bodies of imperial soldiers—no, the emperor’s personal guard—littered the blood-smeared street.
“We’re too late,” Amaranthe whispered.
“What was the emperor doing out in the middle of the night?” Maldynado asked.
She touched the communication stone in her pocket. “I bet someone on Larocka’s payroll talked him into coming out. Let’s see if he’s...” She gulped, unable to finish the sentence. She did not want to see Sespian’s broken body on the street.
Despite the late hour, the noise had drawn a crowd from nearby tenements. A handful of enforcers struggled to establish barricades on either side of the bridge, but this had just happened and few men had arrived. Reinforcements would show up shortly, but perhaps Amaranthe could sneak close enough to investigate the crash first.
“Books, come with me, please. The rest of you, a distraction would be good.”
“What kind of distraction?” Maldynado asked.
“The kind where you do something creative to keep the enforcers from noticing us snooping.”
“Creative, eh?” Maldynado tossed a speculative look at his comrades.
Afraid to wonder, Amaranthe grabbed Books and angled toward the river. They passed between two street lamps and skidded down the snowy bank. She flailed but caught her balance on the ice. Books landed on his butt. She paused long enough to help him up, then ran and slid for the closest of the two piers anchored in the river.
Black against the starry sky, the truss bridge loomed overhead. Steam screeched, another vehicle approaching. A truck delivering more enforcers, probably.
Amaranthe clambered up the cement block, but hesitated when she looked up at the steel supports.
“Maybe you should wait down here,” she told Books.
“I’m coming,” he said.
She shrugged. One vertical and two diagonal steel beams rose from the concrete, and she took one of the diagonals. The angle made the climb doable, and she soon peered over the floor of the bridge. The tottering steam carriage wobbled to her left with the two crashed vehicles at the base to her right.
“Yo, when’s this bridge gonna be cleared?” Maldynado’s voice came from the crowd.
Feeling exposed under the starlight, Amaranthe hoped her distraction was forthcoming. She grabbed the rail and pulled herself over.
All the doors of the tottering carriage were open, and one hung from a sole hinge. The front of the vehicle was smashed. The driver had been thrown free.
Steel clashed at the base of the bridge. Maldynado had engaged a pair of enforcers in a sword fight. Amaranthe didn’t see Basilard or Akstyr.
She knelt near the driver’s body, her hand resting on the ground. Cooling blood puddled on the sand-covered ice and dampened her fingers. That didn’t startle her, but the man’s slit throat did. The crash hadn’t killed him; a dagger had.
As she eased around him toward a second body, her fingers brushed broken glass. She plucked up several shards, some curved, some straight.
Behind her, Books lumbered onto the bridge.
“Stop them!” someone cried.
Amaranthe’s head jerked up. Someone must have spotted them.
“They’re stealing our truck!”
Steam squealed from the enforcer vehicle, and it lurched into motion. She almost laughed. She hadn’t been spotted; the enforcers were yelling at Maldynado and the others. Metal crunched, the sound rising over the shouts of the enforcers and the crowd. Whoever was driving the stolen truck had crashed it into another arriving vehicle. Cries of “idiot!” punctuated baser profanities.
“We’ll have to rescue them from jail in the morning,” Books muttered.
Amaranthe slipped the glass shards into a pocket. “Look around. We won’t have much time before someone notices us.”
She slipped down the bridge where more inert bodies sprawled. The fallen all wore imperial uniforms. There was no sign of enemy dead. In fact, there was hardly any sign of a fight at all. She checked body after body, each neatly dispatched. Despite the earlier gunfire she’d heard, these men had all been killed by blades.
It seemed inconceivable that even skilled assassins could so unequivocally dispatch Sespian’s guard, who would have been doubly alert after a crash....
Amaranthe crouched beside one of the last bodies. Moisture—blood—saturated a guard’s black uniform. A dagger stuck into the chest to the hilt.
After a moment of hesitation, Amaranthe tugged it free. Even coated in blood, even in the dim light from the street lamps, she recognized it. Sicarius’s black dagger.
“Who’s up there?” someone called.
This time, the enforcers were looking at her.
“Corporal Tennil,” Books said.
“There’s no...” Hand on the hilt of a sword, one of the enforcers stepped forward.
“Time to go,” Amaranthe whispered.
She stuck the dagger in her belt and scrambled for the side of the bridge. This time, she made Books go first, afraid he would get caught if she didn’t.
Two enforcers pounded toward them. Lamplight glinted on a steel blade.
“Hurry!” she urged.
As soon as Books’s head dipped out of view, Amaranthe slithered over the side. A sword whistled down from above but glanced off the railing.
Her foot missed the beam on her first groping stab, and she almost fell. She found a foothold on the second attempt and released her hand just before an enforcer boot crushed it.
Sliding more than climbing, she made the bottom in seconds. Books landed at the same time with a grunt.
“Next time, I’ll just wait on the—”
Crossbow quarrels clinked into the ice at their feet. She grabbed his arm, dragged him under the bridge, and raced out the other side. They clung to the deep shadows near the bank and didn’t climb up until they were out of crossbow range.
Several blocks later, with the shouts fading behind, Amaranthe finally paused under a street lamp. She pulled out the dagger and held it beneath the light. Yes, it was definitely Sicarius’s weapon, the one she had left in Hollowcrest’s office. Someone was trying to frame him.
“I didn’t see the emperor’s body,” Books said.
“No, there’s still hope.” Amaranthe removed the shards of glass from her pocket.
“Broken vials?” Books picked up a concave piece and sniffed. “Liquid smoke.”
“What’s that?”
“I remember a science professor trying to make some once. It’s a Kendorian concoction that tears your eyes and makes it hard to breathe. They probably modified crossbows to shoot the vials. It’s extremely expensive to make, but that wouldn’t be a problem for Larocka.”
“That’s why the soldiers were dispatched so easily.”
“They must have kidnapped Sespian,” Books said.
“Yes, of course. The note said...” She stopped. Crazy times or not, she could not give away Sicarius’s secret. “The emperor was to be taken somewhere and burned alive.”
“But where?” Books asked.
“There’s no way to...” A silvery bump on one of the shards of glass drew her eye. She squinted and rubbed it with her thumb. Molten steel that had hardened. She had seen it all over the scrapyard at the Oak Iron Smelter. She handed the piece to Books. “Looks like they prepped in a smelter. There was one on that list of businesses Larocka owns, wasn’t there?”
“Yestfer,” he said.
Amaranthe thought of the note, the threat to burn Sespian alive, and she gripped the lamppost as a vision rushed over her. Larocka dumping him in a vat of molten steel.
“That’s where they’ll be,” she said. “I have to go.”
“We have to go.”
“You have to go back to the bridge. Try to extricate the others, but most importantly tell the enforcers to get men to Yestfer. If I get killed...someone else needs to know where Sespian is.”
“They’re not going to listen to me!”
“You have to try. Hurry, Books, there’s no time to debate.”
He lifted a hand. “Very well.”
She sprinted down the street, heading for the industrial part of town.
“Be careful!” Books called after her.
The downhill grade made the run easier, but the blocks dragged past. Stars glittered in a dark sky framed by darker buildings.
She turned a corner onto a wide street heading down to the railroad and the lake. The massive chimney of the smelter came into view, black smoke pouring from its rim, blotting out stars. Someone was burning coal for the furnace. It was too early for normal work hours. A queasy lurch ran through her stomach. She was not sure whether to be elated or scared she had guessed right.
Beneath the chimney squatted a vast rectangular building with windows too high to peer through. A twenty-foot sliding door stood open two feet, and several steam carriages were parked out front. Guards surely waited to trap—or shoot—anyone who came through.
Keeping to the shadows, Amaranthe angled around the smelter. There had to be another entrance.
On the scrapyard side of the building, a roll-up door was shut. She jogged closer, but a huge lock secured it. Rounding another corner took her to railroad tracks coming up from the lake and the shipyards. The rails disappeared beneath double doors—also locked. Under them, a gap allowed the tracks to pass through with a couple inches to spare. A man would have a hard time squirming his way through the opening, but maybe she could fit.
Before she could talk herself out of it, Amaranthe flopped onto her belly in the gravel next to the tracks. She peered into the building, but saw only bins and stacks of ingots in the dim light.
She poked her head under the door, and heat washed over her face. She wriggled through the gap.
Once inside, she pushed into a crouch. A railroad car with a slag ladle blocked most of her view. A shoot perched above it, though no molten material poured down at the moment. Amaranthe listened for voices, but roaring fires and hot air pumping into furnaces drowned out lesser noises.
Catwalks overhead followed the walls, crisscrossed the interior, and met at the stories-high blast furnace dominating the building. Bins of iron ore, charcoal, and limestone cluttered the view at floor level. Larocka could be hiding a battalion of soldiers—and her prisoner—in the enormous building.
The catwalks would provide the best view of the facility. Of course, it would also make it easier for people on the ground to view her too. No help for that.
She found a ladder and climbed. A diagonal track running from ore bins to the loading platform above the furnace offered her some cover. A cart waited at the top, but nobody stood up there manning it.
Thirty feet up, Amaranthe reached the catwalk. She still couldn’t see anyone below, but the blast furnace blocked the front door area.
Heavy uniforms and shielded aprons hung on hooks, presumably to protect workers from the heat and molten detritus. Helmets and thick gloves perched on a shelf. On the chance she might need hand protection, Amaranthe grabbed a pair and stuck them in her belt.
Staying low, she crept toward the furnace. The open railings and metal grid flooring would only provide partial cover if someone started shooting.
Once she glimpsed movement below, but when she turned her head, she saw nothing. If someone dangerous and elusive was moving amongst the machinery, she hoped it was Sicarius. Dare she hope he was in the building? Only the metal splattered on the glass shard had made her think of the smelter. If it was up to her to save Sespian alone...
Daunted at the thought, she licked her lips and continued toward the blast furnace. The intensity of the heat increased. By the time she came abreast of the furnace, sweat bathed her torso and stung her eyes.
A ladder on the catwalk led up to the charging platform, where workers could shovel ore, coke, and limestone off the skip car and into the belly of the fifty-foot beast. When Amaranthe’s sleeve brushed one of the metal rungs, the heat sprang through the cloth, and she jerked her arm away.
She inched forward and finally spotted men on the ground. A lot of men.
Between the front door and the base of the blast furnace stood at least twenty warriors. Clad in gray fatigues with no insignia, the broad, muscled men bore muskets, swords, or battle axes. A few men wore blood stains, but none appeared injured. This must be the party that slaughtered the emperor’s guards.
A couple men watched the furnace where a worker in insulated uniform, gloves, and helmet stood. Most faced the perimeter, weapons ready. They were expecting someone.
“Time grows short, Sicarius,” a muffled female voice called. Larocka?
Surprised, Amaranthe leaned through the railing. It seemed Larocka was the worker at the base of the furnace. From Amaranthe’s angle, she could not see through the helmet’s glass faceplate, but the voice had certainly come from within. That uniform would do a fine job of protecting her from a throwing knife as well as the heat.
“You tripped one of the magical alarms Arbitan set before—before...” Larocka clanked her hand against the face shield of her helmet, as if trying to wipe her eyes or nose but forgetting about the barrier. “If you think you’ll sneak up on us, you’re mistaken.”
Uh oh. Amaranthe shifted back from the railing. What if she had tripped the trap? What if Sicarius wasn’t there at all?
She had to find out. She eased farther along her perch, but when she passed a clump of piping two men came into view. They stood on the catwalk with her, stationed between her and the front door in a place they could see the entrance and also signal to Larocka. The intervening pipes and machinery had kept Amaranthe from seeing them—and thankfully them from seeing her. But all one would have to do was decide to take a walk, and her hiding place would be very open from their point of view.
Amaranthe crept back to hunker in the shadow of the blast furnace.
“It’s time for the emperor to die,” Larocka yelled. “I thought you’d want a front row seat, but I suppose knowing you’re here is good enough.” She placed one gloved hand on a lever, and Amaranthe imagined her vengeful smile behind that glass faceplate.
Not certain what the lever controlled, Amaranthe grabbed the hot metal rail and leaned as far past the edge of the catwalk as she could.
The sight below almost made her lose her grip. Sespian lay naked and spread-eagle, wrists and ankles bound by taut chains. He was under the spout that released molten iron. If Larocka pulled that lever, the floodgate would open, and Sespian would be seared alive. Even now, he was too close to the furnace with no protective clothing. His skin was red and dry. Heat stroke. He could die from that alone, even if the molten iron never came.
Larocka turned toward the lever and started to put weight on it.
Amaranthe tried to think of something to do, anything to buy time. She opened her mouth to yell.
“Wait!”
Sicarius.
He stepped out of the shadows, palms open, arms away from his weapons. Twenty men raised swords and muskets toward him.
“Whatever for?” Larocka asked sweetly.
Indeed, what for? What could he do? What can I do?
“I need the head,” Sicarius said.
Sespian’s head lolled to the side, dark eyes focusing on Sicarius, but only briefly before his chin slumped. He did not look good.
Amaranthe pulled herself back onto the catwalk. Sicarius was buying time. She needed to do something useful with it.
“What?” Larocka asked after a stunned moment.
“The head,” Sicarius said. “My employer requires it as proof of an assignment completed.”
Amaranthe groaned as she crawled toward the ladder leading to the top of the furnace. Of all the ways Sicarius could have bought time...surely that was the most condemning. Even if they made it out of this, Sicarius would be suspect in Sespian’s eyes.
When she reached the ladder, she stuffed her hands into the gloves. They were far too large, and her fingers swam in them, but they let her grip the scorching rungs.
“You’d have me believe you’re here to ensure the emperor is killed?” Larocka asked. “Do you think I’m stupid?”
Amaranthe climbed, hoping the new position would not let the guards on the catwalk see her. Her boots protected her feet from the rungs, and she made it to the charging platform.
 “My opinion of you is irrelevant,” Sicarius said. “If you kill him with lava, it’ll sear his features to the point of being indistinguishable. It matters little to me if yours is the hand to slay him, but perhaps we can negotiate an alternative method.”
“He’s your son!” Larocka blurted.
Amaranthe leaned over the platform to judge Sespian’s reaction. She was even higher now and could barely see him over the swell of the furnace. His face was too far down for her to read. The heat stroke had to be addling his mind. Maybe he was past understanding any of this.
The men watching weren’t, and this was apparently new information for them. They looked about at each other, though their weapons never ceased aiming at Sicarius.
“Because the enforcer bitch believes that story doesn’t make it so,” Sicarius said coolly. “Even if it were, a contract is a contract.”
Amaranthe studied the scant offerings of the charging platform. A shovel and the ore cart, which was about halfway unloaded.
“You should have kept the ‘enforcer bitch’ and her allies,” Larocka said. “At least they weren’t stupid enough to walk into a trap without backup.”
Amaranthe snorted as she rummaged through the ore bin. Most of the pieces were only a couple inches diameter, not large enough to make devastating projectiles.
“But my spies saw you walk away from the house alone,” Larocka said, “angry that your secret was out. You killed Arbitan, you bastard. Now you’ll watch me kill your son.”
“Arbitan was a traitor,” Sicarius said. “A Nurian spy who used you to infiltrate Forge.”
Amaranthe dug out a large piece of ore that must have weighed twelve or fifteen pounds. It would have to do.
“Nurian, yes,” Larocka said, “but not a spy. He defected. He—”
“He talked you into assassinating the emperor, didn’t he?” Sicarius said.
“No! I... You’re lying. You’re stalling, and—stay back!”
Amaranthe leaned over the rail. Sicarius had been advancing as he spoke, a fact Larocka had not missed. He was still too far away to do anything, and the team of hulking men stood between him and Sespian.
“Now you watch him die,” she snarled and turned, putting both hands on the lever.
Amaranthe aimed.
Sicarius surged forward, but the men were expecting it, and they blocked him.
Amaranthe dropped the rock.
She held her breath. Its fall seemed so slow. The lever started downward in its track.
The rock struck the top of Larocka’s helmet. Her hands flew up and she was hurled to her back. She flopped once and lay unmoving. The lever clunked back to its original position, and Amaranthe let out her breath.
Twenty sets of eyes looked up at her. A musket cracked, and a ball clanged off the metal railing.
Sicarius never paused. While everyone else was distracted, he drew a dagger and slashed the throats of the two men restraining him. He plunged through the rest and thrust the blade into Larocka’s chest, taking no chances of her coming after him again.
By then the guards had recovered, and they surged around him.
The sound of boots on metal wrenched Amaranthe’s attention from the scene below. She was about to have her own guards to deal with. The two men on the catwalk thundered toward her.
She should have felt terror, or at least a healthy dose of fear, but instead exhilaration thrummed through her. She ought to run, but she had time to get in a few more blows.
Amaranthe grabbed the shovel and threw ore over the side, taking care to aim away from Sicarius. The blond head was overwhelmed by the number of black and brown heads, but he did not try to escape. How could he? Sespian was still tied up and in danger from any of the men near the lever.
She hurled more ore. Any distraction she could provide to tilt the odds toward Sicarius she would. From this height, even the smaller pieces had to hurt when they hit flesh.
“Arwk!” came a cry from below the staging platform.
Amaranthe’s lips flattened in a grim smile. One of the guards must have tried to grab the metal ladder with his bare hands.
Boots striking the rungs told her the men were coming up despite the discomfort. She abandoned the ore cart and took up a position at the top of the ladder, shovel raised over her shoulder.
One hand grabbed the top of the platform. She stomped on it with her heel. The man howled and let go but did not fall off the ladder. She swung the shovel. The metal head struck him in the nose. That time he let go.
He bounced off the railing and missed the catwalk, falling forty feet into the melee below. Three guards went down under him.
“What?” a voice protested in shock.
Amaranthe peered over the edge at the second man, who clung to the ladder, using his sleeves as protection from the hot metal rungs. He was still gawking at his comrade’s rapid descent.
Amaranthe hefted the shovel. “Didn’t your commander ever lecture you on the follies of assaulting a soldier with the high ground?”
The man refocused on her and threw a knife. Amaranthe jumped back, swinging up the shovel as a defense. The blade clanged off her tool, but the distraction gave the guard the time to climb to the top and lunge onto the platform with her.
Though she still had the shovel, it felt inadequate when the man yanked a double-headed axe off his back. The ringing of more boots on metal meant reinforcements were coming.
“Didn’t your mother ever tell you men go to war while women mind the store?” The guard sneered and spun his axe.
Amaranthe retreated until her back bumped into the ore cart. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you there’s no point in fighting a war when your employer is dead?”
“We’ve already been paid, and we’ll collect twice when we ‘save’ the emperor and bring in Sicarius’s head.” He took a step forward.
Amaranthe glanced over the railing. “Looks like your friends are losing that fight.”
Actually, the brief look below told her little about who was winning. She did not even glimpse Sicarius, and only the seething chaos suggested he was still alive and fighting. Her words got the guard to look over the edge though.
She swung at the back of his head with the shovel.
His axe spun up and sliced through the wooden haft. The shovel head clattered onto the platform, leaving Amaranthe with a broken stick.
The guard lunged at her, axe raised for another swipe. She threw the haft at him and jumped into the ore cart. Her weight tipped it over the edge of the platform. She plunged down the steep track.
Too fast! was the only thought she had time for. Then she ran out of track.
The cart crashed into a solid bin, and she flew out. She bounced off a second bin, then smacked into the concrete floor. Her breath whooshed out, and black dots spun through her vision.
Disoriented, Amaranthe fumbled about and managed to rise to hands and knees. That’s when movement from the front door caught her eye. She squinted and struggled to focus.
Soldiers wearing the emperor’s black and gold were pouring inside. Her first reaction was to slump with relief, but then she went rigid. She and Sicarius had as much to worry about from soldiers as Larocka’s guards did. Maybe more.
She lunged to her feet and raced toward the blast furnace. She dodged track, pipes, and bins and darted into the open area she had seen from above. The first body almost tripped her. Downed men littered the floor amongst pools of blood. Where was...
The lone standing figure amongst the carnage, Sicarius grabbed an axe. Black shirt ravaged, blood spattering him from hair to boots, he looked like—he was—the harbinger of death. He stepped to Sespian’s side and lifted the dripping blade overhead to hack at the chains.
“Soldiers,” Amaranthe barked. “We have to get out of—”
The first of the men plunged into the opening. They almost tripped over the bodies, too, but that did not keep them from seeing Sespian.
“Sire!” one blurted.
“Stop!” another shouted to Sicarius. “Don’t hurt him!”
Arms raised, Sicarius hesitated. Less, Amaranthe guessed, because of the soldier’s command and more because he was wondering if Sespian was safe now.
“They’ll help him,” she said, wincing at Sicarius’s condemning pose. “We have to go.”
A musketeer shouldered his way forward, weapon rising to take aim.
Sicarius threw the axe at the approaching men, though awkwardly, not with the intent to kill. They ducked the flying blade, and the musketeer dropped his weapon.
Amaranthe waved for Sicarius to follow and led him to the back door.
“Get them!” someone yelled.
Sicarius passed Amaranthe and kicked open the locked door. With night’s darkness for cover, they raced through the scrapyard into the snow-draped city.
When Sicarius matched her pace instead of taking off on his own, she eyed him with hope. Was she forgiven? With the blood staining his blond hair and eyebrows, smearing his neck, and dripping from his chin, he appeared even grimmer than usual, but he met her questioning gaze. As the shouts faded behind them, he nodded and patted her on the back.
 
 
 
 



Epilogue
 
That afternoon, Amaranthe left the icehouse to find out what had happened to her men. On the way back, she picked up a few supplies and a newspaper. The front page story detailed the kidnapping, positing the “abhorrent and degenerate Sicarius” as the perpetrator of the “unconscionably heinous attack.” Amaranthe was mentioned at the end as an accomplice—no colorful adjectives for her.
She sighed. So much for getting her name cleared. At least the newspaper said Sespian had survived his injuries and was recovering.
When she returned to the icehouse, she found Sicarius still on the cot in the office. Not surprising after the previous night’s events. Her shoulder ached from the ore car crash, but, between the creature and the twenty guards, he had received a far worse battering than her. His eyes were open, though, and he had bathed and changed clothes. His gaze followed her into the room.
Not sure of his mood—they had not spoken more than two words since fleeing the smelter—she set the newspaper, a couple of straw hats, homespun shirts, and overalls on the desk. Remembering she still had Sicarius’s black dagger, she laid it on the pile of gear next to his cot. She imagined it happy to once again be nestled amongst the throwing knives, garrotes, poison vials, and other mortality-inducing appurtenances.
“You came back,” Sicarius said.
“Yes.” Amaranthe flipped over the empty chicken crate, sat before the stove, and regarded him. Had he thought she wouldn’t? Maybe he was looking forward to returning to a solitary life free of pestering womenfolk. “Guess I’m like a persistent toenail fungus, huh?”
“Hm.” Sicarius sat up on the cot and dropped his feet to the floor. His face betrayed no pain, but stiffness marked his movements. “A stray cat perhaps.”
“Adorable, loyal, and lovable?”
“Nosey, curious, and independent.” His eyes crinkled. “Not something you plan to bring home.”
Amaranthe found hope in his light tone. “But something you appreciate once it’s there?”
Sicarius stood, grabbed the desk chair, and dragged it over to the stove. He sat close, looked her in the eye, and said, “Yes.”
She held his gaze for a moment, then blushed and studied a whorl on a floorboard. It was silly she felt so pleased. It wasn’t as if he had admitted some undying love—ancestors’ eternal warts, he’d compared her to an alley cat. Still, she thought that yes might have also meant, “I’m sorry I lost my temper, and thanks for coming to help.”
Sicarius picked up the newspaper and read the front page. Though his expression never changed, Amaranthe grimaced in sympathy.
“I’m sorry it didn’t work out with Sespian,” she said. “I’d hoped you would save him, and he would see you save him, and you two could...”
“We completed our mission. Hollowcrest, Larocka, and Arbitan are dead,” Sicarius said, “and, outside the smelter, I found the lieutenant who betrayed Sespian. He had this.” Sicarius showed her a glowing purple stone.
Amaranthe fished out its mate. “Larocka had the other in her office.”
Sicarius nodded. “He won’t be a problem again.”
“That’s good, but any chance you and Sespian had of forging a relationship was dashed. Those things you said to buy time... I don’t know if he heard it all, but the papers make you out to be the mastermind behind the kidnapping. He’ll only fear and hate you after this.”
“Then it is how it’s always been. He is safe for now. That’s the only thing that matters.”
Sicarius spoke as unemotionally and matter-of-factly as ever. And Amaranthe didn’t believe him for a heartbeat. She lifted a hand, intending to pat him on the arm, but, in a fit of courage, she leaned over and hugged him. He did not return the embrace, but he did not pull away either. Though she had only meant to comfort him, she found herself noticing hard muscle beneath her arms, soft hair against her cheek, and the clean, masculine scent of warm skin washed with lye soap.
Amaranthe blushed and withdrew. The blond eyebrow he twitched at her was a little too knowing.
She cleared her throat. “How did you know Sespian was at that smelter anyway?”
“I remembered it from the list of properties we researched. Where else would you take someone to burn him alive?”
“Ah, quite.” Amaranthe decided not to mention the intervening clue she had needed to make the deduction.
Sicarius lifted his chin toward the pile of farmer clothing on the desk. “What’s the next scheme?”
“I need to get the men out of jail,” she said. “They started a fight and stole an enforcer truck in order to provide a distraction for me. It seems they were incarcerated shortly after.” She was not sure how Books had ended up in jail as well, but she had heard him throwing vocabulary words at Maldynado when she was scouting around the back of the building.
“Are you planning to plow them out?” Sicarius picked up one of the straw hats and turned it over in his hands.
“You could come along and find out.”
With his goal accomplished, he had no reason to stay with them, but she hoped he would.
“To what ends?” he asked.
She opened her mouth to say getting the men out of jail was ends enough but smothered the words. Sicarius wouldn’t care.
“I need them for my next plan,” she said instead.
“What plan?”
What plan indeed. She thought of the last time she had hastily devised a scheme to pique his interest. This time, there was none of that blunt coldness in his inquiry. Maybe he didn’t really want to leave.
To give herself time to think, Amaranthe opened the door to the cast-iron stove and shoveled in a heap of coal. She had burned the counterfeit bills as soon as she woke, and only piles of ash remained. She would clean the stove out before they left, which would be soon. It was time to find a new hideout, a place from which they could launch...
“Isn’t it obvious?” she asked. “Sure, Larocka and Arbitan won’t be problems again, but Forge was a coalition, not a person. Doesn’t it seem likely others will pose a future threat to Sespian? And, of course, the nature of the progressive policies he wishes to instate will make him more enemies. He needs someone watching out for him. He needs...”
Amaranthe stood and paced the tiny room. As the old floorboards creaked beneath her boots, the rest of the plan formed. “The Emperor’s Edge, a small but elite unit of specialists who can slip into places and situations where an army cannot. Though they are fugitives, they work for the good of the empire, a fact that—assuming their exploits are impressive and newsworthy—cannot go unnoticed by the emperor himself.” As she imagined such future exploits, a sense of freedom came over her, something she had never felt as an enforcer. For the first time, she was crafting her own destiny instead of working within someone else’s framework. “Since the principal members of this group are the same associated with Sespian’s kidnapping and near death, he must eventually wonder if everything about that day was as it seemed. Why would people who’d meant him harm risk their lives working toward his interests? If he wants to investigate something, he has all the resources in the empire available to him. He’d find the truth eventually, all truths he sought. We just have to make him want to seek. And when he does, he should exonerate me, and I could vouch for you as...someone he should get to know. The Emperor’s Edge is the path to what we both want.”
By now she was expecting the stunned silence, and Sicarius did not disappoint her. A long moment passed before he spoke.
“To stay here in the capital, parading before enforcers, soldiers, bounty hunters, and Larocka’s vengeful colleagues would be suicidal craziness.”
“Yes. Are you in?”
He snorted and stared at her. Coals shifted in the stove. Somewhere outside, a whistle marked the end of the workday. As Sicarius’s thoughtful silence continued, Amaranthe struggled to keep her patience. It was not as if she was asking for an oath in blood. He could stick around for a while, see how the operation went, and leave if it was not to his liking. Or simply say no and be done with it.
“Yes,” Sicarius finally said. “I will follow you.”
Amaranthe started to pump an exultant fist, but her jaw dropped as the entirety of his statement sank in. Follow her? “I wasn’t looking for a subordinate, just a teammate, a co-conspirator.”
“Teams need leaders to function.” One eyebrow lifted. “Even small elite units of specialists.”
“Yes, but you... You’re more experienced, more worldly, stronger, faster, deadlier. If anybody should be leading this, it’s you.” She waved at the newspaper. “I’m just the accomplice.”
“You don’t believe that any more than I do.”
“No,” Amaranthe allowed after a moment. She had been the one to get a team together to pursue her vision. She had kept them together and working toward that end. Somehow she had even inspired enough loyalty for them to get thrown in jail on her behalf.
So why balk now?
Because it was Sicarius. Leading the other men, she could see, but leading him seemed presumptuous. No, she could do presumptuous, so that wasn’t even it. It was...fear. It was walking through the world with a man-eating tiger on a leash, knowing she was accountable for its actions. One inattentive moment and that tiger could pull away and kill anytime it wanted or—worse—she could send it off to kill for her anytime she wanted. And what if she came to relish that feeling? That power? Would she become like Hollowcrest? She suppressed a shudder.
“Besides,” Sicarius said, “I would create a team of assassins, because that is what I know how to do. That would not impress Sespian. You, however, will create a team of heroes.”
She met his gaze and found only respect there. If a man who has a mantra of trusting nobody has faith in me, shall I argue?
She plopped her straw hat on her head. “We better get those future heroes out of prison then.”
 
* * * * *
 
They waited until night, when there would be fewer men on duty. Amaranthe ambled into the enforcer station with the hat slung low over her face and one hand tucked into her overalls. If she could have found a stalk of wheat to chew on, it would be dangling from her mouth. Alas, it was not the right season.
Face shadowed by his hat, Sicarius waited at her back. The lone corporal manning the desk gave her a bemused smile.
“Help you?”
Rows of steel-barred jail cells stretched beyond an open doorway behind him. Amaranthe hoped, in the aftermath of the emperor’s kidnapping, no one had found time to look up the new prisoners in the warrant book.
“Lost me a few runaways from my farm out yonder.” She pointed vaguely in the direction of the lake, beyond which agriculture still dominated the lowlands. “Heard they was here.”
“Describe them.”
“Four strapping fellows, well except for old Hoss. He’s a tall gangly one. Junior looks like he ought to be an officer in the army, ‘cept the women and the drink keeps him under the table ‘til noon if he ain’t watched good. Surly used t’ run with the gangs and looks it. Then there’s Scar. Name speaks for itself, I reckon.”
“Those aren’t the names they gave me,” the corporal said.
“Well, I figger not. Would you give up yer name if you was running from a work contract? I’ve got the doc’ments right here for ‘em.” She handed four bogus papers to the corporal. “They all signed on for two years in exchange for room and board and a share of the crops. I’d be in a right bind without them four hands. Planting season ain’t that far off, y’know.”
The corporal shrugged. “I’ll get the paperwork. It’s a hundred ranmyas apiece to free them.”
“A hundred apiece! What’d they do?”
“Obstructed a crime scene investigation and stole one of our steam trucks. Then they resisted arrest. They’ve resisted everything.”
“Idiots!” Amaranthe slammed a fist into her palm and did her best to look infuriated. “Why couldn’t they just run off and get drunk like you’d expect?”
“I don’t know, ma’am.” Amusement tugged at the corporal’s lips. “Do you have the money to pay the fine?”
“No,” she said glumly. “I reckon you’ll have to keep them.”
The corporal winced. She wondered just how troublesome her men were being.
“Don’t they have anyone else who could pay the fine?” he asked. “The big one—”
“Junior,” Amaranthe supplied.
“Er, Junior implied he had some family he might be able to get to come down.”
“His family’s all dead. Junior’s so used to lying he couldn’t tell the truth if his brandy supply hung on it.”
The corporal rubbed his chin. “He did seem quite reluctant to contact his kin.”
“What happens if no one can pay the fine?” Amaranthe asked as if she didn’t know perfectly well.
The corporal slumped. “They stay here. One hundred eighty days in a cell.”
“Well, I’m just a simple farmer, sir, and I’ll never have that much money to spare, but if you’d release them and let me put them back to work, I’d sure be grateful.”
“Can’t let them go without a fitting punishment.”
“Oh, they’ll be punished.” Amaranthe smiled and pointed at the heretofore silent Sicarius. “Pa here, he’s the farm dis-ci-pli-nar-i-an. He was a soldier and he knows how to lay into a man an’ make him wish he’d never thunk of running off. Ain’t that right, Pa?” She smiled up at Sicarius.
“Yes,” he said flatly. “Ma.”
Hm, she would have to remember not to put him into positions that required acting flair in the future.
“I don’t know, ma’am...” The corporal glanced over his shoulder toward the office. Wanting to get rid of the men but not sure his superiors would approve?
The enforcer that leaned through the doorway was not a superior though. He sported the rank of a raw recruit, and he had a swollen and likely broken nose.
“Want me to get those men for you, Corporal?” he asked in a nasal tone.
Amaranthe lifted her hand and pressed it to her lips to hide a smirk. How many enforcers had it taken to manhandle those four into cells?
“It makes sense,” she said. “If they was to stay here six months, all four of ‘em, that’s a lot of meals you’d have to be feeding them, and them doing no work in return, just lounging in them cells. I reckon that’d add up to a lot more than four hundred ranmyas over time. Seems like a better deal for the city if you let me take ‘em back to the farm.”
“I’m not the one paying for their meals,” the corporal muttered, but he glanced at his subordinate, who waited hopefully in the doorway. “All right, get them out.”
“That’s kind of you, sir.” Amaranthe smiled, and it was no act.
The corporal grumbled under his breath, disappeared into the office for a moment, and returned with paperwork. He laid the four sheets on the desk, stamped them closed, and scribbled something intentionally illegible in the box for recording the fine as paid. Illogically, the old enforcer in Amaranthe cringed at this ham-handed handling of the law.
Scuffles sounded beyond the doorway, and something crashed to the floor and broke.
“Rotten apples.” The corporal pointed at Amaranthe. “Can you help, or will they just get worse when they see you?”
Sicarius strode through the doorway. Amaranthe hustled after. She had to speak first, before the men blew her story.
She need not have worried, for they halted and stared when they saw her and Sicarius. It was not disbelief at their arrival, she realized, but amusement at the farmer outfits. Maldynado managed to open his mouth at the same time as he smirked.
“Junior,” Amaranthe blurted to beat him. “How could you leave the farm—leave my sister—like that? You plant your seed, then just run off to the city to get yourself wound up in antics that put you in jail. For six months! You expecting her to have the baby and care for it without no men-folk to help provide?”
Maldynado’s mouth did not shut; rather his jaw dropped lower and hung there.
Books slapped him on the shoulder. “Lout.”
“And the rest of you. There’s work to be done, even if there’s still snow on the ground. You forget your contracts? You forget your word what you gave me?”
Basilard appeared glad for his missing voice. An indignant expression lurched onto Akstyr’s face, and he started to say something, but Books elbowed him.
“It was a mistake, ma’am,” Books said. “We’re ready to come back to work.”
“Not soon enough.” Maldynado issued a disparaging glare at the corridor of cells behind him.
Amaranthe led them out of the station before anybody could say anything that might give away her story. Outside, snow squeaked under their boots and black ice glinted beneath the street lamps, but gusts of wind from the south promised warmer weather coming.
“Thanks for springing us,” Akstyr said.
“Indeed,” Books said.
Basilard nodded.
“Not that we couldn’t have gotten out on our own charms,” Maldynado said.
“I saw your charms on a couple of enforcers’ faces,” Amaranthe said. “I’d call them contusions, but it’s your story.”
Maldynado grinned. “So, what’s next, boss?”
“Since you asked...”
By the time they reached the icehouse, she had explained her plan.
“There’s just one thing I want to know,” Maldynado said at the end. He stabbed a finger at Amaranthe. “Is that the uniform?”
Smiling, she removed her straw farmer’s cap. She stood on her tiptoes and plopped it on Maldynado’s head.
“Only for you.”
Maldynado started to reach up to remove it but paused. He wriggled his eyebrows at Amaranthe. “Does it look good on me?”
“You look like an illiterate buffoon,” Books said.
“But does it look good?”
 
* * * * *
 
Sespian eyeballed the bowl of lotion his new valet had dropped off. The honey-and-cinnamon scent left him wondering if it was edible. He smeared some on his cracked cheeks and forehead.
Trog hopped onto the desk and swished his cobweb-draped tail.
“Yes, I know I look silly.” Sespian smeared another glop on his burned skin, sat in the chair, and patted the cat. A couple of papers rested beneath Trog’s paws. “You’re just in time to help me with a decision.”
Trog sniffed Sespian’s chin, and the sandpaper tongue darted out to sample the lotion.
“I guess that answers the edible question,” Sespian murmured. “We’re here to decide something a little more momentous though.”
He slid the wanted posters for Amaranthe and Sicarius out from beneath the cat. He picked up a pencil and sighed at the fresh feline tooth marks decorating it.
“Money alone doesn’t seem to be enough of an incentive for someone to get rid of Sicarius.” Sespian tapped the pen against his chin and then added the promise of a title and land to the reward money.
Next he considered Amaranthe’s poster. Or at least he tried to. Trog flopped down and stretched out across it, inviting a belly rub.
“Don’t worry, boy. I’m not going to upgrade her bounty.” Sespian wished he remembered more of what happened in the smelter. The guards said Amaranthe had been there at the end, but he had no memory of anything after Sicarius demanding his head. No one had seen who killed Dunn. Sespian tapped the pencil thoughtfully. “I still have no idea what Lokdon has done and whether she’s been acting of her own volition.”
Trog meowed.
“Yes, yes, and I suppose there’s the hope that maybe she...” He finished with a silly shrug.
On her poster, he crossed out the line about her being a magic user and simply wrote: “Wanted Alive — 10,000 ranmyas.”
 
* * * * *
 
A young officer in the Imperial Intelligence Network intercepted the emperor’s revisions before they could go to Enforcer Headquarters. The officer left Sicarius’s poster alone, but he amended the one for Amaranthe Lokdon. “Wanted Dead — 10,000 ranmyas.” Those with knowledge of Forge could not be allowed to walk the streets or contact the emperor.
 
 
THE END
 
 
 



 
Afterword
 
Thank you for trying The Emperor’s Edge. If you’re ready for more adventures with Amaranthe, Sicarius, and the rest of the gang, the story continues with Dark Currents. If you want to be notified when the author releases a new book, holds a contest, or gives away ebook coupons, please visit her “book news” page and sign up for the newsletter.
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1 ~ Scorched Earth
Shadowy figures dashed from house to house and from shop to shop. Wherever they paused, fire sprang up throughout the town. In silence and haste, the men burned all they owned. Although many eyes watched the destruction, no one protested. No one drew sword to stop them. It was night and the new moon had yet to appear, but they could see well enough—too well. The burning houses and shops provided more than enough light to show them what their lord’s orders had wrought.
From the saddle, Lord Keverin watched the destruction and brooded upon the waste of it all. Was there another way? If there was, he couldn’t see it. The firing was necessary, crucial even, but by the God how it rankled. Years of work gone in a single night, all because he couldn’t see another way to save his people. While he watched in impotent silence, hundreds of woman and children streamed up the road away from their burning homes carrying a few meagre possessions. It was all they owned now.
They were good people. None accused him; none blamed him for what he knew was his failure. When he’d come down to tell them what he wanted them to do, they had nodded and asked when. No outcry, no protest of any kind, just: When Lord? He didn’t deserve such loyalty. That he was justified in destroying all they owned mattered not—not to him. He should have found a way to avoid this, curse it!
Keverin turned his horse and stared up at the brooding shadow of mighty Athione where the huge walls of the fortress loomed waiting to defend her people once again. Although too dark to see, he knew that his cross-fisted banner flew proudly beside the crescent moon of Deva above her towers. She had never been taken, never even been in serious danger in her entire history. His family and people had been secure here, never fearing defeat, but he feared it now. How much longer would those proud banners fly over his home before the lightning bolt of the Protectorate took their place?
Cavell stamped a hoof as if to tell him it was time to leave. “Easy girl, easy,” he murmured, and patted her muscled neck. “I’ll have you in a nice warm stable soon enough. I promise.”
Keverin waited stony faced for his orders to be carried out, but at last, the menfolk from the town stood before him with torches held aloft in silence. Shadows cavorted upon their upturned faces, causing each man to appear a stranger. 
One figure stepped forward to reveal his features. “It’s done, Lord.” 
“It’s done, Dergan,” Keverin agreed. He raised his voice so all could hear. “Go now. Go swiftly all of you. Join your families and see to their welfare.”
“But what of you Lord?”
“I’ll stay awhile.”
Dergan bowed and moved to lead the others up the steep slope of the road to find their families.
Keverin waited for them to enter the gates of Athione before turning back to watch the town burn. It was the least he could do.
The fires roared as the roofs collapsed. The flames leapt skyward as the cool night air fed them. Windows exploded succumbing to the intense heat. Nothing would remain of the town but ashes come the morrow. That was as it should be—as he’d ordered it to be. Not one loaf of bread to feed the enemy, not one wall to hide him, and not one roof to shelter him. A mere gesture of defiance. What more was there at this late date?
He watched the flames consuming his town waiting for inspiration to strike, but the voice of the God was silent within him. The roar of the fire was his only answer. So be it. There had been no answer because there wasn’t one. He had done all he could do here. It was time to be inside the walls.
Lord Athione, Lord Protector of the West, turned his horse and rode for home.
The dawn found Keverin standing upon the battlement with Darius watching the invaders moving along the pass below. The distance was too great to make an accurate estimate of their strength, but he guessed there would not be less than a legion. Numbers meant little. Darius, and mages like him, would be the deciding factor in determining who was to rule Deva. 
He couldn’t help thinking that he was to blame for what was about to happen. Though for the life of him he couldn’t see how he could have done otherwise. Surely there must have been something—a point where he could have avoided all this, but looking back, he just couldn’t see it. Everything he had done in his time as Lord Protector had been done with the good of his people in mind, yet still his path had led them all to war. The Protectorate’s invasion of Bandar five years ago had led him to believe that Deva was next on Mortain’s list, and so it had proved. But was it his reaction to the fall of Bandar that spurred Mortain to this attack? It might be egotistical of him to believe so, but he did. His desire to protect his home and people, had led directly to their current peril. He was a fool to have ever believed he could give Mortain pause by strengthening his defences with magic. He was a threat that Mortain could no longer ignore. Why hadn’t he seen the inevitability of that?
He shook his head. Inevitable or not, standing by and doing nothing had been, and still was, out of the question. Mortain would have turned his attention to Deva eventually; of that he had no doubt. He only had to look to Hasa to know that.
Al’Hasa, once the proud capital of the nation called Hasa, fell to the sorcerers centuries ago, and they had intermarried with the Hasian population in order to firm their grip. It had worked. The country was an intrinsic part of the Protectorate now. No division remained, but they still ruled their conquest from Castle Black on the island of the same name, led by a long succession of lords styling themselves after the first Mortain.
The Protectorate and its legions had become aggressively expansionist in recent years. When Bandar fell, he’d thought the sorcerers would wait to digest their latest meal, just as they’d waited after taking Hasa, but he was only partly right. Five years had gone by since he closed the pass, but already the Hasians were on the move. This time they were trying to cross the Athinian Mountains into Deva, and he defended the only route they could take.
From his position above the west gate, he watched the Hasians approach. His face was calm, but the clenching and unclenching of his fists could not help but betray his tension to those who knew him well. The legions were the envy of the entire continent of Waipara. The men were the best fighters, the best disciplined, and the best equipped soldiers any country had ever fielded. They had fought in many battles, though not in the last five years, and were always victorious. Always. The men were hardened professionals and worse—they were veterans.
His guardsmen would fight well; they were defending family, home, and lord, but they had no experience of being under siege. Nor did he have any. He was outnumbered and outclassed. If he led his men in an attack, they would die. It was as simple as that. Sally and die. If he did anything more than he was doing, they would all die. He kept trying to see something he’d missed, but there was nothing. They must defend, not attack. He had fought brigands and raiders successfully in the past, but this was an invasion, and it bore no relation to any mere raid. He hoped his inexperience wouldn’t doom them all. 
Keverin glanced at his friend. “How many do you think?”
“Too many for us by far, my lord. We have five mages of varying strengths, but they have ten times that number.” Darius clenched a fist and banged it down on the crenel in front of him in frustration. “Mortain would not send weaklings. You must know that.”
He nodded and swept his hair out of his eyes from where the wind insisted on blowing it. “The spell, you still intend trying it?”
“I see no other option. We could hold them off for a few days; with luck more than just a few. Renard has some ideas, and you know how good at warding he is. So then, we hold them off for a few days, but what then? We’ll tire long before they do, and they’ll smash the gate. My brothers and I will die to prevent that, but die we will.”
He shivered at Darius’ matter of fact way of discussing his own death. He was too young to be so world weary. He was only thirty, yet he looked fifty at least. Why anyone believed magic was worth such a price, he couldn’t fathom. 
He had puzzled through some of the texts in his library, but by no means all. Even with all he’d read about magic and the Founders, he still didn’t understand why mages risked so much. To throw away years of life, to burn ones youth in the pursuit of magic was incomprehensible to him or anyone but the gifted. He shook his head at the familiar confusion and reminded himself that he didn’t have to understand their motives to thank the God for them. And he did, every day. Of all those in his service, they alone might yet save Athione and all of her people from going down into defeat.
“If only Pergann would send help!” he hissed as his frustration got the better of him. “The Chancellor writes that the King is too ill to make such a decision. No help is coming.”
“Ummm,” Darius said looking at his feet a moment and frowning in thought. “I should tell you that I scried the palace at Devarr last night.”
Keverin gasped. “You fool! You know that’s a death sentence!” 
“I hardly need to worry about being executed for spying, do I?”
“I won’t argue with you. Not this day of all days. What did you find out?”
“I’m not quite sure,” Darius said, sounding puzzled. He frowned again. “The palace seemed almost deserted. There weren’t many servants walking the halls. The stables were empty and the walls didn’t even have sentries. I know the King is old, but the realm is surely in someone’s hands.”
That didn’t sound good at all. Pergann was a weak fool, but he was still the King. The Chancellor, however, wasn’t even a noble, yet he effectively ruled the kingdom by Pergann’s order. Chancellor Morfran turned his stomach with his two-faced well wishes and refusals to send aid, but Keverin was a King’s man. Despite his dislike of the Chancellor and of the King’s decisions regarding him, nothing would change that.
“My messengers have had no luck convincing Morfran of the danger we face. What of the King’s mage?”
“I did try to find someone I could talk to at the palace, but I couldn’t find anyone with the gift there. I fear the kingdom is leaderless. What of the nobles?”
He grimaced. What indeed? He wouldn’t trust most of them to polish his boots, let alone aid him in battle. Only the other Lord Protectors would be of any real use in the battle he faced, but there were only three of them. Four if he included his own Athione, holding the west. Malcor protected the north, Elvissa held the east, and Meilan defended a pass in the southeast that led into Japura. The Japuran Matriarchy wasn’t an enemy of Deva, but it was powerful and bore watching. The south of the kingdom was open to the sea, but it still had protection in the form of reefs. Many a fleet had tested them to their destruction.
The lords that he considered trustworthy, and more to the point, had enough guardsmen to make a difference, were leagues away. Gylaren Lord of Meilan was one, and Purcell Lord of Elvissa was another, but both had their own approaches to guard. Malcor was the closest fortress with guardsmen enough to help, but it was problematical in that Lord Malcor hated him with a passion, and with good reason. He’d killed the man’s father.
“I’ve sent messages to all of the lords,” he explained to his friend. “Lord Malcor didn’t answer, no surprise there. Killing Athlone’s father was something I had to do; he would have killed me else, but that deed is coming back to haunt me now. As for the others, most of them don’t have enough men to patrol their own estates let alone aid me. Those that do made excuses not to send them. Gylaren though is on his way with two thousand men—only half are cavalry. Purcell is bringing five hundred, but all of his are infantry. We’re lucky to get that many.”
Darius looked surprised. “Tanjung and Japura are quiet. They have been years now. They can’t fear an attack... surely?”
“Our beloved neighbours to the east would just love for us to reduce our defences. While we’re worrying about the Protectorate, they could take us in the rear.” He shrugged and then smiled. “You’re right about them being quiet, but we can’t take the chance.” 
Darius nodded. He took one last lingering look at the sorcerers in the pass below before visibly making an effort to look confident and cheerful. “So then, we’re agreed. With your permission, my lord, I must prepare for the summoning. Good luck to you, and... farewell.”
Finding no words to express his fears, Keverin embraced his friend. After a moment they parted and Darius walked away toward the gate tower.
“May the God watch over you my friend,” he called.
Darius stopped, and looked back over his shoulder. “I expect he will,” he said then entered the tower.
He watched his friend disappear into darkness. “May the God watch over, and comfort you at journey’s end.”
It was the prayer for the dead.
* * *
 



 
 
2 ~ Summoning
Darius refused all help from his fellows in the fortress. All were needed to repel the invasion, and he wouldn’t risk tiring or injuring them. If what he had in mind worked, they would have to hold the wards alone, because he would not be here to help them. Despite the danger, he was looking forward this. It felt as if he’d been working toward this day his entire life. It was destiny calling. He felt it.
He knew that Keverin didn’t understand why he and mages like him willingly paid the price of the craft. Only someone with the gift could understand the ecstasy he felt when using his magic. It was one reason why mages regardless of their rank tended to overuse it. He’d felt the point when the sweet ecstasy of using magic turned to agony many times. Without discipline a mage could age himself a hundred years in moments.
He wore the red robes of a wizard. Only the black robes of a sorcerer were higher, and yet even his discipline had failed him on a number of occasions. He was only thirty years old, but outwardly he looked fifty or more. That didn’t deter him from using his power—nothing could. When he released his magic after a major conjuration, he would often swear never to let it seduce him into that last grasp for more ever again, but the next time would inevitably come, and he would abruptly forget the oath, ageing perhaps another month. Then again, and he would age a year, and then another month; on and on. Now he was a young man with an old man’s body about to perform his last and greatest work.
He’d studied for years piecing bits and pieces together from stories he read about the Founding of the Black Isle and early years of Deva. He hadn’t been studying for any high minded ideals, but rather for the love of learning new things. Coming to Athione was the culmination of his life’s pursuit of knowledge. Fitting then, that it was here he’d discovered the answers to so many of his questions about the Founders, and about how they’d lost knowledge of the Great Spells brought with them from their own world. 
In the beginning, the world had been devoid of magic wielders. Sorcerers had arrived on Fisher Isle, through a gate where some stayed to build a home that would later be called Castle Black. A smaller group wished to explore the mainland, and went there to separate and mingle with the inhabitants they found. To his mind, Athione’s construction with sorcery attested to the validity of the story. No one could construct anything on such a grand scale today, but he was determined to attempt something just as ambitious—a gate spell.
The key to the spell had come into his hands quite by accident when he swore his oath to Keverin. At Keverin’s request, he had warded all the books against removal from the library soon after his arrival, but the lord hadn’t entrusted one particular volume to the library. No indeed. That book was in the vault, guarded night and day by trusted guardsmen handpicked for the task, but also by magic. Keverin had asked him to place wards on the vault to ensure that a lord of Athione must always accompany anyone who wished to enter. It was his strongest ward, and he’d aged himself an entire year on purpose to make it. It would outlive anyone currently living, and should endure forever if it remained untouched by a greater mage. Even so, he wasn’t sure the ward was enough, but he could do nothing more to ensure the vault’s security. The spell would hold long after his death—it must.
Darius surveyed his room one last time. He was as ready as he was ever going to be he decided. He straightened his robe and stepped out into the dimly lit corridor. Before closing the door, he glanced back at the table where a sealed scroll lay.
Perhaps it will ease your mind in some small manner my friend.
He locked the door and made his way through the fortress. He didn’t want to be late for his own demise. The thought started an absurd chuckle building in his chest.
“Darius!” Gideon called. “Please wait a moment, would you?”
His heart sank when he heard the priest call out to him. He had hoped to avoid this. “I wanted to say good bye, but I’m late and Keverin is waiting for me.”
“So it’s true,” Gideon said in disbelief. “You’re throwing your life away for nothing. The God won’t let Athione fall.”
“I know you believe that, but you and I both know that the God helps those who help themselves. I’ve never been one for praying or begging for help. Certainly not when I can do something to aid the situation myself. I’m not going to start now.”
“You can’t unmake the barrier. No one can do that,” Gideon said with frustration heavy in his voice.
“True, but I can make a tiny hole and slip through.”
“You’re deluding yourself. The stories are just that—stories.”
“You’re wrong, my friend. I’ve read the histories as you have, but where you see charming stories, I see logical and well written accounts of the Founders’ journey and first years here.” 
Gideon sighed. “I cannot sway you, and so I pray for your success. I believe the Holy Father would chastise me for that and for saying this, but I’ve always been proud to call you friend.”
Darius could say nothing around the lump in his throat. He embraced the priest fiercely, and Gideon responded in kind. He stepped back to receive Gideon’s blessing, bowed formerly, and left his friend standing alone.
When he entered the great hall where Lord Keverin waited, he found his brothers in a huddle talking amongst themselves, while the Lord sat upon his high backed chair as if in judgement. He knew how worried his friend was about the spell, but he couldn’t tell him the full truth—he dare not for fear he would forbid the casting of it. In an effort to forestall any such order, he crossed the hall to speak with his brothers.
Three of his friends wore the blue robes of powerful master mages; two wore the yellow of journeymen, and on the outskirts of the group Mathius watched in silence. He was the youngest at twenty, and wore the green robes of an initiate. Hasian mages all wore the black robes of true sorcerers as if entitled to them, but in reality, they did so only to hide their true ranks from outsiders. There was a very real advantage in such a practice, but not when living together as he did with his brothers. Any mage could easily gauge the strength of another, and the strongest man always led by tradition. The thought of bringing someone powerful enough to lead and save his friends pleased him. It was worth dying for.
“Renard,” Darius said as his brothers moved to encircle him. “When it’s done, you’ll lead until the newcomer learns what he needs to know. Tell him about the Hasians and Castle Black as soon as you can.”
Renard nodded. “I understand.”
“Good.” Darius turned to the other masters. “Eamonn, Helton, watch the sorcerers closely. I don’t know what they’ll do when they realise what I’ve done, but best you’re prepared.”
Both mages bowed in assent without speaking.
“Haliden, Wregan,” he said acknowledging the yellow robed journeymen. “Keep your eyes on the lord. He’ll be troubled by what I’ve done.”
Wregan nodded but Haliden spoke up. “Are you sure this is necessary?”
“You’ve seen the enemy. What do you think?”
“I think anyone can be killed—even so many sorcerers. We could strike the centre of their camp in the night. Or at least ward the wall.”
“I expect you’ll have to raise wards at some point. Defence is important but we can’t win without a good offence as well.”
Haliden looked sceptical, but he would learn in time. He was only a young man yet. Give him another ten years and he would be as paranoid as Keverin and he felt.
He had no task for an initiate, but Mathius needed something to feel needed. “Father Gideon will arrive shortly and he already tried to talk me out of casting the spell. I want you to keep watch and prevent him from interfering.”
“I’ll take care of it,” Mathius said with a small smile.
Darius smiled back. The boy wasn’t so easily fooled. Ah well, time was wasting. He was about to address Keverin when he saw Gideon slip into the room. The priest made his way to a quiet corner to watch and pray.
“My Lord, I’m ready to open the gate,” he announced without revealing the excitement he felt—or the fear.
Keverin hesitated, as if on the cusp of forbidding the casting, but after a moment he nodded his permission. “You have my leave.”
“I thank you, my lord,” he said with a deep and very respectful bow.
Turning to his brothers, he inclined his head to them again. They bowed in return and retired to the sides of the hall to watch.
Taking a deep breath, he centred his emotions and raised a ward to contain the forces about to be unleashed. A faintly glowing cylindrical wall appeared, which slowly increased in size centred upon him. He constructed the ward as strong as he could, but didn’t make it self-sustaining. It needed to be strong but also temporary. He fashioned it ten yards tall to seal against the floor and ceiling. Where it touched, little bursts of light sparked into life accompanied by a crackling sound as particles of dust flamed and were gone. A faint thrumming noise accompanied the growth of the ward, growing louder as he fed more magic into its matrix. The magical wall brightened and dimmed in time with the odd sound throwing shadows across the floor and over the tapestry covered walls.
Thrum—thruuum,
Thrum—thruuum, the ward pulsed like a heartbeat.
He revelled in the sweetness of the magic flowing through him. Forcing himself to remember his task, he reached for more power, and yet more until he felt he would burst apart. He called upon his mage-sight and concentrated on what he had to do. Using the magic in a way not used for over a thousand years, he reached and revealed the barrier to his mind’s eye—the wall the God had made to separate his creations. What impudence he had even contemplating what the God had ordained to exist, what incredible arrogance to think he might breach it. The audacity of what he planned to do came crashing down upon him, and despair threatened to take him. No, he must not fail! Forcing such thoughts out of his mind, he shaped his determination into a spear of pure force. Backed by his will and all the magic he could draw, he thrust it at the wall.
Shock!
His probe was deflected contemptuously aside, and his head rang with the impact. He waited for the pain to diminish, and then forced himself draw more magic, taking him to the very edge of agony. He thrust and was deflected again. He wanted to scream in frustration. It was as if the barrier was made of fire. It hurt to touch as fire did, insubstantial yet still a solid barrier to his will. He had known it would come to this, yet he hesitated. A roaring filled him as if the largest waterfall in the world was trapped within his head. It was his magic raging at its confinement within him. 
He flung open his link to his power before his fear overcame him. With no restraint on its flow, he was swept along completely at its mercy. He struggled against the current as it threatened to drown him in a river of magic. He had but one thought remaining. Hasians... Keverin, Keverin... Hasians. He grasped the thought and slowly, agonisingly, he dragged himself from the river until his world returned to the barrier and pain so excruciating it felt like a river of fire running through his veins. He thrust his probe at the barrier again, but this time he felt a tiny breach. Forcing himself to push until all that was left of him was his driving will... 
The wall surrendered and he burst through.
Numbness replaced pain as his body lost its ability to feel. He was dying, but he’d expected nothing less, and didn’t care. He had a job to do. His mage-sight revealed that he was floating in the void with millions of pearl-like spheres—worlds rich in colour and life—in every direction he looked. They stretched forever into the vast unknowable distance. They were so beautiful.
He spun about, giddy with childish delight and awe. Worlds uncountable. If only he could go back and tell Keverin not to grieve for him. It was so wonderful here. Thoughts of Keverin caused him to rush headlong through the void until he was hovering over one of the pearls. He reached out to touch it, and the citadel’s great hall appeared to him. Keverin was beating his fists bloody on the ward. Renard and the others were trying to restrain him, but he was a big man. He was a handful.
He mustn’t do that.
He quickly used his magic to search nearby worlds for the one he came for.
There!
It was unmistakably the spark of a great one, a true sorcerer. He quickly threw out his will to snag the spark, and then hurled it at Keverin in one motion. The citadel faded from sight, and Darius began to fade with it.
It’s so beautiful here…
Welcome home, Darius. Come. Come meet thy God.
I’m coming…
* * *
 



 
 
3 ~ Dancer
Julia Morton danced across the mat in ballet shoes and leotard, but the performance wasn’t for a ballet. It was her routine for the women’s floor exercise in gymnastics.
“You’re too tense!” Jill called over the music. “The movements should flow one to another. You’re lurching around like some kind of zombie. What’s wrong? You were better than this yesterday!”
The sweating dancer held her position with one leg extended behind her parallel to the mat, but hearing the criticism she faltered, and her balance fled. Wavering, she tried to regain her poise but it was no good. She had lost her concentration. She lowered her leg, and began kneading her thigh, trying to force the cramping muscle to relax.
She had six months left to prepare before joining the rest of her team, and she wasn’t ready. The games were no longer a far off and eagerly anticipated event. They loomed ahead of her like a rain cloud on the horizon—an ominous and inevitable climax to her life thus far.
What will I do after? Is there an after?
She’d been pushing herself to exhaustion each day, trying to regain what she’d lost, but it just wasn’t working. Her lack of progress wasn’t a lack of effort, but something seemed missing from her work. She felt as if she was going through the motions and not improving. Worry and anxiety over the floor exercise had long since replaced the excitement and anticipation she used to feel about the games.
The ballet moves she’d been practising were Jill’s attempt to instil some grace into her movements, but the task seemed impossible. She was at home on the asymmetric bars or balance beam. Even her vault was good, but the floor exercise was a nightmare of cramping muscles and shaky legs as she strained for the perfection she so desperately needed. Improvement in her other events came easily by comparison, but the floor routine left her gasping with nothing to show for the effort she expended.
I spent too much time on weights!
It was a familiar thought. She had wasted six years of training before she learned that strength, though necessary, wasn’t the only thing a gymnast needed. When first starting out she had wasted too much time on weight training, and now felt that she was too heavily muscled to perform intricate movements accurately. Jill disagreed, and believed that no training was ever completely wasted.
“Give me a minute and I’ll go again,” she gasped.
“No,” Jill said firmly, and turned the music off.
“But I need more practise! You said yourself I look like a zombie lurching around the mat.” 
“I said no, Julia,” Jill said testily. “I’m the coach, I’m the boss, I say what goes. Remember? You agreed to follow my rules when we started this. Besides, you’re pushing too hard as it is. The way you’re kneading that thigh tells me it’s time to quit for the day.” She knelt and started vigorously massaging Julia’s thigh.
“But I need this,” she said feeling tears threaten. “You know why I need this! You’re always telling me about the Three D Method: Determination, Discipline, and Dynamics. Well, I’m determined to get this right.” 
Jill replied without looking up. “You have more than enough determination and discipline. What you lack is common sense. If you continue to push it, you’ll lose everything through one type of injury or another.” She stopped the massage. “There. How’s it feel now?”
Julia flexed her legs ignoring the twinges as the muscles bunched. “It’s great. Better than great—it’s perfect. I can go another hour—honest!” 
If I can just smooth out the transitions, I’ll be halfway there.
“And you’re not even listening to me, are you?” Jill was saying.
“What? I’m sorry I didn’t catch what you said.”
“Exactly! You’re not listening to me. Keep on as you are and you’ll be out with an injury.” Jill said heading for the door. “I’m going home for the night.” 
“Oh come on! Just watch me for another twenty minutes,” she pleaded. “All right ten minutes!”
“I’ve said all I’m going to say on this. Go home. I’ll see you tomorrow, and don’t forget to lock up,” Jill said over her shoulder and disappeared out the door.
Damn!
Julia pulled a towel out of her bag. Her friend was right about her common sense, but it didn’t change how she felt. Gymnastics was her entire life now. Without it she had nothing. Mum and Dad... 
Don’t think about it!
She tried not to, but it was no good.
Even as a child she’d enjoyed sport, and her mother encouraged that. She joined the local gym and took it seriously by working out in the evenings. She never did grow very tall, taking after her mum in that, but she made up for her five foot frame with muscle and attitude. She’d lost friends due to her obsession with gymnastics, but dropping out of college to work in the gym full time wasn’t bloodymindedness no matter what people said. Gymnastics was more important to her than anything now that her parents were gone. So what if the house was empty? She didn’t need anybody but Jill.
She didn’t need anything—really.
Some people found her strange or too out spoken, but if they couldn’t handle that, it was their loss. Even her father hadn’t understood why she wanted to be a gymnast. He used to say that she was becoming too mannish, and didn’t look like a girl her age should look. Her mother had understood what drove her though.
She buried her face in the towel. The tears came as they always did when she remembered them. They’d both wanted the best for her. Her mother had pushed her in a direction she already wanted to go, but her father had been more down to Earth. His vision of her success was a high paid job and marriage. Their deaths at the hands of a drunk driver was a strong reason to push herself. If she didn’t do it, who would? 
Drying her tears, she looked around the empty gym at the familiar sights of beam and bars. She needed the distraction. Her eyes swept back to the beam. No. She didn’t feel like working on it. The asymmetric bars were her favourite of all her disciplines. She always felt as if she were flying when she was up there. Time seemed to slow giving her plenty of time for the next catch or twist. She was at her best while flying.
Just ten minutes won’t hurt.
She rummaged in her bag for her palm protectors. It was awkward to put them on without help, but she managed to do it finally, before walking over to the chalk. With an irritated sigh, she realised she was still wearing her ballet shoes. She untied and removed them, and then thoroughly chalked her hands before walking over to her start position.
Taking a deep breath, she sprinted and launched herself perfectly from the springboard. Time slowed as she flew easily over the lower bar to catch the higher. She moved into a handstand, held it for three seconds, and then allowed herself to fall into a full giant. Swinging around for the second time, she performed a back-straddle release to catch the lower bar.
She lost herself in the movement.
Pirouettes and hand changes blurred into giants and saltos. She held her position in a handstand on the higher bar, and then allowed herself to fall into two giants. At the perfect moment, she released to perform a double-back salto dismount. She sailed through the air twisting and turning, but then something went wrong. She lurched sideways in mid-air and lost the correct posture.
Oh crap, this is going to hurt!
Her dismount turned into a crashing sprawling fall.
* * *
 



 
 
4 ~ Sacrifice
Keverin watched the faintly glowing wall as it grew. It was tall enough to reach the ceiling, and a strange noise hummed in time with a faint increase in glow. This was truly magic, the kind ordinary people could see. The ward hesitated as it encountered a slight step in the ceiling. The brightness increased as if the ward were snagged, pressure built until it cleared the obstruction. The wall’s light dimmed and it stopped growing after forming a circular wall about twenty yards across with Darius at its centre.
Thruuum—thrum, Thruuum—thrum.
To one side of the hall his other mages stood in attentive silence. Not a murmur came from them, but Gideon’s prayers were clearly audible even though he spoke quietly. Darius stood unmoving within the ward staring at something only he could see. He looked peaceful enough.
“Forgive us I pray,” Gideon said. “We, your children, beg your understanding. Do not take this man. He strives for our salvation. Lend him your strength in his task and do not smite him for his temerity—”
He added his own prayers to those of the priest. “Please don’t take my friend.”
“—as we believe in you and life everlasting. He is a good man, a just man...” Gideon stumbled to halt.
Slowly the wizard began to glow.
“Please!” Gideon cried. “I beg you to strengthen your chosen! With his power, which is your power, he strives to protect us as you protect this Earth. Lend him your might—”
Keverin glanced at the other mages and found them concerned enough for it to show on their faces. He dismounted the dais and went to talk to them, but before he reached halfway, the most terrible screaming began.
“AEiiiiiiiiii!”
He ran to the ward and looked in. Darius was writhing in torment as if a demon were eating him alive. The glow was becoming intolerably bright as if a fire burned inside him.
Keverin wheeled upon the nearest blue robe. “Stop this right now! Do you hear me? Stop it now curse you!” 
Renard gaped at him. “I cannot lord. It is... the ward... it’s stronger than... I’ve never seen such power unleashed!”
He spun back in torment and shielded his watering eyes against the light. “Darius! Give it up man! Do you hear me?”
“Lord, he has gone too far. He cannot hear you,” Renard said sadly.
The screaming went on, and on, and on. He tried to shut it out, but it felt like it was inside his head. He blocked his ears shaking his head violently from side to side.
No, NO, NOOOO!
He smashed a fist into the ward in frustration. The wall flashed in reaction and left his hand red and stinging. The pain was nothing to what Darius was going through. Before anyone could stop him, he punched at the wall again. Right fist, left fist, right fist, until his hands bled freely. Someone grabbed him from behind, and then another. Suddenly robed men were mobbing him from every side. Roaring he threw them off. Using both fists together as a club, he smashed them into the wall.
The ward flashed blue fire.
“AEiii!” Screaming in agony, he fell to his knees.
Sobbing in pain, he held his hands up before his disbelieving eyes. They were burned black from the discharge. The mages rushed him a second time, and he fought to free himself from their weight.
“Guards!” he howled, struggling beneath the combined weight of the mages.
Six armed and armoured men rushed into the great hall. Seeing their lord in peril, they drew swords and charged. Mathius saw the danger. He gestured toward the guardsmen, and a flickering blue ward sprang up; they ran straight into it. The ward crackled ominously and the men jumped back more wary than hurt. Mathius gestured again and they froze as if turned to stone.
Darius’ screaming abruptly ceased.
The grunting of straining men was the only sound in the hall. Gideon had quit his prayers and was staring at Darius in sick horror. Keverin stopped struggling and peered between robed bodies at the ward. There was a groan of dismay from all present when they saw what it contained. There was an old man standing where Darius should be. His jaw was locked open on a terrible but silent scream and his eyes stared blindly at a horror only he knew. The glow was fading now as it finished its terrible work. The last of Darius’ hair fell out as he watched and his straight posture crumpled. Darius fell to his knees and then onto his side. The terrible light seemed to drain out of him. It flickered fitfully then winked out. The ward continued to pulse and hum but at a much slower rate now.
He shoved at Renard and Wregan. “Let me up.”
This time they obeyed.
He climbed to his feet and moved to the ward. He leaned into it, hoping to push it out of the way, and cried out at the pain in his burned and bloody hands. “Arghh...”
He pushed harder. The ward brightened as it opposed his strength with its own, but it replied with less energy than before. It wasn’t enough to injure him. He looked to Renard hopefully, but the mage shook his head. It was hopeless. He turned back to his friend feeling utterly helpless and found the wreck of a man was smiling. What could he possibly... 
He gaped as a hole opened in the air. Lightning crackled as it crawled over the floor then began climbing the walls of the ward. It quested for an opening like a vine reaching for the sun. Without warning the ward collapsed and he stumbled toward the gate. He barely had time to stop himself from pitching head first into it when he was flattened to the floor. He threw the man off, scrambled to his feet, and ran to Darius.
* * *
 



 
 
5 ~ New World
Julia landed. “Ow?” 
She sat up and found that she was kneeling astride a darkly tanned man with long black hair frosted with grey at the temples. What the hell was he doing in here...
She gaped at her surroundings.
Her landing cushion shoved her unceremoniously onto the floor and ran off.
“Hey!” she called at his retreating back.
The man didn’t look back, but she was beyond caring about him. She was sitting on a patterned marble floor in a medieval throne room complete with guardsmen and a real throne. The pattern on the floor was like a coat of arms. There was a solid green circle with two gauntleted fists crossed in the centre. Above her head was a chandelier hanging from chains. There were four of them altogether. There must have been a couple of thousand candles up there, candles not bulbs, and the vaulted ceiling was supported by stone columns. There was something odd about them, but she couldn’t quite think of what it was.
The walls were covered in tapestries and banners—more banners hung at intervals from the ceiling. It was almost as if she was in a castle or something. She frowned at those huge columns again. They were very tall, but that wasn’t what had caught her attention. There was something bugging her about them, but what? They were all of one piece instead of in sections, and they looked too delicate to support the weight of the stone ceiling.
The tapestries depicted battles mostly, but some showed fanciful creatures like griffins and dragons. She looked back at the guardsmen who were busy ogling her. The swords looked okay, but the armour seemed to be made of leather. Shouldn’t they be wearing metal breastplates? She shook her head at her preoccupation. She should be in the gym! Had she hit her head when she fell? Yes, that was it! She was in a hospital and dreaming all this. She felt much better about her situation knowing that. She hoped it wasn’t serious. She needed to be fit for the games no matter what.
She stood and wandered around the hall, taking in the sights. No one took any notice of her as they tended to someone lying on the floor. Most of the men were wearing colourful robes. The blue ones were sort of nice, more like an aquamarine than plain blue. She didn’t think much of the yellow ones, but one man had decided to make a fashion statement by wearing green. On her right the guardsmen continued to watch her without moving more than their eyes. They were as motionless as statues and looked uncomfortable. She went over to introduce herself.
“Are you standing like that for a reason?” she said politely, when she would rather have told them to stop ogling her or she would slap them silly.
The man in the front was a sergeant if she understood the purpose of the chevrons on his armour. He glowered at her when his friends laughed, but when he didn’t answer her question, a man on his left did it for him.
“We’ve been magicked, young missy.”
“Shut yer face, Brian,” the sergeant growled.
“Magicked? Are you serious? Magic is all tricks and nonsense...” she began, but then swallowed nervously as she remembered they wore swords and this place definitely wasn’t her gym. “Isn’t it?”
“No,” the sergeant growled.
“Don’t say that where they can hear you,” Brian said, nodding at the robed figures. “The little one in green stuck our feet to the floor.”
Julia blinked. That wasn’t something she ever expected to hear. “Really?” she said incredulously. “Why don’t you take your boots off?”
The guardsmen gaped at her, and then looked sheepishly at their mates. As one, they unlaced their boots and started to pull their feet out of them. She tried to lift one of the vacated boots but she couldn’t move it. They really were magicked! She gratefully took ownership of a solvable problem. She badly needed one to keep her mind off the impossibility of what had happened to her.
“I’ll just go ask them to unstick these for you. It won’t take me a minute.”
“Wait! Don’t—” the sergeant began, and tried to make a grab for her, but his feet were still trapped within his boots. 
She evaded him easily.
As she crossed the hall toward the robed men, she took in her surroundings and marvelled. It was an amazing place. She hadn’t thought her imagination was this detailed. Everything was so vivid and colourful. She studied a tapestry on one of the walls and loved it on sight. It was a cunningly woven landscape with dragons flying overhead, while on the ground below, more were roaring and blasting fire at soldiers in armour. The soldiers were winning of course, but that didn’t detract from the artistry. It was gorgeous. The colours were so vivid and lifelike—all the reds and the gold’s, it was wonderful work.
She tugged the sleeve of the man in green. “Excuse me. My friends would like their boots back, if that’s not too much trouble,” she said at her politest.
The man turned toward her with a distracted air about him. His eyes popped so wide in surprise, she thought they might fall out of their sockets. Anyone would think he’d never seen a woman before. He stared down at her as if mesmerised. She squirmed, feeling uncomfortable.
“Will you give them their boots back, please?” This time she sounded less polite. Behind her, the guardsmen groaned in unison.
The pimply faced man shook off his distraction. “I’m sorry, but your raiment... it’s a little... and I can see your...” he broke off and blushed. “Never mind. What did you want again?”
She sighed. Give me strength! Suddenly she did feel stronger and clearer headed. “I said,” she began slowly as if talking to a simpleton. “My friends would appreciate their boots back. Marble floors are cold.”
He glanced over her shoulder at the guardsmen and blushed again with embarrassment. He quickly went over to apologise with Julia following closely behind. “I am so sorry about this—truly. I didn’t want you to start fighting. You can see our lord is in no danger. Now let me sort this out.”
Julia watched the magician intently and blinked in amazement at what happened. It was weird, but she thought she saw... she didn’t know what it was but it was something. The man in green glowed with an inner radiance before something flew away from him to touch each of the boots in turn. After it touched the last one the glow faded away.
“There you are. You can put them on again now,” the magician said before inclining his head politely to her and leaving to re-join his friends.
Julia frowned at the retreating figure, trying to figure out what she’d seen him do. She shook her head and turned back to her new friends. “That wasn’t too difficult. Do any of you know what his name is?”
The sergeant seemed in better humour now that he could move without showing the holes in his stockings. She’d noticed they were in a terrible state.
“Sergeant Burke at your service, lady. That was Mathius.”
“He’s still a young’un,” another of the guards said. “An initiate.” 
An initiate into magic he probably meant. She made a leap and guessed the green robe meant something. “How high is green?”
“Third rank, lady. The colours go: white, brown, green, yellow, blue, red, and black.”
Brian leaned around Burke’s shoulder. “Shouldn’t we get her some clothes? What she’s wearing might be all right for bedroom games, but we’re standing with the high and mighty here.”
“Good thinking. If you follow Brian, lady, he will get you some proper clothes.”
She was feeling a bit chilly in her leotard, so she ignored Burke’s emphasis and nodded her agreement. She followed Brian out of the throne room and into an entry hall. There were a pair of large doors directly ahead that opened into what she assumed must be a courtyard. She could only see a glimpse from here, but the ground did seem to have cobbles. The foyer was less ostentatious than the hall they’d just left, but it did hold some interest for her. The walls were decorated with huge portraits and a few colourful tapestries, but the floor was made of plain stone not marble. Granite if she was any judge. To the right and left a corridor stretched into the distance.
This place is BIG!
Brian frowned along each corridor in indecision.
“What’s the matter?”
“Oh nothing much miss,” he said frowning both ways again. “I’m trying to think of ways to get you into the women’s quarter without anyone seeing you. T’aint decent for a lady such as yourself to be seen in her night clothes.”
She grinned, nightclothes indeed. “My name is Julia, not miss. This is a leotard. I don’t sleep in it. It’s for gymnastics—do you know that word?”
Although he obviously wanted to, Brian was trying not to look at her. “No miss, I mean, Lady Julia. Do it be some kind of magic?” He finally succumbed and peeked at her before going bright red and looking away.
She sighed. Men could be such children. “Not as you mean it, but I must admit it does feel like magic if you perform well. Does your country have sporting events where everyone comes to compete?”
“We have a tournament in Devarr every few years. I think not this year though ‘coz of the war.”
“This tournament, what events do you have?”
“Sword play, archery, lance work, wrestling, boxing, and... oh, all sorts of things. The prize is a gold medallion with a picture on it. A sword for sword play, and a glove for boxing, and such like.”
“All of your events are about fighting. Don’t you have any for woman, like swimming, or running, or jumping?”
Brian’s eyebrows shot up. “Course! We have all of those, but women don’t compete. That wouldn’t be proper.”
“Oh really?” 
Brian didn’t recognise the signs of her rising temper, and continued explaining the intricacies of honourable conduct where women were concerned. How a real man had to protect a woman, and how certain things like her physical welfare and modesty were to be safeguarded. It all sounded very old fashioned and tiresome to her.
Grateful for an excuse to interrupt him, she nodded toward a pretty tapestry on the wall. “How about you take that down for me? I could wrap it around myself, you know, for modesty,” she didn’t quite roll her eyes. “Someone’s coming.”
Brian glanced over his shoulder to see who she meant, and yelped in dismay. He climbed onto a chair to tug the tapestry down. It was a nice one. It had pictures of horses running along a river. The spray was clearly defined and the colours were vivid. It must have taken years to make. He quickly wrapped her in it, and snapped to attention as the man reached them.
The newcomer was about a head taller than she was, making him about five feet ten inches. He was heavily muscled in the shoulders and beardless. The tight leather trousers he wore displayed his muscled legs to perfection. His sheathed sword was thrust through a blue sash tied tightly around his waist, and he wore the sculpted leather armour that all the soldiers used. The emblem on his right pectoral—crossed fists over a solid green circle—was the same as she’d seen decorating the floor of the throne room, and it matched the one on Brian’s chest exactly, but the newcomer was obviously of higher rank. Brian’s reaction was a big clue.
She didn’t think the armour offered much protection against the swords all the men carried, unless it had some kind of hidden strength. He was wearing his dark hair long with a leather band around it to create a ponytail, and diagonally across his chest from left shoulder to right hip he wore a blue sash.
“Report!”
“Darius died, sir. He made a wall out of light and brought Lady Julia here through a hole in the air!” Brian said in awe. “I’m taking her to the women’s quarter now, sir.”
“Darius is dead you say?”
Brian nodded. “He was glowing like the sun and then he fell. He was an old man, sir.”
“Hmmm. The lord?”
“He’s very upset. The mages stopped him from hurting himself.”
The newcomer’s lips thinned. “But he’s well?”
“Yes, sir.”
Julia listened as Brian concisely reported the facts. She was extremely interested to hear about Darius, who it seemed had died trying to summon her to this place. Served him right too. She’d been minding her own business and then wham! Here she was.
The captain turned toward her with a supercilious smile on his face.
You... I... do... not... like.
He inclined his head in a small bow. “Lady Julia, I am Marcus. As you can see,” he indicated the blue sash, “Senior Captain. I will escort you to the women’s quarter if you wish.”
Actually, Romeo had a very nice voice, but she had no intention of going anywhere with him. “That’s very kind of you, Captain, but I thought I heard your lord roaring about someone called Marcus just a few moments ago. Are there perhaps two people of the name here?”
The captain’s smile wilted and he hastily excused himself to enter the hall. She listened intently and grinned as someone called to him.
“Marcus, good! I have something I need you to—”
Brian looked at her strangely. “How did you know, Lady?”
She shrugged. “I just made it up. I have a feeling I wouldn’t like to be alone with your so Senior Captain Marcus.”
Brian nodded, and with a flourish of one hand, he indicated the way. They began walking. “He knows his job, no question of that, but I’ve heard from the serving girls that he takes... you know... liberties! One girl said he slapped her on the... on her rear.” 
She gaped in disbelief. Brian sounded positively scandalised. Perhaps she’d been a little hard on Marcus if all he’d done was pat some girl’s rump. The more she heard, the more she realised this place took protecting women entirely too far. In most women’s minds that would be good news, but she was starting to realise how wearying something like that could be. She wouldn’t be able to leave the castle without armed escort, wouldn’t be able to compete in the tournaments. She would go mad with boredom living like that.
“What do women do for amusement around here?” 
“Lots of things. They make the tapestries and clothes. They read poetry and write some as well, but music is the best.”
Actually, she might enjoy learning how to make a tapestry like the one she was wearing, and the music sounded all right, but the poetry was definitely out!
Brian kept them walking for what seemed an age.
She didn’t know how she would ever remember her way around, because so far, she hadn’t seen a window anywhere. The place was enormous. It must cost a fortune to run something this size. The lord of this place lived like a king—unless he actually was one. She hadn’t thought of that. The entire place was probably built on the suffering of the peasants. The thought turned her stomach.
“This castle must cost a fortune. How does your lord pay for it all?”
“This is Athione, Lady,” Brian said as if the name should mean something to her. “It’s one of the four great fortresses of Deva. Lord Keverin pays for it all—he’s rich!”
She sighed. “I can see he must be rich, Brian, but did he tax the poor to get rich?”
Brian goggled at the idea.
Perhaps not then.
“The Founders built The Four with sorcery, Lady.” Brian said reverently. “The lord pays us well for being here. The only taxes he gets are from his tenants and farmers—only one copper in twenty. Traders give him one copper in ten. That’s one reason, the least important one, why everyone is so loyal to Athione.” They turned another corner of the maze. “The King taxes everyone four coppers in ten.”
The way Brian explained the situation spoke volumes about his opinion of the King. It fairly shouted his outrage at the idea of taxing so heavily. It sounded as if this Lord Keverin was ahead of the times. By taxing low he attracted more people and trading. He would gain more by that than taxing high.
She tried to memorise the route they were taking, but was thoroughly lost very quickly. Lamps were spaced about thirty feet apart on the walls to provide light, but the darkness in between made her very uneasy. Her fear of the dark—she would never call it a phobia—might be more of a problem here than it ever had been at home she realised. The lamps did provide light, but they weren’t very bright. There were shadows and ominous looking alcoves almost everywhere she looked. Some of the alcoves contained pieces of furniture or paintings that looked antique to her untrained eyes. Others contained busts on pedestals or statues. She gave up trying to memorise the turns.
“Are you deliberately trying to confuse me, or are you lost?” she said grumpily.
“I’m trying to avoid anyone seeing you in your small clothes.”
“Oh. Where I come from no one would take any notice. I can wear whatever I want... well, mostly any way. In England, a woman can take a job or not as she pleases. If she wanted to wear men’s clothes and do the same job as a man she can—mostly.”
“That sounds like a recipe for disaster to me,” Brian said in disapproval. “Don’t you have criminals in England? What’s to stop a brigand from having his way with a woman? As for work, a man is more restricted than a woman. Usually he grows to be a farmer, a guardsman, or a crafter. There are some others, like artisans, but you see what I’m saying.”
Disgruntled, she said that she did. What was annoying her she realised, was that here she would be unable to compete in the tournaments.
Whoa! What’s the matter with me?
She had forgotten this was all a dream there for a minute. Competing in a medieval tournament didn’t compare with the Olympics—and any way, she would wake up soon. Jill would tell her how stupid she was to work in the gym alone and this would all be over.
After walking through miles of dimly lit stone corridors and climbing hundreds of steps, Brian stopped outside a door. It was no different from countless other doors she had seen, except in one respect. There was no handle on this side.
Brian took a deep breath, and quickly straightened his hair.
“You look fine,” she said.
He grinned at her and then knocked on the door. After a moment, it opened to reveal a very wide woman with a leather belt encircling her ample waist. Iron keys swung to and fro on a ring hanging from the belt. Julia assumed she was some kind of guard for the women’s quarter. She was certainly big enough to break any number of male interlopers over her knee. She stood like a mobile roadblock in the centre of the doorway and looked from Brian to Julia, and back again.
“Well young, Brian. What brings you to my door this fine day?”
Brian inclined his head respectfully. “Lady Elise, this is Lady Julia. Lady Julia, this is Lady Elise—she’s the seneschal.” He must have noticed her puzzled look because he went on to explain. “A seneschal is a housekeeper when the house is a castle or fortress.”
Elise snorted. “Housekeeper indeed. Where did you find your stray?”
Before he could answer, Julia jumped in. “He found me in your lord’s throne room after I was summoned from my world by a wizard named Darius.”
The housekeeper’s jaw dropped.
Satisfactory!
“Leave her with me, Brian. I’ll take care of her.”
Brian inclined his head to both of them. “Ladies, if you will excuse me.”
Julia watched Brian leave then stepped into the women’s quarter. Elise closed and bolted the door behind her. After another interminable walk—in silence this time—Elise showed her to an empty apartment. After indicating the facilities, she left Julia to explore her rooms. There was the main sitting room with a large fireplace—the fireplace was cold but she was warm enough. She had a bedchamber lavishly furnished with tapestries on the walls, thick rugs on the flagstones, a wardrobe bigger than her bedroom at home, and a comfy looking bed with ornately decorated quilt depicting a stag in flight. The bath chamber was a wonder for these times. A stone bath with taps providing hot and cold water. More magic?
She sat on the padded stool in front of the dressing table and looked at herself in the mirror. A tired and bedraggled gymnast in a leotard and tapestry looked back at her. She stood and looked out of the windows to see a bright sunny day outside.
She was in the mountains!
She stared at the outside in stunned delight. England could be beautiful, but it had nothing this... this grand. She craned her neck and found a tall curtain wall topped with a castellated parapet, and guardsmen armed with swords walking the battlement. Set in the wall was a pair of heavily barred gates. They were huge and covered in bronze. They were more like vault doors than gates. There was a great deal of activity on the walls, more than she thought necessary, but who was she to say? Perhaps they had outlaws like Robin Hood here. It was her dream after all, and she liked Errol Flynn. Athione was huge, just as she had thought earlier. She was very high up she saw. The women’s quarter wasn’t truly a quarter of the fortress at all. It was more like an entire floor—the third floor to be exact—of a huge hotel. 
She turned away from the window and entered the bath chamber to fill the bath. A short time later she was reclining in the stone tub and luxuriating in the feel of her muscles un-knotting. She drowsed for a time before reluctantly deciding to wash and get ready for bed.
She found a nightgown in the wardrobe. It fit her very well, though it was old fashioned from her point of view. It was made of white cotton and covered her from neck to toes. It was only mid-afternoon, but she felt jet lagged or something—gate lagged. She snorted at the stray thought as she slid between the cool sheets. The last thing that went through her mind before falling asleep was what a weird dream she would share with Jill tomorrow.
* * *
 



 
 
6 ~ General
A black robed man sat on an uncomfortable stool staring into the mirror on the table. With him in the tent were two others. Both men were dark haired and wore beards, but there the similarity ended. Lucius wore the black robe of a sorcerer, but the other man was in armour. He was General Navarien, commander of the Fifth Legion and the siege of Athione. He wore a dagger sheathed at his belt on the right, and a sword with an ornate hilt hanging at his left hip.
He turned to the sorcerer standing with him. “What precisely is he scrying for my, lord sorcerer?”
“Please, General, call me Lucius.”
Navarien never quite knew where he stood with Lucius. One moment the man was telling him to mind his own affairs, the next he was being friendly and telling him to call him by his given name.
“You honour me,” he said inclining his head in assent. “Is there a problem I need to be aware of?”
“Belgard is the best man we have for scrying—”
He frowned at the dislike he heard in Lucius’ voice. If the two were rivals, nothing good would come of them working so closely.
“Belgard felt something earlier that he thought might be the disturbance caused by the invocation of a Great Spell. It’s extremely unlikely of course, but we must check so that no errors occur. Lord Mortain—may he live forever—would not understand if we failed our mission here.”
“There will be no failure, Lucius, not while I live,” he said knowing that he wouldn’t live long in that event.
“I’m sure. Tell me, have your men settled in satisfactorily?”
“They’re ready to do their duty. If it’s not too presumptuous of me, can you say when we attack?”
Lucius glanced at Belgard. “As soon as Belgard has satisfied me that there are no nasty surprises, we will assault the gate.”
“That’s good news. If I can be of any assistance, please make it known to me.”
Lucius didn’t reply but nodded his understanding. They both turned to watch Belgard. Navarien could only catch a glimpse of the mirror, but it seemed to be showing a young woman in her bed chamber.
If he’s using the mirror to spy on the women, I’ll... what?
He frowned. Belgard could swat him just by glancing his way. He glanced at Lucius in time to see him scowl at the mirror. Slowly the glass cleared, and was just a mirror again.
“Well?” Lucius snapped.
The only reaction from Belgard was the raising of an eyebrow as if surprised at the rudeness. Navarien nearly burst out laughing. Belgard could swat him without trying, true, but Lucius had no restraint these days. He could obliterate most of the camp in his anger.
“A gate has been opened.”
He gasped.
“Are you certain?” Lucius said intently.
“Of course I’m certain!” Belgard snapped in annoyance. “I never say a thing unless I know it to be true. It’s something you should keep in mind, and perhaps emulate.” 
He winced at the acid dripping from Belgard’s words and waited for Lucius to erupt, but to his surprise, the sorcerer stayed calm and waited for the rest of the report.
“It seems one of the Devan mages was quite skilled for an amateur. He succeeded in opening the gate, but then he failed to bring anyone of importance through. He died in the fires of his own magic. I watched the preparations for his funereal—he looked about a hundred and fifty years old.” Belgard frowned. “I wonder how old he was before the spell?”
Navarien was intrigued. “What does his age matter?”
“Well, General, I’m not giving away secrets by telling you that if a mage over reaches when using magic he will age. If I knew his age before the spell, I could estimate by how far he over reached. Do you see?”
“I can see that,” he said.
“Well then, if I knew how much he was short by, I would know how strong their best mage was. We know a so called wizard named Darius lives at Athione. He’s supposed to be strong, but we don’t know if he’s the strongest. They would obviously have used their best. The other mages in the fortress are bound to be weaker.”
He nodded. Belgard’s reasoning impressed him. The information would definitely be worth having. Sadly, it was dependent on knowing who the mage was, and how old he was before the spell. He mentioned this to Belgard who nodded agreement.
“What is the point of debating something that cannot be known?” Lucius said in annoyance. “I want to know who or what was brought through, and I want to know now!”
“The pursuit of knowledge is never a waste of time, but to answer your question: the fates have been unkind to Deva this day. Instead of bringing through someone who could help them, the mage died bringing through a girl.” Belgard chuckled. “It appears he died just as he entered the higher realm. He must have realised his time was up and snatched her at random hoping to get lucky. He wasn’t.”
Navarien sighed and relaxed tight shoulders. No woman had ever been born with the gift for magic. It was a man’s power exclusively.
“That he managed to open a gate at all is worrying,” Belgard continued. “He must have realised that he would die and willingly sacrificed himself. There’s power in that.”
“We will begin the assault at sunrise tomorrow, General,” Lucius said. “The Devans should be at their least effective then. Have your men ready to enter the breach as soon as we provide it.”
Hearing an order for the first time since entering the tent, Navarien came to attention. “Yes, my lord sorcerer. All will be ready. With your permission?”
At Lucius’ nod he bowed to both mages and left. Outside the tent, he paused to breathe a sigh of relief. He had survived by the God! Looking around at his orderly camp, a feeling of justifiable pride came over him.
During the war with Bandar, he had proven himself worthier than several others when he was raised to temporary command of Second Legion—he’d been Senior Captain back then, and his General was relieved for a serious failure. He’d taken up his new duties without a fuss and immediately planned an attack. By splitting his forces, he by-passed a defensive position, and while the Bandarians fell over themselves trying to change front, both halves of his legion wheeled and struck. The Bandarians were annihilated.
Now he had a new command and a new campaign to fight.
His legion, the Fifth, was ten thousand strong. All infantry. He’d made it clear at the outset that cavalry would be a liability at this stage. Athione sat on an escarpment completely blocking the pass. The only way into Deva was to negotiate a narrow road out of the now destroyed town, and follow it up to the gates of the fortress. Lucius had told him that the escarpment was created by the up thrusting of rock with magic. Looking at it, he could see for himself that it wasn’t natural.
His chosen campsite was about half a league from the remains of the town just at the point where the pass widened into an irregular circle. It mattered not at all to him that he was following in the footsteps of armies and generals now long dead. They had attempted to breach Athione and failed, but they hadn’t brought sorcerers with them.
He had.
Moving through the camp, he studied the burned remains of the town. It was an annoyance that he’d been unable to capture it intact, but only that. He had hoped, but not counted on, taking the town to resupply his troops. It would have been considerably more than an annoyance if he’d brought cavalry with him. The pass was completely devoid of vegetation. No forage meant no horses. It was as simple as that.
He paused to watch some of the men unloading the latest pack train to arrive through the pass. The stores of food and other essentials looked pitifully small, and ordinarily he would be worried. He wasn’t though. Everything was going according to his plan. Two battalions had been detailed to start the unenviable job of supplying the legion with food, water, and other necessities. Those two thousand men were important, any less and the task would become unworkable. It took his men two days to travel the pass to reach this point, so to make the round trip the draft animals had to work on low rations for four days. It would be pointless to ferry in food for the animals, he would need even more of them to carry it. No, it wasn’t critical to his plan to capture the town, but it would have saved a great deal of effort.
He stared up at the arrogant and forbidding walls of Athione.
Soon.
* * *
 



 
 
7 ~ Consequences
He should never have let Darius study that God cursed book!
Keverin sat slumped in his chair atop the dais in the great hall. He had ordered the room cleared a few candlemarks ago, after his mages had removed Darius to prepare him for the final journey. His friend had always said the term was silly. He said the body was like a cup, and the wine was life. When death came, the soul left the body behind after savouring the wine of life.
He stared at his bandaged hands in his lap. A soothing balm had leached the pain from them. How he wished there was one for his soul. He unconsciously clenched then released his fists, not noticing as a red rose suddenly blossomed on the bandages. The blood soaked through then dripped onto the dais.
It was a habit he’d learned from his father who wanted to strengthen him. His sword work had been atrocious when he was a child. His father had decided his forearms needed more strength and gave him a ball made out of rags tightly bound with leather. He was ordered to squeeze it when he had an idle moment. He had idolised his father, and took the orders to an extreme. For years, he used the ball. Other children thought him a baby for carrying it, but he ignored the comments and continued to exercise with it until the string wore out. His sword work became excellent as even the heaviest blades became light as a feather in his hands. Now whenever he became upset the familiar motion of clench and release eased his soul.
Suddenly his emotions came to a head and he jumped to his feet to storm out of the hall. He made his way through the labyrinthine corridors and eventually came to the north tower steps. Climbing quickly, he came to the last door. Hesitating briefly, he unlocked it and went inside.
There wasn’t much to see. A bed, a wardrobe, and a chest he knew held spare red robes. On a wall, a shelf supported a mirror and two books. He picked up the books and read the titles. The larger of the two was a book of poetry he recognised as being borrowed from the library. He replaced it on the shelf. The smaller of the two was a history entitled: The Black Isle. Taking it with him, he sat on the bed and read the day away.
Turning another page he realised there was no more. Surprised, he looked toward the window, and saw the sun was going down. He replaced the book on the shelf and was about to leave when a scroll caught his eye on the table. How he had missed it before he didn’t know, but he snatched it up as if it held all the secrets in the world. On the outside of the parchment was his name in Darius’ hand. Breaking the seal, he began to read.
My dear friend.
If you’re reading this, events have proceeded as I foresaw. Do not blame yourself for my death, mages such as I never expect to live into old age as the founders were said to have done. Only another mage can truly understand the ecstasy of using magic to create something never seen before.
 
“I never did understand my friend. How could I know?” he said into the gloom.
To me the gate spell is like a fine horse or blade is to you, it begs to be used and used wisely. I hope I am wise, but if not, I will not know it after today. Already the knowledge of the spell works upon me. It calls me, and I burn to use it. The founders had iron discipline to thwart temptation. Alas, I’m not one such as they.
 
“You were the strongest and bravest of men,” he whispered. Who else would walk into his hall, knowing he would come out an old man, or not at all?
You must use your best judgement about showing the book to anyone else, but I urge you to destroy it before allowing the Hasians access to such a treasure. Uncountable harm would result should they build gates to anywhere they wished. Imagine for a moment, a gate opened into this very room, and an army pouring through.
 
He had already decided to destroy it. Not for fear of what the Hasians might do with it, but to prevent anyone else going through what Darius had. He bent his head to continue reading. The light was failing now and he could barely see the words.
If the spell worked, you have a new guest in your fortress. Be kind to him, as you have been to me. He’ll be confused and will not understand our world. Teach him what he needs to know, and above all, if he wishes to try the return journey you must let him. I snatched him against his will, a crime for which I shall surely be called to account when I kneel before the God.
Farewell,
Your friend and servant,
Darius.
 
Keverin rolled the parchment up. He stepped outside and re-locked the door. Walking through the silent fortress, he tried not to dwell on Darius and the screaming. After walking for a time, he thought he could by thinking about the coming battle. Then he had an idea about using the mages.
“I’ll ask Darius what he thinks.” 
The screaming came back louder than ever.
On reaching his rooms, he stored the scroll in a velvet bag with some other papers and put them in a hidden drawer in his desk. He crossed the study to open a cabinet. Inside were crystal decanters of wine and some glasses. He hesitated on choosing which one to take, but then he remembered that Darius liked the wine from Talayan.
He took out the decanter, and with a glass in hand proceeded to drink himself insensible. Strangely, it seemed to take a long time. After finishing the wine, he started on a Camorin spirit that those northern people called White Lightning. He managed two glasses before losing consciousness.
Darius... 
* * *
 



 
 
8 ~ Attacked
Keverin, lord of Athione and Lord Protector of the West, awoke with a splitting headache and a disgusting taste in his mouth. It tasted like a rat had crawled in during the night and died. He sat up—tried to sit up, but his head felt like it had fallen off and rolled down the rat hole earlier vacated.
“By the God, I’ll never drink again. Never again,” he croaked.
He staggered to his feet and made it to the privy before the inevitable happened. Afterwards he felt a little better and performed his ablutions. He couldn’t let the men see him in such a condition. The enemy could attack at any time, and Darius said... No! He couldn’t think about that. Renard was the senior mage now. He would talk to him first thing.
Quickly donning a clean shirt, he chose a pair of well-worn leather trousers that he sometimes used on the hunt. They were a good choice for what was coming. They were comfortable, but more to the point, the leather was reinforced with lozenges of bone. Just the thing to help turn a boar’s tusks from his flesh... or an arrow in battle.
He buckled on his armour and thrust his sword’s sheath through the sash at his waist next to his father’s poniard. Lastly, he fitted bracers and tried to pull on a pair of reinforced leather gloves, but the bandages interfered. He threw the gauntlets onto a chair and collected his helmet. Looking around to make sure he wouldn’t embarrass himself by forgetting something, he hefted his helm in the crook of his arm and strode out the door.
He marched toward the library quarter where he expected to find Renard. They had a lot to discuss and not much time to do it in. His long strides ate up the distance speedily as he navigated the maze he knew so well. He returned an occasional salute, but he didn’t stop or pay the men much attention. Sentries at important intersections within the citadel were commonplace. The Founders had built the citadel like a maze on purpose to confuse the enemy, and to allow the defenders to outflank him. He thought it a cunning idea that would have worked perfectly but for one thing—magic. Although magic did have limits, finding the way through a maze was unfortunately not one of them.
He marched into what had once been the north quarter of the citadel. Everyone called it the Library Quarter now and was where the mages had chosen to reside. They had followed Darius’ lead in choosing accommodations and had settled close to the library for convenience. Unlike Darius though, they preferred guest suites to a room at the top of a tower.
He paused, looking for Renard’s familiar face or the colourful robe of another mage to direct him, but the place was deserted. He frowned and quickly ducked into the library proper hoping to find them there. The mundane section of the library echoed with emptiness. He quickly crossed the space and entered the hall housing the magical tomes. Both halls were deserted.
He was just about to leave, when he heard Mathius out in the corridor. He quickly retraced his steps, and found the young mage talking to Marcus.
“Where are your brothers?” Keverin called.
Mathius’ face brightened. “I was just explaining to the captain, my lord. Renard called a meeting this morning to witness a scrying of the enemy. The first assault is due at sunrise.”
“Why wasn’t I informed?”
“You needed your rest, my lord,” Marcus said. “I have all in readiness. The mages are building their wards in the west courtyard.”
Keverin came close to an explosion—very close. Marcus should have awoken him to witness the scrying at the very least. He kept his face pleasant with an effort. The captain was right, damn him, and they both knew it. He’d been lying in a stupor when he should have been overseeing the defence. Self-recriminations wouldn’t change anything, certainly not yesterday’s events.
Darius…
He swallowed the howls of grief that threatened to escape, and let his anger go. “Outstanding. Let us go out and see what we can see.”
Striding away and forcing Marcus to hurry to catch him was a petty kind of revenge, but it made him feel better. He slowed when he heard Mathius panting. He shouldn’t include the boy in his annoyance with Marcus.
“Where are the people who were sheltering here?” he said, glancing into empty halls and corridors.
“Some are housed in the lower part of the citadel my lord, but most preferred to find places in East Town,” Marcus said.
He nodded. They would be safer there, out of the line of fire. “Whatever makes them happy is fine. After this is over, I’m going to insist that West Town not be rebuilt. If they don’t like East, I’ll build them a new one somewhere else if that’s what they want. Where’s the sense in having a town in the pass?”
Mathius answered the rhetorical question. “According to the histories, the towns on both sides were settled at different times. East was first, but the traders moved to West Town to take advantage of better prices.”
He sighed. “I know that, but we’ve had precious little trade through the pass in recent times. Now with the Black Isle ruling Bandar, I’m thinking the days of making money from western trade are over. We should rename East as it’s the only one left.”
Upon entering the courtyard, Renard approached and escorted them to join his brothers and explain things. “We have five mages, and they have fifty ready to oppose us. That sounds bad, my lord, and it is, but it’s not an insurmountable problem. We can’t use our magic all day without tiring and making errors, and we all know where they lead. I believe the reason they brought so many sorcerers with them, is that they’ll take turns at assaulting the gates—literally shifting from one group to the next. That way they can keep up a constant attack without exhausting each shift.”
Keverin nodded. Darius had theorised the possibility, was it only yesterday? It seemed an age ago now. “Well reasoned, but what is your solution?”
“We must try to duplicate the effects of their shifts with only five mages. I believe that we have a way to do that. You may not be aware, but maintaining an existing ward is much easier than creating one. With that in mind, each of us has built a ward large enough to cover both towers and the gates in the shape of a straight wall—”
He nodded. That was an obvious choice as Athione was under siege from only one side. He imagined each ward covering the one behind it completely. Each layer would then strengthen the others at the same time protecting the curtain wall behind.
“—and then one of us will maintain all of the wards together,” Renard explained. “The duty mage should be able to last three candlemarks or so depending upon his strength in the craft before becoming even slightly tired. Another will take his place without dropping the wards, and so on.”
That’s the God be blessed brilliant!
Keverin beamed. “Outstanding! Truly outstanding, Renard. If the wards hold long enough, Gylaren and Purcell might reach us in time.”
“Thank you, my lord. The problem is we can’t attack. The wards work both ways. Even if we could find a location to attack from, my brothers will not be able to sustain it and our defence at the same time.”
He frowned. That hadn’t occurred to him and it should have. Stalemate wouldn’t win the battle. “Hmmm, what of the newcomer?” he said, looking around the courtyard. All the faces were familiar ones.
“Lord?” Renard said, sounding puzzled.
“Surely he could handle a credible offence while you handle defence?” The mages glanced sidelong at each other, but none spoke up. “What is it? I know he arrived safely. He landed on me.”
“She,” Renard said sadly. “She landed on you.”
No! Please don’t let me have killed Darius for nothing!
He paled when he realised what it meant. It was all over. Athione would fall without a strong mage to face down the sorcerers. Darius had known, and had sacrificed himself to achieve exactly that.
It was all over.
Struggling to keep his thoughts from showing, he cast about for inspiration, but the God’s voice was silent within him. “I hadn’t heard. Well then, I can see you’re doing a fine job out here—”
BOOOM!
The wards turned to blue fire as the sound exploded into the courtyard. The air vibrated while the wards hummed and crackled in distress, as they tried to shrug aside the titanic forces unleashed by the attack. The ground had leapt with the shock, and he could still feel the vibration through his boots as the ground shook in sympathy.
He blinked away the afterimage and stared up at the clouds drifting by. He had fallen. Rolling over he saw Marcus and one or two of the mages getting back up. Marcus was saying something, but he couldn’t hear over the ringing in his ears.
“WHAT?” Keverin yelled, and pushed to his feet. “I CAN’T HEAR YOU, SHOUT IT MAN!” 
“IT’S STARTED, MY LORD!”
I noticed.
Gradually his hearing returned and he was able to question Renard. “How are the wards holding?”
“No damage at all. It’s working—it really is!” Renard said shaking his fists in the air.
He grinned, Renard was almost dancing with joy. “Don’t sound so surprised. You’re a master mage, and a damn good one at that! I need to leave for a while and arrange some matters.”
“Take young Mathius with you, my lord. I can bespeak him if something happens. He can pass things along to you.”
“Good idea. Come along, Mathius.” 
Keverin started back to the citadel then stopped when he thought of something. “I won’t be long, Marcus, but keep an eye on things. If it seems advisable, have the men out of harm’s way and under cover. We better get the duty mage put somewhere safe to work as well. If he’s injured the wards will come down, and that’ll be the end of us.”
Marcus saluted. “You can rely on me, my lord.”
“I know I can,” he said and entered the citadel with Mathius in tow.
Booom!
The sound was muted by the walls of the citadel this time, but he still flinched and ducked. He straightened when he realised that Mathius was unconcerned.
“The wards are holding, my lord.”
He nodded and they moved on.
In a strange way, knowing that the newcomer wasn’t going to save Athione was liberating. For the last five years he’d known his time was running out. Now that it was over, the pressure had disappeared. He felt a wonderful sense of release. He would fight hard to take the enemy with him of course, there would be no surrender, but the fate of the kingdom was no longer his concern.
They kept to an easy pace on their way to the women’s quarter, and he found his thoughts turning to the newcomer. Who was she, what would she say and think about her summoning? Despite himself, he found curiosity eating at him. For Darius’ sake, he would try hard not to dislike her—despite her being the cause of his best friend’s death.
“What’s the newcomer like? Did she say anything?”
Mathius blushed scarlet. “She ordered me to reverse the spell I placed on the boots of your guardsmen.”
“I didn’t see. I was busy being mobbed at the time. What did you do?” 
“I stuck them to the floor! She must have spoken with your men, because as bold as you please, she ordered me to give them their boots back.”
Keverin bellowed laughter. It was a sound he’d not heard in ages. It felt good to let it out. “So! A bold one at least. What else can you tell me?”
“She’s a child my lord, and very beautiful. She has green eyes and black hair. She looked amazing in that strange garment she wore.”
A child!
How could Darius mistake a child for a sorcerer? He remembered the terrible screaming, and knew what must have happened. His poor friend. Darius must have snatched her in desperation, hoping to get lucky. He prayed the God would understand and not judge him too harshly.
“What was strange about her clothes?”
Mathius blushed again. “There wasn’t much of it. I mean it was so... and she was so... I didn’t know where to look, my lord! It was never meant to be seen outside of a bedchamber.”
He wasn’t as impressed as Mathius evidently was. This girl with her amazing looks was probably as empty headed as those in the town. Oh, they were nice enough in their way, but he wanted more than bedroom games. He’d always wanted someone with wit as well as good looks, but he’d never found her. In a few days, the point would be moot. His father’s choice of bride had influenced him too much, but there it was. Jessica was the most intelligent person he knew, including Darius. His father had confided to him once, that he treasured her intelligence even more than her great beauty. He said that no one ever believed him when he boasted of Jessica’s counsel, and how it was always good.
He was realistic enough to know that he would never find what his father had enjoyed for so long. It was too late for regrets now anyway. If he survived the war, he could always adopt a child to be his heir. Yes, he would do that. It was time that he gave up foolish dreams.
I have my duty; I need nothing else.
* * *
 



 
 
9 ~ Reality
Booom!
Julia awoke with a start and realised she was still in the castle. “Oh my God, this is not happening. Please let it be a dream.”
Booom!
The noise was louder than any thunder she had ever heard. It was coming from very nearby. She looked toward the door. The noise hadn’t come from there, but she could hear people screaming and running by. She got out of bed padded across her bed chamber, and into her sitting room. She opened the door leading outside just in time to snag the arm of a young woman. She was wearing a long dark skirt with a white linen blouse fastened with oval buttons made of wood. She looked terrified.
Booom!
The fortress shook, and the woman tried to run. Julia didn’t let her. “What’s happening?” Something toppled with a crash nearby, and a woman screamed in fright. 
“They’re trying to destroy the gate,” the girl said. “Please let me go. I have to hide!”
“Who’s trying to break down our gate—where?” 
The woman looked at her in disbelief.
Julia felt like yelling at her. She didn’t belong here, and she didn’t know what the hell was going on! Before she could make a start on that, the women managed to get free. She fled before Julia could ask anything else. 
She closed her door and leaned against it feeling tears threaten. She should have been in the gym by now. Jill would think she’d been kidnapped or something.
“Well I have!” 
She tried to think of what to do. Looking about in complete bewilderment, she realised it was all true. She could never have imagined all the details of this place. How did she get here? How would she get out of here? She wandered back into her bedchamber in a daze. Looking about the room her eyes fell upon the huge wardrobe. First things first. She would get dressed and then look for answers. With something to occupy her mind, she felt calm returning.
I can handle this... I think. No, I CAN handle this.
Looking through the selection of gowns, she chose a beautiful green dress of silk. It was embroidered all over and fit her perfectly, though it was more suitable for Napoleon’s Josephine than for a five foot nothing gymnast. Another time she would have enjoyed playing dress up—there were a couple more gowns that had caught her eye, but there was no time for games. Looking in the mirror, she stared at her reflection in stunned delight. The dress shimmered in emerald splendour as she moved. She had never worn anything so beautiful. The dress hugged her shape tightly before flaring over her hips. The low neckline showed the rounded swell of her breasts, and she frowned at how much the dress revealed.
She shrugged; she wasn’t a prude, and had never really worried about how she looked. Her training was more important to her and took up all her time. Besides, when in Rome and all that. Looking in the bottom of the wardrobe she found the slippers that went with the dress. Thank goodness high-heeled shoes weren’t in fashion here. She would have broken her neck wearing heels with a dress like this. They were a bit tight, but she managed. She really needed a half size larger. Checking herself in the mirror one more time, she decided that her short hair didn’t match the dress, but other than that, she looked dressed to kill. It was time to find her victim and get some answers.
Leaving her room, she tried to retrace the route Elise used yesterday. She was lost minutes later. She was sure that she’d followed the same turns, but the door with only one handle never arrived. Was she walking in circles? Stopping for a minute to take stock, she looked around for someone to direct her, but the place seemed deserted suddenly. She needed a map just to find her room again! Further along the corridor, she could see a set of double doors. She decided to see if anyone was home. She knocked and entered without pause.
“Good morning, my dear. May I help you?”
Julia stopped on the threshold in embarrassment. “I’m sorry to disturb you, but I’m lost. I don’t want to be a nuisance.”
“No, it’s all right,” the woman said with a gentle smile. “This old pile of stone can be confusing at times. Please, come in and sit down.”
Julia closed the doors and sat in a comfortable armchair opposite the imposing woman. She seemed to be in her mid-sixties, with her grey hair piled high on her head. She was a handsome woman still. She was wearing a grey fustian dress similar to the one Julia had chosen to wear, but it was far less revealing. A lace panel in the front reached to her chin. A rope of gold was displayed to perfection around her neck where it lay upon the lace, and another golden chain encircled her waist fastened with a brooch. She wore matching pendant earrings that hung from her lobes and sparkled in the light coming through the open windows.
“Do I meet with your approval, my dear?” 
Julia blushed. “I’m sorry, that was rude of me. My name’s Julia Morton. I’m pleased to meet you.”
“Two names? My name is Jessica, just Jessica. Where do you come from Julia Morton?”
She smiled weakly. “I don’t know. I mean I know, but I don’t know where it is at the moment... Oh! I don’t know what I mean.” 
Suddenly, she felt tears threatening. She tried to hold them back, but they spilled over despite her best effort. All she could think about was never seeing Jill again and missing the games.
Stop it! You’ll get to the games. If you could get here, then the reverse is possible too.
Jessica came over and sat on the arm of her chair. Julia couldn’t help it. She hugged Jessica and cried harder. It was just too much take in. Her parent’s deaths and now this! Her life surely couldn’t get any more messed up.
“Hush, it will be all right. Hush, hush, hush...” Jessica said rubbing her back and smoothing her hair out of her eyes.
She wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m never like this...” she took the piece of lace Jessica held out to her and dabbed at her eyes. “I must be tired or—”
“Tears can be healing. I remember when Kevlarin died,” Jessica said faintly.
“Kevlarin?”
“My lord husband. Here, I’ll show you.”
Julia followed her across the room.
Jessica gestured up at a large portrait on the wall. “This is Kevlarin. He entered the Other World almost ten years ago.”
The portrait was of a much younger Jessica sitting with an older man. She was glowing with happiness. Ordinarily, she would have called Kevlarin brooding, ominous even, but the artist had captured a different feeling. It was love, pure and simple. Kevlarin wore rich velvets in dark colours as if trying to fade into the background, but the way he looked at Jessica gave him a different aspect altogether. It was as if her presence shone a light upon him, one which he couldn’t escape. The adoration in his eyes was obvious. Jessica could only have been twenty or so when the portrait was commissioned, but it wasn’t her beauty or the age difference that made her lord husband seem plain.
There was something familiar about him that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Something about the eyes? She shrugged. Whatever it was, she couldn’t dredge it up out of the jumble she laughingly called a memory.
“He’s... strong looking,” she said lamely.
Jessica laughed. “You mean plain don’t you? It’s all right, everyone remarked on it at the time. Oh Jessica, you can do so much better. Oh Jessica, you should marry Athlone, he’s so handsome.”
“And were they right?” she said, stifling her laughter.
“Bah! Kevlarin is beautiful in my eyes and that’s all that matters. Athlone was, and still is by all accounts, a brigand. I wanted nothing to do with him. He married a beauty a while later and I never heard from him again. Well, not directly anyway. He’s caused some trouble for Keverin since then.” 
Jessica’s eyes shone with her memories and glistened with tears, but they didn’t fall. She was a strong woman. Julia remembered the nightmare months after her parents died, and envied her that strength.
“I loved Kevlarin very much,” Jessica went on. “He was older than I, as you can see. He was lonely. This pile of stone takes a lot of work to manage. He kept himself busy by building up the fortune and avoiding his mother’s machinations. She wanted him to marry a girl from Chulym to tie Athione to the masters there.
“Anyway,” Jessica went on in a more upbeat tone of voice. “His mother arranged a banquet and invited all the lords. In those days this place was bustling. This lady or that lord would come to visit, and children would be running in the corridors playing. Every day felt like a holiday. This old place feels dead now, but you should have seen it forty years ago before the troubles began.”
“Is that how you two met?”
Jessica nodded. “My parents brought me with them when his mother invited them. Kevlarin was at the dance dressed in black and brooding in the corner. He did it on purpose of course. His mother was livid, but what could she do? He was Lord of Athione in his own right. Most of the ladies were afraid of him for being so big and ugly in their eyes, but I saw something different behind the scowl he wore.”
Julia listened as Jessica transported her to an Athione of long ago... 
“Excuse me a moment would you?” Jessica said in a distracted voice. “I want to have a word with Lord Kevlarin,” 
Athlone bowed stiffly. “As you wish.”
Jessica walked away from him, hardly aware of his disgruntlement.
She made directly for Kevlarin and didn’t see her mother whisper to her dance partner. Lord Padrig faltered at his consort’s words and looked worriedly after his daughter. Another whispered comment made him relax suddenly tight shoulders, and he concentrated upon his dancing.
The music was wonderful and the ladies beautiful as they danced gaily with the lords. The hall was decked with bunting, and the chandeliers seemed to blaze brighter than the sun. Kevlarin made an ominous figure dressed as he was all in black. It accentuated his strength, though she was sure he didn’t realise it. It wasn’t his intention to attract notice; quite the opposite she was sure, but his very darkness amid so much light couldn’t help but do so.
“My lord Kevlarin,” she said with a deep curtsy.
“You have the advantage of me lady,” Kevlarin said with a bow.
“Yes I have, haven’t I?” she said with a laugh. Kevlarin grumbled something under his breath. It sounded like he wanted to hide in the stables. “Oh don’t do that! We won’t be able to hear the music.”
“I’m not dancing...” Kevlarin broke off looking sharply at her.
Jessica grinned and closed her trap. “May I have the pleasure of this dance?”
“You can’t ask me, I’m supposed to ask you!” he said in outrage, but his lips were edging toward a smile.
“Thank you my lord, I accept.”
Kevlarin looked around for an escape, and saw his mother approaching with a young woman in tow. He inclined his head in assent. “You honour me, lady.”
Jessica took his offered arm and allowed him to lead her onto the dance floor.
“You haven’t told me your name,” Kevlarin said as he whirled her around the dance floor.
She felt a little breathless and wished she’d chosen a dress a little less tight. “Jessica—my name I mean,” she said breathing hard but enjoying the giddy feeling that was coming over her.
“You’re a vision come to life.”
“Don’t do that. Every man I’ve ever met says something like that and I’m sick of it! All my friends say I should let Athlone court me—he’s always saying stupid things like that.”
“I meant every word.”
She looked up at him in confusion. She was feeling more than a little giddy now. “Can we walk outside for a while? I’m feeling a little giddy.”
“Of course,” Kevlarin said in sudden concern. “Here, take my arm and I’ll see you safely outside.” 
Jessica walked unsteadily on his arm, but she quickly regained control of herself, the night air refreshing her as they walked slowly around the courtyard. It was a beautiful night. The sky was clear and the stars shone down. She could still hear the music even this far away, and wished Kevlarin would dance with her under the starlight.
“I’m sorry to be such a bother. I’m feeling much better now.”
“It was my honour to escort you,” Kevlarin said guiding her steps through the darkness. “You still haven’t told me where you live.” 
“We’ve met before, my lord, though it was some time ago. My father is Padrig.”
Kevlarin frowned. “Lord Padrig? I don’t recall ever meeting Padrig’s daughter.”
“I was only eight at the time,” she said.
Realisation dawned and he gaped. “You can’t be! What ever happened to that mutt?”
Jessica laughed. “Lord Growley is not a mutt I’ll have you know. He’s a noble beast!”
Kevlarin’s laugh boomed across the courtyard. “My apologies to the honourable Lord Growley then, but he did bite me first.”
“Only because he was protecting his lady.”
Kevlarin stopped laughing abruptly and raised Jessica’s hand for a kiss. “I can understand his need to protect you.”
The kiss made her feel all tingly, and she wanted him to do it again on her lips, but he very properly escorted her back to the dance. He danced beautifully. The night progressed with him glaring at anyone even attempting to come between them.
Jessica was well pleased.
“And what happened then?” Julia said eagerly, breaking the mood that had come over her new friend.
“What?” Jessica said blinking in confusion. “I’m sorry. I was lost in the past there for a moment,” she sounded sad to be back. “Well, the next day we went riding together; the next hawking, and the day after that my father informed Kevlarin that we were leaving for home. Kevlarin said he would escort us, and he did all the way to the castle, but afterwards, instead of leaving he camped outside the gate. When my father came outside the next day, Kevlarin asked him for my hand in marriage.”
“And your father said yes of course?”
“He said no!” Jessica said with a laugh. “I was outraged I can tell you. Father, I said, I love Kevlarin and if you don’t go out there and tell him that you’ve changed your mind, I’ll go. He wouldn’t have that of course. He was the master of his own castle. He asked Kevlarin to come up and stay a while. The next day we were married by the priest in one of our villages.”
Julia grinned. “A master of his castle but not of his daughter!”
They both laughed. Jessica brought her a glass of wine, and Julia sipped it occasionally while telling her about Earth.
“No, we don’t use magic at all,” she said. “Everyone knows it’s just trickery. We use technology to do the things you described. Anyone can fly where I come from. We use jet planes—big metal birds that hundreds of people can sit inside of to travel anywhere in the world.”
Jessica shook her head gently in wonder. “That is truly amazing. To think that something so marvellous can be done, but is it possible your world does have magic? You see, we believe that magic comes from the God. It is His power to bestow. Surely He made your world as he did ours.”
“I can see that your people and mine are the same. I believe God did make both our worlds. As for magic, we have stories of mages, but that’s all they are. Why is this so important to you?”
“I’ll tell you why,” a deep voice said from behind her.
Julia turned to find the man she had flattened upon her arrival, just then entering the room. Mathius was hiding behind him.
“Though I cannot imagine how anyone could sleep through the noise, you should know that we are under attack. Athione will likely fall in the next day or so—” 
Mathius gasped in protest, but the man ignored him and continued.
“—and most here will die. If you had been who you were supposed to be, we might have prevented it!”
Before she could think of a reply, Jessica bounced to her feet in outrage. “How dare you! Lord you may be, but you don’t rule here! You burst in unannounced and think to insult my guest—I’ll not have it! If you don’t apologise I will have you barred from the women’s quarter!”
Julia nodded to herself. So this was Jessica’s son, Lord Keverin. Trust her to use the only lord for miles around for her landing mat. She watched the confrontation with interest. Keverin was easily a foot and more taller than Jessica, and heavily muscled, but the way his mother stood toe to toe with him made her appear the larger. He was struggling to hold his temper, clenching and unclenching his bandaged hands. They were bleeding through the bandages. The injury must be recent.
Keverin bowed stiffly. “My lady mother, I... apologise to you and your guest.”
Julia nearly laughed to hear him strangling on the apology. He noticed. “I’m Julia Morton. I’d like to say that I’m pleased to meet you, Lord Keverin, but I’m not.”
Keverin growled something, but Julia was distracted from his words when Mathius was suddenly haloed with white light. Just like in the hall yesterday.
“What did you just do?” she asked him.
The glow winked out and Mathius looked at her in bewilderment. “I? Nothing, Lady.”
“What are you talking about wom...” Keverin was cut off by a glare from Jessica. “Excuse me, Lady Julia, but what are you talking about?”
“He just did something.”
“I didn’t see anything,” Keverin said turning to look.
She glanced at Jessica for confirmation, but she shook her head. “But I saw—THERE!” she cried. “He’s doing it again!”
Keverin and Jessica both turned to the distracted Mathius.
He looked up, and jumped in surprise. “What? I mean, can I help in some way, my lord?”
“Julia says you just did something. I’d appreciate you putting her mind at rest.”
Julia’s eyes narrowed. So, he thought she was empty headed did he? She would give him empty headed!
“I swear I did not use magic on you or anyone. Is that satisfactory my lord?”
Keverin nodded.
Julia knew that she’d seen something. There was no way she was letting his lordship shrug it off. “But I saw you glow. I did, I swear I did!”
Mathius gasped. “You couldn’t have! No woman has ever had the gift!”
Everyone started talking at once until Keverin restored order by the simple expedient of shouting louder than anyone else. “Shut up! Let me get this straight. Julia says that she saw you glow. You said that you didn’t use magic. So what was the glow?”
Mathius shifted uneasily. “My lord, that is not... entirely accurate. I said that I hadn’t used magic on her or anyone. No more did I, but I did use my magic to bespeak Renard in the courtyard. The first time, Renard informed me of a meeting later tonight. The second time was to tell me I wouldn’t be needed to maintain the wards today.”
Keverin nodded. “What about the glow she supposedly saw?”
Supposedly! She glared at his choice of words. What was it with the man that irritated her so much? She’d only just met him and already she wanted to kill him!
“When one of the gifted uses his magic,” Mathius began in a lecturing tone, “nearby mages will feel it, and in extreme cases, hear it as well. More to the point, he’ll see the mage glow. The more power he draws, the brighter the glow will be. Darius drew a colossal amount yesterday, my lord. So much that even you, a non-mage, saw the glow. The noise was...” Mathius shook his head and didn’t continue.
“Does this mean I can work magic?” Julia said.
“I’m the weakest of mages, Lady. You should speak to Renard or Wregan or... but not me!”
“Why not you?”
Mathius regarded her warily. “Lord Keverin saw first-hand what can happen when things go awry. Women have no place in that.”
She turned to Keverin. “What does he mean?” 
Keverin shook his head and spoke instead to Jessica. “I didn’t come up here to talk about magic. Renard thinks he can hold the wards, but to be safe, I want you to evacuate. I’ll send a strong detachment with you to the capital. You can return in just a few tendays.”
Julia frowned. She needed to stay close to the mages so they could send her home, and these people were the only ones in the whole world who knew her. She dare not leave here. She wouldn’t.
“I said no, and I meant it!” Jessica said angrily. She stalked away from her son toward the fireplace and abruptly spun back to him. “No one is making me leave my home. If you think you can, you can think again! I’ve lived here with your father over forty years—good years. I’ll never live anywhere else. When my time comes, I’ll take my place beside your father, and still will I be here.” She stabbed a finger toward the floor in emphasis.
You tell him Jessica!
“The same goes for me,” Julia said before Keverin could turn his attention to her. “I know that you could force me to leave, but I’ll not go voluntarily. You kidnapped me—the very least you can do is allow me to stay here where I know a few people.”
A glimmer of respect entered Keverin’s eyes. “Very well. I hope you don’t regret your decision. I can promise you food and shelter, not safety.”
“I understand,” she said with a shiver at his bluntness. “I need to talk with Mathius’ friends about getting home. Will you escort me?”
Keverin could hardly refuse a guest’s simple request. He offered his arm and agreed to show her the way.
She took the arm. “Thank you.”
* * *
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10 ~ Castle Black
Set in a lush valley on an island called Black, a pristine white castle stands strong and unrivalled. Built with magic of the hardest stone, and clad in limestone spelled to remain white through the centuries, the castle dominates the valley in which it stands sentinel. More, Castle Black controls the entire island and most of the mainland as well. The island’s prosperous villages are filled with happy people, and its farms benefit from weather that is never harsh. The crops never fail. The island is as close to a paradise as the sorcerers can make using ancient spells of fertility and weather working. Castle Black is the home and seat of Lord Mortain, Voice of the God, First Lord Sorcerer, and undisputed ruler of the Protectorate.
Mortain studied his mirror intently, memorising everything he heard for later recall. He had a prodigious memory; all sorcerers did. It was a prerequisite for competence in the craft, and he was a very competent mage—a powerful and ruthless one. The image in the mirror was of a middle-aged man wearing the black robes of his calling as he spoke with another sorcerer. The fact he could scry Godwinson at all meant he was unlikely to hear anything of real import. A ward to prevent scrying was easy to erect, which meant his heir would say nothing of consequence. He still hoped for a slip that might lead him to something he could use.
Suddenly the mirror clouded.
He cursed as his prediction came to pass and Godwinson raised a ward. He let his spell dissolve and the mirror’s surface returned to normal. “He’s up to something,” he muttered to himself. “I can feel it.”
His body servant, Marcail, came forward and proffered a silver tray with a glass of ice water on it. He took the glass and drank away his thirst. He dehydrated whenever he scried for extended periods of time. Marcail always kept cool water on hand for those times. He nodded his thanks and replaced the glass on the tray. Marcail moved back to his place without uttering a sound.
Mortain frowned. Godwinson was his heir by virtue of his strength in magic, and would obviously be planning to take over someday. He had, Godwinson was, and Godwinson’s own heir would in his time. That was the way of things—the path to power in the Protectorate and Castle Black both. It was a little known fact outside of the castle that every Godwinson for the past hundred years at least had assassinated his predecessor. It was almost a tradition now, but it was one he was determined not to fall afoul of himself. He would break the cycle or die trying. He chuckled at the thought, but then he frowned as a thought occurred to him.
“Hmmm, Godwinson’s boy. What’s his name?” he said to Marcail, but he didn’t answer of course. One boy sorcerer was the same as another to him. Every one of them was a tool made to fit his hand.
Wotan, that was it.
“Should I use Wotan for this, or another?” Mortain wondered aloud, but then he shook his head. “Too risky. Beltran will have to do it.”
He grasped his magic and spoke mind to mind. *My study, now*
*Yes, my lord.*
While he waited for the man to make his way up from the lower levels of the castle, he used the time to scry Fifth Legion where it lay siege to Athione. The huge mirror on his study wall cleared to reveal General Navarien with his hands clasped together behind his back watching the bombardment of Athione’s ward. Navarien seemed too good to be true sometimes, and strictly speaking he was. The man could be too pushy when trying to get what he wanted, and he had no care for the political niceties of his position. His requests were all too often demands. He didn’t like sorcerers.
Mortain snorted in amusement. “I don’t even like sorcerers. Who does?”
Marcail remained silent his eyes glittering.
Navarien’s peers had urged his execution for treason on any number of occasions, but he was unwilling to lose such a resource to mere backbiting. The general had stepped heavily on more than a few toes in his rapid rise to command. It would take more than a few disgruntled underlings to make him order Navarien’s execution. Much more.
Clunk! The knock on the door heralded Beltran’s arrival. 
He quickly dropped his spell and allowed the mirror to clear before nodding to Marcail. A moment later Beltran stood before him.
“You summoned me, my lord sorcerer?” Beltran enquired quietly.
Beltran was one of his guardians—one of a handpicked group of sorcerers that he used to keep the others under control, and for special jobs like this one. He wasn’t close to his strength in magic, or Godwinson’s either—such a threat close to him would have required elimination. No, Beltran was no threat to his position, and was very useful. The man was a pure killer, which was the first, the last, and the only thing that came to mind when his name came up. Beltran was his favourite assassin.
“I have a task for you,” Mortain said as he took his place behind his desk. “Godwinson is recruiting a cadre of mages for his bodyguard. There’s nothing wrong with that—I did the same in his position, but I want you to join them. You will obey him as you would me, but with one exception.”
“Exception my lord?”
“Follow his orders but do nothing that will risk my position or my life without first reporting for instructions. Is that clear?”
“Yes, my lord sorcerer. I should obey him in all things except your death or removal.”
“Very good.”
“Will there be anything else, my lord?”
“You’ll find him in Athinia. Journey there immediately and join his guard. Await orders.”
“I understand,” Beltran said and bowed deeply before leaving.
Marcail poured a deep burgundy coloured wine and placed it on his desk within easy reach of his hand. He drank and nodded his thanks. He was always polite to Marcail. It was compensation for having the man’s tongue removed fifteen years earlier. He’d thought at the time to use magic to silence him, but had decided against it. With so many sorcerers coming and going there’d been a remote chance of someone reversing the spell, but no one could make a tongue re-grow.
* * *
 



 
 
11 ~ Traitor
Three men take their ease in a sumptuously appointed room in the fortress called Malcor. Ambassador Abarsis, wearing the black robes proclaiming him a sorcerer, sits at a remove from the others. There is a striking resemblance between the other two men, not owing to their clothing. The older man is Lord Athlone, and the younger, his only son Jihan.
Both are handsome men. Not tall as Japurans invariably are, nor are they wiry like a Camorin, but both have a swordsman’s physique and unconsciously bear themselves with the inherited arrogance of their forbears. Jihan wears his hair long, but plaited like a Camorin warrior. An affectation he learned from one of his tutors who came from the north. Athlone wears his hair cut short for comfort while wearing a helm. Both men are blond. Jihan’s eyes are chips of diamond, ice blue and cold—Athlone’s the same. Both father and son wear rich silk shirts and tight leather trousers.
Jihan watched his father carefully as he always did. He had learned long ago not to attract the man’s attention. He feared and hated him more than any other thing, and with good reason. Athlone could be unbelievably vicious if crossed, as his mother had found to her cost. She had made just one error in her plan to escape, but one was all it took. She had assumed her maid was trustworthy. She hadn’t been. Athlone was waiting and had beaten her within an inch of her life.
Jihan tried to hide from the memory of his lovely mother’s body, lying at the base of the south tower, her face battered and bruised. She had found her escape in death. It had been a terrible shock to him back then—learning that his father was evil, but he never let himself forget it. His mother’s beauty was lost forever, but thank the God Athlone had never taken another consort. He didn’t know what he would have done if his father had ever abused another women, but one or both of them would probably have died finding out. Luckily, his father spent all of his energy scheming against the other lords these days, and had no time for women. He used much of it thinking up ways to spite Keverin of Athione especially. Although Keverin didn’t deserve his father’s hatred, Jihan was just as happy that this was so. Anything that distracted his father from him had his vote.
He didn’t blame his mother for leaving him. He wished that she’d killed Athlone instead of herself, but he understood. He flicked a glance at his father and away. If only... what? If only he had the courage to do it himself! No, he couldn’t blame her for not doing something he didn’t have the nerve to attempt.
Athlone sipped his wine. “And what does Lord Mortain want from me this time?”
“Nothing too onerous,” Abarsis said, and smiled. “He wants your forces to remain neutral during the coming conflict. He was most pleased with your decision not to aid Keverin when he asked.”
“I didn’t refuse my aid for Mortain’s sake,” Athlone said coldly. “My father and his were enemies, which makes him my enemy. I do not aid enemies of Malcor.”
Jihan shifted in his seat. No, he didn’t aid his enemies, but he did aid enemies of the kingdom. Mortain and the Protectorate were definitely that. The feud between Athione and Malcor had started many years ago when his grandfather had tried to seize lands belonging to Keverin’s uncle, who of course was unable to defend them against the might of Malcor. Keverin’s father went to the aid of his father-in-law, Lord Padrig, with his son and two thousand Athione guardsmen. The result left his grandfather and his heir dead, and Athlone inheriting Malcor. Athlone’s first act as lord of Malcor was to pay a huge sum in gold as compensation for the raids upon Padrig’s lands. His second was to swear eternal enmity on Keverin’s family. Since then, he’d continued the feud in petty ways, but refusing aid in time of war wasn’t one of them.
“I understand, my lord,” Abarsis said and offered a condescending smile. “We know you have... how should I put this? We know you have been encouraging the Chancellor in some of his less wise policies. Lord Mortain, may he live forever, wishes to congratulate you on your foresight, and offers rulership of Deva as a province of the Protectorate.”
Treason and utter utter madness! Jihan forced his face not to reveal his shock. He needed to speak up against this evil, but he knew it would do no good. He feared to do the only thing he could think of that would, but he wasn’t ready to challenge his father for lordship of Malcor. Coward! When will you be ready? He hunched his shoulders raging at himself, but he couldn’t make himself speak up.
Athlone smiled. “It’s a little premature for dividing the spoils don’t you think? You’ve yet to take the fortress.”
“A mere formality. Keverin’s amateurs cannot possibly stand against an entire legion of our best men. Especially not with fifty sorcerers in attendance. Even if they could, fifty is only tithe of what we could devote to the task.”
“Very true. Well then, let’s discuss the details.” 
Jihan listened as Athlone sold the kingdom and Malcor’s honour to the black-hearted sorcerers, and silently cursed his own cowardice.
* * *
 



 
 
12 ~ The Archer
The next morning, Jihan mounted Jezy and galloped out of the fortress as if a demon pursued him. So fast were they, he didn’t hear the gates boom shut behind them. He was free—for a morning at least. He wished it could be longer but it was Tenday again. He didn’t dare defy his father and not return for the judgement’s proceedings.
“Coward,” he growled to himself. Jezy’s ears swivelled to listen. “Not you my heart.”
They slowed to a canter and then to a walk. He slapped Jezy on her neck once then twice more as the steam of her breath rose around him in the cold morning air. Dew was heavy this morning and the air had a crispness that delighted him. Mist filled the hollows and spilled onto the plain making tiny eddies around Jezy’s legs as she walked. He was snug and warm within his padded coat and armour; his cloak added to his feeling of wellbeing. He wore no helm, much preferring to go bare headed whether riding or fighting. Obscuring one’s vision seemed a foolhardy way to go through life.
He scowled. His vision was perfect where his father was concerned. It was a dark day when uncle Arik, then lord Malcor, had challenged Keverin’s father. If not for that foolishness, Athlone would never have become lord of Malcor and perhaps things would have been different. Different, but would they have been better? Sometimes he thought so. The lordship didn’t appeal to him, not if it meant turning into the image of his father. If Arik had survived to sire children, a brother’s only son would have been free to roam. He would give anything to go back and make things right. Who knows, perhaps Athlone wouldn’t have become the way he is. His mother might be alive today and happy. His father hadn’t always been evil. Bitterness and power had corrupted him, ruling Malcor had turned him into this… this traitor!
The stars were fading toward dawn, and he quickened his pace a little to arrive in time.
His sporadic trips out of the fortress had become a daily routine since the sorcerer’s arrival. Every morning before dawn he was up and riding out the north gate. So predictable had he become in this one thing, that the guards would have the gates open in anticipation of his leaving. He didn’t want to be predictable, and he certainly didn’t like the guards lowering the fortress’ defence on his behalf, but he didn’t chastise them. He wanted out as fast as possible. Besides, he never spoke to his father’s cronies unless he absolutely had to. Jezy was short on conversation, but he preferred her silence to anything they might have to say to him.
“Don’t I my heart?”
Jezy snorted and nodded her head as if in agreement and he chuckled. If he’d been born with the gift for magic, he would have devised a way to make her talk. That would really be something special. The stories said that dragons could talk, but as far as he knew they existed only in The Histories now, lost with so much else in the past and the kingdom’s creation.
They reached his favourite spot and he dismounted. He removed his cloak and laid it over the saddle. It wouldn’t be long now. He stood at Jezy’s head in the clearing and watched the stars of the constellation called The Hunter fade away.
Then it happened.
Light lanced his eyes as the sun cleared the horizon in a blaze of glory. He shaded them to watch the splendour that the God made happen each day. The few clouds turned fiery red then slowly faded to gold as light burst through the trees like spears. The mist fled, burning away as the temperature rose. It was only spring, but the temperatures were closer to those he would normally associate with the height of summer.
The farms would be hit by drought this year. Warnings would go out to be extra careful with untended fires—thatch needed little help in burning. Most of the houses in Malcor Town had tiled roofs, but the poorer villages and towns used traditional thatch roofs. Farmers were intimately aware of the seasons and would already know this year was going to be uncommonly hot. They would take precautions as their fathers had before them and their fathers before them, all the way back to a time when such precautions had been unnecessary. The weather had been held in the hands of mighty mages back then, something no longer seen anywhere except over the Black Isle itself.
He scowled at the reminder of how powerful the sorcerers still were. The year was 1181 AF. More than eleven hundred years after the Founding of the Black Isle, sorcerers did little more than kill with their magic. In Deva, great mages had built The Four with their power, but now those men were no more—except for a handful huddling in Athione waiting to die.
He turned his grim thoughts away from things he couldn’t change and set about his day. He unsaddled Jezy and turned her loose to graze. She wouldn’t wander far from him. With bow in hand and quiver hanging from his shoulder, he walked to a huge oak tree with white circles drawn on it. The outer ring was still clear, but the inner circle was badly worn away from his earlier practise. He repaired the target with a piece of chalk he’d left in the nook of the tree. Satisfied, he carefully paced fifty yards from the trees and pushed an arrow into the soil to mark the place. He did the same for one and two hundred yards.
He paused then and breathed deeply, smiling to hear the birds singing to greet a new day. The mist was all but gone and the morn truly begun. He knocked an arrow to his string and aimed at the centre of his target. From fifty yards out it looked roughly the size of his hand outstretched. He sighted carefully and held his breath. The day was utterly still. Not a breath of wind to ruin his shot. The birdsong faded from his awareness as he concentrated. He held his bow at full extension waiting for the right moment—the moment his instructors had taught him would always come.
“How will I know?” he had asked when first learning the bow.
“It’s different for everyone, m’lord. You’ll just know,” Arvid said.
Jihan waited and felt the certainty come. He loosed.
Thock!
The arrow drove home dead centre of the target, but he took no satisfaction from it, he was already reaching for another arrow. He sighted and waited as before. A tiny breath of wind tugged at his hair playfully flicking it into one eye. He ignored it and loosed.
Thock!
The arrow drove home beside its brother so close that the heads were touching. Twice more he repeated the feat before reclaiming them. He carefully examined each shaft and discarded one of the four as damaged. Dropping the arrowhead next to his saddle, he walked to his second position. At one hundred yards, the centre of the target was hard to see. The light was not favourable to this shot, but that was one of the reasons he preferred this time of day. He couldn’t be certain of favourable conditions in battle. Making do with what he had to work with was a good way to learn and improve.
He sighted upon the centre of the outer ring first, and then adjusted minutely for the range. The centre was no bigger than his clenched fist now, but released the arrow with confidence. He was always confident. If he hadn’t been, he wouldn’t have released the shaft.
Thock!
The arrow drove home into a previous split in the bark, and he frowned in annoyance. The shaft was vibrating with the shock. He raised his bow and waited for it to cease. The moment it did, he released another arrow to strike the target. 
Unbelievably he missed.
He gaped at the tree, ready to accuse it of moving! He couldn’t believe he’d missed. What by the God had happened there? He never missed! Rather than repeat his error he went to investigate. He pulled both arrows from the tree and examined them side by side. He cursed when he found that one arrowhead had been badly affixed to its shaft. Shoddy work was intolerable to him; his meticulous training, perhaps over-training some might say, had turned him into a perfectionist. Not in everything, but certainly where his own martial disciplines were concerned. Should he make his own arrows from now on? 
He frowned thoughtfully, but he decided to examine each shaft before filling his quiver in future. There were thousands in the armoury. It would be quicker to choose the best from among them than to make his own. With that in mind, he went through the remaining arrows in his quiver. He snapped three, annoyed at finding them flawed. He dropped the arrowheads next to the first one and went back to his practise.
Thock!
He smiled in satisfaction, the tree hadn’t moved this time! He chuckled at his whimsy. He fired and fired maintaining an even rhythm between shots. The fourth arrow drove home and obscured the target. He retrieved his arrows and made his way to his final position. At two hundred yards, the centre of the target looked smaller than a gold. He knew that it did, but he couldn’t see it no matter how hard he strained. The white outer circle was his only guide this time. One shot only would obscure the target. He held his breath, but the moment to fire was fleeting. More than once he felt it approach then recede. He waited but it didn’t come. He relaxed his quivering arm and panted.
Jezy continued cropping grass; she hadn’t seen his failure.
He wiped a bead of sweat from his brow and breathed deeply. The sun was well up now, flooding the clearing with its light. The fortress would be fully awake, making ready for the judgement and the other things required for governing Malcor’s lands. He scowled at the thought of Athlone’s justice.
“The man wouldn’t know justice if it rose up and bit him!”
He raised his bow. The target beckoned almost demanding that he release the shaft. He delayed waiting for the right moment. In his mind’s eye he saw Athlone appear before him. The moment arrived at the same instant and he released his shaft.
Thock!
He smiled grimly. At least his father was good for something. The arrow had struck dead centre of the target. He estimated the height of the sun and sighed regretfully. It was time to go back. He went to pack up and saddle Jezy. 
He rode back to Malcor thinking about the judgement, and wondering how he could avoid it. He could pretend illness, but no, that wouldn’t work. He was never sick. He could just be unavailable. That had worked in the past; Malcor was large—easily big enough to hide from the guardsmen. He scowled at the thought of hiding from anyone. He would not be a coward. No, he had to stand with Athlone in judgement of their people and hope for the best. With that settled, he urged Jezy to a fast canter.
Once inside the fortress, he saw Jezy stabled and rubbed down before going to his room to change. He did not often wear his padded coat and armour inside. Not since Yannis and Cowan, his instructors in the sword, had left had he felt the need to go fully armoured through the halls. He quickly washed up and changed into lighter clothes, and then took a moment to settle his weapons back into the sash around his waist. His sword and dagger went everywhere with him.
He left his room and prowled the halls waiting for the appointed time. Any other day he would have stayed away from the fortress until well after midday, but not on Tenday. This day of all days he could not afford to anger Athlone. If he did, a punishment to rival all the others his father had ever set would be forthcoming. 
Jihan scowled and prowled the corridors in silence.
He ignored everyone he met, and pretended not to hear the mutters and fearful curses at his back. The whispers followed him everywhere he went in Malcor, but he gave nothing away of his own thoughts. He had long since learned to apply his father’s coldest mask to his features. It had the benefit of halting flapping lips—at least to his face, but it distressed him to resemble his father in anything, even in so small a thing as his expression.
“He makes me shiver to look at him—”
“…not cross him, no way—”
“Just like his father—”
The last one hurt, and he nearly snarled something back. He managed to abort the instinctive urge to whirl on the girl. He kept to his normal pace as if he hadn’t heard her. He was nothing like his father! By the God, couldn’t they see? Obviously they couldn’t, or they would never say such things about him. Did the differences seem so minor? Were they essentially the same? No! He wouldn’t accept that. His father was a sadist. If he’d ever had honour, he had it no longer.
I will not be him! I won’t allow myself to become him!
He stopped before a door without a handle. By what trick of fate had he been led here? The women’s quarter lay beyond with all its mysteries. He made to turn away but then he hesitated. How long was it since he’d been through that door? The last time was the day he saw his mother’s badly beaten face. Almost eleven years ago that was.
He hammered a fist on the door before he could change his mind. It opened to reveal Opina. She was one of the serving girls. Her face froze in shock when she saw who had come calling. She instinctively backed away to allow him entrance, perhaps not even realising in her shock that she could have refused him. He stepped through into another world, a quieter more peaceful world. It all came back to him. The dim lighting, the smell of perfumed ladies, and the scent of flowers, it all harked back to the better days of his childhood.
Without speaking, he wandered through the labyrinth of corridors, his only concession to courtesy an inclined head to the women he met. It was a strange reversal, he now thought. Outside of this place everyone—man or women—bowed and curtsied to him, but here he was an interloper and bowed instead of they.
He found the room he wanted without difficulty. He knocked automatically and entered. Dust cloths covered everything and he breathed a sigh of relief. He had hoped for this. He closed and locked the door then prowled his mother’s suite of rooms. Under the covers, everything was as it had been. He pulled a cover off the wardrobe and opened it.
His eyes burned at the sight of his mother’s dresses awaiting her return. Nothing had been disturbed. He carefully lifted one from the rail and buried his face within the folds of lace. He breathed in and thought he detected her scent, but when he did it again there was nothing but a slight aroma of dust and old lace. He replaced the dress and closed the door. He looked around but there was nothing for him here. He threw the cover back over the wardrobe and left the bedchamber.
The windows in the sitting room were dusty, but a swipe with his hand allowed him to see the view. He could see Malcor Town roughly a league distant with the Athinian Mountain range a vague purplish haze on the horizon. How many times had his mother looked out of this window and yearned to be on the other side of those mountains?
He turned away and the portrait above the fireplace caught his eye. It harked back to the day of his mother’s wedding. She had posed in a chair wearing her wedding gown. Athlone was standing behind and slightly to one side of her, with his right hand resting lightly upon her left shoulder. They were both smiling and obviously happy. 
What had gone wrong? All he could think was that his father’s love had been a sham. He’d been well known for attracting the ladies in his youth. Thank the God that was no longer true. He didn’t know what he’d do if Athlone did to another woman what he’d done to his mother.
He unlocked the door and left the room to find curious women waiting for him. Whispers surrounded him again, but this time there was some quiet laughter mixed in. He inclined his head to them but didn’t speak. He locked the door and pushed the key into his sash for safekeeping. His mother’s room would remain undisturbed.
He left the women’s quarter, and navigated the tower steps to emerge on the ground floor. He could hear the murmur of conversation coming from the great hall as he approached. The proceedings had already begun. Two of his father’s cronies opened the doors for him as he arrived. He didn’t acknowledge the courtesy and marched straight into the hall. He stopped just inside, and the doors clicked shut behind him.
Conversations ceased and heads turned in his direction as people noticed his arrival. Elbows nudged neighbours causing more heads to turn. Athlone glared down at him from his position on the dais. He was in a bad humour, but then, when wasn’t he? Vadin, Malcor’s seneschal, was standing upon the second step of the dais holding a sheaf of parchment detailing the names of the petitioners and their requests. Jihan ignored him and climbed the dais to join his father. He would have preferred to be somewhere else.
Anywhere else!
“You’re late, boy,” Athlone grated.
He didn’t answer.
“Where were you?”
“Practising the bow,” he said, keeping his words to a minimum.
If he hadn’t answered, his father would have set some kind of punishment later—mucking out the stables was an old favourite for insolence. He wasn’t bothered by his father’s pettiness really, but he preferred to avoid wasting time.
“You don’t need it,” Athlone grunted.
They both knew he was a master of the weapon, but practise was the only way to keep his skill. Besides, he enjoyed it and was skilled in many weapons. His teachers had all been masters in their chosen fields. After teaching him the basics of each, they had demanded that he choose just one discipline and follow it to the exclusion of the others, but he enjoyed them all and couldn’t give any up. He wasn’t being contrary, no matter what they thought when he said sword, dagger, bow, lance, fists, feet… and on until he finished their list.
They hadn’t been amused, and they’d used his lessons to torture him, but he wouldn’t be forced no matter how much abuse they heaped upon him. They were very creative, but they hadn’t broken him. Instead, they fostered in him a deep hatred and determination to turn the skills they taught back upon them.
Yannis and Cowan were the only ones among his instructors who understood his love of weapons, but even they failed to realise where his determination came from. Although he did enjoy practise for its own sake, he simply wanted to become good enough to kill them. He suspected they’d learned his motivations just before they left, and it was why they ran. Nowadays, if asked his preference he said sword, bow, and dagger in that order, but secretly he always chose the weapon best suited for the task. That, in his opinion, was just common sense.
Vadin called for quiet and proceedings continued. The usual things came before Athlone. Things such as so and so the farmer was said to have allowed his cattle to stray into another’s fields causing this or that amount of silvers in damage. Athlone ordered the cattle butchered and the resulting money given to the aggrieved party. It was a harsh judgement. Without cattle, the man would lose the farm, but it was his standard penalty for such cases. The owner should have ensured proper fencing, but Jihan thought that half the money should go to the owner. He would have ordered it so if he were lord.
Petty cases came and went, but near the end a man was brought forward in chains.
“This man, one Celek by name and a farm labourer by trade, is accused of the murder of a girl named Nerina late of Bluefield village,” Vadin announced.
Bluefield was roughly two days easy riding to the south. It was named Bluefield because its main industry was linen. The flax plant had blue flowers, and fields of the stuff were needed to produce sufficient fibre to make the linen. The fields looked as if a blue tapestry had been laid upon the ground.
“Who speaks for this man?” Athlone said in a bored voice.
A peasant wearing clothes that had seen hard use stepped forward and made his bow. “I do, m’lord. Kelda is my name, please you. Celek has worked for me for many a year with no trouble out of him. He lives on the farm with my family and don’t ever leave.”
“Never?” Athlone said. “I find that hard to believe man.”
Jihan nodded; so did he.
“Does he not go into the village to buy ale?”
“Never, m’lord. He’s a good boy. Besides, we make our own.”
Athlone turned to Vadin. “What do we know of the girl? Was she a tease, a wanton?”
Vadin glanced at his notes. “Nerina was quiet by all accounts my lord. She was young—barely fifteen. She helped her father serving tables at the inn. She was found dead, naked in a ditch—raped and tortured, my lord.”
Jihan gasped, and even Athlone paled. Murmurs sprang up around the hall. How could anyone be so vile?
“Quiet I say!” Vadin shouted. “Listen to the lord’s judgement!” 
“Hang him!”
“Foul murderer—”
“Disgusting animal!”
He couldn’t help but agree. Women were protected in Deva. They weren’t living in Tanjung with their disgusting brothels or in Japura with their slaves. How could he do it? Why did he do it?
“Quiet I say! Shall I call the guard?”
“No—”
“…see him hang—”
“…send him to the God—”
The sound died away to whispers then to nothing as the guardsmen stepped forward in readiness.
Athlone switched his glare from the audience to Celek who had tears running down his face. “Step forward.”
Celek shuffled forward clanking all the while.
“Did you murder Nerina?”
“No m’lord. I would never be doing such a thing, I swear!” Celek said, and tried to make the sign of the God over his heart.
Jihan noted the attempt, but the chains limited the movement. What resulted was more like a semicircle rather than the full one of the God, but the attempt had been made.
“Why are you in chains?” he asked, and fear flashed upon Celek’s face.
“I found her m’lord. I was walking the fence and I found her.”
“That’s no reason for your village council to chain you.”
“No m’lord. I was drunk when I found her, yer see? They thought I did it, but I never! I carried her to the village, but the folk saw me and hit me on the head. When I woke I was like this.”
There were more murmurs, but they were confused ones this time. If Celek had killed her, why take her home? Surely only an innocent man would do so.
“I think he’s telling the truth,” he whispered to his father. “No one would be stupid enough to do that to a girl and then take her home.”
“He was drunk, boy,” Athlone said dismissing him and turning his attention to Celek. “How did you know to take her to Bluefield inn? If you’ve never been there, you shouldn’t have known where she lived.”
“Kelda doesn’t know, m’lord, but I sneak out to the village sometimes to see my sweetheart.”
He groaned. The fool should have told Kelda before he testified! Now it looked bad. “A sweetheart you say? Not Nerina?” 
Please make him say no!
“No, m’lord. Her name’s Adaira. I’m going to marry her… I was.” He hung his head. “Nerina is her friend. That’s how I knew her.”
He’s innocent. He felt it, but he was also a fool. His father was leaning toward guilty and he could well be right, but for this feeling that said no.
Athlone decided. “Guilty. Death by hanging and body to be burned the next day.”
“No!” Celek screamed in horror. “I’m innocent, m’lord! I swear by the God I’m innocent. Don’t hang me… not the noose.” He sobbed.
“Take him—” Athlone began.
“No!” Jihan burst out.
“What now boy?”
“I—”
Celek was begging and pleading with anyone who would listen, and he didn’t think he was guilty. There was no proof that he wasn’t, and more that he was, but the feeling was so strong. It could have been the God whispering to him. He stepped down from the dais and approached the sobbing man.
“Look at me.”
Celek looked up. “Please don’t let them hang me—”
“I can’t save you. We have no proof. If only you had told Kelda about your trips to the village it wouldn’t look so bad but—”
“I’m innocent m’lord!”
“I know you are,” he said sadly. He felt the truth of that, but there was nothing he could do. “I can stop the hanging, but not your execution. My father’s word is law. Do you want the grace?”
Celek braced up and stopped his tears. He nodded jerkily. “I… yes. Anything but the rope.”
Jihan drew his sword.
“I forbid you, Jihan!” Athlone roared. “No mercy for this man!” 
He didn’t hesitate. He struck Celek’s head from his body in one smooth motion, his form economical and perfect as if at practice. Blood fountained high into the air and the women screamed. He stepped nimbly back to avoid the blood as the body fell away to lie twitching upon the floor.
“May the God watch over and comfort you at journey’s end,” he prayed, and shut his eyes to avoid the sight of his first murder.
Oh God, please forgive me. I had no choice. Please… please… please forgive me!
* * *
 



 
 
13 ~ The Gift
Julia marched into the entry hall looking for Brian. He was on guard there sometimes, but not today. She paused just inside the citadel’s doors to scan the courtyard outside, and found him on the battlement. He was on watch. Keverin and Renard were in the courtyard talking with a mage in yellow robes. Haliden she thought his name was. He was one of Mathius’ friends. She had posed her question about returning home to Renard, but he’d been unable to help her. He didn’t know how and wasn’t strong enough anyway. Although the strongest mage in residence, he wasn’t near as strong as Darius had been. Frightening as the prospect of leaving Athione was, it might be the only way she had of finding a way home.
Booom!
She flinched at the explosion and stepped back, but then reversed the move. She wouldn’t let anyone see her fear.
She stepped out of the citadel, wanting to feel the sun on her face. She spent so much time inside, that she was in danger of turning into a hermit! She breathed deeply and smiled at the warmth. The sky was an exquisite blue with not a single cloud to mar it. It felt so good to get out. She noticed a tang in the air like hot metal. From the attack on the wards? No, it was the smithy. The metronomic clang… clang… clang of a hammer gave it away.
“You should not be here,” Keverin said, marching toward her. “Get back inside!”
Her smile wilted, replaced by a frown. “I’m looking for a friend.”
“You won’t find her out here,” he said sharply, and motioned her to step back into the citadel. “She would have more sense.”
“I didn’t say my friend was a woman. I came to find Brian if you must know.”
Keverin’s lips thinned. “He has his duty to perform.”
“I can see that he’s busy. I’ll come back later.”
“You’ll not! You’ll stay inside where it’s safe.”
“I thought you Devans valued honesty. You told your mother that nowhere in the fortress is safe. Did you lie then?” 
It was a petty accusation, one she wished unsaid the instant the words left her lips, but it was too late. Keverin’s eyes blazed. She stepped back a pace from the fury she saw in his face.
“If you were a man...” he hissed angrily, but then he took a calming breath. His expression smoothed, and he nodded to himself as a thought occurred. “You’ll learn. You’ll learn what I am if you live long enough. I rule here, not you. You will obey me like your father, now get inside and stay!”
“You’re not my father, Lord Keverin,” she hissed. “I’m not your dog to stay when you say the word! I’ll go back inside because I want to, not because you order it.”
“Go then.”
“I will.”
“Now.” 
“I’m going!”
She glared at the hint of a smirk she saw on his face. She spun on her heel and stalked back inside. Impossible man! Why did he go out of his way to rile her so?
She made her way up to the second floor of the citadel and stopped to look out of a window. Brian was standing at attention before his lord, listening to him. A moment later, he saluted and trotted off toward the gate tower. She hoped she hadn’t dropped him in hot water. Keverin’s orders probably didn’t have anything to do with her. 
Probably.
She sighed glumly and leaned against the casement. She watched as a fireball arced into the air on its way to strike the wards. Why did the sorcerers even bother? It seemed obvious to her that Renard’s wards were too strong for fireballs. What they needed was a nuke!
She wondered if they knew anything about the spell that Darius used to summon her to Athione. They might be the only ones who could send her home. It didn’t really matter she supposed. Keverin would never let her go down and ask them. Not that she would. They were apparently evil incarnate, but then, wasn’t the other side in a war always evil?
She’d learned almost nothing about the reasons for the war despite asking many questions. Everyone she asked gave her a funny look and said the Hasian’s wanted to rule the entire continent, as if it should be obvious why that was desirable. The sorcerers had made a good start. They already governed two of the six nations of Waipara, but those two—Hasa and Bandar—composed fully half of the available landmass. Her problem, one of many she now had, was Mortain’s ambition. His attention was firmly fixed upon making Deva the next kingdom on his list of conquests. She was about to be in the middle of a continent spanning war. 
She needed to get home, or out of Deva at least, before the war trapped her here. Maybe there were mages in Tanjung. She would ask Mathius, he would know being a mage himself.
As she made her way through the corridors of the citadel, a feeling of being watched came over her. She stopped and looked back. There was a guardsman on duty at the last intersection she had used, but he wasn’t looking her way and there was no one else in sight. She shivered and hugged herself. It wasn’t the first time that she’d felt watched. People were curious because she didn’t look like a Devan. Her pale skin marked her as different, let alone her green eyes and short hair. Her pallor was due to spending all her time in the gym, and only men wore their hair short here, and not many of them.
She turned away and chose a corridor at random to explore. Whenever she could, she used a different route through the citadel in order to learn her way around. The citadel was hard to navigate. Most of the corridors looked the same, but this one was different. Halfway along, she found a pair of beautifully carved doors. On the left-hand panel there were people shown kneeling with one arm upraised towards the sky. A beggar knelt next to a king, a lord and lady knelt next to a farmer. Children played in the field oblivious to the adults. On the right-hand door, God had been depicted as a wise old man wearing a threadbare robe carrying a crooked staff. He was smiling benignly at the people kneeling before him. She opened the door and stepped inside to investigate, she didn’t realise the shadow near the altar wasn’t a statue until it spoke.
“What are you doing here?”
It was Father Gideon, a man she’d met only briefly once before. His cassock glowed pristine white in the darkness, but despite this perfection, she couldn’t help comparing him unfavourably to the carving on the door. At their first meeting he’d tried to convince her that he was a simple servant of his God, but his demeanour betrayed him. He was too proud, and not just of his appearance. A beggar’s robes, like the carving on the chapel’s door would better suit a humble priest. He was in his late fifties or early sixties, clean-shaven, and his smile was kindly, but it didn’t reach his eyes. It was very obvious to anyone with eyes that he didn’t like her.
She stiffened her spine, drawing herself up to her full height such as it was, and her expression turned cold and haughty as the familiar walls slid into place to protect her from people’s dislike. She cursed herself for letting her guard down. She’d thought the people here would be different, and they had been mostly friendly toward her. Not Keverin, but most had welcomed her.
“This holy place is not for the likes of you,” Gideon said coldly. 
“Worship here is by invitation only is it?” she said sarcastically. She was always at her worst when she felt herself under attack. “Why am I not welcome?”
“You’re an abomination!” Gideon cried fervently. “You’re a mage. The God willed his power channelled through men, not women! You’re against nature, and Him!”
She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing the hurt his words caused her. What right did this priest have to tell her she was an abomination before God? She was what He had made her.
She turned and walked silently away.
That night found Julia slipping stealthily through the fortress. Father Gideon’s attack on her was responsible for setting her on her current path, and she grudgingly thanked him now. His words had hurt, but they did remind her of the mage gift she supposedly had—whatever it was. She’d done nothing since arriving at Athione but complain about the mages not sending her home. Well, no more of that! She would take control of her life if it killed her.
After her retreat from the chapel, she’d visited with Jessica and found herself telling her friend about home and her ambitions, but it had felt like recalling a dream. Deva was beginning to feel more real to her than England. She was starting to lose herself in this reality. She couldn’t let that go on or Julia Morton, gymnast and would-be Olympian, would cease to exist. Jessica said that she understood, but how could she? A noble lady was expected to support her husband and help rule his lands. It was a life so far removed from hers as to be incomprehensible. Jessica did help in one way by suppling a hand drawn map of the citadel. With her friend’s blessing, she dressed herself in a man’s stolen clothes and set off to save herself.
Booom... Booom... Booom... 
The noise of the attack was muffled this deep within the citadel. She had become so used to it now that the dull thuds hardly registered on her senses as she puzzled out where she was on the map. It clearly showed the main highlights of the fortress. The great hall, courtyards, gardens, stables, kitchens, smithy—all were clearly marked, but the most important item now was the route leading from the woman’s quarter to the library quarter. She traced the line with her finger, double checking the map one last time, and turned right. If she had followed the directions correctly, the library should be behind a large set of double doors.
It was.
A feeling of quiet calm descended as she entered. It was the familiar hush that all libraries seemed to have no matter where they happened to be. The atmosphere of the room was... expectant might best describe it. Like all libraries, it seemed to whisper of knowledge and secrets to be learned.
“Use me, and know the world,” it seemed to say.
The rows of shelves ahead of her held the knowledge she needed to get home, at least she hoped they did. No one else seemed able to help. So she would do it herself as she always had. She didn’t need anyone.
There were ten long rows of shelves each with five levels. Each shelf had a ladder mounted to it than ran on little wooden wheels fitted into grooves in the floor. Choosing an aisle at random, she browsed the books running her fingers lightly over their leather clad spines. The air smelled pleasantly of leather and paper, and vaguely of dust. She stopped and pulled a thick volume from the middle shelf. Turning the tome toward the meagre light of the lamps, she read the title... 
Houses of Tanjung.
She replaced the book and pulled out another. 
Kings of Deva.
She scowled and replaced the book in its slot. The way the shelves were organised, it would take an age to find what she needed. She scanned the row for magical sounding titles, but she failed to find even one. Changing aisles, she did the same, but again she failed. Stopping for a moment, she peered around the library hoping to find an index. She didn’t find one, but she did find something else. Along the back wall almost hidden from view, was an archway leading into another hall. Not expecting to find the index in there but curious nonetheless, she stepped through.
The hall was smaller than the first, the only entry the archway through which she’d just come. There were tables with comfortable looking chairs tucked neatly under them, and toward the back of the hall she could see three more rows of shelves. From clear across the room, she could tell they were special. They glowed in the darkness of the shadowy room as if lighted from within. The luminescence reminded her very strongly of Mathius, and the way he lit up briefly in Jessica’s rooms.
She quickly crossed the room and began reading the titles. She realised her error almost immediately. With names like: Higher Principles of Power Transmission, and Animation for Sorcerers, it wasn’t hard to guess that the huge tomes were for advanced study. She doubted that she could even lift some of them, let alone understand what was within their ancient pages!
Hoping for a logical layout, she skipped the centre row of shelves to search the one on the far left, and found what she needed. Again, the shelves were not of a standard type. Each book had been stored in its own custom made slot. She guessed that without an index, it was easier to find things this way. She wondered if they even knew what an index was. Probably not, or she would have found it. She made a mental note to give Mathius the idea of writing one. He would love it.
She quickly scanned the spines and collected a number of interesting titles. She hoped the authors had used descriptive names and hadn’t chosen them on a whim. She didn’t have time to read all of them. The first thing she needed to do was verify that Mathius was correct about her mage gift. If she did have it, whatever it really was, she would look for the spell that Darius used. Once she found it, she would reverse what he’d done and go home. If she didn’t have the gift, she would have to leave Athione and look for help in Tanjung. She’d been told that it was the only place outside the Protectorate that had mages.
Carrying her treasure to one of the tables, she sat and began reading a book entitled: Centring: Groundwork for Apprentice Level Mages. 
The term centring was first used to describe the process whereby a mage made himself receptive to the magic in the year 158 After Founding... 
 
Already impatient, she skipped the chapter about the historical significance of founding the Black Isle. Chapter three seemed to be more serious so she began reading that.
Centring is a state of mind achieved by turning all thought inward. That is to say, concentrating upon an image to the exclusion of all else. There are three main schools of thought, and I shall briefly outline each separately... 
Julia skipped ahead impatiently.
Some practitioners prefer using the hot coals of a fire. By concentrating upon them to the exclusion of all else, extraneous thoughts are consumed by the flames. Others insist that imagining an empty room, and fixating upon that image until it appears real in their minds is the best way. 
My personal choice is to imagine a rose bud. When the rose is so real that I can touch it, I reach out and grasp the magic in its place.
 
Julia scowled. That wasn’t magic! It was simply a form of meditation! She shoved the book away in disgust. Jill had taught her the Three D Method: Determination, Discipline, and Dynamics. State of mind played a huge role in winning competitions, and Jill knew that. That’s why she had insisted upon teaching her a few ‘tricks’ of the mind—ways to induce calmness and even sleep when she was too wired to do it naturally.
She frowned. Did mages meditate to put themselves in the right state of mind? If they did, it would explain why the book insisted centring was necessary. Centring was another term that Jill had used when she first began teaching how to focus before an event. 
“Go down deep into yourself... way down to the very centre of your being. There is where you must live, Julia. At your centre, all things are possible...”
 
She remembered all of Jill’s lessons, but those times sitting quietly with her coach were special. Jill had taught her how to channel her emotions into her work, and how to prevent them interfering at a critical time. Using the image of a trophy, she’d learned to psyche herself up to a point where the audience and judges became an irrelevance. Jill’s lessons were more important now than ever. They might be the key she needed to get home. The next section in the book was entitled: Grounding.
After centring is achieved, grounding is the next step along the path of power. Essentially, it is the return to the external world without losing the centre. This is easy to describe but hard to do. Once achieved the magic in your grasp may be turned to the purpose you have selected.
 
She frowned unhappily. Where were the magic spells that magicians used? Obviously after centring she had to come back without losing the calm just gained. She did it all the time while competing, always making her routine the whole of her world for the minutes it took to complete. It was exhausting but worth it when the judges responded favourably.
The next section in the book was an exercise for an apprentice to try. It was an attempt to light a candle with magic. She looked around but there weren’t any candles in the library. Fire hazard she supposed. She crossed the room and reached up to one of the wall lamps. She opened the little door in the side. There was a wick fitted into a reservoir of oil. Lifting the lamp off its bracket she brought it back to the table, and extinguished the flame.
She made herself comfortable and concentrated on the familiar image of an Olympic gold medal. Instantly she fell into her private place where her fantasy of winning gold would come true. Never had it been so easy! The medal spun in her mind’s eye. It sparkled and glittered sending flashes of light deep into the innermost recesses of he mind. She marvelled at its beauty and yearned for it. She wanted it with all of her being. She reached out, and gasped as magic hammered down.
Time stopped.
The power roared into her—thrusting its way into her mind and soul. She revelled in the warmth of it. Like the sun it burned, but did no harm, it roared, but was utterly silent. She was complete, utterly content. No room for doubting, no room for failure, no room for... her.
* * *
 



 
 
14 ~ Intruder
Mathius jolted awake, gasping in fright. He sat up, and swung his legs out of bed, reaching for a glass of water on the nightstand. By the God, he was shaking! He’d been dreaming about a certain kitchen maid who had caught his eye the other day, and they were having a fine time, when the dream shattered. It had felt as if the fortress was about to fall upon his head.
He grasped his magic, but his grip slipped as the disturbance slammed through his head forcing him to let go. It had been no dream! Someone was drawing deeply upon their magic—very deeply. He braced himself, and grasped his magic again. He needed to tell whoever this was, that there were people trying to sleep here! The moment he had a firm grasp upon his magic, he knew something was wrong. It felt as if a floodgate on a damn had been flung wide—a gate that in the real world was a mage.
No one is this powerful!
He climbed out of bed and dressed quickly. If he was sensing an enemy mage in the pass, the war was lost. It couldn’t be what he feared. He’d never been able to sense anything at such a distance, let alone another mage. He prayed he was wrong, but what else could it be? He slipped out of his room intent on tracking the source of the disturbance at least as far as the walls. He tried not to let his fear blind him, but how could anyone face down such a power?
He made his way to the west courtyard looking for Haliden, the duty mage, and found him near the stables. He was using his magic to maintain the wards.
“Can you feel it?”
Hal nodded worriedly. “No one could miss something this loud. I can’t tell what the spell is. Can you?”
It wasn’t actually a noise, but he took Hal’s meaning. To a mage, a disturbance like this was like standing at the base of a waterfall. That sense of infinite power and irresistible pressure thundering down nearby was the closest thing he could compare it with. If he got in its way, it would squash him like a bug. Loud didn’t begin to describe how it felt. 
Haliden had earned the yellow robe of a journeyman; he was a more powerful mage by far, but shields and warding were his thing. Mathius on the other hand, was the youngest and weakest of Lord Keverin’s mages. His talents lay in other areas. Sensing and other investigative magics were more his speciality.
“I’ll try to track it,” he said.
Using his magic in a way he’d invented himself while travelling with his father in the east, he wove his best sensing spell. With his eyes still closed in concentration, he felt the spell settle over him like a second skin. Without willing it he found himself turning in place toward the disturbance. He opened his eyes.
To his surprise, he found himself looking back the way he’d come. “He’s in the library! He can’t be one of us, Hal. You had better tell Renard. I’ll go and have a look.”
Before Haliden could protest, he ran back into the citadel to check the library. It would be an utter disaster if the enemy destroyed the books. The lord had spent a fortune collecting them. They had cost enough to fund a small country, but they represented far more than mere gold. They were the future of Athione and her mages made manifest. 
Without hesitation, he stormed the doors of the library as if assaulting an enemy keep. Once inside, he stepped sideways into the shadows. He kept a tight hold on his magic as he searched the hall for anything amiss. Everything seemed fine. Making a quick dash across the open space, he stopped at the archway to peek into the other hall and found an intruder. Someone was sitting in the dark blazing with power. The strength of the glow reminded him strongly of Darius just before the end.
He crept silently up to the man’s back and stopped close enough to touch. “Don’t try to use it,” he hissed, drawing upon his magic so hard it hurt. “Turn toward me slowly. If you try anything else you’re dead.”
He couldn’t believe he was bluffing someone so powerful. Where did he get the stones to say that? The intruder didn’t respond or indicate he’d heard the order.
Mathius wiped his sweating palms on his robe. Slowly, carefully, he stepped around the man. “No...”
Oh... NO!
He quickly used his magic to bespeak Haliden. *It’s Lady Julia! She’s drawing magic, but she hasn’t grounded. I think she’s stuck.*
*Renard is on the way. Stay with her.*
He pulled up a chair and sat next to her.
Julia was in terrible danger. She didn’t know anything about magic or its pitfalls and this was the result. Why had she tried to use it without instruction? The others would be horrified when they learned. She was unaware of him as he spun a quick spell to test her strength, but the spell was rebuffed. He frowned and tried harder. The response this time was overwhelming. He gasped as his spell shattered, and he dropped the link to his magic. She had forced him to let it go!
He shook his head and blinked his watering eyes. The mage glow surrounding her was very bright, and it had begun pulsing at odd intervals. A response to him? Maybe, but it was more likely due to her own lack of knowledge and control. She couldn’t control the flow, and there was nothing he could do to help. She needed Renard. He turned his attention to the books she had chosen to read. He pulled them toward him already recognising the one she’d been reading.
Centring... Ground Work for Apprentice Level Mages.
He remembered the book well. It was the first one about magic he’d ever read. It was a good choice for a starting point. It had certainly done the trick for Julia.
“Hnnn…” Julia moaned, and he turned his attention back to her. She was shaking. 
He bit his lip, looking toward the entrance for Renard’s arrival, but there was still no sign of him. Julia’s eyes were open with only the whites showing, and her brow was damp with sweat. She’d been drawing upon her magic too long and must be exhausted. That was terribly dangerous. If she lost control of it, she could die or worse.
He wasn’t strong enough to break her link, but he might be able to bespeak her. Grasping his own magic, he tried to contact her through the turbulence she was causing.
*Think about the library,* he said, struggling against the instability, *Think about grounding yourself!*

It was no good. All he could hear was the roar of her magic as it raged within her. He was about to try again when Renard and Lord Keverin finally arrived. The relief was overwhelming. He released his magic and rose to greet them. 
Keverin was wearing his shirt outside his trousers as if he’d thrown his clothes on in a hurry, and Renard was puffing to keep up with his long strides. Mathius stood aside as Renard drew upon his magic and sent an intricate spell toward Julia. He watched closely, hoping to learn something, but the spell was rebuffed just as his had been. Every time it tried to connect, Julia’s magic shunted it away.
Renard frowned. “She’s too powerful for me. I cannot break her out of it.”
“Suggestions?” Keverin said.
He bit his lip. “I don’t like this, my lord, but I think a big enough distraction at the same time as Renard tries his spell might work.”
“We’ll try it,” Keverin said, snatching at any chance.
Keverin hesitated briefly, but then slapped Julia’s cheek gently. Renard shook his head; it hadn’t worked. Keverin grimaced in distaste and slapped her harder. Another head-shake and another harder slap, then again, and again, and again, and again. Suddenly the glow around Julia faltered, and Renard gasped as his spell finally worked. The mage glow vanished around both of them at the same instant.
Julia slumped over the table gasping and panting for breath.
Renard swayed in his chair as if drunk.
“Are you all right?” he said, concerned for his friend.
“Never have I experienced the magic so intensely. I could feel her power through our connection. It was as if all the joy in the world had been distilled into that one moment.”
“I felt your strength increase when your spell connected with her. I think her link was feeding yours.”
“That’s not possible. I mean, it never used to be possible—I don’t think it was,” Renard said in wonder.
He grimaced. That was exactly the problem. No one knew what was possible and what wasn’t anymore. Even a master mage like Renard didn’t know. How would he ever gain rank without someone to teach him?
“Did I light it?” Julia mumbled, trying to sit up.
Mathius shook his head. “I told you before that you have the gift. You didn’t light the lamp, but you do have it.”
Julia nodded weakly and fell asleep where she sat. Keverin looked at her in consternation, but then he shrugged and picked her up. He strode out of the library with her cradled in his arms like a child.
Mathius watched his lord leave and then helped Renard find his bed.
* * *
 



 
 
15 ~ When the Towers Fell
Julia concentrated and lit the lamp with her magic before entering the dusty hall for her meeting with mastercrafter Deneen. Mathius hadn’t been pleased when she cancelled practise this morning. He wanted to work on her fire spells again, but she was tired of repeating the same ones over and over. He wouldn’t let her try warding even though Renard desperately needed the help. The poor man was fit to drop. The constant attacks were tiring all the mages faster than predicted. Renard was pushing himself too hard.
I can make more than fire—I know I can!
Although two weeks wasn’t a long time, she was worried about Jill and her training. When she returned, she needed to be in top condition. Jessica had suggested asking Keverin for somewhere to train, but he didn’t like her. She had begged her friend to intercede, and Jessica had come through in spades. The banqueting hall with its polished wooden floor used for dancing, made for a perfect gym. It was the only one like it in the fortress. All the others had stone floors.
Jessica’s intervention had netted her master-crafter Deneen’s services as well. The old boy was a wonder. He’d boasted that he could make anything she could think up, and so it had proven. Her description of a springboard had delighted him. It was something different, something he’d never envisaged. When it had worked like her old one, she’d been delighted too.
The balance beam wasn’t such a big hit with Deneen. He had an apprentice make it while he worked on the vaulting horse. The beam was finished in saddle leather not suede like a proper beam, but she’d been satisfied with the amount of grip it provided when she tested it.
It was the asymmetric bars that were giving Deneen trouble. His first design hadn’t been strong enough. Without steel guide wires, the entire thing had shifted around something awful. The second attempt had been worse in some ways. It had been too strong with no flexibility in the bars. Using the apparatus like that would have ruined her for life. She would, hopefully, approve his new design this morning.
The hall was dark when she entered. She held up her lamp and found the hall deserted. The beginnings of the vaulting horse stood to one side with the beam pushed out of the way for now. Deneen must still be at his breakfast; his tools were nowhere in sight. He and his apprentice were very protective of their tools. They always took them away at the end of the workday.
She crossed the dusty floor to the half disassembled bars, grabbed the nearest upright, and shook it roughly. It barely moved. The ropes with their odd-looking tensioning device seemed to work. Deneen had sworn they would, but twisting ropes to provide tension instead of using wire had seemed iffy at best to her. Chalk another one up to the mastercrafter’s experience. 
The darkened hall was making her uncomfortable even with the lamp illuminating a circle around her. There was no need to wait in the dark she decided. Above her head there were two large chandeliers hanging from chains. They were even bigger than those in the great hall were, and would take a gang of men to lower for lighting. She certainly couldn’t get them down. She glanced at the door and bit her lip. No one would know. She grasped her magic, revelling in the feel of it thundering through her, and lit the candles with a flick of her fingers that Mathius said was unnecessary. Maybe it was, but she always felt better doing it.
The candles lit with a blast of heat and light. All of them, instantly. Hundreds and hundreds of them. The glare blinded her, and she shielded her eyes, blinking away the purple after-images of the little flames. She’d used too much magic. Why did she find it so hard to hold back? Surely using more power should be harder, not the other way around, but it wasn’t, not for her. She stared up at the chandeliers, and smiled ruefully. Well, no real harm done, and the crystals were so pretty, winking and sparkling with every flicker of the candle flames. She could easily imagine a young Jessica and her consort dancing beneath them in times gone by.
She opened the little door in her lamp and snuffed the flame. Putting it down next to the bars, she wandered over to the table that Deneen used for his drawings. He wouldn’t mind if she browsed his designs without him.
BOOOM!
People startled awake throughout the citadel. Those already awake jumped and spilled their drinks. They gaped at their companions over the breakfast tables, trying to stop plates and bowls falling from their places.
Julia fell, sprawling upon the floor as the fortress lurched beneath her feet. There were screams and crashing sounds from outside. Dust was pattering down around her, and she could hear thuds and crashes as things fell. The entire fortress was groaning as if in pain. She stared up at the ceiling warily, hoping it was going to stay put. The chandeliers were swinging on their chains, but they didn’t appear in danger of falling.
She scrambled to her feet, ran outside, and gaped at what she found in the courtyard. The west gate was gone—simply gone. Where it had stood, the truncated remains of the gate towers leaned drunkenly away from each other, as if a giant had walked through a space too small for him. Dust was still rising on the breeze, and stones continued to fall from what remained of the walls and towers. She held her breath as the gate towers swayed, but they settled into their new positions without falling. All over the courtyard, she saw motionless forms—people obviously dead. Worse were the shrieks of the wounded. She stared in confusion at something on the ground nearby and realised it wasn’t more debris from the walls; it was the broken remains of a person. Her gorge rose, and her vision narrowed. She stared at the body through a misty tunnel.
I can’t pass out, I can’t pass out... 
She crouched and turned the body over. It was a man… had been a man. With relief that quickly turned to guilt, she realised that she didn’t know him. He’d been a young guardsman, no older than she was. Would someone mourn for him, a sweetheart perhaps? Looking away and across the debris-filled courtyard, she found a green robed form face down next to one in yellow.
Oh no, please... This isn’t happening!
She ran to her friend and knelt by his side. She hesitated to touch him, but she had to know the worst. She grabbed a fistful of his robe, and struggled to turn him over.
“AEiii!” Mathius screamed as he flopped onto his back.
A piece of wood was sticking out of his side just above the waist. She had driven it further in as she turned him. She could have killed him! Her gorge rose, and she vomited over the rubble behind her.
“H… how is... how is Hal?” Mathius croaked, trying to see his friend.
Coughing and trying to hold down the rest of her breakfast, she checked the yellow-robed figure, but Haliden was staring into the next world—dead. She shook her head mutely, trying to find the words to tell Mathius, but they wouldn’t come. He closed his eyes, in grief she thought at first, but no, he’d fallen unconscious. She looked desperately around for some help. A lake of blood was forming beneath Mathius, and she didn’t know what to do! Her hands fluttered uselessly around the wooden stake in his belly.
She didn’t dare touch it.
Guardsmen finally boiled out of the citadel, and started checking for wounded. Captain Marcus shouted orders as he ran toward her. She watched him approach as if in a dream, but she couldn’t tell what he was saying. There was a roaring in her ears, and a cold sweat running down her spine. One moment he was across the courtyard, a slow blink of her eyes later, and he was on his knees beside her without seeming to cross the space between. He listened to Mathius’ chest trying to find a heartbeat, nodded once in satisfaction, and barked orders at the top of his lungs. Help quickly arrived to carry the injured mage into the citadel.
She climbed to her feet, bewildered in the midst of total disaster. Wherever she looked, bodies and pieces of bodies lay like dolls strewn across a room by an unruly child. The guardsmen were checking for wounded and carrying them inside; sometimes they started to help one of the fallen, only to put him down in favour of someone else. Someone still breathing.
She stared at the courtyard in shock, not knowing where to turn. She didn’t know who she was looking for, until she found him.
Keverin!
He was sitting propped against the remains of the stable wall in a pool of blood. His thigh was bleeding badly where a piece of wood had speared it. She knew some first aid, but nothing about real medicine. Was there an artery there? She didn’t know, but bleeding like this was serious. Pressing both hands against the wound to stifle the rhythmically spurting blood, she looked desperately around for Marcus.
“Leave me,” Keverin mumbled. “The Hasians... coming.”
Oh God, please help me now!
“You’ll be all right. I’ll get help,” she gasped, panic rising.
“Listen to me... no time... coming,” Keverin slurred, and slipped unconscious.
Snatching his dagger from its sheath, she quickly cut loose his sash. She pulled it free and tied it tightly around his leg above the wound. The bleeding slowed to a trickle as she ruthlessly twisted the dagger’s handle in the knot. She spotted a man near the remains of the gate, and shouted to him. He ran toward her, but unaccountably, he raised his sword to attack. She suddenly realised her mistake. He was wearing different armour than Kev’s people. Without knowing what she could do to stop him, she pulled on her magic, and threw something at him.
Craaaack!
Lightning flew from her outstretched hand, and struck the man full in the chest. He was hurled away with a hole burned through his armour, over his heart. His grimace of pain branded itself upon her memory, and she stared at her hand in horror.
God forgive me!
“Rally! Rally to the gate!” Marcus bellowed.
Pandemonium erupted as Kev’s guardsmen rallied to Marcus and counter-attacked. Battle cries and screams of the dying mixed into a roar, as the Devans desperately tried to force their enemy back out of the fortress. Julia looked from Keverin to the battle and back, before running to help.
Climbing over shattered stones, she found the tower door she needed, but fallen masonry had blocked it. She tried to use a broken timber as a lever, but the rubble proved too heavy. She gritted her teeth, heaving with all her might. The blocks shifted, but the wood snapped and she fell back barking her shins painfully against the sharp stones.
Damn it!
Grasping her magic, she fumbled around with it, trying to move enough stone to open the door, but she didn’t know how! She forced it under the stones, hoping they would move, but nothing happened. She tried again.
Please! Moooove!
They did a little, she was sure. Concentrating as hard as she could, she made a pushing gesture at the same time as she visualised the stones getting out of her way. Suddenly the resistance vanished, and the stones shot away from the door, ploughing through the soldiers battling nearby. Men screamed, hurled in all directions with crushed and broken bones. She tried to shut out their howls of agony.
With tears welling in her eyes, she scrambled over the rubble to reach the door. Putting her shoulder to it, she heaved it open with a groan of protesting wood. She staggered into the dim interior of the broken tower. Sunlight speared the darkness through great cracks in the walls giving her enough light to see. A guardsman lay groaning, pinned under stones and timbers.
“Help... help... help...” the man was saying weakly.
She tried to move the stones off him, but her magic failed her. Gritting her teeth, she tried to lift a beam that lay crushing his leg, but she wasn’t strong enough.
“...help... hel...” the man gasped and died staring at her.
“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, tears spilling over her cheeks. She dashed them away, and looked for a way up.
The tower was broken; the top half utterly smashed. The roof was missing and the walls ended in jagged saw-like teeth. The balcony hung precariously from its brackets. Half of them no longer had a wall to bolt to. She bit her lip and began climbing. The stairs lurched downward, and she screamed in fright, hugging the wall as if her life depended on it.
More timbers and stones fell.
After a moment, she continued her climb until she ran out of stairs. A wide section had fallen; it lay smashed to splinters far below, but the right-hand joist still faithfully clung to its brackets. It connected the last stair to the next balcony, and offered her a way to proceed—if she was willing to chance it.
She edged onto the beam, but stepped back to kick off her shoes. She took a steadying breath, and stepped onto the beam. She tried to pretend this was just another performance, but the sight of the dead guardsman staring at her made it impossible. The wood was split and covered in splinters. She had to fight her reluctance to put her feet down every step. Finally, she reached the balcony, and moments later emerged into the open.
She could see that Marcus was still fighting to hold the enemy out of the citadel. His men had managed to push them back toward the shattered gate, but they hadn’t forced them out of it. Marcus would have to retreat very soon. A second group of soldiers was marching up the road to join the fight against him.
She needed to block the hole in the wall somehow. She needed a ward like the one Renard had made. She’d watched him and the others working magic dozens of times, but Mathius had never let her attempt it. Instead, he’d taught her about fire and the theory behind wards. He insisted they were beyond her or any novice. Theories weren’t enough now, she needed a ward desperately.
She calmed herself as best she could, and tried to remember Renard’s ward matrix. She invoked her mage-sight as Mathius had taught her, and tried to summon up the pattern she remembered. In her head, she saw Renard working upon his creation. He turned toward her and smiled. 
Tears welled up as she realised he was probably dead. She dashed them angrily away, and focused upon the thrumming power flowing through her. Renard’s pattern was bright in her memory as she spun out threads of magic in the form of a ward matrix, but it felt wrong. A neon blue light flashed to life. It spread across the gap in the wall like a curtain, but it quickly faded to nothing. She tried again, but nothing happened. There wasn’t even a light this time, and she didn’t know why. She’d used the same pattern both times, and it was right dammit! It didn’t make sense! She was about to try again, but something caught her attention in the courtyard below.
She was too late.
The soldiers she’d seen on the road earlier had arrived to join the battle. Marcus was badly outnumbered, but if he allowed his men to step back, the Hasian General would push even more men into the space he vacated. She cursed and raged at her inability to help, and glared at the endless stream of soldiers marching toward her. The fighting was desperate in the courtyard with close to two thousand legionnaires already inside. There must have been three times that many on the road marching to join them.
“Oh please, what should I do?” she muttered, on the edge of panic. “Someone help me!”
She knew what she had to do. It was the only thing that she could do, but it was evil! Shutting out the voice of her conscience, she threw lightning down into the packed mass of legionnaires.
Craaaack!
The smell of ozone was strong on the breeze, as people and chunks of stone flew through the air. She swallowed sickly, staring at what she’d done. She must have killed hundreds. She wasn’t just a killer; she was a mass murderer! 
Marcus took advantage of the blast and pushed the enemy back again, but he didn’t have the numbers to force them completely out of the courtyard. He was fighting hard, and screaming orders at the top of his voice, but although his men tried valiantly to comply, they were vastly out-numbered.
Praying for forgiveness, she drew upon her magic and struck again.
Craaaack!
Sobbing as if her heart were broken, she rained death upon the enemy soldiers, over and over again. Some tried to run, but they couldn’t escape her wrath.
Hearing a noise behind her, she spun to hurl another lightning-bolt, but at the last moment, she recognised Brian leading some of the others with bows. Her hand was glowing and tingling with the need to let the blast go, she turned and let it fly over the pass. Lightning stabbed down and grounded with roar.
Brian gestured to right and left. The bowman quickly found good firing positions, using the broken walls for cover, and started shooting down into the courtyard.
Julia pulled her attention away from them and back to what she had to do. She needed a way to stop any more soldiers reaching the fortress, because she couldn’t fight the ones already here anymore. That was obvious. They were too close to Marcus’ men; she would kill her own side. She chose a new target.
Craaaack! Craaaack!
Streaks of lightning arced across the early morning sky, and slammed repeatedly into the road in front of the advancing men. A crater three yards across was blasted into it, but it was still usable. She concentrated on hitting the road closer to the slope. With luck, she would cause a landslide to bury it and slow the enemy. She drew hard upon her magic, wincing at the thundering roar in her head. She’d never drawn this much before.
CraAAAAacK!
A solid bar of light connected the ground with the sky, leaving her blinking the after-image away. It blasted a massive crater into the ground, erasing the old one, and extending it up the cliff wall as well. The enemy bunched up to cross it, but they were still crossing, albeit slowly. The rock was too strong to break away easily. She could hit it again, but she doubted the result would be any different.
Concentrating on her ward, she tried to close the gap in their shattered wall again. To her amazement, it seemed to work, but as soon as she released it, the ward shimmered and collapsed. She raged at herself. The matrix she used was the same each time, but the results she achieved were different every time! It didn’t make sense. What was she doing wrong? She should have practised more, she should have insisted upon helping Renard; she should have forced Mathius to teach her warding!
Thock! Thock! Thock!
Arrows cascaded onto the tower. She ducked behind the wall, and one of her men dove atop her in an attempt to shield her with his armoured body.
Thunk!
“Arghhh!” 
The guard slumped with an arrow through his neck, and fell away from her. He had died to protect her, and she didn’t even know his name. None of the arrows hit her or Brian, but another of the guardsmen was struck in the arm. He scooted down the steps, and out of the fight. Brian tried to return fire with his bow, but more arrows showered them.
“Stay down you fool, they have us pinned!” she hissed angrily, when he tried to rise again, and more arrows rained onto the tower. They knew she was up here. They knew where the lightning was coming from.
Brian ducked and snarled his reply. “I can see that my lady! They’re up to something. If they keep our heads down, I can’t stop ’em.”
She shut her eyes and covered her ears to stop the screams. Without looking, she sent lightning down in front of the gate.
Craaaack!
Peeking over the edge, she tried to see what was happening below. More arrows rained down, and she had to duck back. Shaking her head in disbelief, she turned to ask Brian if he had any ideas.
Thunk!
“Oh!” she cried, and blinked stupidly at the arrowhead protruding from her chest. Numbness spread down her right arm, as she fell behind the broken wall for protection.
Brian stared at her in horror. He quickly crossed the distance between them to give aid. He cut away her beautiful dress with his belt knife to expose the wound. It had hit her in the shoulder from behind, and pushed right through. The arrowhead was clearly visible standing out of her body, just below the point where her breast and right shoulder joined. Strangely, and to her immense relief, it didn’t seem to hurt now.
“If I pull this out, lady, it will bleed something awful. I think we should leave it there.”
She nodded weakly. Later... later would be better. “I think... think I’m going to pass out...”
“No you don’t! Keep talking to me.”
“What about?” she said faintly.
“Anything.”
She slumped sideways—and shrieked! The arrow sticking out of her back had ground against the wall. Brian quickly supported her until she could sit up. Oh God it hurt. She panted in time with the throbbing agony.
“Help me to see the road,” she gasped at the stabbing agony in her chest.
“But...,” Brian began, but then he nodded reluctantly.
He helped her stand, and supported her weight while she scanned the road for any weaknesses she’d missed. She had attacked it twice earlier, and achieved nothing, but now she had the time to really study it, she could see it ran over a shelf of rock nearer to the fortress. Below the shelf, she could see the burned remains of a town. Quickly, before her doubts could interfere with her magic, she hit that section with everything she had left in her.
CraAAAAacK! CraAAAAacK!
CraAAAAacK! CraAAAAacK!
As she slumped into Brian’s arms, the screams rose up around her, hammering her into the dark without mercy. She would never stop hearing them. The tower was groaning and shaking. It was falling, or was it her?
She was falling, falling forever—
Darkness.
* * *
 



 
 
16 ~ Purcell
Purcell of Elvissa, Lord Protector of the East, studied the cloudless sky and frowned. He thought he’d heard thunder just then. He was close enough to make out the fortress in the distance, but not the banner. Athione was like a huge stopper in a bottle, built to keep the Protectorate on its own side of the mountains. It was strong and its men well led. He was sure it hadn’t fallen. At least, that’s what he told himself.
His men were tired, but he decided to push on. Keverin’s letter requesting his aid, had made the situation sound dire and urgent. Besides, Athione maintained a notoriously good wine cellar; he was looking forward to sampling it. Days of marching had done wonders for his appetite. Why, he must have lost ten pounds or more! 
Roughly a candlemark later, he marched his men through East Town, welcomed by Keverin’s folk, cheering and waving in excitement. Did they sound a little hysterical, a little desperate? Maybe they did, but who could blame them for that? Anyone living so close to the border would fear exactly the situation they now faced. Any help at all would be welcome. Elvissa’s banner was worth cheering about in his opinion. The men certainly appreciated it. He could feel them stiffening their spines, trying to make a good show of it despite their weariness.
They arrived before the east gates of the fortress, with every expectation of a warm welcome, but were met with silence. The gates were shut tight and locked of course. He would have done the same in Keverin’s position, but he was puzzled when he found no activity to indicate the defenders were going to open them.
“Ho the gate! Open,” he bellowed.
“Who are ye?”
Purcell blinked, struck dumb. What kind of idiot did Keverin use for a gatekeeper? “Open the God be blessed gate man! Can’t you see the banner?” He quickly checked to make sure, but his mountain on blue field was fluttering overhead where it should be.
“I can see fine. Any fool can fly a pretty banner.”
“You damned imbecile! I’m Purcell of Elvissa! Get your cursed captain!” When the guard didn’t reply, he assumed the idiot had gone to fetch someone in charge. “Stand easy lads,” he said, turning to his weary men.
With a groan they collapsed into tired heaps. Some took a drink from water bags, while others just lay there and went to sleep.
He looked on unhappily. If they needed to fight any time soon, he was in trouble. The men needed at least a day and night to recover, two or three would be better. He had set a brutal pace in his determination to get here, but now he wondered if he’d made a mistake. Just as he was about to lay down for a nap himself, lightning crackled. He flinched. It had struck nearby.
Craaaack! Craaaack!
Booom!
The ground seemed to leap up and slap his feet. By the God that had sounded close! His men scrambled to their feet pointing toward the west. He backed away from the gate trying to see what they were looking at. He saw clouds of dust rising into the air near the pass, if not actually in it. The sorcerers were attacking! He cursed the gatekeeper. The fate of the kingdom was being decided while he cooled his heels outside a locked gate.
CraAAAAacK! CraAAAAacK!
CraAAAAacK! CraAAAAacK!
KABOOOM!
The roar this time sounded like an avalanche. The sound rumbled on, and debris flew high into the air. Dust and small stones rained down on them. The men yelled, and ran to hug the walls. They pressed themselves flat in an effort to shield themselves.
“It’s a slide!” one man shouted. Another thought it might be a natural landslide.
Not with lightning like that, it’s not!
The rumbling finally ceased, and the walls stopped shaking. He cautiously left their safety. The ground had turned white, as if covered in fresh snow. It wasn’t snow. It was dust and gravel. He could still hear thunder in the distance, or thought he could. The noise had been so intense, that the silence sounded loud.
Eeeeeek!
His sword leapt into his hand like magic, but it was only the gate. It was open a few paces, and a contrite looking guardsman stood in the gap peering at him. His heart slowed, and he lowered his blade.
“Sorry m’lord, the God cursed—pardon m’lord. Them Hasians breached us early this morning. I didn’t dare let you in without orders, m’lord.”
Purcell bit back what he wanted to say about incompetent gatekeepers. “How bad? Are they inside?”
“Aye m’lord, there’s fighting in the west courtyard—” 
Purcell cut him off. “Move, move, MOVE!” he bellowed at his men. He slapped them on the back as they neared, trying to hurry them through the gates. “Lock her up tight man, and show us the way!”
The gatekeeper knew an order when he heard one. He quickly complied and ran into the citadel.
They charged along the corridors and through the halls, following the gatekeeper as he chose the quickest way to the fighting. Finally, they burst back out into sunlight, and a scene of utter madness. Dead men lay on all sides of the courtyard. Blood and other nastier things were splashed over the cobbles. The gate was gone, and both towers were down, along with a goodly portion of the wall. A captain, clearly desperate and outnumbered, was leading the defence. There was no sign of Keverin.
Purcell saw red and charged. “Elvissa!” he roared.
His men followed him, yelling their battle cries. “Elvissa, Elvissa!”
“Athione!” the defenders answered, desperately.
He slammed into the enemy, laughing like a madman, and cutting down anyone in his path. He led his men in a ferocious counterattack, ignoring wounds and casualties, in order to take full advantage of the dismay their sudden appearance had caused. He didn’t want to give them a chance to recover from their surprise.
Forcing his way toward the gate, he shoved the enemy out of the courtyard entirely, but he didn’t slow their advance. The legionnaires fought back hard, desperately trying to hold position, but step by step they were forced back. There were so many fallen men, he could hardly move without stumbling over the corpses. Many were legionnaires, but thousands of Devans were dead as well. Blood was running in rivers down the road; he had to be careful not to slip in the stuff. The enemy reformed into a square as their numbers dwindled, but slowly they were whittled down until only a handful remained. Undeterred, the last enemy sergeant ordered a charge. His men complied.
Roaring his hate, Purcell hacked another man down, and suddenly the battle was over. He blinked in bemusement still shaking with battle lust. Berserk with rage was how his father had died—his brother also. His family were famous for its berserkers. The groans of the dying faded to silence as his men took pity, and gave them the grace. Gasping and sweating, he bent to catch his breath, only then realising that he was standing on the brink of a sheer cliff. The road had been severed roughly twenty yards from the fortress.
What happened here?
The crevasse was at least two hundred yards wide, with the road continuing into the pass on the far side. Legionnaires stood there, watching him. Purcell forced himself to his full height, trying to make a good impression. Raising his sword high, he gave them a salute. To his surprise, a man shouldered his way through the enemy ranks and returned the salute. He held the gesture for a count of ten, before ordering his men to form up and march back to camp.
* * *
 



 
 
17 ~ First Mage
Navarien lowered his sword and led his remaining men back to camp. Lucius had been right. They had needed to weaken the Devan mages more before attacking. He should have listened! He’d been so pleased when Lucius changed his tactics, that he hadn’t questioned the plan. He had welcomed the chance to act! It was too late now, but he wished he could take back his suggestions.
This mess was his fault. If he hadn’t pressed Lucius to attack... he sighed. Although the sorcerers had collapsed after hitting the ward, just as Belgard said would happen, he’d been pleased with the results of the strike. The gate was destroyed as intended, but more than that, the wall was breached allowing his men to attack on a wider front. An excellent bonus, and one he quickly took advantage of, by pushing third battalion up the road in order to secure the breach. Second and fourth battalions marched to reinforce as soon as the road cleared. He’d taken direct command of first battalion and followed them up.
Then disaster had struck. Somehow the enemy had saved one of their mages to use in a counterattack. He’d seen sorcerers in action many times, but this was beyond anything he’d ever witnessed. Lightning flew through the sky, and where it grounded, men died. His men had fought well, and he’d still hoped to take the fortress despite the setback, but he’d needed to get his men under cover in the citadel. The lightning would’ve been unable to seek them in its halls, but he never gained the chance to test his theory.
Lightning crashed down again, but this time it grounded in the middle of second and fourth battalions. Fifteen hundred men dead—a calamity on a scale never before witnessed in the legion. Worse, the mountain itself was shattered leaving a crevasse hundreds of yards across.
He remembered staring at it in stunned disbelief, then looking impotently on as the Devan’s destroyed his third battalion to the last man. Never had the Protectorate met such a defeat. Half his legion gone—it had taken two candlemarks at most.
Navarien led his men wearily back into camp, and dismissed them. The injured would be tended by the sorcerers when they recovered, but there were very few. Lightning rarely left survivors, and those injured in other ways were trapped on the far side of the crevasse. The Devans were even now putting them to death. They had no sorcerers to heal such hideous wounds. Giving them the grace was all they could reasonably do. He attributed no blame to them; it was mercy.
He sighed again. It was time to make his final report to Lucius. He had no doubt that his life was forfeit. The only question was whether his execution would come now or later. If later, perhaps he could contrive a way to die in battle, and cheat the executioner of his fee.
He strode through the camp, ignoring the stunned looks of his men. They were his no longer. His captains tried to get his attention, but he raised a hand and shook his head. He didn’t stop to speak with them. He entered Lucius’ tent without invitation or trying to tidy himself, and found the mage standing silently to one side. Belgard was seated upon a low stool staring at a mirror in his lap. Rather than wait, he came to attention and gave his report to Lucius. The sorcerer listened in silence, and didn’t reprimand him. He didn’t say anything. Instead, he shook his head slightly in warning.
“A very concise report, General,” Belgard said, finally looking up. He smiled pleasantly, as if passing the time of day, and not the near destruction of the legion. “I’ve been watching your nemesis in the glass. It seems we were mistaken about the usefulness of the girl they summoned.”
Navarien turned back to Lucius. “Am I relieved of command?”
Belgard answered again. “You still command the legion, General. Lucius was the one relieved. I’m lead mage now.”
* * *
 



 
 
18 ~ Butcher's Bill
Purcell stumbled back to the fortress intent on finding Keverin. Everywhere he looked, wounded men were being rushed through the gates, or rather, through where the gates used to be. It must have been a terrifying sight-seeing those ancient walls and towers coming down—like the end of the world. Thousands lay dead, many more legionnaires than Devans thank the God, but even so, there must have been close to twenty five hundred dead guardsmen. It was hard to be sure when they lay in such tangled heaps.
He noticed one strange thing. Many of the legionnaires had died without a mark on them. No sword had killed those men. Magic, it had to be. Although they were his enemies, death by magic was a bad way to die. It felt somehow dishonourable. He snorted at the thought. There were no good ways to die. If he had to choose one, he would say dying in bed with his family surrounding him was the way to go.
Two of his captains joined him. “Assemble the men and settle them in barracks. Make sure they eat something before bed. Detail some of the stronger men to care for our dead. I might need some of the men to help stand watches and such later, but not yet. Report to me in a candlemark with the butcher’s bill.” 
Both men nodded, and excused themselves.
He found Marcus directing his men. They were digging frantically in what must be a gate tower by its location. It was just a pile of rubble now, as was most of the curtain wall. If it hadn’t been for the new crevasse, Athione would have been lost. As it was, it needed major rebuilding.
“Where’s Keverin?” he said as he approached. Marcus reluctantly turned away from what his men were doing, to salute and greet him. He returned the salute. “I don’t see him.”
“My thanks for your timely assistance, m’lord. Lord Keverin was injured when the walls came down. He’s inside. Lady Jessica is tending him.”
“How bad?”
“It was close, my lord,” Marcus admitted. “He lost a lot of blood, but I think he’ll live. He managed to get a tourniquet on.”
That relieved some of his worry, and he nodded. “I’ll visit with him shortly. I—” he broke off as an excited shout took Marcus’ attention.
Four guardsmen working together, lifted a heavy timber clear of the rubble. Another much smaller man, lay on his belly and worked his head and shoulders into the hole they uncovered. He shouted something, but the sound was muffled and Purcell couldn’t make it out.
“They’re alive, Captain,” the guardsman said when he reappeared.
“Right! Grab those timbers,” Marcus said, and turned to another group. “You lot help them. I want those stones braced before we dig any deeper.”
The men that Marcus chose quickly braced the loose stones before clearing the lower ones. In short order they had a cave-like opening cleared, and the short guardsman went in again. It wasn’t long before he came back out dragging someone in green.
By the God—a woman!
“What idiot let a woman get mixed up in this?” he said, but no one answered.
“Careful! She’s been hit in the shoulder—arrow.”
Purcell could see it as the men pulled the unconscious woman clear. Her dress was soaked in blood and torn where the arrow thrust through. Her beautiful face was pale from loss of blood, and smudged with dust. Her hands were thick with dried blood. A guardsman crawled out of the hole right behind her. He looked like a ghost—white with dust that covered him head to foot. As soon as he was clear of the rubble, he shook off the offered hands, and limped over to the woman.
“Brian, stay by me,” Marcus ordered. “Udall, take her inside to Jessica.”
An older man, a sergeant, hoisted the woman in his arms and walked away. All the men followed her with their eyes until she disappeared from view. They turned back to their tasks murmuring to each other.
“Report!” Marcus said.
Brian braced to attention, and began. Purcell listened in stunned disbelief. Everyone stopped to listen, allowing him to scan their faces. He had expected to see outright shock at the young man’s words, but instead they were nodding to each other. He could even hear a few comments that verified some points of the report. No woman could do what Brian insisted she had done. Calling lightning and killing men—it was impossible. Only men wielded the God’s gift of magic. It had always been so.
“All right, Brian,” Marcus said kindly and clasped Brian’s shoulder for a moment. “Get some rest.”
“Yes sir.”
Purcell watched the young man limp away.
Marcus detailed a few of the men to watch the enemy in the pass, and ordered the rest of them to tidy up. He wanted a chest high barricade erected in place of the missing gate and broken walls. Purcell nodded approvingly. It would slow any attack the Hasians could cobble together, though he wouldn’t like trying to cross the crevasse in their place. Marcus would make any crossing expensive. A few hundred bowmen could hold against ten times their number, especially with something like the crevasse slowing their advance.
Marcus led the way into the citadel.
“You’re injured?” he said, noticing the limp.
“It’s nothing, a mere scratch. My lord is with the rest of the wounded in the great hall. Lady Jessica is tending them with some help from the town folk.”
Purcell dodged a group of boys running toward the courtyard carrying buckets of bloodied water, and paused to watch them, before hurrying to catch up with Marcus.
“All our mages are dead except two. Mathius is dying, the other...” Marcus shrugged. “Renard is unconscious, but his eyes are open—like in a trance.”
He hissed in dismay. After all Keverin’s work to assemble the library and attract mages to study within it, they were all dead. Mortain had set them back years. Worse still, although the crevasse prevented them reaching Athione, the sorcerers could attack from a distance using magic. There was no doubt the crevasse protected the fortress as well as the gate did, better maybe, but it also meant a counter-attack was impossible.
They entered Athione’s great hall. Wounded men lay upon the floor in rows, groaning or screaming in pain. Many lay unconscious. There were hundreds, and more being brought in all the time. If too many more arrived, they would spill out the door into the entry hall.
Purcell followed Marcus as he navigated the rows of misery to approach Lady Jessica. She was tending to the injured girl. The torn dress had been replaced with a clean white nightgown. Cleansed of the dirt and blood, she looked much better than she had, but the arrow hadn’t been removed yet.
“Lord Purcell would speak with you, my lady,” Marcus said, bowed quickly, and excused himself.
Purcell looked for Keverin, but couldn’t see him. “How’s Kev?”
Jessica’s face crumpled, and tears welled up. He stepped forward to comfort her. She cried almost silently in his arms, beating her fists upon his armoured chest.
“He’s dying,” Jessica said finally.
“I’m so sorry. I thought he stopped the bleeding.”
“He did, but I think he lost too much blood. He has a fever.”
“What about your healers, surely there’s something—” 
Jessica shook her head. “We always relied on Darius for healing. He’s dead, and Renard is... I don’t know, but he’s not himself.”
He looked grimly at all the wounded. He could see dozens of men from Elvissa lying within a few yards of him, and he knew there must be others. He should have brought healers with him! Why hadn’t he thought to bring some?
“Is he awake, can I see him?”
Jessica wiped her eyes on a piece of bandage. “You can see him, but he’s been unconscious since they brought him in.”
He frowned. He needed to know who was in command of Athione and its men. With Keverin dying childless, the question was ultimately the king’s to answer, but they were at war. Something had to be done now, not in a season or more.
“I’m sorry to ask, but I have to. Did he name an heir?”
She shook her head. “Marcus commands all our forces until Keverin—while he recovers.”
That at least was something. “That’s fine. I need to talk with him about the defence. I don’t know what we can do about the sorcerers, but we have to try.”
“They can’t get in now, surely?”
He shook his head. “Not easily. Maybe not at all, but they can still attack us using magic. I’m sorry about Keverin, truly sorry.”
She nodded, and turned back to the wounded girl.
He hurried away to find Marcus.
* * *
 



 
 
19 ~ Sorceress
Julia awoke to find herself covered by blankets on the floor of the great hall. She stared up at the huge chandelier in puzzlement. What was going on? There was a man asleep next to her on the right. She stared at him silently. He was dead.
To her left a man was whimpering in pain. “They can’t take me hand, they can’t take me hand,” he mumbled over and over.
She tried to sit up and see to him. “Hnnn!” She slumped back as the pain in her chest pounded her back down. She barely stayed conscious, but fought against the black tide, until it receded. “Somebody...” she called weakly. “What’s happening? It hurts so much. Please, anybody?” 
Jessica appeared and knelt by her side. “Shushhhh, you’ll be all right, I promise. We’ll get it out soon. Shushhhh, shushhhh, shushhhh now.”
Jessica blotted the sweat beading on Julia’s face. The coolness of the damp cloth helped. She groaned as she remembered the courtyard, and what she’d done there.
“I’m a killer. Oh God, I’ve killed people—lots of people.”
Jessica stroked her hair soothingly. “You did what you had to do. You saved us.” 
“Is Kev all right? I couldn’t stay with him. I had to help Marcus. I had to try.”
Jessica covered her face and sobbed, her shoulders heaving with the force of her grief. He must be dead then. Despite her dislike for Keverin’s high-handed ways, she wouldn’t have wished him ill. She felt sorry for Jessica. She was alone now, just like her. She looked beyond her friend to the man standing at her back. His armour was battle scarred, and he had grey in his beard. He was one of the older guardsmen, but still fit to fight. He looked glumly back at her. He was carrying an armful of bandages now, not a sword, but she knew his face. She couldn’t remember his name.
“Our lord is dying, m’lady. The mages are dead or dying, and the town folk have no magic to heal any of them. Herbs and such aren’t enough.” 
Not dead after all then. The pain was a throbbing fire in her chest, making her feel lightheaded and sick. All she wanted to do was sleep; thinking felt too difficult.
“Magic is only for killing people,” she whispered wearily.
He looked shocked. “Darius healed many. It’s said that in the old days all healers were mages, but only the strong ones can do it now.”
“How did they?”
“Who can say? Maybe the books tell the way of it, but if they do, I don’t know it.”
The library again. If she hadn’t snuck out of bed that night, she wouldn’t have learned the uses of magic, and she wouldn’t be responsible for so many deaths. She frowned and reluctantly realised something else. If not for the library, Athione would probably be under new management. It was the cause of her current troubles, but maybe it could be her redemption also.
“Jessica? Jessica!” The grief-stricken woman looked up at her in a daze. “I might be able to help Kev and the others. I can’t do it with this damned thing sticking out of me,” she said, laying a hand gently next to the arrow.
“Do you think so?” Jessica said, brightening with sudden hope.
There was no chance if she didn’t try, and precious little if she did. All in all, she preferred trying to help over listening to the screams. There were some she couldn’t escape—they were in her head, but the ones here in the hall might be silenced if she could learn enough.
“All I can do is try. Now the arrow please, it hurts.”
“Yes. The arrow has to come out first. Of course—yes!”
Jessica ran out of Julia’s sight and came back with another helper. He was another older man, perhaps a retired guardsman, one too old to fight or stand watches. He quickly helped her sit up. That was agony in itself, but she felt better after. Leaning forward didn’t seem to hurt as much. He pulled her gown down to get at the arrowhead, and mumbled an apology at the liberty of exposing her breast. She would have laughed if the pain hadn’t been so bad.
“This will hurt, lady. Please don’t move.”
He gently grasped the arrowhead, and pain crackled through her chest, like a red hot poker. She screamed at the agony; she couldn’t help it. She tried not to move as he asked, but it was no good. She arched her back at the pain. Someone grabbed her flailing arms to prevent her pushing him away.
“AEiii!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “AEiii!”
She screamed without pause for breath, but finally the pain ebbed, and she slumped. She was a quivering wreck, panting and sweating, but she was glad it was over. She looked down at her chest to see the arrow still there.
“What are you doing?
Get... it... out!”
“I’m sorry!” the old man seemed close to tears. “Truly m’lady. I’m sorry, but I had to cut the head off first.”
“Oh God. All right.”
“Brace yourself,” he said before nodding to his companion at her back.
Jessica’s helper braced her shoulder with one hand, and yanked the arrow out with the other. This time, crackles of lightning danced at her fingertips as she grabbed for something, anything, to stop the agony.
Darkness sucked her down.
She awoke a few minutes later to feel the man bandaging her chest. Tears streamed over her cheeks, and she sniffled silently. She wasn’t crying exactly, but her eyes seemed not know that.
“Thank you... feels... better,” she said, hiccoughing the words. The old man looked at her worriedly.
What? Oh!
She raised her hands and stared in fascination. Tiny lightning bolts were crackling from finger to finger like a miniature storm. She released her magic, and they dispersed.
“Sorry. It hurt you know?”
The guardsman behind her laughed, and the old man smiled briefly. He finished bandaging her shoulder, and she thanked him again when he pulled her nightgown back into place.
“I’ll need the books on healing if there are any,” she said, trying to breathe shallowly.
“I can’t bring them to you. They’re warded,” Jessica said, suddenly worried again.
“I’ll go to them,” Julia said, struggling to stand.
The world spun about and she was abruptly back where she started, sitting on the floor. Before she could try again, Jessica’s helper stepped forward, and hoisted her into his arms.
Jessica hurried through the citadel, pointing out the quickest route, but the guardsman knew the way. He carried Julia to the library without fuss. She drowsed in his arms, but awoke as the familiar feeling of the library came over her. She was beginning to suspect that the entire library was magical in some way. It always seemed to talk to her.
“Use me, and know power,” it whispered for her ears alone.
She shivered as she remembered the deaths she’d already caused. She knew what power was—she didn’t like it.
The guardsman looked at her for instructions.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t remember your name.”
“I’m Udall, lady.”
Now she remembered how she knew him. Mathius had stuck his boots to the floor on her first day at Athione. He was one of Sergeant Burke’s men.
“Take me down the first row, please. I hope you’re not too tired.”
He smiled. “You’re only a little thing.”
She chose the first row, hoping it would contain books within her capabilities to use. She scanned all the spines, but none of the titles were what she needed. It worried her more than a little. If there were any books for healers, they must be stored on the other shelves, the ones for higher ranked mages.
Udall carried her along the next aisle. This time the titles were for those interested in making material things, such as roads and bridges. They looked interesting, and she would have to read them someday, but none of them would help her now. The books she needed must be for the more powerful mages, not beginners like her.
“Stop here!” she said in excitement, and winced when she moved her arm without thought for the consequences.
Udall stopped and she read a promising title, but she reluctantly decided it wasn’t what she needed. Forestry and animal care, though dealing with living things, were not the same as healing wounds.
“Sorry, next aisle please.”
Udall nodded and carried her along the last row.
She’d been afraid that this might happen. The shelves here contained titles such as: Higher Principles of Power Transmission, or Animation for Sorcerers. Nothing here was for beginners. Two thirds of the way along the row, she found one.
“Take that one down for me, would you?” she said, pointing to a large tome bound in black leather. As Jessica did that, Udall continued down the aisle. “That looks interesting, we better have that.”
In the end, they found only four books in the entire library that might help—all of them on the high ranking shelf. They found places to sit and read in comfort. Julia’s shoulder throbbed in time with her heartbeat, but she thrust the discomfort out of her mind, and tried to concentrate on her reading. When Jessica found an important passage in her book, she read it aloud to her. Udall waited patiently, he could read, but not well.
Julia discarded her first book almost straight away. It was more to do with disease than injuries or wounds. The next one was the size of a handbook or diary. As she read, she realised that she’d found a genuine treasure. The book was hand-written in tiny script. Written by a wizard, it detailed his journey through the east—Tanjung and Japura—learning all he could about medical applications of herbs and magic.
She read as quickly as she could, but candlemarks went by before she understood enough to start. “I think I’ve got it.”
“Will it help him?” Jessica said, eagerly.
“I think so. I need to read it all the way through to be certain. Is there time?”
“No.” 
“I don’t know if I’m strong enough—even before the arrow. If I try to heal him and do something wrong, it might kill him.”
“It’s better to try and fail, than not try at all.”
Udall nodded his agreement.
“Even if it’s Keverin who dies?”
Jessica’s expression turned hard.
“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I didn’t mean that how it sounded, honest! I just don’t want any more deaths on my conscience.”
“I told you before,” Jessica said, her voice cold now. “You did what you had to do.”
Udall nodded. “She’s right.”
It was a side of Jessica that she’d never seen. She’d always seemed kindly and fun to talk to, but now the mother of a great lord had come forth—and she was as hard as steel. Julia stroked the cover of her little book. It was easy for other people to justify her actions, they hadn’t been the one to kill so many.
She sighed. “I’ll try.”
Udall replaced the other books in their slots, and then sat beside her. “When you’re ready, I’ll take you back.”
She raced through the book, snatching desperately at this or that passage. She tried to memorise them, and came close to tears when she realised that she’d forgotten the first part already. She flicked back and read through it again.
The biggest trick seemed to be the way of looking at the wound. She needed to use her mage-sight to look below the surface of reality. According to the author it was possible to repair even serious injuries in that way, but had Darius worked like that? She suddenly realised that she could be completely on the wrong track. What if Darius knew this method didn’t work? What if she killed them... what if... no!

She forced herself to think rationally. Darius would have removed the book from the shelves if the information contained within it was wrong. Surely he would have? No, he definitely would have. She had to believe that.
“Has anyone tried to take a book out of here before?”
“No, why do you ask?” Jessica said.
“I need to take this one with me. I can’t learn enough in half a candlemark to do any good. If I take it with me, I can refer to it at need.”
“I don’t think you can. Darius warded them all.”
“Let’s try.”
Udall carried her toward the exit, and she started to feel reluctant to take the book. It was wrong to take it. She should put it back in its slot. When they entered the mundane section of the library, it felt as if she were heading the wrong way. The shelves were behind her, and she really should put the book back now. It was wrong to take the book. She should put it back in its slot; she really should. If Udall hadn’t been there, she would have spun on her heel and raced back to the shelves right then.
It’s all in the mind. You’re not turning back.
The book started to glow as they neared the exit. Udall opened the door, and the book objected strongly. It began flashing so brightly, that shadows leapt upon the walls.
Udall looked at her. “Now what?”
With nothing better to try, she shook the book vigorously. “Stop that!” Of course it didn’t make any difference. In frustration, she grasped her magic and directed it at the book. “I told you to stop it!”
To her great surprise, the book paused as if startled. It flashed its light twice more in apology, and then stopped its antics.
She glanced at Jessica. The woman looked as amazed as Julia felt. She patted the book’s cover. “Thanks.”
The book didn’t respond.
Udall was looking at her strangely, and she wasn’t surprised. How many people could talk to things and have them answer? She’d become accustomed to Athione, but then something like this happened, and she suddenly wondered if she was dreaming after all.
That bloody arrow was real enough. It hurt like blazes.
On the way back to the great hall, she read more of the little book. Some of the things in it were familiar to her but described a little oddly. The animals infesting wounds were obviously germs and microbes. Apparently they could be seen and destroyed, if she used magic like this, and then did that.
It mentioned aura a great deal. She had always scoffed at the idea of people seeing auras, but as she read further, she realised that the author meant something different. According to him, it was possible to spot a person with an injury or illness by the colour of their energy when viewing them in a certain way. It talked about the nature of reality, stating that everything was made of energy, and manipulating it was what a mage did best. If she was right the author was talking about atoms. How could a person in a medieval culture know such things? Magic she supposed.
Udall carried her through one last door, and then toward Keverin where he lay dying amongst his men. He was pale, and his lips were blue tinged. She stared, and relaxed slightly when she saw his chest rise. For a moment there, she’d thought they were too late.
“No. Mathius first,” she said, suddenly uncertain.
“I don’t think—”
“I do!” she snapped, and tried to soften her tone. “Sorry, Udall. If I can heal Mathius, he might be able to help me with the others.” 
That wasn’t her main reason. When she found Mathius in the courtyard, she had turned him over without a care, driving the wood impaling him further in. She couldn’t get the thought out of her head, that if she’d been more careful, he wouldn’t be dying.
“If you think it best,” Udall said doubtfully, and looked to Jessica to show him the way.
They found Mathius barely conscious, very pale, and in great pain. He watched her with eyes sunken into purple coloured caves. He recognised her, he wasn’t delirious, but he didn’t speak. He just lay there, breathing shallowly.
Jessica pulled the blanket down to reveal the wound. “We removed the splinter as soon as we could, but he’s bleeding inside. I think his stomach is punctured.” 
She winced. “I’m going to fix this, Mathius. I won’t let you die on me.” 
Before she scared herself too much with what could go wrong, she covered the gaping wound in his belly with her good hand. Concentrating on her mage-sight, she tried to see him the way the little book described, but she kept slipping into the realm of power. A strange place, it was a realm of drifting clouds of energy. There was never anything solid to see there. Strange swirling eddies and currents filled it. There were no boundaries, no walls, no sky, or ground. It was where she believed her magic came from. Having an idea, she started again. This time she tried to summon the vision slowly. She watched eagerly as the hall faded again, and was replaced by swirling energy.
That’s it!
She held the vision steady, and looked at Mathius. Where he lay upon the floor, she found a sickly yellow coloured light instead. Was this what the book meant by aura? There was no shape to resemble a person at all, but what else could it be? She studied it closely, and found veins of red light streaking the yellow. Not knowing what to do next, she turned to study Udall. A glowing white aura radiating strength and vigour, hovered where he stood in the real world. Looking closer, she could see just a trace of yellow. She assumed that represented tiredness, but there was none of the red light that infested Mathius.
Turning back to her friend, she tried to change the red into a clean white glow. It seemed to work at first, but every time she destroyed one vein, another took its place. She delved deeper, trying to trace them to their source, and fought against unseen currents. Some were gentle, but others surged rhythmically, and she struggled to stay on course.
She wasn’t sure how long the hunt took, it seemed to take ages before she found the disgusting pulsating light deep inside Mathius. It was purplish-green in colour, with those horrid red veins coming out of it. It made her feel ill just looking at it. She attacked the ghastly thing without mercy, using streams of white magic. Slowly the ugly mass shrank, but it fought her all the way. Angry at the nasty thing’s rebellion, she forced herself to draw harder on her magic, and then crushed it with one sudden push. Separated from their source, the red veins began to wither. She helped them along with more white magic.
Satisfied that she’d done all she could, she started to pull back, intending to rejoin Jessica in the real world, but a blue light shining deep within Mathius’ aura distracted her. She moved closer. It was a glowing sapphire, blazing against the white backdrop of his aura. Udall didn’t have anything like that. She hesitated to leave it, but surely something so beautiful wasn’t bad. Could it be connected to his magic in some manner? Might it be the mage gift itself? Rather than take any more chances, she withdrew back to the real world, and promptly collapsed with exhaustion.
Udall caught her, and she smiled her thanks. Mathius looked tired, but not in pain any longer. She still had her hand on his belly. She cautiously raised it to reveal a disgusting mass of puss and old blood. It was stuck all over the palm of her hand!
Yucckk!
Jessica used a damp cloth to clean her hand, and then Mathius’ stomach to reveal a scar that looked years old.
“Thank the God,” Jessica whispered.
“Mathius?” Julia said.
He opened his eyes, and looked at her in surprise. “I’m not dead.”
She grinned. “No you’re not. I need your help to heal Keverin and the others.”
He sat up, exploring the scar with his fingers. “You healed me?”
She nodded. “Can you help?”
“I was never strong enough. I’m sorry.”
She sagged in disappointment. “Take me to Keverin,” she said to Udall.
* * *
 



 
 
20 ~ Raiders
Donalt shielded his eyes, and glared grimly toward the Elvissan Mountains in the distance. They provided a dark contrast, making the smoke obvious from the height of the east wall, aiding Corlath in his foolishness. That was frustration talking. His brother was no one’s fool, but he was allowing the knowledge of what their father would do, colour his judgement. Purcell would be riding out the gate at the head of half the guard to investigate. They both knew it, but Corlath was no Purcell. He was a great fighter, and blessed—or maybe that should be cursed—with their family’s berserker heritage, but he was no strategist. He took after their uncle, who had died young while raging in battle against raiders, more than their father as he did. The similarity between the current situation and that old raid, sent a shiver of dread down his spine. 
“There, do you see? It has to be a raid,” Corlath said, pointing into the distance.
“I didn’t say it wasn’t,” he said, trying for patience. “We need to know what you’ll be facing!”
“I can’t stand here and debate my every decision!”
“I’m not asking for a debate, dammit! We have to send the scouts first. We don’t know how many you’ll be facing. You can’t just march against unknown strength—you can’t!”
“Lower your voice, Don. The men are listening.”
He glanced at the sentries guiltily. He knew better than to argue in front of the men. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Send the scouts. I beg you. Send the scouts first.”
“I’ll take eight hundred with me,” Corlath said, as if he hadn’t heard a word. “I’ll be back before you know it.”
“No, Cor!” he gasped. He grabbed his brother’s arm. “If you must go, take fifteen hundred.”
“I said,” Corlath snarled. “That I’ve decided. I appreciate your concern. Truly I do, but father left me in command, not you. You will accept my decision.”
He braced to attention. “As you command,” he said stiffly. He knew an order when he heard one.
Corlath clapped him on the shoulders, and shook him just a little in an effort to comfort him. “When I ride out, you’ll be in command here, but not until then. Now brother mine, let us go down to dinner.”
Donalt cursed silently as he followed his brother down the tower steps. In a strange way this entire thing was their father’s fault. Purcell had gleefully destroyed many raiding bands over the years, turning a dangerous situation into a routine matter. Corlath was going to ride out thinking it was business as usual. He scowled at his brother’s back, wishing for an argument that would sway him. He had no evidence, but his instincts were absolutely screaming at him. This time was different. He knew it was, or he felt it was at least. What could he say now, that would make a difference? He couldn’t think of a thing.
The next morning, Donalt watched his brother ride to war from his place above the east gate, and fumed in impotent silence. As soon as the last man in the column disappeared into the distance, he descended to the courtyard, looking for his contingency. He found them already leading their horses out of the stables.
Sergeant Ferris was an old hand, tough and wiry. He’d been one of his father’s best men for longer than Donalt had been alive, and was nearing retirement from his position as Elvissa’s lead scout. Rogan was his protégé, and took after him in his outlook and abilities, but he was bulky compared to the older man. They looked nothing alike, yet shared the skills that made both men feared in the barracks. They were honourable men, but in certain other places, places like Tanjung for example, they could have found work as assassins easily. Both men were fully armoured and grim-faced, but ready to do their duty. 
“Follow them, and for the God’s sake don’t let yourselves be seen, or my brother will nail my hide to the gate when he gets back. Any questions?”
They shook their heads in unison, mounted their horses, and rode out the gate.
* * *
 



Part III
 



 
 
21 ~ Witch!
Athlone looked up as someone entered the room without knocking. “You have you good news for me?”
Abarsis moved further into the room, and surveyed his surroundings, as if he owned the place. “I do have news.”
“Out with it then.”
The sorcerer’s eyes narrowed at the order. “Bad news I’m afraid. Keverin managed to hold against the first attack.”
“How?” he snarled. “You said your sorcerers would overwhelm his mages. You said it was a mere formality. You said they’re amateurs!”
“A mere setback, I assure you.”
“I ought to throw you and your friends out. Keverin, fool that he is, would welcome me with open arms. Malcor will be on the winning side of this fight.”
“Be careful, lest your words be taken for other than a jest. You’re allied with us now. No one crosses Lord Mortain—may he live forever. Not if he wishes to live. Best you remember it.”
Athlone scowled. He should never have listened to the Mortain’s blandishments and offers. He should have ridden to Keverin’s aid as Jihan advised. Who knew, he may have contrived a way to rid the world of Keverin in the heat of battle.
“I assume you have a plan,” he said, and poured a single glass of wine.
Abarsis ignored the insult. “You will write a letter, and I’ll see it delivered in timely fashion.”
“A letter to whom?”
“To your friend, Bishop Jymis.”
“What has the Church to do with this?”
“Ah well, as to that there’s something I forgot to mention,” Abarsis said cheerfully, and without so much as a by your leave, he made himself comfortable in the chair nearest the fire to warm his hands. “I’m informed that Keverin has a new mage—a rather powerful one I was told.”
“And? Get to the point man!”
“I will then, since you ask so nicely. The mage is a woman.”
He gaped. It wasn’t possible! Keverin had secured himself a real live witch? Where did he get her? A witch... but that meant... 
He smiled. “I see. I see indeed.”
“I thought you would,” Abarsis said smugly.
* * *
 



 
 
22 ~ God’s Will
Julia grimly forced her magic into the sleeping man, but there was something wrong. He blazed with white light in the realm of healing, but she’d been through this before with Ged and others. As soon as she stopped forcing magic into him, his aura would quickly dim to a fraction of its current intensity.
Nothing she tried made a difference. His aura looked bright and strong, as she’d come to expect of a healthy man in the realm of healing, but if she ignored the brightness and even the colour, she could see his aura didn’t roil and move about. It should be constantly moving, not almost static like this.
She stopped pushing, and watched his aura dim, but this time it started to unravel before her eyes. She tried to gather it back into shape, but it was like trying to grasp mist. There was literally nothing to hold onto. His aura slowly dispersed, and a tiny spark shot away into the distance. The tatters it left behind evaporated like steam.
She left the realm of healing, silently grieving. He was yet another man to add to the hundreds she’d failed to save. The first few times had been devastating. She’d thought that she’d killed them by doing something wrong, but a pattern soon emerged. A man with injuries severe enough to be in a coma, had more chance of dying than a man who was merely unconscious. That was no surprise. The same was true back home, and besides, she’d proven to herself that she could heal a comatose man by doing it. None of the injured had died who were awake during the healing, but if their auras were static, they always died. No exceptions—ever. It didn’t stop her from trying. She might need to use more magic. She had used more than ever this time, but it hadn’t made a difference. Next time, she would draw all of it, if that’s what it took to save someone.
Moriz and Halbert carefully lifted the body, and carried it away between them.
She watched them go, and sighed sadly. She felt drained without holding her magic, but Mathius wouldn’t like it if she stayed linked with it all the time. He was a dear friend, but she was coming to realise that he didn’t know as much as he thought he did where her magic was concerned. She often used it differently to him. He could be wrong about her limits.
“You should rest, lady. Your shoulder is bleeding again,” Mathius said.
She glanced at her shoulder and found her dress spotted with blood. She sighed again. Another dress ruined, and she’d been so careful. She’d been wearing a sling to support her arm since that terrible day, and she’d tried not to move it, but she obviously hadn’t been careful enough. She wished again that Mathius could heal, but he just wasn’t strong enough, and there was no one else. A poultice and bandage were her only option, because she couldn’t heal herself. She’d tried. When she’d looked for her own aura, she couldn’t even see it. She didn’t know why. One of many things that she didn’t know.
“I can’t. They need me.” 
“You can’t save everyone!” Mathius cried, looking as if he wanted to tear his hair out in frustration. “I know you feel responsible for them, but you’re not. How can you expect to build a wards? You’re a novice!”
She smiled tiredly, and patted his knee where he crouched beside her. “You’re kind, Mathius. I know I can’t save them all. Take me to the next one please.” 
She might not be able to save them all, but she was still going to try. If she saved enough of them, the screaming in her head might stop.
Mathius helped her up, and steadied her while she surveyed the hall. There were eight or nine hundred injured men here the first few days after the attack. There were about fifty or so left. Dozens had died before she’d found her little book, but she’d saved hundreds since then. The thought didn’t comfort her very much. Some injuries looked minor, but were often serious—especially head wounds. Those caused by arrows were by far the easiest to heal; they just left a little hole. Other wounds were impossible to put right. She’d lost count of the number of men with missing fingers, hands, and even entire arms. Swords left hideous wounds. She’d tried to re-attach a man’s hand once, but without an aura to work upon, she was stuck. The hand had been dead too long was her guess, but it was only a guess. Too much was these days.
The poor man had been devastated by the news. Still young but crippled, he couldn’t follow his dream of serving as an Athione guardsman. Mathius said he would work for Janna in the kitchens. There were suddenly a great many extra servants in the halls. The sight made her want to cry.
“What time is it?” she said, noticing the gloom.
“It’s late, almost sundown. You need sleep!”
No wonder it was so dark. She grasped her magic and gestured, lighting all the lamps and chandeliers in one go.
Mathius gasped.
“What? You don’t think Keverin will mind do you? I don’t know how much things cost here,” she said, looking worriedly at the hundreds of candles in the chandeliers above her head.
Mathius shook his head dumbly.
She knelt beside the next man. All of her patients were serious cases now. The men with arrow wounds had been patched up and sent to barracks to recuperate. She had protested at first. It was cruel to send people away still hurting, but Jessica had insisted, and Julia later decided that she was right. Besides, she could always find them when no one was looking.
She grasped her magic again and tried to heal what ailed the man. He awoke a short time later, looking around the hall in surprise. She smiled tiredly at him, and he smiled back. It was worth any amount of tiredness when they woke, but why did he wake when others didn’t? This wasn’t the first time that she’d tried to wake him, yet here he was.
God’s will?
“What should I do now?” he said.
“Report to your captain tomorrow for re-assignment, and please be more careful,” she said. It’s what she always said.
“I will.”
She watched him leave, and then looked up at Mathius wearily. “Help me up?”
* * *








 
 
23 ~ The Vault
Keverin watched silently from the doorway, as Julia moved to the next man. After a moment, he turned away and made his way to the west courtyard. It was still a mess. Marcus had ordered the men to pile heaps of rubble along the missing section of wall to act as a barricade for archers. It was a good plan, and completely redundant.
The men had christened the crevasse, Julia’s Gap, but it had thankfully been shortened to The Gap since then. The enemy hadn’t managed a serious attack since its creation, and had contented themselves with throwing men’s lives away by attempting to string a bridge. It made no sense to him. Even if they could string a bridge across, and by some miracle prevent him from burning it, they still wouldn’t be able to get men across in sufficient numbers to threaten Athione. A handful of men could hold this end of a narrow bridge indefinitely.
He marched back into the citadel, and made his way down to the vault, nodding to the guardsmen stationed along the route. He didn’t linger. There had been something on his mind since he awoke in the great hall with Julia staring worriedly down at him. It was time to resolve that. He reached the first barrier, a steel barred gate, and inserted his key in the lock. He’d commissioned it to replace the old iron lock when he placed a certain item in the vault.
Swinging open the barred gate, he stepped inside, and re-locked it. A short distance further on, he confronted the final barrier. It seemed strange to expect a wooden barrier to be stronger than a steel one, but he did. Darius had used the strongest ward he knew how to make on it. He unlocked it and stepped inside. He paused as Darius’ spell checked to see who had entered, and shivered at the feel of it. The feeling ebbed after a few moments, and he stepped up to one of the tables. He wasn’t interested in the chests standing on other tables ringing the walls. They merely contained the wealth his ancestors had accumulated over the last eleven hundred years of ruling Athione. The fortress was constructed in the year 81 AF, and his family had held it in an unbroken line ever since.
The chest bolted to the centre table held a thing far rarer than gold. It was a thick book bound in black leather, and ancient, but it still had the scent of new leather about it. A spell lost during the chaotic years after the founding, had been used to preserve it. 
He read the gold lettering on the cover. Bridging Worlds: Translocation for Sorcerers.
Everything in it was beyond his ability to understand. His father had owned the book for many years not knowing its worth, but even as a boy he’d known it was special. He smiled remembering the day his father revealed it to him, and how he’d tried to learn the magic it contained. He’d been too young back then to realise that without the mage gift, he had no chance of that. Later, it was the first book to be placed in his library.
Then the day had dawned when Darius ran into his study clutching it in his arms, he remembered… 
Darius burst into Keverin’s study, highly agitated. “My lord, you must hide this before another mage sees it!”
“Hide what, and why?”
“This!” Darius said, brandishing the book.
Frowning, he read the title and recognised it. “What’s wrong with it?
“Nothing! It’s priceless! It’s probably the only copy in the world. God forbid there’s one in Castle Black! It has the theory of gate building completely detailed from first principles. It even has examples!”
“But that’s good is it not?”
“For the sake of knowledge yes,” Darius said, pacing the room. “But in the real world it’s a disaster waiting to happen! A strong enough mage could open a gate to anywhere with this. Even from Castle Black into your bed chamber!”
Keverin smiled, remembering his friend. He missed his voice around the halls, and he especially missed his counsel. Marcus was a fine captain, and he considered him a friend, but he couldn’t ask certain things of him. They weren’t close in the way he and Darius had been close.
He sighed.
He had friends among the men, but none of them could relate to him the way Darius had, or Purcell could—as equals. They could never forget that he had the power of life and death over them. Even in trivial matters, it stood there, an invisible barrier between them.
He looked down at the book he held, and then around the room, hesitating to take the next irrevocable step. Darius had constructed a ward on the vault to stop intruders. The book should be safe here. There was nothing to see, but if anyone came inside without the ruling lord of Athione, he would die and worse than die—he would cease to exist even as a corpse.
He frowned as he remembered their conversations regarding the vault’s protections. He’d been leaning toward simply destroying the book, right then and there. Darius had been torn; it was a treasure beyond price, but he’d finally agreed. If loss of the fortress seemed imminent, if he took the book out of the vault for any reason, preservation spell or no, it would be destroyed. That last part was his idea. Even if forced at sword point to retrieve it from the vault, it would burn. Not even he could circumvent the ward. 
He opened the ancient tome and browsed its pages. With war and invasion now a reality, how could anyone trust the knowledge that it contained wouldn’t be used for evil? He didn’t know the answer. Thinking about Darius’ letter, and the legion in the pass, he slammed the book shut, and turned toward the door. His determination hardening into action.
In his mind’s eye, he saw Darius screaming, and he stumbled to a halt, uncertainty rising in him again. His friend had sacrificed himself using the knowledge in the book. The cursed thing was the cause of his death! He took another step, but paused again as he remembered the tired girl tending his men. She would be trapped here the moment he stepped out of the vault. He would be imprisoning her, trapping her on a world not even hers, after all she’d done to protect his men and home. Where was the justice in that, where was the honour in doing such a thing?
He gritted his teeth, and took a firm hold of himself. He had to think of the greater good, not of one girl. If the book fell into the sorcerers’ hands, it could literally hand the kingdom to them, if not the entire world. Far more than Athione and Deva could be lost. Gates could be built to transport Hasian legions to anywhere in the world. No, the book must be destroyed. He marched toward the door as pictures of Julia throwing lightning and fire formed in his head. He clutched the book to his chest, and stopped on the threshold. Do it. Step outside and destroy the book. That’s what he needed to do. It was sense. It was the right thing, but it wasn’t the honourable thing… 
The most important thing that his father had taught him as a boy, was to always choose the honourable path. When in doubt, his father would say, look for where the most honour is to be found. A noble rarely stumbles when pursuing it, but often does when he ignores it. Without honour, we are nothing.
Keverin frowned hard at the book in his hands. If he destroyed it, Julia would have to stay, and he needed her now more than ever. She would have to stay, he would be forcing her to stay—he would be forcing an innocent girl to fight for him. It made him sick. There was no honour in it. None. He turned around and locked the book back in the chest. He was a fool, and knew it. Julia would leave and Deva would be conquered. All for honour.
Yes, but without honour we are nothing.
He locked the vault and the gate beyond. Nodding to the guard, he walked back the way he’d come, trying not to regret his decision. He caught a glimpse of Julia as he neared the open doors of the great hall, and stopped to watch. She was kneeling beside one of the men, reaching to lay hands upon his head. It was late. He should go in and order her to rest, but what if more of the injured died for lack of her aid while she slept? What if the Hasians mounted another sorcerous attack, and she was too tired to fight? He growled under his breath at the thought of putting her in harm’s way. It was wrong. It was anathema to any Devan to allow harm to befall a woman. The God blast him for a fool, he had to decide! He opened his mouth to order her to bed, and…
“M’lord!” Elise hailed him. “I’ve been looking for you.” 
Julia looked up, and frowned at him.
He spun away from her narrowing eyes. “What is it?” he snapped, more sternly than intended.
“The bishop has come m’lord.”
“Has he?”
“Father Gideon is attending him, but he demands audience with you.”
“He does, does he?” he said, feeling anger churn in his belly.
Elise nodded. “Will you see him, m’lord?”
Only the king dared demand an audience with him in his own fortress, and even then he’d better have a darn good reason. Still, this was the bishop. Allowances had to be made for the Church. He wondered what was so important that Jymis couldn’t wait for the morning to discuss it. Nothing good he would wager.
“I’ll see him.”
Elise looked relieved. “He’s waiting in your study.”
“You put him in there!” he almost shrieked, but managed to keep his voice down to a low roar. “You should have shown him to—” he frowned, remembering that the great hall was still in use. “—somewhere,” he finished lamely. “But not in my study. Who knows what kind of mischief he’s up to?” 
Elise wasn’t surprised by his dislike of the bishop. All his people knew they didn’t get along. Still, Jymis was the bishop and the position at least was due his respect. Lords were by no means untouchable where the Church was concerned. It was a narrow path he walked between his people’s welfare, and censure from the Church.
Father Gideon now, he would have made a fine bishop, but then he was biased where Gideon was concerned. The old man had been a priest at Athione for over forty years. That was almost longer than he’d been alive.
“Marcus suggested your study.”
Marcus had suggested it. If Marcus had suggested that, there must be something seriously amiss.
“I’ll see him,” he said again, and made his way to his study.
* * *
 



 
 
24 ~ Bishop
Keverin hurried through the maze of corridors imagining all kinds of dire news. The Holy Father was dead, the king was, he was being censured for not making sufficient donations, and the list went on. So it was with surprise that quickly turned to dismay, when he heard the real reason for Jymis’ visit.
“You can’t be serious,” he said. His eyes flicked to Gideon, hoping for enlightenment.
Father Gideon looked distraught. He had seated himself a short distance from Jymis, who had claimed the best armchair for himself. The poor man seemed near to tears with his need to explain, but with his superior in the room, he didn’t dare speak up.
Marcus stood a short distance away, his eyes boring into the back of the bishop’s head. Keverin looked to him next for an explanation, but received only a glittering stare for his trouble. The bishop didn’t know it, but he had another enemy standing right behind him. Marcus didn’t like the turn this conversation had taken. Not one bit.
“I’m deadly serious, Lord Keverin,” Jymis said. “This person must be handed over to me for the good of all.”
Lord Keverin, and not my lord Keverin? That telling omission put him on his guard. Jymis, as bishop of Athione, was technically beholden to its lord. In reality, he wouldn’t dare order Jymis to do anything; he couldn’t afford to offend the Church, but courtesy should be paid lip service at the very least. Jymis seemed to want a confrontation for his own reasons. He wondered what they were.
“Over to you,” he repeated flatly. “Why, pray?”
“I’m the highest Church authority within your borders.”
That was true, but for the good of all? He doubted it. The bishop knew only what was good for the bishop, but in this case, he’d gone far astray. Julia was essential—absolutely essential—to Athione’s welfare, and to the welfare of all those living here.
“And what would you do with her?”
“Put her on trial of course.”
He gaped at the absurdity of it. No one would dare put a mage on trial. The idea was ludicrous. Jymis wasn’t usually a stupid man, but he did have lapses. With this new insanity, he’d now managed to get on the wrong side of two lords of Athione in succession, which was an achievement few could boast.
His father had needed to take action against Jymis when he started to preach sedition against the crown. Kevlarin had risked a breach with the Church by removing him from his position, but Farran—the Holy Father—had been a friend of Jessica’s for years. In his youth, he’d been a priest living in one of her father’s villages, and instead of censuring Kevlarin for interfering in Church business, he chose to send Jymis to a new post at Malcor Town. Gideon took over his duties, and had performed them well for many a year since. He was a good and godly man. He cared for the people’s spiritual well-being, while leaving their bodily welfare firmly in their lord’s hands.
Jymis had prospered in the years since, reaching his current rank. As bishop overseeing all the priests caring for Athione’s people, he was entitled to be quartered within the citadel, but he’d chosen to live at Manis Crossing. There was a fine old church there. Although it was a little unusual for a bishop to replace a small town priest, Jymis had the people’s respect if not their lord’s.
“With all due respect to the Church and your holy self, my lord bishop,” Keverin said. Calling this little man a lord was hardly accurate, but a little flattery couldn’t hurt, he decided. “Lady Julia isn’t a member of the Church. Therefore you cannot put her on trial. If trial there be, I should conduct it as Lord of Athione and Lord Protector of the West.”
There, let him chew on titles.
Jymis didn’t oblige. Instead, he smiled and stood to confront him. “Heresy is a Church matter.”
“Heresy!” Keverin gasped. “What heresy? If you think that I’ll let you put that girl on trial, you’re seriously mistaken!”
Jymis formed a circle in the air, using thumbs and forefingers. It was the God’s sign. “Do you set your power against that of the God?”
“Dare you say so!” Keverin spat.
Jymis paled and stumbled back a few paces.
Marcus intervened to save the situation. “My lord bishop, perhaps I’m mistaken, but are you suggesting Lady Julia is guilty of practising heretical doctrine?”
“I am,” Jymis confirmed.
“Then you’re mistaken. I know for a fact that Lady Julia has Father Gideon for her priest. Is that not so, Father?”
Gideon looked trapped. “I would gladly teach the lady, but she does not embrace the true faith.”
“Ha!” Jymis crowed. “You see? The woman is a foul heretic—”
“Silence!” Keverin snapped, cutting Jymis off in the middle of his tirade. “Father Gideon isn’t finished. Pray go on, Father.”
Gideon cringed under the eyes of his superiors, especially the bishop, but he braced himself with a deep breath, and explained.
“Julia hasn’t embraced the faith, so much is true, but she does believe in the God. I’m very sure,” he said, appealing to Jymis directly. “I’m certain she’ll come to us in time. Allow me to teach her, and she’ll come to the true faith. I swear it.”
Jymis scowled. “There’s no certainty. Regardless of what may happen in the future, she is a heretic now.”
“Let us sit my and discuss this calmly,” Keverin said, indicating the chairs. “Hasty words avail us nothing.”
Marcus remained standing behind Jymis’ chair, making him uncomfortable. That was all to the good as far as he was concerned.
“Lady Julia is—”
“A heretic!” Jymis cried cutting in.
“A Child,” he said firmly. “Can we at least agree upon that?”
Jymis pressed his lips together and nodded reluctantly.
“At least we agree on something. Darius brought her here unwillingly. It was a mistake, but a fortunate one for us.”
“Fortunate! If you think bringing a harlot into your home is fortunate—”
He clamped his mouth shut to prevent harsh words escaping. It was becoming increasingly difficult to stomach this man’s vile accusations. Julia had given him no reason to think she was anything but chaste.
“She’s a harlot and a heretic! If you believe her arrival was fortunate, I can’t begin to imagine what you would consider unfortunate.”
He could think of quite a few things that would be unfortunate. How about a man without the gift? Yes, that would have been far worse than unfortunate. It would have been catastrophic! One thing above all he knew, Julia’s actions had prevented Athione’s fall.
“Julia is chaste,” he ground out. “News of anything improper would reach me as soon as it occurred. I assure you, the girl is a noble lady in every sense of the word. As for her being a heretic, she’s no more a heretic than say... you are.”
Jymis’ eyes bugged. “You accuse me?”
“That’s not what I said. I know you to be a godly man, Jymis.” He didn’t know anything of the sort, but it was best to proceed as if he did. “I also know Julia is no heretic. She is willing to learn our ways from Gideon. To me that makes her a—” he hesitated racking his brain for the concept he had in mind. Then he had it. “A convert.”
Gideon saw an opening and threw himself into it. “The Hasians blaspheme daily, but it has long been the Holy Father’s most cherished wish to bring them to the true faith. If blasphemy can be forgiven, surely a child’s ignorance can be as well. Julia isn’t evil, she fights evil.”
Keverin wanted to applaud, but one look at the bishop’s face told him it would be premature. “It enrages me that another had to take my place to protect my people. That Julia did so, when any woman should be protected, shames me deeply, but none of that matters. I can’t let you take her. She’s a weapon, my lord bishop, a weapon that I’ll use to save the kingdom.”
Marcus and Gideon looked horrified, and well they should. The thought of using the girl in such a way made him feel ill, but dishonour aside, he didn’t see that he had any choice. Julia was the only defence Athione had. Mathius certainly wasn’t capable of standing against the sorcerers.
“The God wouldn’t want us to use witchcraft to defeat the sorcerers,” Jymis said. “Evil to destroy evil? No I say! Evil begets more evil. Beware lest this child bewitch you.”
He shook his head at the man’s obtuseness. Jymis had heard nothing he’d said. As for witches, they were fables—simply old women who healed cuts or aches, using potions made of disgusting things like tree moss mixed with mould or fungus. Darius said there was nothing magical about such brews, but that sometimes they were beneficial. He shuddered at the thought of putting mould on a wound, and the thought of drinking anything such women concocted made him want to gag, but he trusted Darius’ estimation of them. They were harmless old women eking a living by selling minor cures.
“Witches do not exist,” he said.
“They do now!” Jymis crowed in victory. “Only men are chosen to wield the God’s power in the world. She is against nature and the God.”
“Saying it doesn’t make it true. She has magic, therefore she must be a witch? That’s foolish.”
“What other definition would you have me use? A witch uses potions and curses—both are magical in nature. Witches are women with unnatural talents. They’re usually old, living long beyond their natural spans. No doubt they use their talents to prolong their lives—”
Keverin listened in amusement to Jymis’ definition of a witch. Many of his utterances were contradictory. Julia wasn’t old, but perhaps he assumed that even witches had been young once.
“She stands against the God’s plan for the world,” Jymis proclaimed.
“I don’t know what the God’s plan is. I doubt even the Holy Father does,” Keverin said, and looked to Gideon for help.
“The God’s plan is unknowable by his children,” Gideon agreed. “We are reborn many times, to learn new things until He deems us worthy. When that time comes, we join him and live by his side,” Gideon said reverently, and circled his heart. “Life without end.”
He mimicked the priest’s gesture. “Such we know. Julia is no witch, but she is a mage. I believe the God guided Darius when he summoned her.”
“I fear your foolish acceptance of this woman,” Jymis said with a sneer. “As for Darius, I never had much use for that man. I doubt the God would guide his hand to do anything.”
“Why do you say that? The God gave him magic to wield. It makes perfect sense to choose him again.”
A vain throbbed at Jymis’ temple. “The point, let us stick to the point. The barrier was placed between the worlds to prevent this sort of thing. The God sends us to learn what he wants us to know. If he’d wanted that woman here, she would have been born here.”
“The God’s plan is unknowable, yet you now propose to know his will regarding Julia’s presence? You can’t have it both ways.”
“I can and I do,” Jymis said. “We have free will. The God doesn’t prevent us from making choices and mistakes. We often learn from them, but the barrier was put there to stop us interfering with other worlds.”
He couldn’t dispute that, and he didn’t like the doubt Jymis had put in his head. Had there been another way to save Athione? He couldn’t think of one, only... No, there wasn’t one. 
His current path had been set when Queen Alyssa died in childbirth, and her grief-stricken king retreated from the world. Pergann had been a good king before that tragedy. He would have seen the looming threat the Protectorate represented. Who knows, he might have funded a proper mage school in the capital. The sorcerers might have met their match when they tried to invade, but it hadn’t happened that way. Instead, Pergann had wasted his life, and Deva’s peril was a direct result of his neglect.
He sighed. Athione’s library had come too late. Instead of hundreds of mages studying within its halls, a lone boy struggled to learn the impossible. Mathius had admitted to him privately, that without the others to teach him, he had little hope. He persevered, hoping for the God’s blessing upon his endeavours. So far it hadn’t come.
“What would you have of me?” Keverin said, when Jymis paused for breath.
“I have already said it. This woman must be brought to trial for heresy. None but the Church may judge this matter. Not you, not the king, only the Church.”
“And I’ve said that I deny you this. Where does that leave us?”
“You imperil your soul.”
“And you imperil your life!” he snapped, losing his temper.
“My lord!” Gideon gasped.
He raised a hand to silence the priest. “I’ll not be the source of your doom, Jymis. The sorcerers will. You not only imperil your life, you imperil all my people’s lives. I told you why the girl is needed. Without her magic it’s certain Athione will fall to the sorcerers, who—you will remember—truly are heretics. I cannot allow that and I won’t. The girl is under my protection as Lord Protector of the West. The only authority higher is the king and the God above him. Until I’m ordered by either one, she’ll remain safely here.”
“You forget one more has the power to overthrow you. I’ll ask the Holy Father for a ruling. He’ll pronounce anathema on you, and you’ll fall.”
Marcus reached for his sword.
“Hold!” Keverin snapped, barking the order in his haste to prevent another calamity.
Jymis looked behind him, startled to find Marcus looming so close.
Marcus knew as well as he did, that there were more types of harm than the merely physical. If the Holy Father did rule in Jymis’ favour, Athione’s people would have little choice but to heed him. Anything else would imperil their souls.
“You would do well to look to your own soul, Marcus. This man,” Jymis said pointing at Keverin. “This man will lead you to ruin.”
“M’lord Keverin is the best lord we could have in these times,” Marcus said stiffly. “Anyone who says different is a fool. Only a traitor would attempt to weaken Athione in time of war. Be warned, lord bishop. If you attempt to pull my lord down, I will kill you.”
“That’s enough,” Keverin grated. “You’ll not harm him, Marcus. That’s an order. The bishop will need—” he turned to Jymis. “Do you need lodgings here?”
“I’m staying with Father Delbarry,” Jymis said and headed for the door without a by your leave.
Keverin watched him go. After Marcus’ threat, who could blame him for turning down Athione’s hospitality? Delbarry was a priest in East Town. He was an uncommonly intelligent man. He had no second thoughts where Delbarry was concerned. With luck he would see the obvious and dissuade Jymis from his foolishness.
* * *
 



 
 
25 ~ Heretic!
Keverin turned to Gideon. “You had better escort him. Tell two of the men to accompany you.”
“Thank you my lord, but the bishop arrived with a squad of the Red Guard.”
That was a surprise. The Red Guard rarely left Holy Isle. He wondered what Church soldiers were doing so far from the capital, but he dismissed the thought a moment later as unimportant. There weren’t enough of them to make a difference to any attack he might face, and besides, they were mostly ceremonial in nature.
“Fine then, but you’d better attend him.”
Gideon bowed and hurried away to catch Jymis.
“That was ill done, Marcus. I thank you for the thought, but I fear you’ve made matters worse.”
Marcus snorted. “That man is not a fool. He knows what removing The Lady would mean.”
The Lady? Marcus was beginning to sound like the men. They already looked upon Julia with awe, and he had an inkling why that was. She was literally one of a kind. In their minds, and his he supposed, she’d been sent by the God to save them. It was a miracle they said, and who was he to deny the truth of that? It was a miracle. What could be more unlikely than a woman with the gift?
“If not a fool, then a traitor,” he said, troubled by the thought. “I don’t believe that. He’s an objectionable man, I’ll grant you, but he’s still a man of the God. Why would he want Athione to fall?”
“Who can say? One thing I do know, he’s trouble of the worst kind. I’ll challenge him for you and—”
“You will not! You have your orders, and besides, you know full well a priest cannot be challenged.” He saw rebellion turn to decision in Marcus’ eyes. “And I’ll not have murder on my conscience,” he said cutting that avenue off before Marcus did more than think about it. “Give oath.”
“My lord!” Marcus gasped.
“Give oath I say.”
“Yes, my lord,” Marcus said, and sighed unhappily. He circled his heart and spoke the words. “I swear not to harm the lord bishop Jymis—”
“Nor order it,” Keverin added quickly.
Marcus hesitated for a long moment. “And I further swear not to order his death,” he said stiffly.
“Good,” he said, clapping his captain on the shoulder to soften the indignity. “Now then, we have some decisions to make. Jymis will do what he said he would do, of that I have no doubt. Traitor or not, we need to stop that somehow.”
“I liked my idea better.”
He grinned. “It had the promise of being permanent at least. Killing a priest is a bad business, Marcus. Besides, if I go around killing those I don’t like, how am I different from Mortain and his ilk?”
“You’re the exact opposite! There’s no similarity at all.”
“I thank you, but I would see it stay that way. No killing.”
“You have my oath, but if I may give council?”
“I would appreciate it.”
“Write letters to the king and the Holy Father. Don’t let Jymis poison them against you.”
“Good idea. Has Julia healed Ged yet?”
Marcus shook his head. “He died early this morning.”
He sighed sadly. “His brother?”
“Healed but grieving, my lord.”
“Have him up here. I think a change of surroundings might help Kinnon with that.”
Marcus nodded and left.
Keverin sat behind his desk to pen the letters, but as the words flowed onto the page, he had to wonder if the king would even read his. As far as he knew, the Chancellor held no ill will toward him, but that didn’t mean he would go out of his way to help. The Holy Father was his best chance to avoid disaster. He made that letter the stronger of his two thrusts. He looked upon this as an attack no less important than the Hasians in the pass. What point winning the war, only to lose everything to internal division?
He finished composing the letters, and then laboriously re-copied them in his best hand. Kinnon hadn’t arrived by the time he finished, so he read through the king’s letter, before progressing to the second one…
—I hope this finds you in good health. Jessica was very pleased with your gift and treasures it. I’m sure that you’ll receive her thanks before long, but this isn’t the time for happy news I’m afraid.
 
Jessica and Farran had long been friends, but it couldn’t hurt to remind him. Besides, Jessica truly did enjoy his poetry. The Holy Father had been something of a scholar before ascending his throne. He still wrote when he had time, but spare time was rare for those in positions of authority. How well he knew that. He’d taken the liberty of having Farran’s little book of poems copied for the library. Unlike Jessica’s original, the cover was plain and undecorated, but at least the work could be enjoyed by those who preferred to read within the fortress. It was well written and very popular in the women’s quarter.
He scanned the next page of his letter…
—We have many dead here, and I commend their souls to Him. Lord bishop Jymis is of the opinion that I fail in my duty to the Church by sheltering the girl. I’m afraid he will no doubt contact you with his request. I must strongly urge you not to do this thing. Julia is our salvation, without her we are lost. 
The girl is no witch, on my honour she is not! Without her, my losses would be far greater than they are, but even with her aid, I am informed of more deaths among the wounded with each candlemark that passes... 
 
That painted a grim picture indeed, and it was exactly what he wanted. The worse he made it seem, the more dire Julia’s removal would be.
—Darius is gone to the God. Gone from me with all my mages except Mathius and Julia...
Marcus advises precipitant action, but I have his oath to proceed no further with this. Jymis will no doubt inform you of a threat to his life. I swear to you this will not happen. He’s safe within my fortress for as long as we’re safe from the sorcerers, how long that will be I don’t know. 
 
That should work against Jymis. He was bound to report Marcus’ words in the worst possible light, but with luck, the letter would cut off that line of attack.
Julia can be an infuriating girl. She is but a child, but still her tongue can flay the hide off of Moriz!
 
He chuckled at that part. Julia was fiery. Getting close to her would be a bad mistake to make. She would burn him without the aid of magic!
The men call her THE Lady as if there could be no other. They are in awe of her and regard her presence here as a miracle. The God help me, I do too. She took a war arrow through the shoulder, and didn’t cry until they pulled it out. I would have been screaming long before.
 
A slight exaggeration there at the end, but he wished to paint her as a brave girl, relying on Farran for protection, which wasn’t far from the truth.
I dare to predict that you’ll like Julia. With the God’s blessing, we may come through this so that you may meet her and judge for yourself her innocence.
Please know that I bare you all friendship and goodwill,
Your friend and servant,
Keverin, Lord of Athione,
Lord Protector of the Western Marches
 
He sealed both letters, and impressed his seal into the hot wax. He blew over the crossed fists of Athione to harden it quicker, and then stood to see what was keeping Marcus and Kinnon. He found Marcus outside the citadel, looking furious, but there was no sign of Kinnon.
“I think he went over the wall, m’lord.”
That was a way of saying Kinnon had left his post without permission. “His family all live in East Town do they not?”
Marcus brightened and nodded. “I’ll visit them and—”
“Leave them to their grief. I want to see Galen.”
Marcus nodded, and together they rounded the citadel to enter the east courtyard. There was no sign of anyone. The stamping of hooves in the stables, and an occasional voice speaking to calm the brutes broke the quiet. They had lost a great many horses in the attack, but it was a grim fact that although the west stables were completely destroyed, he had lost more men than horses. He wished it otherwise, but at least his remaining men wouldn’t be afoot when a charge became possible again. If it ever did.
The east gates were Galen’s only responsibility. He should be at his post within the left tower. Keverin entered and blinked trying to accustom his eyes to the darkness. He found Galen whittling a doll’s head.
“Have you seen Kinnon today?”
Galen gasped and shot to his feet already saluting.
“Relax man,” he said, but Galen remained at attention. “I’m looking for Kinnon. Have you let anyone out today?”
“I let the bishop and them pretty-boys out a while back, but I ain’t seen Kinnon, m’lord.”
The term pretty-boys was a common and disparaging name for Church soldiers. They did look pretty in their red uniforms, but they were useless for real work. Even a half decent guardsman could chop them into dog meat.
“I need him for something. Any ideas?”
“I heard tell his little brother died, m’lord. He’s probably praying in the chapel.”
“Good thought,” he said and turned to leave, but then stopped as an idea came to him. He wouldn’t put anything beyond Jymis now. Best be safe. “Keep the gates locked, and don’t open them for anyone. Send someone to either Marcus or myself. Clear?”
“Yes, m’lord, but what if them pretty-boys come back?”
“This is for them especially. Them and the bishop.”
“I’ll take care of it, m’lord.”
He nodded and left Galen to his whittling. “Did you check the chapel?”
“I didn’t think of it,” Marcus admitted.
He led the way and found Kinnon as Galen had suspected, praying in the chapel. He dismissed Marcus to his duties, and entered to speak with the scout alone.
“I’m sorry to intrude,” he said.
Kinnon stood. “I swapped duty with Danil, m’lord.”
“That’s fine. I didn’t come about that.” He sat on the front bench directly below the statue of the God, and a moment later, Kinnon joined him.
“Ged was my only brother,” Kinnon said, staring up at the towering sculpture.
“I know. I’m sorry this happened.”
“The Lady tried for candlemarks to wake him from his swoon. I sat with her, holding his hand, but he slipped away without waking. The Lady was so tired after, we had to carry her to bed.”
Keverin squeezed his eyes shut, trying not to see the scene but it was no good. He could easily imagine Julia working in the great hall. He’d seen her there just a short while ago. That she’d worked herself to exhaustion worried him. What if the sorcerers attacked again? He felt guilty thinking that way, but someone had to. He should order her to rest.
“I need you, Kinnon.”
“M’lord?”
“I’m sorry for your loss, but Julia is in danger.”
“What danger?” Kinnon asked sharply.
Keverin calmed him with a hand on his shoulder. “Peace, she’s safe for now. What I tell you must remain between us.”
“I swear to tell no one, m’lord.”
“The lord bishop visited with me earlier. He accuses Julia of witchcraft, and would put her on trial for heresy.”
“She’s no witch! She saved me. She saved all of us!”
“I know. I need you to take these to Devarr,” he said, showing Kinnon the letters. “This one is for the king or his chancellor, but this one is the more important of the two. I want you to give it to Patriarch Dugan. He’ll see it safely into the Holy Father’s hands.”
“I can do that, but so could many. If I may ask?”
“Why you?”
Kinnon nodded.
“It’s because I don’t trust the bishop.”
Kinnon grinned. “All know it, m’lord!”
“I need the letters delivered as soon as possible, but I want you safe. I’m not saying the bishop would try to stop you, but...” he shrugged, leaving his fear unsaid. “The letters are vital, but I value you as I valued your brother. I don’t want you taking risks with your life. You must reach the king and the patriarch, before Jymis can poison them against me. You know what will happen if they take Julia from us.”
“That won’t happen,” Kinnon growled, and accepted the letters into his keeping.
“Let’s go down and find you a pair of fast horses. I want you away from here as soon as possible. I expect the bishop will be sending his own letters before long.”
“I know all the trails, m’lord. I’ll not take the roads. They won’t get there ahead of me, that I swear.”
They made their way to the stables and Keverin watched as two horses were brought out. Marcus had foreseen the need for supplies, and had arranged for them to be waiting. Kinnon mounted up and rode out the gate with his remount on a lead rein.
“Lock her up tight,” Keverin ordered, and the gates boomed shut.
Bang... clunk!
The sound echoed with finality as the locking bars drove home.
* * *
 



 
 
26 ~ Julia
The clouds were slate grey over the mountains, and it promised to be cooler than previous days, but rain didn’t seem likely to her. The clouds were running before the wind; it hadn’t rained once since she’d arrived. Mathius said the season was the driest for more than six years.
She stood before the window in her sitting room, sipping wine and watching the people outside going through their daily routine. How could they do that? How could they ignore the situation just beyond the barricade? There were people less than half a mile away intent upon killing them, and others even closer, literally dying to build a bridge to reach them. She shook her head in admiration. Devans were a brave people. She supposed they had had other things to do, while she was free to worry. Idle hands and mischief came to mind. She needed something to take her mind away from the future, and especially the army in the pass.
She craned her neck to scan the sky. It wouldn’t rain again today. She could go out. There was walled garden that Jessica had shown her; it was in bloom and a pleasant place to walk. The gardeners were spending a lot of their time right now keeping it watered. She frowned, wondering if Mathius knew of a spell to help with that. His father had dug wells and performed weather magic. That could be important soon. Crops would be in danger if the drought continued too long, but no one seemed bothered by the possibility. Keverin had hoarded many times the usual amount of grain and other supplies below the citadel. There was more than enough to see them through this year and the next if necessary.
She scowled. Thoughts of Keverin she did not want, but they kept intruding whether she wanted them to or not—and it was not, definitely not! He hadn’t spoken two civil words to her since the day that she’d healed him. Whenever they met, he always hurried away. No smile, no small talk—nothing.
“I’m not going to ask him what his problem is,” she muttered. “He can soak his head in barrel of beer for all I care!”
She grinned as she imagined him doing that. Moriz had used the expression within her hearing once. He’d been talking with Halbert—his best friend and shadow—about the Over-captain. Marcus had been injured during the fighting and hadn’t asked for her help. Well, she’d dealt with that despite his protests.
She finished her wine and put her empty glass aside.
She wished Deneen would hurry and finish his work on her gym. Her healing magic wasn’t needed any longer—all the injured were back on duty, and her lessons with Mathius weren’t enough to occupy her time. She spent most evenings with Jessica reading by firelight. Brian had his duty to perform, and Mathius had his studies. What did she have? Maybe she could walk the walls like a guardsman, or help in the kitchens. She smirked at the image of Keverin having kittens.
“No, he wouldn’t like that,” she muttered, but then scowled. Why did she care what he wouldn’t like? “That settles it!” She stormed out of her rooms, heading for the west courtyard.
Everyone in the citadel were keeping busy. Invasion or no, the fight against dust and grime never ceased. She knew how that was from her own experience, but cleaning a four bedroomed house only seemed to take forever. Cleaning the citadel literally did. When she emerged into the west entry hall, men and women were mopping the floor in a line extending from one wall to the other. They performed the ritual every morning, and it took almost two dozen people. The servants worked side-by-side, chatting away with their neighbours, and laughing at each other’s jokes. She envied them. 
She watched a couple of strong looking men lower the chandeliers, muscles straining on the ropes to prevent them crashing to the floor. The younger girls were ready with rags piled at their feet for polishing the crystals, and new candles to replace the old ones. She hadn’t seen them do that before, but she realised why it was necessary. Her magic was hard to restrict to the trickle needed to light candles, and she’d wasted the wax too often. It took a lot of work to replace them. She vowed to be more careful in future.
She left the citadel and stepped into the courtyard, but how on Earth would she reach the battlement with the towers gone? The Founders would have built more than one way up, she was sure, but she didn’t know where it was. She frowned at the barricade. It wouldn’t help her, but maybe she could ask someone stationed there. The wreckage from the stables and curtain wall had been used to build a barricade for archers. Those men were the bane of the Hasian bridge builders, and the cause of all their losses. She hated it, and wished they would give up, but Purcell said they couldn’t; the sorcerers wouldn’t let them. They led through fear, and going by the damage they’d caused with a single spell, they were unbelievably strong mages. She remembered the citadel shaking and groaning. It had felt like an earthquake. It didn’t surprise her that their soldiers were too scared to rebel against them.
She took a last look, and walked on.
Whatever the sorcerers had done, it had worked well from their point of view. Having such a large hole in Athione’s defences, meant their soldiers could attack with greater numbers over a wider area, or they could if not for the crevasse. The sorcerers hadn’t thrown a single spell since its creation. She wondered why not. Were they waiting for reinforcements? She shivered at the thought of a spell that needed more than fifty sorcerers to cast. How many black-robed men would ride into their camp over the weeks ahead, and how would Keverin oppose them?
She scowled. Why did everything turn on what Keverin did or said? Then again, why did her thoughts keep dwelling upon someone so ungrateful? Someone who didn’t even like, or maybe worse, hated her? She was sorry his friend had died; she was, truly she was, but Darius had brought it on himself. When she’d tried to explain that, Keverin had become even more distant. It was obvious to her, and others she’d spoken with, that Darius knew before he cast the spell that he would die casting it.
Clang-clang!
Clang-clang!
Sksssssssssss!
She walked by the smithy, her steps unconsciously matching the rhythm of the smith’s hammer, and stopped to watch Hermund—the master of kennels—and his son, feed the hounds. She winced at the barking and fuss that breakfast caused. She wouldn’t go near the brutes. They were huge mastiffs, though they seemed reasonably affectionate with Hermund. She wouldn’t chance them not liking her. She continued on when her presence threatened to distract him from his task.
She reached the north wall a few minutes later and paused to take stock.
Athione’s north and south facing walls weren’t truly walls at all. They were the cliffs left behind by the Founders after they cut the stone they needed to build the fortress. She eyed the stairway they’d cut into the rock. It led up to a road everyone called the north link. There was a road just like it cut into the southern cliff. Both were ruler straight, and wide, used in emergencies to reinforce the east or west walls. She eyed the stairs doubtfully. The road was a long way up and there was no concession to safety; not even a handrail. Her skirts were a nuisance for climbing, but she’d had to learn the knack to negotiate the tower steps in the citadel. She raised her skirts, and was soon at the top.
The road wasn’t as smooth as it looked from her room. Its surface had wriggly lines carved diagonally into it, so that no one would slip in the rain. She wouldn’t want to try it in winter though. She peered over the edge at the cobbles far below, and felt a thrill of danger, but quickly stepped back when someone noticed her and pointed.
The citadel looked amazing from this vantage. She was very high up, but the citadel towered hundreds of feet higher still. She craned her neck, trying to make out the banners flying above the towers. They looked tiny from here, but with the distance in mind, she realised they must be three times the size of her bed sheets! Above each of the citadel’s six towers, the crescent moon on black of Deva flew, and below each one, Athione’s crossed fists on green circle snapped proudly in the wind.
The towers were cylindrical. She could only see half of each one from here, but she knew the shape continued on the inside. She’d lost count of the times she’d climbed them to reach the maze-like corridors each level boasted. The complex floor plans were meant to confuse the enemy in wartime, but they confused her all the time.
The ground floor of the citadel had no windows for obvious reasons, but the other levels boasted many leaded windowpanes. The design still surprised her. Had the citadel been built that way, or did a previous lord succumb to decadence? Keverin would never have reduced the citadel’s strength by making arrow slits wider. She didn’t believe any of Keverin’s family would be so foolish. It must have been by design. The Founders were probably confident using their magic to defend Athione, and had allowed themselves a little comfort. All those windows did let in lots of natural light.
“Athione still stands, so I guess they were right.”
“Pardon, Lady, did you say something?” 
She looked behind her. A guardsman stood there, unnoticed until now. The mountain had been left in its natural state this high, and its many crevices provided shadows enough to hide an army. Intentional? She doubted it, but the men would take advantage of any shelter from the wind.
“I was wondering if the citadel has changed at all over the years.”
“No, Lady. The Four are the same this day as they were on their first day. Lord Kevlarin built bigger grain stores though, and m’lord Keverin did it again about six years ago now. He doubled what we already had. They say we have enough food stored to hold us for three years if we’re careful.” 
“He knew the Hasians were coming.”
The guardsmen nodded enthusiastically. “He’s a good lord—the best!”
She smiled and moved on.
Whether Keverin was a good lord was debatable. No it wasn’t, she admitted. It was her own dislike talking. Who was she to judge a good lord from a bad one? She’d only met two!
Now that she knew what to look for, she found more guardsmen spaced at regular intervals along the road, forming a chain for messages to the east battlement. It was probably a standard post, but with the western battlement destroyed, it seemed redundant to her. She would tell Marcus when she next saw him. He might have forgotten about them, and extra men on the barricade might be welcome.
She reached the east wall and moved along it until she stood over the gates. The gate towers brought memories of the battle surging back, but it was her nightmares that she wished to forget. It was just dumb luck that she’d killed enemies that day, and not her friends, as she did every night in her nightmares. She didn’t know how many she’d killed, and she didn’t want to, but the first man was the only one she didn’t feel guilty about. It had been self-defence.
She shaded her eyes and peered east between two merlons at the town. The crenels that allowed a man to shoot at an enemy, came no higher than her chest, but she still couldn’t see properly. The walls of the merlons were tapered toward each other to reduce the angle for enemy arrows. Standing at the point of a stone V restricted the view.
She moved to another crenel and then another, trying to see better. The town wasn’t that far away. She could walk the distance in under an hour, or a candlemark she should say—why couldn’t she remember that it was candlemarks here? It nestled in the valley at a point where the foothills flattened out. The fields of crops and grazing sheep surrounding it, lent it a peaceful and idyllic air. It didn’t have proper walls, but then, she’d been spoilt by Athione’s grandeur. What East Town did have, was a dry moat or ditch bordered on the inside by a waist high wall kept clear of buildings. The wall seemed more of a boundary marker than a true defensive position.
“Has anyone ever attacked from this side?” she asked the nearest guard.
“No lady.”
“No one would be stupid enough, I guess.”
He grinned. “You’d be surprised. When Kevlarin was our lord, we had trouble with Malcor.”
“Malcor is one of the Four isn’t it?”
He nodded.
“Well then, they can’t be brigands, can they?”
“Not now, lady, but years ago Lord Malcor tried to take Lord Padrig’s land… you do know that Lady Jessica is the daughter of the old Lord Padrig?
“She told me,” she said.
“He’s dead now of course. He was old even then. Kevlarin went to help him throw back the Malcorans, and won the battle when Lord Malcor died.”
“You mean Keverin’s father killed the old Lord Malcor?” she said, her mind suddenly full of new names and confusion.
The guardsman shook his head. “That’s what we told his son, but it was m’lord Keverin who really slew him. Kevlarin took the blame, and the new Lord Malcor challenged him to a duel for killing his pa. Kevlarin accepted and drained him on the spot!”
Two Lords of Malcor dead just like that? Deva was harsher than she’d thought. “What about brigands and East Town?”
“Lord Athlone—he’s Lord Malcor now—still holds a grudge. He raided the town and burned some farms. He’s always making trouble, but nothing as bad as that raid before or since.”
She couldn’t blame him for holding a grudge; not when his father and older brother both died at the hands of Keverin’s family. She would probably have felt the same.
Julia chose one of the gate towers at random, and descended from the wall. She surprised a group of guardsmen lounging inside, and grinned when she saw what they were doing. They were betting on a race between two spiders. They had a pair of scabbards lying parallel to each other on the floor to create a track, but neither spider seemed close to winning. Both were more interested in escape. When the men saw her, they scrambled to their feet, red-faced. They were shifting from foot to foot like schoolboys caught playing truant. She grinned, barely holding back a laugh.
“How’s the head, any headaches or dizzy spells?” she asked, recognising one of her patients.
“No, lady. When you fix something, it stays fixed,” Alvin said.
The other guardsmen nodded seriously, and murmured similar things, but she wasn’t so sure. It cost her nothing to ask about recurring problems when she saw a former patient, and it might cost a life if she didn’t. She’d learned some of magic’s limitations, but only through trial and error. Mathius had alluded to problems that hadn’t been solved through magic, but she didn’t know whether that was a matter of choice or necessity.
“Well, I thought I would ask just in case.”
“I’m fine now,” Alvin said with a slight bow.
All the guardsmen produced the little bow at the same time. It was as if they’d been tied together.
“You’ve been practising!”
Alvin nodded seriously. “Captain Marcus showed us how m’lord does it.”
She didn’t know whether to be angry or amused, but this Lady Julia business was getting out of hand! She looked at their earnest faces and couldn’t spoil it for them.
“You do it very well,” she said seriously, and hurried outside to escape the adoration in their eyes. She didn’t deserve it, not after failing so many of their friends.
The bronze-clad gates were locked, but the gatekeeper was nearby. She picked him out easily. Galen wore a guardsman’s armour, but his sash didn’t have a scabbard thrust through it, which meant he wasn’t a sentry. Athione’s gatekeepers didn’t need swords. There were plenty of men armed to the teeth and ready for mayhem.
“Open the gate for me, would you?” she said as she approached him.
Galen’s eyes widened at the sight of her. “M’lord Keverin said to keep her locked, lady. Did he say?”
“He didn’t say anything about the gates. I’m the one asking. I want to visit the town for a while.”
“I can’t open her up without his say.”
Keverin, Keverin, bloody Keverin!
She was sick of wandering around the fortress. She wanted out for a few hours! “Please listen,” she said as patiently as she could. “I know you have orders to follow, but if you don’t open it for me, I’ll do it with magic. I’ll try not to break anything, but I can’t be sure you’ll still have a gate when I’m done.”
“No need for that, lady!” he said hurriedly, obviously horrified at the thought of his gates damaged. “I’ll do it, but m’lord will be angry. If he asks...?”
“I’ll tell him that I threatened you. Is that all right?”
“Thank you! That’s really good of you, lady.”
He hurried into the tower containing the machinery used to open the massive gates. A moment later, she heard the locking bars withdraw, and the gears rumble to life. Alvin and his friends bundled out of the tower with determination writ large upon their faces.
She raised a hand to halt them. “No,” she said simply.
“But!” Alvin protested.
“You’re not coming,” she said firmly.
“What do we say?” Kedric whispered to his mates.
“The lord won’t like it, that’s certain,” the other man replied.
“I don’t care what Keverin likes or doesn’t like,” she said, interrupting them. “I’m not his prisoner or his lady. He can’t keep me here if I want to leave. Do you dispute me?”
“No lady!” Alvin said
“Never would I!” Kedric added.
“But he will,” the last man muttered, and paled when Julia glared at him.
“I’ll escort you, lady,” Alvin said, taking charge when the others faltered under that glare. He was made of sterner stuff.
“I don’t need an escort, Alvin, you know that.”
“You’re The Lady. You need an escort.”
The others mumbled their agreement.
“But I have magic. Why do I need an escort too?”
Alvin frowned. “Magic has nothing to do with it. Letting any noble lady go outside without an escort would be dishonourable, and besides, you’re our lord’s guest. It’s… it’s just wrong, that’s all.”
“The boy’s right.”
“Yup! Nothing wrong with his head.”
She groaned. She’d lost the argument already. Trying to separate a Devan from what he thought his honour demanded, would be futile. They were very strict about some things, and probably the most important of them was honourable conduct toward women. They could take it to absurd heights. Like having a separate women’s quarter in the citadel for example.
“All right,” she said with a sigh. “But why you, and not Kedric?” It was a petty revenge—trying to cut him out of the trip, but he deserved it for lumbering her with an unwanted escort.
“I thought you knew, lady. I was born in East Town. I thought you might like a tour.”
The others laughed and slapped him on the back for a well run campaign. She scowled at first, but she could see the funny side after a moment, and their good cheer infected even her. She laughed along with them.
“Come along then,” she said, and walked out the open gates.
* * *
 
 



 
27 ~ East Town
Julia held a glass figure up to the sun and stared mesmerised as the light shattered into blinding sparkles. The figurine was of a woman with arms raised as if about to fly away. Her hair streamed behind her, and her green cloak billowed as if in the wind. The cloak was the most amazing part. How had the artisan managed the colour? And what about the fragility of such thin glass? The woman could have been anyone. Her features were vague, with just a hint of femininity about her, but that enhanced the figure’s beauty; it drew the eye to the entire piece, rather than to one attribute.
“Do you like it?” Keef said, hoping for a sale.
“It’s amazing work,” she said.
He beamed, pride shining upon his face. It wasn’t arrogance on his part. It was the pride displayed by someone who knew the worth of what he offered. She liked the stocky merchant. He had an open and easy air about him. His clean-shaven face had deep laugh lines etched into it, shouting his good humour.
“How do they make the green?”
“That’s a secret, lady, but—”
“This is The Lady,” Alvin stressed.
She frowned at him.
“As I was about to say,” Keef said, glaring at Alvin. “It’s a secret, but I doubt you plan to enter the trade. The artisans make it the usual way with fine sand, sea shells, and ash from the very best wood, but what they do then is the secret.” Keef leaned forward and spoke like a conspirator. “You know the green stuff that appears when copper weathers?”
“I know what you mean.”
“They use that. I don’t know the how of it, but I know the what—if you follow me?” he said, and winked.
She nodded. Copper oxide tinted the glass green. “What about the black there?” she said, and pointed to a figure obviously meant to be a sorcerer.
“Powdered ochre.” 
She carefully replaced the figurine near the centre of the table. She didn’t want to be responsible for breaking such a beautiful thing. She frowned as her thoughts darkened. When she left this world, would she only be known for the destruction she had caused?
“Thank you for showing me these, Keef. They’re all wonderful, but I can’t buy.”
“It’s my pleasure. Not many do buy these days. Times are hard everywhere.” 
“How do you live then?”
“I have more money than I could ever hope to spend, but I enjoy the work. I’ll not give it up. How would my artisan friends sell their work without me?”
She smiled. If he wasn’t selling anything, how could he support his friends? “Who is the figure meant to be?”
“She’s the Lady of Dragons.”
The Lady of Dragons? That sounded like a legend, like Arthur and the round table. She turned to Alvin for an explanation.
“No one knows what she really looked like, so they’re always like this,” Alvin said. “The Lady of Dragons is an old story. It’s said that a daughter of a Founder ran away from a marriage she didn’t want. She threw herself from a high mountain somewhere, but a huge black Dragon saw her fall, and took her away. It’s said she rides him still, and will live forever where she’s happy as the Lady of Dragons.”
She smiled, and decided to check the library for a book about the dragon lady when they returned. She liked happy endings.
She bid Keef good day and they moved on. She enjoyed the anonymity that the crowded marketplace lent her. She’d never liked people bowing to her all the time, but it was unavoidable within the fortress. All the attention made her want to hide in her rooms, but browsing the stalls without all the fuss was fun. No one knew her here, though having Alvin dogging her heels raised a few eyebrows, they didn’t think any more about it. Guardsmen were a common sight.
She glanced at the next stall, but quickly moved on. She had no interest in belt knives and daggers. Some of the stalls were selling fruits and vegetables. Some of them were familiar to her, while others looked darn bizarre. Apples, or what she thought might be apples, were a bluish green in colour. There were no oranges at all, but the plums looked right. Grapes did as well, but the peaches weren’t peaches. They were Pella fruit and tasted like honey and pears in one. Janna sometimes made pies using them.
She stopped to examine a selection of hand mirrors. They were a little larger than the palm of her hand. “Is ten gold a lot of money?” she asked Alvin, noting the indignant look on the merchant woman’s face.
Alvin nodded. “I earn eighteen gold in a year. The Lord is very generous. Others pay their guardsmen ten gold or less in a year.”
Half a year’s wages for a hand mirror was incredible. She hadn’t thought to ask Keef the price of his figurines, but on this scale they must be worth a fortune!
“That makes no sense. No one could afford these,” she said, waving a hand at the mirrors and jewellery arrayed on the stall.
“If you haven’t the money, move on! I’m not a charity,” the merchant said, scowling now that she knew there was no chance of making a sale.
Julia raised an eyebrow in amusement, and the woman’s face darkened. She wouldn’t sell any of her wares. She could understand paying good money for quality, but there were limits. Mirrors were made with silver—at least she thought that was right. Silver would cost a like amount of silver to obtain, and the work involved would cost more, but surely the mirror was worth no more than a gold or two at most.
She walked away frowning in puzzlement. Supply and demand set prices. With no demand for expensive mirrors and figurines, prices should tumble but they hadn’t. The only thing that made sense to her was that there was a demand—just not here.
“Where would you go to sell Keef’s figures?”
Alvin chuckled. “You found him out. I knew you would. He has friends all over Waipara. Those that live in Japura sell his glass to the rich princes there. The ones in Tanjung sell to the noble houses. No one goes through our pass to trade with the Protectorate anymore, but ships from Japura do go there.”
“Then why is he trying to sell them here?”
“He ain’t selling any, Lady. He’s telling the truth about that, but he likes working on the stall when he can. Says it reminds him of where he came from.” Alvin rolled his eyes at the notion. “He’s a rich man, like he said.”
She nodded. “What about the woman with the mirrors then, and what about the others?”
“Taxes are bad everywhere. Lord Keverin keeps them low in his towns and villages, but the king still demands four coppers in ten from his lords. The Lord pays the difference out of his own treasure, but that ain’t helping trade none.”
No, it wouldn’t. The people were prosperous here, but prices were inflated because of greedy merchants exporting their goods. Keverin’s people could not buy, which in turn meant that his coffers were dwindling. How long could he subsidise his people’s taxes? Certainly not forever.
She frowned as she thought about his options. A special tariff on certain exports should work. Trading outside of the kingdom would become less attractive to the merchants, and more of it would stay within the borders. The king would have to institute it though. Assuming he did the right thing, trade within the kingdom would resume, albeit at a lower level, but the merchants might pack up and leave. A tariff was no good on its own. The kingdom needed a tax cut to make the merchants want to stay. Prices would fall as external demand dropped, and then level off when people in Deva began buying again. Exports would be lower overall, but the people would be much better off. The traders would howl of course, but they would come around. For one thing, shipping costs would be removed. They would surely see that as an advantage.
“We should be getting back,” Alvin said, checking the position of the sun. “It’s nearly time for the noon meal.”
She nodded and they made their way back.
The walk was quite long, but still pleasant. The day was cooler than previous days, just as she had predicted that morning. Maybe she had a future as a meteorologist. She invoked her mage-sight, and checked the sky for anything interesting. The swirling energy patterns were up there as they were everywhere in the realms. Alvin’s aura blazed and roiled at her side, but the fortress wasn’t visible, and neither was the town. Nothing but auras and energy currents were ever visible in the realms. For the first time, she wondered what the free energy was. Could it be the wind? She didn’t know the answer—she didn’t know the answer to most of the questions in her head. Maybe it was unattached magic floating about. She tried to grab some of it, but she felt nothing as it floated by. It wasn’t magic, she decided. It acted like the current in a river. Maybe it really was only air. She let her vision return to normal to find they were approaching the gates.
“Ho the gate!” Alvin called.
“Who comes?”
“Alvin, guardsman escorting the Lady Julia.”
Eeeeeek! The creaking of the gate made Julia jump, and Alvin laughed.
“I hope you find your punishment funny, guardsman,” Keverin said, his face as unyielding as stone. The look he gave Julia burned into her. “Report to Marcus for punishment.”
Alvin’s face fell. He saluted and jogged away without a word.
Julia noted the gatekeeper was a new man. It looked as if she’d been naughty again. She’d dropped Galen into hot water as well.
“Was that really necessary lord Keverin?” she said coldly furious at Alvin’s mistreatment.
Booom... clunk! The gate slammed shut and the locking bars drove home sealing the fortress again.
Keverin waited for quiet before he spoke. “Alvin will be punished for leaving the fortress without permission as well as being absent from his post, because you failed to ask my leave to visit the town. Don’t think for a moment that I blame the boy for what I know is your fault. Alvin isn’t the first man to be swayed in the wrong direction by a pretty face.”
“I’m not one of your guardsmen, Lord Keverin. If I want to visit a market, I will!”
“You will not!” Keverin shouted, and glared when the guardsmen stopped to stare. “Back to your duties!”
They hurried away.
“How will you stop me? Will you clap me in irons?” she hissed, ignoring, his confused expression, “Chain me to a wall will you? Bring me out like a sword to do your killing for you?” Before he could answer, she overrode him with a voice getting louder with anger by the minute. “You’ve had your say, now you’ll hear me! I forced Galen to open the gate after he told me your orders, and I dragged Alvin along to show me his home town. If you want to flex your muscles and punish someone—try me!”
Keverin turned coldly calm. “You’re acting like the child I know you to be. I don’t punish wilful children—I teach them the lesson.”
She didn’t know what he meant, and was worried though she tried not to show it. He nodded to a nearby guardsman who ran off toward the citadel. A moment later, Moriz and Halbert appeared, and reported to their lord.
Keverin received their salutes, before turning back to her with a satisfied smile upon his lips. “Lady, meet your new keepers. This is Moriz, and this—”
“I know who they are; they’re friends of mine. If you think I’m letting them into my rooms, friends or not, you can think again!”
“They’ll stand guard at your door, day and night,” Keverin said stiffly. “None of you have permission to leave the fortress without seeing me first. At no time will you attempt to leave them behind. If you do, I’ll assign the entire guard!”
He would do it too.
Keverin was more than merely angry. She could see it in his clenching fists. If she was any judge, Moriz and Halbert were embarrassed at the conditions he was imposing, and they were a major imposition. Women were protected in Deva, but more than that, they were respected. There was precious little respect in holding any woman a prisoner, and she was his guest. He was being doubly disrespectful.
“Have you quite finished Lord Keverin?” she said sweetly.
“They’ll follow you everywhere you go—everywhere!” 
She clamped her mouth shut as he spun on his heel and stalked away. She barely stopped herself from yelling at his retreating back.
* * *
 



 
 
28 ~ Freedom
Jihan stood in the clearing, watching the stars fade, and fantasised about leaving Malcor forever. He could probably escape his father’s men undetected, and if not, he was an excellent fighter. They wouldn’t bring him back easily. He could leave this very morning. The guardsmen knew his routine and wouldn’t expect him back for candlemarks. He wouldn’t have to see his traitorous father, or his black-robed ally, ever again.
He shaded his eyes as the sun rose above the horizon, and sighed. It wasn’t that he lacked the skills necessary to get away. What he lacked was a destination. The capital was out of the question—Athlone owned the chancellor. He would ship him back to his father in chains the moment he arrived in Devarr. No, he needed somewhere that his father’s influence couldn’t reach. There were few places like that in Deva; Athlone had allies all over the kingdom. Japura would be far enough he supposed, or maybe Tanjung. Both countries had few ties within Deva, but he’d be even more of an outcast living there than he already was.
He could just ride away, become an adventurer, and not settle anywhere. He could wander the roads, hunt for food when he was hungry, maybe work as a labourer now and then for a few coppers to buy ale. He wasn’t afraid of hard work. He had his horse and his weapons here, what else did he need? He frowned thoughtfully, patting Jezy’s muscled neck, and seriously considered it. 
Movement caught his eye. He turned to watch the riders approach. His father had sent some of his cronies to find him. Why couldn’t they leave him alone?
“Your father needs you,” Luther said as he rode into the clearing and dismounted.
He watched the loathsome man approach, and his doubts evaporated. He was leaving. “I’ll ride back in a while.”
“You’re coming now, boy. Get on your horse.”
“You forget yourself,” he said coldly.
“I ain’t forgot nothin’,” Luther growled, making a grab for his arm.
Jihan slipped aside
Luther stumbled, and snarling angrily, he pulled a dagger. “I’m gonna make you eat this.”
Jihan smiled and drew his sword. “Drop the knife or draw your sword. You’re not taking me back.”
All three men drew their swords and moved to surround him. Luther attacked first. Jihan parried and hooked the man’s leg out from under him with a foot. Luther crashed onto his back, and Jihan lunged toward the man on his right, taking him by surprise. His sword punched through cheap armour, and the guardsman fell dead without uttering a sound. The third man, realising that the fun and games were over, panicked and tried to run. Jihan gave chase.
“Malcor!” he roared as he closed the distance.
The guardsman turned to defend himself, and managed to parry twice before making a mistake. Jihan bound the man’s blade, stepped in close, and punched him in the face. Bone crunched, and the guardsman staggered. Jihan switched his sword to his other hand, and struck. The guardsman dropped to his knees, eyes wide in shock, and clutching his ruined throat.
Jihan felt rather than saw Luther’s attack. He fell flat and rolled away from the blow. On one knee, he parried another attack meant to take his head, before getting back to his feet. Going back on the offensive, he struck to take Luther in the thigh, but the guardsman parried and retaliated skilfully. Pain seared his own thigh, as Luther’s blade sliced it open. He gasped, more in surprise than pain; he hadn’t seen the blow coming. Luther grinned and pressed home his advantage, forcing him back, and back again. He retreated, desperately trying to protect his bad leg, but Luther went for it again. He tried to pull it back to safety, and stumbled. Lucky he did, as Luther missed the sudden unplanned move, and left himself open. Jihan took the chance and lunged awkwardly from his prone position. His blade skewered Luther just under the edge of his armour, and disembowelled him.
Luther screamed and fell to his knees, clutching himself.
Jihan pushed himself painfully back to his feet and drew his dagger. “Do you want the grace?”
Luther couldn’t answer—the pain was too much, but he nodded jerkily. Jihan’s single dagger thrust to the back of his neck ended his pain.
“May the God watch over and comfort you at journey’s end,” he said. He limped over to the other guardsmen to give them the grace as well, but both men were already dead.
He cut the sleeve from one of their shirts, and used it to bind the wound in his thigh. The cut was deep, and it had bled a lot, but he could still use the leg. He thanked the God for that, because he couldn’t go back to Malcor now. His decision to leave had turned from a choice he’d made into a necessity.
He cleaned his blades quickly, mounted Jezy, and collected Luther’s horse before riding out of the clearing. It would do for a remount.
He rode hard for the first few candlemarks, determined to get a good head start. He stopped only briefly to rest Jezy and switch to Luther’s horse. He knew that his father would send men after him, but what would their instructions be? If their orders were to bring him back unharmed, he could escape using threats, but that wasn’t very likely. He knew all about his father’s dealings with Mortain; he couldn’t let him spread that information and would order him stopped. That was trickier. A good bowman could drop a man at a hundred and fifty yards, sometimes more if the wind was right. The trees around him weren’t numerous, but they did provide some cover.
Candlemarks into his journey, he stopped again, this time at the edge of the forest to look for tracks on the highroad. The only ones he found were days old, and that worried him. He would much prefer enemies ahead of him than behind him. He hesitated, but using the road seemed foolish. It was too open. Making a decision, he crossed to the other side, and started riding cross-country. Athione was a long ride from Malcor by road. It would take him even longer cross-country, but he couldn’t take the chance of being caught in the open.
He rode all that day and saw no one, not even a sheep or goat herder. The land was poor for any kind of farming; it was mostly dry stony hills. He was alone except for the horses, but he took no chances. He kept his eyes scanning for movement, often checking his back-trail for pursuit. As the day eased into evening, he looked for a place to stop. It was a risk to be sure, but he couldn’t afford to lame the horses. He chose a rocky hill in the distance, and reached it just as true night fell.
He unsaddled Jezy and his remount at his chosen campsite. Both horses were happy enough munching on the scrub they found there. They would need water tomorrow at the latest, but they could manage for now on the little he gave them. He shook his water bag. It was three quarters full. He didn’t drink.
Settling down to watch for pursuit, he tried not to dwell on the men he’d killed, but it was hard. He’d ridden against brigands twice before in his life. The first time, the fight was over before he could even draw his sword. The second time, he’d wounded a man, but he hadn’t killed him. His opponent was just a boy, and disarming him had been ridiculously easy. Athlone had been furious, and had made him watch the hanging. He could still see the look of horror on the boy’s face as they brought out the rope. Hanging was a dishonourable way to die.
He never let himself forget that boy’s face, and the dishonour of his death at the end of a rope. He shouldn’t have held back that day; his father was right about that at least. He should have given the boy an honourable death in battle.
He shifted and glanced at the night sky from where he lay prone. There was only a sliver of moon tonight, but his eyes were very keen and already accustomed to the dark. The hill let him to see for leagues in all directions, but everything was still. He yawned, wanting to sleep, but he didn’t dare take the chance. There was no sign of pursuit yet, but his father’s men would be on their way. He had to be ready to react when they showed up. He forced himself to stay awake by changing his focus, and keeping his head moving, looking for movement and threat.
It didn’t work.
He awoke the next morning when Jezy snuffed his face, wanting his attention. “Fugghh! Your breath stinks!” he said, pushing her face away from his.
He rubbed his eyes and stiffened, remembering the day before, and where he was. It was after dawn! He guessed the sun had been up at least a candlemark. He rolled to his feet in a blind panic, expecting to be jumped by his father’s hunters any moment.
He hurriedly saddled the horses, and rode for two or three candlemarks before stopping to give the horses their water ration. They weren’t happy with the amount, but it would take him the rest of the day to reach Brai and its well. He had to make his water last until then. Taking only a single mouthful to tide himself over, he mounted Luther’s horse and continued on.
As the light faded toward evening, Brai came into view, and he decided to approach on foot the rest of the way. It was full dark when he reached the outskirts of the village. He navigated the streets, ready to fight if need be, but everything seemed quiet—too quiet. He paused, feeling suddenly uneasy with the stillness. He cocked his head, listening intently, and relaxed when he heard faint singing. He smiled when he recognised the bawdy song. It didn’t mean he was out of danger, but it was a good sign.
He reached the village square and stopped among the shadows to study the situation. The horses had scented the water, and were eager to drink, but he held them back to scan the open space. To reach the well and the horse trough, he had to walk a hundred yards out in the open. The well was in the exact centre of the square. He scanned the rooftops, feeling uneasy. There was nothing to suggest the hunters were here, and yet… 
He retrieved his bow from behind Jezy’s saddle and hung his quiver over his shoulder. He felt like a fool, but better that than dead. He stepped out of the shadows and crossed the square with an itch between his shoulder blades, but he reached the well without incident. The horses eagerly dipped their heads to drink from the trough while he drew fresh water from the well to fill the water bag.
As the horses drank their fill, he glanced around the square at the lighted windows trying to imagine the families sitting down to dinner. He shook the thought away. He was hungry enough without tormenting himself. The inn was to his left. He could tell that the villagers were still enjoying the drunken sot’s bawdy song. He drank away his thirst and refilled the water bag, wishing he had two of them. If he survived this journey, he would never ride anywhere with only one again.
Thock!
He fell flat behind the trough, staring at the arrow quivering from the well handle. He tried not to imagine what could have just happened.
“That was just a warning! I don’t want to kill ye, lad, but I will if ye make me! Drop the bow and come out where I can see ye!” 
The voice came from the darkened house opposite. “Are you going to kill me in the middle of the village? I don’t think the folk here will approve!”
The singer and his audience fell silent. Crawling to the other end of the water trough, he peered around the corner, looking for a target.
Thock!
He ducked back, but the arrow hadn’t been intended to hit him. He frowned at the shaft where it had hit the edge of the trough; it had come from a different direction. Sighting along it, he found an alley. He couldn’t see anyone, but the bowman had to be standing in the shadows there. The alley was well within his range, but his longbow couldn’t be used from a kneeling position. He needed a clan bow for that kind of shot. Clansmen used a different design, one meant to be used from horseback or from a prone position. They were expert archers.  
He knocked an arrow to his string, rose, and fired in one movement.
“Ughh!”
Diving flat to avoid any return, he was grimly satisfied to hear the cry of pain. That was one less to deal with.
“Pssst!”
Jihan found the source of the noise after a brief search of the shadows. Lying upon the ground against the wall of the inn, he could make out a boy’s face. The rest of him was hidden in the darkness.
“Look to your left... no, your other left dimwit! See him, on the roof?”
Yes, dimwit your other left, he thought sarcastically.
He looked up and to his right. He could just make out a man’s silhouette crouched partly obscured by a chimney. It would be an awkward shot. He knocked another arrow, and waited for him to move a little more into the open. When the opportunity arrived, he popped up and fired.
“Gah!” the arrow struck true, and the hunter slumped, clutching his chest. His bow clattered upon the roof tiles. A moment later, its owner rolled off the roof, and hit the ground already dead.
“Oomph!” Jihan grunted and fell onto his back, wide-eyed and cursing his stupidity. He’d let himself be distracted watching his target fall.
Panting in time with the throbbing pain in his side, he snapped the arrow off short. It had hit him between two ribs, about a hand-span above his sash. His armour had saved him from a killing blow, but the arrow had still penetrated about an inch. It hurt like a hot poker in his side. Drawing his bow would be agony.
He looked for the boy, hoping he knew where the rest of the hunters were, but he’d gone back inside. That was very wise of him. He crawled toward the other end of the water trough, hoping to see something more than shadows. He couldn’t let them pin him in place all night. 
Thock! Thock! Thock!
The arrows slammed into the water trough near his head, striking mere moments apart. The timing suggested three archers were shooting, not one. Before they could fire again, he took a chance. He jumped to his feet and went for the horses, hoping to get between them before they could fire again.
“Oomph!” he grunted, spinning around with the impact, but he kept his footing, and dodged between the horses.
He snapped the arrow in his thigh off short, and then urged the mounts toward the inn. He limped along between them, keeping his head down and tensing up as he closed upon the entrance. He imagined an arrow hitting him in the back just as he reached safety, but nothing of the kind occurred, and he staggered through the doors. Relief flooded through him, but it was short lived. His bad leg chose that moment to collapse under him, and he crashed to the floor on his belly. His bow skittered away from his hand as pain seared his side again. He’d landed on the broken arrow stub and driven it further in. Panting in time with the pain, he willed away the darkness at the edges of his vision, and it slowly receded. The first face he saw belonged to his young helper.
A girl, not a boy after all.
She stared intently at him, but she didn’t speak. Her eyes burned into him, willing him to do… something, but he didn’t know what. She glared even harder when he didn’t get up, and then transferred the look to someone behind him.
Oh joy. He wasn’t normally that slow, but he finally understood her warning. He drew his dagger, shielding the movement by getting to his feet, and spun on his good leg to let the blade fly.
“Ughh!” the guardsman grunted, and fell.
He sighed in relief; he didn’t recognise him, but he was wearing the cheap armour that his father always supplied. He hadn’t killed a villager by mistake then. His dagger had hit the man at the base of his throat. He should be disgusted with such a lucky a hit—he’d thought he would be taller, but all he felt was a numb weariness.
The villagers started babbling their story as he bent to retrieve his dagger.
“Later my friends,” he said, holding up a hand. “There should be three more by my count. Does anyone know where they’re hiding?”
“There’s one in my ma’s house,” the girl said.
“She weren’t yer ma!”
“Leave over, Ricol,” another villager said. “Leanna might have been your sister, but like it or not, she treated Ahnao like a daughter. The house belongs to her by right.”
There was a general murmur of agreement, and the girl looked gratefully at them.
“Which one is it?” Jihan said, and Ahnao stepped closer to point it out. He bent to sight along her arm. It was the darkened house from earlier. “What about the other two?” 
He grunted as he bent to retrieve his bow from where it lay under a table. It looked undamaged to his expert eye. He readied an arrow, but left the string slack.
“I’m not sure,” Ahnao said, and frowned at the blood splattering upon the floor. A puddle was forming. “One of them stayed with the horses in the stable. He might still be there. I’ve no idea where the other one is.”
Jihan shifted the weight from his bad leg. By some ill luck, the arrow had struck him atop Luther’s cut. He grimaced as the muscle flexed, but the pain eased. He might take the one in the stables by sneaking out the back—if the missing man wasn’t waiting for him to do that. The one in Ahnao’s house would be tricky. There was no cover to be had for an approach.
Galloping horses proved him out of time.
He hobbled outside as fast as he could, and grunting at the pain in his side, drew his bow. The man to the right was marginally closer. He slowed his breathing and loosed. The shot was long, but accurate, and the rider slumped in his saddle. He watched him fall, knowing that the constant pain in his side meant he couldn’t do more. He watched his enemies gallop away, knowing he would see them again. In a strange way, his father’s intolerance would work in his favour this time. They wouldn’t dare return to Malcor without proof of his death. 
He stared grimly into the night, knowing he would kill them when next they met, or die trying. His freedom depended upon it. It was strange how anything could be justified in the name of freedom.
* * *
 



 
 
29 ~ Foundling 
Jihan cursed under his breath. Ahnao must have ridden all night to catch him. “You can’t come with me!” he said, desperately. “It’s too dangerous!”
“You said you’d wait two days. You lied to me!”
He winced. “I didn’t lie... not exactly. When I said that, I meant to follow through, but the more I thought about it, the more I realised I couldn’t wait. I’m sorry.”
Ahnao shifted in her saddle, and self-consciously pulled her skirts down to cover her legs. Her horse shifted, and the hem rose to expose them again. He tried to keep his eyes on her face—not a hardship under other circumstances, but he couldn’t help noticing how pale and smooth they looked.
“You shouldn’t have followed me. I’m being hunted, Ahnao, you saw what I’m facing. I can’t let you come with me.”
“I ain’t going with you. I just happen to be going the same way is all. I’m on my way to Athione to ask for work.”
“Don’t give me that! You followed me.”
Ahnao rolled her eyes. “You think a lot of yourself don’t yer? This is the quickest way, lots of people use it.”
Jezy picked up his frustration and sidestepped. “I can’t let you come. You double my risk. Go back.”
“Oh thank you very much! Just a burden now am I? I wasn’t a burden when I took them arrows out of yer! And you bawling like a littlun, and carrying on—”
“I did not!” he retorted, but then he realised that she was trying to distract him. He calmed himself. “You must see the danger we’ll be in, and what about your house?”
“I ain’t stupid! Of course there’s a bit of risk, and the house wasn’t really mine. I’m just a foundling. When ma died, Ricol should have thrown me out, but he couldn’t coz the others said it would be shameful.”
Too right it would be! “What did Ricol have to do with your mother?”
“He’s her brother. He gave me this horse in trade for the house.”
Ahnao patted her mare affectionately.
He eyed the horse doubtfully. She’d been robbed, but Ricol wasn’t all bad. No horse a peasant could afford was worth a house and its contents, but this one looked sturdy. It had been well cared for at least.
“What are we doing tonight?” Ahnao went on. “We should split the watch between us.”
That idea had merit. He hadn’t forgotten his first night alone on the hill, but the danger to her made it out of the question. He was just about to tell her no, when she stiffened in alarm. With a sinking feeling, he turned to find what had scared her, and found two mounted figures. He couldn’t make out details, but he didn’t doubt that his enemies had found him.
“Can you tell if they have bows?” he said. His bow wasn’t suited to shooting while mounted, but it was all he had. He fitted an arrow to the string, leaving it slack for now.
“The one on the right does. The other has a sword.”
“How can you tell?”
“The one on the left was in my house that night. He didn’t have a bow then, and he’s short. That’s him.”
He nodded, willing to take her word. “I hope you’re right, because I’ll only get one chance at this. I’m going to charge them. I want you right behind me until I shoot. As soon as I do that, you ride into the trees and wait for me to come for you. Understand me? As soon as I shoot!”
Ahnao nodded.
He dropped the reins of Luther’s horse and shooed it away. “Ready?”
She nodded again.
They galloped toward the waiting riders, and Ahnao disobeyed him almost straight away. Instead of riding behind him as he’d ordered, she raced by his side. Her horse, slightly faster because she carried less weight, began to pull ahead of him.
“Go left now!” he shouted, but she ignored the order, and moved in front to shield him. “No, you fool girl!”
She was blocking his shot!
He discarded his bow and drew his sword. Lying flat over Jezy’s neck, he urged her to run like the wind, and she did her best. He came level with Ahnao again just as the bowman loosed his first arrow.
And missed!
Time slowed as he bore down on the man. Like a dream, he watched him raise his bow to fire again.
Impact! 
His sword was almost wrenched from his hand as he sped by. He held tight to his blade and reined in, trying to get after the second man before he could turn to attack. Jezy skidded, her hind legs going out from under her as she tried to obey the impossible command, but she struggled back to her feet moments later, and he turned her to find the bowman motionless upon the ground. There was no sign of Ahnao. He hoped she’d had sense enough to hide like he’d asked.
The last of his father’s men appeared over the rise in the road. “Malcor!” the hunter cried, spurring his horse into a gallop.
“Malcor!” Jihan yelled in reflex. He didn’t have time to consider the irony of two men shouting the same battle cry as they tried to kill each other.
Jezy took the impact well; she’d been bred of the finest Camorin stock, but the guardsman’s horse wasn’t pure blood. It went down squealing. The hunter jumped clear, and landed lightly upon his feet, sword in hand.
Jihan was impressed despite himself. That had taken real skill. He dismounted, favouring his bad leg, and limped to meet the man. “Haiger, isn’t it?”
The hunter nodded.
“You should walk away. There’ll be no reward for my death, and certainly none for yours. My father thinks that carrying out his orders is reward enough.”
Haiger approached warily. “Your da has been good to me, boy. He could have hung me years back, but he accepted my oath and gave me a second chance. I won’t betray him.”
Haiger attacked first, but Jihan parried easily. His tutors had trained him to within an inch of his life. Literally. Many times. How he had hated them for that, but the result was standing him in good stead now. He was a master of many weapons, and the sword was one of them. He stepped back to lead Haiger into a more favourable position, and then attacked high three times in a row. Three times high, and then twice low, and then three high, twice low. He saw the decision appear in Haiger’s eyes, and in anticipation, he broke the pattern with a third low stroke. His sword struck true.
Haiger staggered away, clutching at the wound in his thigh. “By the God!”
He winced at the pain-filled prayer. “I don’t want to kill you, man. My father isn’t worth your loyalty. He’s a traitor. Please let me go. Just say you couldn’t find me.”
“You’re the traitor, he’s your da!”
“He treated me worse than the dogs!” he said in outrage. All living within the fortress knew how his father and tutors had abused him as a boy. “
“Let be, boy. You ain’t never convincing me to turn traitor,” Haiger said, edging closer. His limp matched Jihan’s as they circled each other. “You surprised me earlier, using the girl that way. Good plan... she’s dead ya know!” Haiger yelled and lunged.
Shocked by the news, he parried Haiger’s strike almost too late. Instead of skewering him through the chest, the blade impaled his bicep. Shrieking in agony, he swung his sword awkwardly to lodge in Haiger’s throat. The man crumpled without a sound.
Groaning at new and old injuries, he staggered to Jezy and pulled himself awkwardly into the saddle. He had to verify Haiger’s evil news. He prayed he’d been lying, but as he topped the rise in the road, Ahnao came into sight trapped beneath her horse. She was terribly still. His vision narrowed to that slight form, pinned beneath a dead horse that she’d traded everything she owned to gain. All to follow him here to die. 
He dismounted, and knelt by her side. “I’m so sorry.”
Ahnao opened her eyes and glared at him. “So ya should be! This cursed horse must weigh as much as ma’s house!”
He gasped in surprise, and relief flooded through him, but it quickly turned to anger. “I told you to go left!”
“I know, but you never could tell your left from your right!”
He stared at her solemnly for a long moment, and then he laughed. He laughed so hard that it hurt. By the God, his arm was killing him. “Oh don’t! That hurts like a sorcerer’s flames.”
“Serves you right. Get this brute off me.”
He eyed the dead beast doubtfully. It would be too heavy to move without help, but it had to be done, and without tools. He struggled to his feet and limped in a circle, studying the problem from all sides. A long enough lever would work, but for that he needed an axe. He didn’t have one. He could see only one choice, but it wasn’t an elegant solution by any means.
He gathered the reins from Ahnao’s dead mount, and tied them to the reins from Haiger’s horse. It made for a piss-poor looking rope, but it should work. He looped it around the dead beast, and tied the other end to Jezy’s saddle before mounting.
He backed Jezy to take up the slack. “As soon as you get enough of a gap, get clear.”
“Count on it!”
He backed Jezy slowly until she strained against the dead weight, but he achieved nothing by it, and he started to fear that his makeshift rope would fail. Ahnao’s whimpers suddenly turned into an ear-splitting shriek, as the carcass abruptly slid a few paces toward him. He hurriedly dismounted to give aid, and found that Ahnao had pulled herself clear, but all was not well. Her leg was obviously broken. The bone hadn’t pierced her flesh, thank the God, but that was the only good news. She couldn’t ride, not like this.
“Forgive me,” he said grimly.
“What fer?” she said through her tears.
“This!” he said, as his punch landed and she slumped to the road unconscious.
Seating himself by her feet, he pulled and twisted her left foot until the leg looked straight. Even unconscious, she flinched. He scavenged a pair scabbards for splints, and strapped the leg to them with strips of material torn from Haiger’s shirt. He ripped up his cloak for padding. Over that he used the leather from the reins to bind it all together. It looked terrible, but her leg was securely held and supported.
While he waited for her to wake, he tended to his own hurts. The gash in his arm hadn’t stopped bleeding, and his shirt was sodden with it. He cleaned and bandaged the wound using his shirt, but the blood failed to slow. He might as well not have bothered with the bandage. It was already soaked through. He used a piece of leather leftover from Ahnao’s splint as a tourniquet, and the flow ceased.
He settled his armour back into place, wishing he’d been better prepared. His bracers and gauntlets were back at Malcor in his room, but they wouldn’t have stopped Haiger’s blade. A pair of armoured sleeves would have worked, but as far as he knew, such things didn’t exist. Chainmail sleeves, despite giving less protection than iron disks, would work well. They would be light and flexible.
Ahnao finally awoke, ready to flay the hide off him for striking her, but then her face softened when she noticed the splints. 
“Thank you,” she said unsteadily.
“You’re welcome. We need to get you into the saddle. It’s going to hurt.”
“I’ll be fine,” she said bravely, and winced at a stab of pain in her leg.
Remembering the difficulty she’d had with her skirts, he murmured an apology before using his dagger to divide them for riding, before carrying her to where Jezy waited. She was crying by the time he mounted behind her.
“Use the stirrup if you can,” he said, hoping to stem her tears.
She tried, but her legs were too short. He jumped down, shortened the stirrup for her, and carefully eased her foot into place on that side. With nothing further to be done, he used the other stirrup to take his place behind her, and urged Jezy to a slow walk.
It took Ahnao about a candlemark to cry herself to sleep in his arms, and tension drained out of him. He used the opportunity to cover some distance, careful not to jostle her awake, but it wasn’t long before he noticed a loss of feeling in his hand. The tourniquet was too tight. He loosened it, and allowed the wound to bleed for a count of twenty before tying it tight again. Feeling returned, and he gritted his teeth at the pain. Every other candlemark he did the same, hoping that he wouldn’t run out of blood before he reached Athione.
* * *
 



 
 
30 ~ Siege
Donalt closed the door against the sound of his mother and sister weeping, and leaned against it, his shoulders sagging with weariness. Reporting Cor’s death had been the hardest thing he’d ever had to do.
Rogan had galloped in the gate with his disastrous report less than a candlemark ago. All dead. All eight hundred dead, and Sergeant Ferris with them. He’d been in shock since then, and in a way he was grateful for it. He had to plan the defence, and he couldn’t afford the time to grieve. He forced himself to stand straight and get on with it. Everyone was relying upon him.
Grim faced, he marched quickly through the citadel to his father’s study. He took the key from its hiding place, and unlocked the cabinet that his father used to keep important papers. He pushed aside all the deeds and contracts piled haphazardly within it, and withdrew a long cylindrical leather case containing Elvissa’s precious maps. Purcell had paid an incredible amount in gold for them years ago, and had proudly shown them to him many times as a boy. He hadn’t understood their significance at first, but as his training broadened his mind, he realised what a treasure they actually were.
The map he needed detailed Deva as if seen by a bird on the wing. It accurately portrayed every detail he could imagine, down to the very last stream and pond. There were seven in the set. Six of them, when laid together, displayed the entire continent of Waipara. The seventh was much less detailed. It was a map of Tindebrai, and was limited to the shape of the land. There were no borders, towns, or cities drawn. The empire was extremely secretive.
He put away the maps he didn’t need, and relocked the cabinet. After replacing the key, he left the study and made his way down to meet his captains, waiting for him in the guardroom. When he entered, they fell silent and watched him unroll the map.
“Show me,” he ordered.
Rogan stepped forward and pointed out two hills. Donalt nodded, he knew the area. Cor would have as well. It was a bad place, and ripe for ambush, because line of sight was restricted. The mounds found there allowed a mounted foe to come within striking distance of the road undetected. As Rogan reiterated his report so that his captains would know as much as he did, Donalt studied the map. He could easily imagine the desperate fight, as Corlath’s men, surrounded and outnumbered, fought to the death.
“Two thousand you said?” he asked, after Rogan finished.
Rogan nodded. “Maybe a few hundred more, m’lord, but that ain’t far out. They ain’t any raiders neither. They were Tanjung Regulars.”
He already knew Rogan’s answers from his report earlier, but he had to ask for the benefit of his captains. “How can you be sure?”
“They didn’t stop for booty. They killed the women, and didn’t take any for slaves.”
“How many did my brother and his men kill?”
“There must have been eighteen hundred left by the end m’lord,” Rogan said, trying to soften the report, and the captains muttered unhappily.
So few killed in exchange for eight hundred Elvissan lives was shocking. Some might call it shameful, but not within his hearing. His brother was barely cold. They knew better than to affront him now. The ambush had been devastating in its effectiveness, and he knew why. Cor had been overconfident upon leaving the fortress, and he hadn’t scouted the situation properly. He’d expected to emulate their father, and easily slaughter a band of misfit raiders, but instead, he’d found expertly trained soldiers waiting to ambush him. They had fired the farms and villages to draw them out, and Corlath had fallen for it.
“Eighteen hundred,” he said grimly, trying to think of a way to oppose so many with what he had left.
“I’m guessing on that, but it ain’t far out.”
He glared at the map, trying to think of a plan. He didn’t know how long he stood there, but an uncomfortable silence had settled upon the room by the time he looked up to find his captains studying him. They were older than he, and more experienced, every one of them, but he was heir to Elvissa now. He was in sole command while Purcell was away. They would obey him, even unto their deaths. It was a heavy burden.
He turned to his father’s seneschal. “Send word to evacuate the town. I want everyone inside the walls by sunset.”
“At once, m’lord!” Kennard said, and hurried away.
He turned to Rogan next. “Pick a likely man, and head for Athione. I’ll have dispatches for my father. Take three mounts each, and make haste.”
Rogan saluted. “The letters, m’lord?”
“Get your gear ready, and then report to me. My mother will want to send one with you as well, I’m certain.”
“Yes lord,” Rogan said and left the room.
His captains were watching him intently now, waiting for their orders. By issuing firm commands, he tried to give them what they wanted, and with it hope. He couldn’t let them doubt him, or his plan.
“Choose five hundred men, and make them the best we have with the bow. Issue three dozen arrows to each man, and the fastest mounts we have left. Food and water for two days, but no more. We need to be fast.”
They growled their assent, and for the first time they looked less bleak. They rushed out leaving him alone to study the map. He traced the highroad toward the pass and tapped a finger on the old bridge, frowning in thought. He followed the road further into Anselm Forest, and smiled grimly at the idea forming in his head.
“They will pay, brother. They will pay,” he growled.
Just candlemarks later, Donalt rode to meet the enemy, at the head of a column five hundred strong. This time it would be the Tanjuners who would die. There were numerous places that he could use as a strong point, but none of them could be held for long. Fortunately, his plan wasn’t to hold anything, it was simply to kill as many of his brother’s murderers, in the shortest possible time.
Almost a day out from the fortress, they came to the edge of Anselm forest, and he disbursed his men amongst the trees. They were ancient and provided excellent cover. The Tanjuners wouldn’t be able to charge his position, and that was an advantage, but it was also a disadvantage, because his men would be forced to fight as infantry. He had weighed the decision carefully before choosing Anselm for his ambush site. Normally, a man on foot had little chance against a mounted opponent, but here they would be more evenly matched. Their greater numbers meant little with the trees and surprise on his side. It was his best chance to kill a lot of them quickly, while reducing the risk to his own men.
He’d ordered the use of only half of their arrows before fading back to the horses. He hoped to make at least two more hit and run raids before retiring, and hunkering down behind Elvissa’s sturdy walls. He would have given much for a mage to scry the enemy, but the only mages in Deva were at Athione. He made do with a lookout in a tree.
It was moving on to mid-afternoon when the lookout whistled. Donalt looked up to find him pointing toward the road urgently. He nodded, but was puzzled at first when his lookout signalled again.
Two hundred men approaching.
He signalled back to repeat the message, but he had it right. Two hundred men approaching. The enemy had sent a vanguard ahead of the main body. He cursed the luck, and his foolishness. Why hadn’t he thought about a van? This could prove tricky. Should he attack it, and fade back? Or should he let them pass and risk being caught between two forces?
“Let them pass,” he ordered unhappily.
Captain Trine nodded and spread the word to the others.
It was a risky decision. They might have to fight the vanguard to get back to Elvissa, but it was a calculated risk he was willing to take. He watched the enemy ride by, wishing he could kill them all, but he followed his own orders and let them go. Perhaps a half candlemark later, a larger group appeared.
He fired his first arrow and his target fell.
Arrows struck the enemy from all sides, hitting horses as well as men. The mounts reared, screaming in pain, and their riders fell all along the column. Some regained their feet and drew their swords, but many lay still. He used his quota of arrows all too soon, and was tempted to continue firing, but if he didn’t follow his own orders, how could he expect his men to follow them? He fired once more at a man on a beautiful roan horse, but another rider got in the way and died in his stead. He pulled back, fading into the trees.
His men were ready to ride when he reached the clearing, and there wasn’t a single empty saddle. He hadn’t lost a single man! Elated at his easy victory, he gave the order to ride, determined to reach their next ambush site before sunset. He would make good use of the river and the old bridge.
Days later, weariness and worry had replaced his earlier elation. Although he’d thinned the enemy forces with his ambushes, his attacks hadn’t gone entirely to plan. In his haste to reach the bridge, he’d forgotten about the two hundred vanguards. He and his men had literally galloped straight into them. The resulting battle had been brutal but ultimately victorious—if you called the loss of over thirty men a victory, and he did. He hadn’t been able to kill them all though, and the surviving third had galloped away to re-join the bulk of their army. With so many wounded men, he’d aborted the planned ambush at the bridge. They raced back to Elvissa and locked themselves in. That was days ago, was it five? He was so tired that he couldn’t remember.
He frowned at the barricade that his men had raised to replace the shattered east gate, and tried to think of a clever trick that might hold off his defeat for another day. Half his men were asleep at their posts on his orders. In another two candlemarks, the other half would wake them, to take over the watch.
His biggest miscalculation had been his assumption about what he was facing. Or rather, who. He hadn’t expected them to have mages along. The Protectorate used them in war all the time, but it was the only country that did. Or so it had been until now. There were mages living in Tanjung, but they were scholars, never soldiers. Well that had changed when the enemy arrived to lay siege, and promptly turned the east gate into splinters. He’d thought the siege ended before it had even started.
Elvissa’s walls were high and her gates were strong, but nothing could have withstood that first attack. Fireballs had hit the gate and set it on fire. His men had scrambled to put out the flames. Apparently unhappy with his men’s success, the invaders had sent one fireball after another to strike the gate and blast it off its hinges. The lack of any magical attacks since then, suggested the mage had exhausted himself. The invaders hadn’t needed him though. With the gate down, and a mere barricade holding them out, they must have thought Elvissa easy meat.
Well, they were dead wrong there.
He’d stationed two hundred of his best bowmen on the walls either side of the sundered gate, with the rest of his men behind the barricades armed with long pikes. They had their swords too, but so far they’d managed to repel the onslaught without needing to resort to swordplay.
“They look ready to have another go, m’lord,” one of the sentries said.
He nodded, and squinted into the sun. That was the problem with having east and west facing gates—the enemy could take advantage of the sun. He shielded his eyes, trying to see better. The enemy had formed up, and definitely appeared ready to have another go. Their war leader had decided to equip his men a little better this time. He could make out hundreds of long spears, held upright in neat rows by their wielders. The spears were rough-hewn wood, and didn’t have proper iron points, but they didn’t need them really. Hardened in a fire, wooden points would do in a pinch, and although his pikes were superior, there were a hell of a lot of pointy sticks in enemy hands out there.
“Look lively! Wake that man there!” he shouted, to chivvy his men.
The tired man was jostled awake, and he blearily took his place in the line.
“Fire as soon as you have the range!” he shouted up to the bowmen on the walls. That was one good thing. With his father and so many of the men away, they had plenty of arrows to go around.
He grabbed a pike, and shoved himself in between two of the men. They glared at him, until they realised who he was.
“Sorry, but I can’t let you do all the work, can I?”
They grinned.
The first arrows flew toward the enemy to test the range, and when they struck their targets, more quickly followed them. Although one or two men fell to them, the range was really too long for bows. Still, any that dropped out of the attack was one less to contend with.
At least it’s not raining.
“Elvissa!” he screamed into the roar of battle, and batted a spear expertly aside.
He thrust, twisted, and pulled his pike free, ready for the next man. All along his line, men were thrusting and killing, but for the first time, he saw some of his own men falling to spear thrusts. Suddenly, two of his men fighting side by side fell at the same instant, and a gap in his line opened. The attackers slid through the gap, and attacked his men from the rear. He leapt to his feet, leaving his pike where it lay, and ran to deal with them. Before he could, both men fell, but it was already too late.
The enemy poured through.
“Out swords!” he roared.
He killed his first opponent, but the second man was damn good. Going high, he expected him to parry, but he didn’t. The Tanjuner ducked, and thrust. Donalt tried to step back in time, but he was too slow, and felt the faintest touch on his armour over his gut. He swept his sword down to connect with the man’s outstretched arm, and he screamed as his sword-hand fell to the cobbles. Before he could staunch the wound, Donalt stabbed him in the throat with his dagger.
Chaos surrounded him. They were close to losing the courtyard. He killed and killed again. Ducking under one man’s hasty slash, he cut him down only to slip on the man’s blood just as he engaged another. Rolling away from a stabbing sword, he tried to avoid the stamping feet of his men, as the fight degenerated into confusion.
Staggering back to his feet, he tripped and stabbed a man with his dagger, but before he could take advantage and engage another soldier, he was hit from behind and fell to his knees. Ears ringing, he expected his head to be cleaved from his body, but one of his own men barrelled into his attacker, and the course of the battle whirled them both away.
His men were fighting at such close quarters now, that swords were of little use. They had resorted to their daggers and fists. The bowmen couldn’t fire down into the courtyard for fear of hitting their own men. He signalled for them to come down, and relieve some of the pressure. As soon as they did, he felt the benefit.
It’s working, by the God, it’s working!
Attacking with more confidence of victory, he didn’t see the man to his right fall, but he certainly felt the result, as an enemy blade slid smoothly into his side. His armour might as well not have been there for all the good it did him. He turned with the cut, trying to limit the damage, but the Tanjuner twisted his sword expertly to free it, ripping him open. He screamed at the agony of it, and his knees turned to jelly. He tried to stay on his feet, but his strength drained away, and with it his determination. 
He lay upon the cobbles blinking up at the sky, and thought it was the most marvellous thing. The God truly did work miracles, and they were there for everyone to see.
He slid into the dark.
* * *
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31 ~ News from the Capital
Keverin checked his appearance in the mirror, and frowned at the knot of his sash. It didn’t look quite right and was causing the trailing end to hang twisted from his left hip. The cursed thing always gave him trouble. He would normally ignore the unevenness, but this evening had to be a little more formal. Jessica had insisted upon a celebration to welcome Gylaren properly. Purcell had a welcome feast when he arrived—it was only right that Gy be treated similarly.
He loosened his sash and tried to make it hang straight.
Snubbing Gy was the last thing he wanted to do. With luck, a proper welcome might calm him about the ill-treatment he’d received at Chancellor Morfran’s hands.
The news that Gy had brought with him regarding the king wasn’t a surprise. Pergann had been declining steadily since his queen died in child-bed, and as a result, Morfran had taken all power into his own hands. He felt sorry for the king’s loss, but he would never forgive his abandonment of duty. If he couldn’t find it within himself to rule, he should designate an heir and abdicate. He’d made no move to do that. Instead, he’d wasted his life and Deva had fallen into neglect. It was an intolerable situation, but Gy was right that removing him by force of arms would lead to civil war. It was sad, but the best thing for Deva would be for the king to die in his sleep tonight. Unfortunately, he seemed eternal.
He finished retying his sash, and studied his reflection critically. It looked perfect. He thrust his father’s dagger into its accustomed place at his waist, and adjusted the sheath for comfort. Satisfied with his appearance at last, he left the bedchamber to enter his father’s study. He still thought of it that way, despite it being his these many years. The room hadn’t changed, except in one respect; the desk was free of clutter. His father had never been known for his scholarly ways.
He smiled fondly, imagining his father sitting at the desk frowning at one of his barely legible lists. He would have looked up with a smile of welcome when he entered, and beckoned him to look at something.
My son...
Kevlarin’s voice echoed to him down the years and the vision faded. The desk was barren. There were no reports or lists—no clutter. It was just an empty desk. He realised the light had played tricks on him, and his smile wilted. His father was dead these many years—dead of a riding accident of all things. He’d never believed that explanation, but he pretended for Jessica’s sake. He’d always felt that a brigand had attacked his father. He had no evidence to back up the feeling, but Kevlarin had been an excellent rider.
Feeling melancholy now, he poured himself a glass of wine and sat behind the desk to think. What would his legacy be when he knelt before the God? Hopefully not Athione’s fall to invaders. His achievements made for a depressingly short list. The high point of his rule had to be the creation of his library, followed by the arrival of Darius and the other mages. Those few things were worthy accomplishments; he might actually be remembered kindly for them if the sorcerers could be defeated.
Would he be the last in his line to hold Athione? If nothing changed for him, he would be. He did want children, and Jessica wanted grandchildren, but for years he’d resisted marrying for heirs. It seemed a sad reason to choose a consort. He sighed morosely. His decision to adopt an heir had come easily when faced with death, but now that the future was uncertain again, he’d begun to hope for a better outcome. Kevlarin had been the same. It had taken Jessica’s intervention in his life to remedy his loneliness. He would never find Jessica’s equal, but it didn’t stop him wishing for someone to do for him what she’d done for his father. No, he must adopt, or fail in his duty—a thing he would not do.
He finished his wine and rose to pour another glass.
Thrap!
“Come,” he said, and turned to find Marcus entering with letters in hand. “What have you there?”
“Kinnon came in the gate a short while ago.”
“Already? That was fast.”
“He made good time,” Marcus agreed, massively understating the case. The scout had reduced the round trip by a quarter. He handed the letters over.
Keverin shuffled them. The seals proved that one of them was from Farran and the other from Morfran. Kinnon would have made an excellent Royal Courier back in his father’s time, back before the king disbanded them. He frowned. Athione needed more like him.
“He’s the best scout we have left. Ask him to take on a likely lad to train. He’s too good to let his knowledge die.”
Marcus nodded. “An apprentice, my lord?”
Only artisans and crafters had apprentices, but Kinnon’s skill was close to artistry in his opinion. He had a forester’s knowledge of the trails and countryside, combined with a guardsman’s skill with a sword.
“Put it to him like that. If you think he can manage, give him a promotion and have him train a squad. We might need them one day.”
“He’s well able, that’s certain. I’ll promote him on those conditions with your permission, my lord. It might help to persuade him. I don’t want to lose him.”
Keverin frowned. “Has he said anything about that?”
“His brother’s death hit him hard. I’m not sure he’s willing to stay on.”
“No undue pressure, Marcus. He deserves my loyalty, as I know that I have his. Offer him the promotion, but let him decide. I’ll release him from his oath if that’s what he wants.”
Marcus didn’t look happy, but he nodded.
“Now then,” he said, and sat at his desk. He broke the seal on the letter from Morfran first. “What has our good chancellor to say for himself?”
“Nothing good I’ll wager.”
No doubt.
He scanned the letter picking out the pertinent parts as he went. Worthwhile information seemed sparse within its pages.
I cannot do other than view your news with concern. The arrival of this woman is astounding, but I must doubt your wisdom in bringing her into the world... 
 
He shook his head, what an idiot!
In my opinion, your decision to bring this person to combat the Hasian threat is ill-advised in the extreme, and in doing so, you usurped the king’s authority. That the Bishop of Athione agrees with me indicates your lack of vision in this regard... 
 
“Gy should have killed him,” he growled.
“Who my lord?”
“Morfran.”
The king has no authority where heretics are concerned, except with regard to their detention for trial, or where such a one has committed treason.
 
That was the absolute truth. No doubt Morfran had researched the relevant law.
You will detain this person while the Holy Father deliberates upon her ultimate fate. On pain of death we charge you to confine her for trial... 
 
He crumpled the letter in his anger. “I’ll not do it!”
“What is it my lord?”
“The cursed chancellor orders me to imprison Julia until her trial.”
Marcus gasped in outrage. “Is he mad?”
“I wouldn’t be surprised in the least. I’ll not do it, Marcus.”
“She would tear the fortress down around our ears if we tried!”
“There is that.”
The letter finished with banal utterances such as ‘we have every confidence’ and ‘I’m sure you will be unfailing in your duty to the crown.’
He handed the letter to Marcus to allow him to read what the idiot chancellor had written. While Marcus did that, he broke the seal on Farran’s letter, and settled down to read something worth his time. The moment he saw its content, his humour improved. Keverin
my
friend, the letter began and he smiled in anticipation of good news.
I trust this letter finds you in good health. It has been too long since I last heard from you. I know of your current crisis through your mother’s letters to me, but ignoring the Hasians for the moment, is all well with you? Jessica’s letters are always a pleasure to read, but you’ve been a little remiss with them in the past. You’re very much your father’s son in this. Kevlarin never did like to write, much preferring to visit instead... that was a hint by the way.
 
He smiled. The old rascal wanted him to bring Jessica to Devarr for a visit. He would love to do that one day soon.
I received the news of Darius’ death with sorrow. Please know that he resides at the God’s side now. To sacrifice oneself for another is a noble thing.
Now to business. This woman that you named Athione’s saviour, troubles me deeply. Surely her presence upon this world is the will of the God, yet she was brought here using a spell to breach the barrier that He set to separate his worlds. I find myself with a dilemma to solve.
 
His smile slipped.
That you vouch for her, holds great weight with me, never doubt it, but though I have the honour of being the head of His Church, I also have the responsibility to look at this woman’s presence objectively. With that in mind, I have reviewed Church law, and there is cause for concern.
 
Oh by the God, this was disaster! He tried to think of ways to divert the looming catastrophe, but nothing came to him. He continued his reading hoping for an answer.
Two charges were brought to my attention against Julia. Firstly, I will dispense with the charge of witchery. I have never, nor do I now, believe in witches. The Church has always held the view that they do not exist. However, it has been suggested by the Bishop of Athione, that this woman is indeed a witch. Jymis points to her origins and magic as proof.
 
Curse the man! Jymis must have written to the Holy Father before he made his demands.
The letter continued:
In my opinion, the charge is without foundation, and her recent actions speak well of her in this. She fights evil, she does not embrace it. Accordingly, I have already dismissed the charge of witchery, and ordered Dugan to record my judgement in the Holy Chronicle. Copies of this latest record have been dispatched to all my Bishops, but you will likely read this letter before they receive them.
 
That was something, but what of the second charge?
The charge of heresy is by far the harder to judge. I will first set your mind at ease. Bishop Jymis will not call anathema upon you, or anyone else, without my permission. I’ll be making that plain to him in person shortly.
Heresy is a serious matter, more serious to the Church than invasion is to you. The Hasians are a threat in more ways than one I fear. Many will die if they succeed in their plans, but although it sounds harsh, the soul is all that really matters in the end.
Conclave will be convened to discuss this matter of heresy, and Jymis will be called to account for himself, and the charges he brings against Lady Julia. In his place at Athione, I appoint Father Gideon. Please inform him of his temporary elevation, so that he can arrange matters with those priests under him as quickly as may be.
 
That was very good news. If he had his way, Gideon’s elevation would be made permanent. He would consider ways to encourage that.
The letter continued…
In conclave it will be decided whether Julia should appear before us. If such a thing occurs, I would have you and Gideon at her side, to provide testimony on the happenings in and around your fortress. I hope that none of this will be necessary, but if things turn badly, your observations may turn them back.
 
He looked up to find that Marcus had finished with Morfran’s letter. “Find Father Gideon for me. Have him meet me here as soon as he can.”
“If I might ask?”
“The charge of witchery is dismissed. That’s by the Holy Father’s wish and backed by Church law. The charge of heresy is not dismissed, though he wishes otherwise, and will be debated in conclave. Jymis will be called to testify, and Gideon is temporarily raised to Bishop of Athione.”
“That last is good news, but heresy?”
Keverin grimaced. “If need be, I’ll testify that I saw nothing heretical in any of her actions.”
“I will also. All the men will do the same.”
“Hope that it doesn’t come to that.”
Marcus nodded and left to find Gideon.
Keverin read the last paragraph of Farran’s letter while he waited for the priest.
I had hoped to see you again under better circumstances, my friend. Let us pray that when next we meet, we do so without a cloud of heresy above our heads.
Ever your friend, 
Farran.
 
“Let it be so,” he whispered and folded the letter.
* * *
 



 
 
32 ~ Gideon
Keverin paced his room, making the candle flame flicker in the breeze he made. It was showing seventh mark already. He would be late to Gy’s dinner, but he wanted to talk with Gideon before he did anything else. 
Thrap!
“Come!”
Gideon entered and closed the door behind him. He’d come alone. “Marcus said you had news, m’lord?”
“Take a seat,” he said and gave him Farran’s letter. He sat in the other armchair by the fire and watched the priest read.
Gideon refolded the letter after he’d finished, and handed it back. “I’m sorry.”
“Sorry for what? You’re to become bishop for my lands and people. That’s good news.”
“I meant about Julia being under suspicion.”
He nodded, his expression turning grim. “Bad news indeed, but at least the other charge is dropped.”
“But the charge of witchery was easy to refute. The God only bestows his gift upon those he deems worthy, and Julia uses magic in the manner of a mage. She is a mage, not a witch. Witches use potions, everyone know that,” Gideon smiled at the notion. “Or so the stories say. Do you follow?”
He nodded. “The Holy Father says in his letter that the charge of heresy is the more dangerous, and I agree. I’m sorry that Jymis took it into his head to accuse her, but I thank the God he didn’t confront Julia with his ravings.”
“He wouldn’t do that, m’lord, he’s afraid of her,” Gideon said, smiling at the thought of Jymis trying to confront Julia about anything. She was known for her fiery temper. His expression turned sombre. “I have a confession to make.”
“Go on.”
“It’s my fault that the bishop said what he did.”
Keverin frowned. “How so?”
“When Darius died breaching the barrier, I let anger overwhelm me. I couldn’t see the obvious truth that the God had chosen him to bring Julia here.”
That was understandable. It would have been amazing if Gideon had recognised the God’s plan. Julia’s summoning had been considered an accident until she fought her battle atop the tower.
Gideon took a deep breath and hurried on. “I wrote to Bishop Jymis and—”
“You did what? You betrayed her to—”
“It wasn’t betrayal, m’lord! If any of us need help, any of the priests under his authority I mean, we write to him for instruction. If he can’t answer for some reason, he can pass our questions to the patriarchs in Devarr. Please understand, m’lord. None of us knew Julia then. We didn’t know she had magic, we didn’t know anything about her.”
He frowned, trying to look at things from Gideon’s point of view. A friend sacrifices his life to breach the barrier that the God put into place to protect his worlds. Worse, he dies to summon a mage strong enough to defeat the sorcerers, but gets a young woman instead—calamity! Women were never mages! Darius had sacrificed his life and imperilled his soul for nothing, or so Gideon must have thought. Julia’s magic hadn’t revealed itself until later, but by then he’d already reported events to Jymis.
“You told Jymis that Julia was guilty?”
“No, thank the God,” Gideon said, and circled his heart. “I wrote only the facts, m’lord. I didn’t lie, but I didn’t soften my words either.”
Keverin relaxed. “I think you’re being too hard on yourself. I know you owe Jymis respect as your superior in the Church, but perhaps you don’t realise what the man is truly like. Do you remember the time when my father threw him out of the fortress?”
“I was a newly ordained priest back then. If you will remember I had only been here a year when Jymis left.”
“He didn’t leave. My father told me that he threw him out for preaching sedition against the crown.”
“Sedition!” Gideon gasped. “I had no idea.”
Keverin nodded. “The Holy Father later sent him to Malcor Town, where he worked hard to gain his current position. I’ve never been able to trust him. He supports what profits him, and to the flames with anything else.”
“That’s harsh, m’lord,” Gideon chided. “He’s performed many good works for those in need.”
“Ah,” Keverin said, raising a finger to emphasise his point. “But not since he was raised to bishop.”
“That’s true, but his duties are greater now. He doesn’t have the time anymore.”
“He made the time before.”
Gideon frowned. “Are you saying that he plans to use Julia for his own gain?”
“I think he expects his denunciation to help him in some manner. He’s not a fool. He knew before coming here that I wouldn’t hand Julia over to him. Making the demand was a way to set things in motion.”
“But why would he?”
“Who can say? He’s been a bishop for years now, maybe it’s time to take the next step.”
“Patriarch?” Gideon squeaked.
“Why not? He has many years of experience, and would seem to be an excellent choice—on the surface that is.”
“All this to draw attention to himself?” Gideon said with revulsion.
“We can’t know for sure, but I think it’s a good possibility. A bishop that discovers a heretic witch, single-handedly accuses her, and then puts her on trial, would attract admiration from his fellows. What better way to make himself known to the other patriarchs?”
“The Holy Father chooses who will be raised to patriarch.”
“That’s true, but he’s only one man,” Keverin pointed out. “He can’t offend the patriarchs too badly. Indeed, he must often consult with them, and take their advice. Is that not so?”
“It is so,” Gideon said reluctantly.
“Whatever his plan is, we have to stop him. We can’t let Julia be taken, not while the sorcerers are in the pass, and certainly not unprepared. I want you to begin her lessons. I dare not tell her about the charges against her—who knows what she would do, but I can prepare her without her knowledge. Befriend her, Gideon, and teach her. Teach her quickly.”
Gideon shifted uncomfortably. “I would be her friend if she wished it, m’lord, but the one time she approached me, to my eternal shame I abused her.”
“Then I suggest you apologise.”
“Will you introduce me, m’lord?” Gideon said hopefully. “Perhaps with you there…”
He shook his head. “You’ll have to manage alone, I’m afraid. Whenever I come near the girl, we argue. I would do you both a disservice.” He glanced at the candle. “We’re late to Gy’s dinner. If you’re agreeable, we can speak more of this later.”
“No need,” Gideon said firmly. “I’ll apologise. I do look forward to teaching her. Perhaps I’ll learn something as well.”
They rose and headed for the door.
“Nothing is impossible,” he said. “Especially these days.”
They walked side by side until they reached the tower steps. He indicated that Gideon should precede him, and then followed him down, a few steps behind.
“I must say it’s a little off-putting at my age,” Gideon said.
“What is?”
“Learning that what I thought to be true, isn’t true after all. I find myself somewhat excited.”
He smiled at the priest’s back. “I know what you mean, but exciting times can be dangerous.”
“Oh yes indeed! I was in the chapel when the sorcerers breached the wall. I thought the roof was coming down.”
He nodded at that, but it had been worse for him. He remembered a light so intense that it burned his eyes, and then a roaring sound louder than any thunder. The stones of the curtain wall had been sundered one from the other. In an instant, they became a deadly hail of sharp rocks, slaying all in their path. He’d been thrown to the ground, and had escaped most of the missiles because of that. He was one of the lucky ones. Only a single piece of bronze-clad wood had speared his thigh. He’d awoken to find Julia’s beautiful eyes staring into his—
“My lord? Are you well?” Gideon said worriedly.
He blinked. They were standing outside the doors to the great hall. Inside he could hear the murmur of conversation and the clink-clink sounds of many forks against dinner plates. His people had started eating without him.
“Memories...” he muttered. “Let us go in and face my mother’s displeasure.” He nodded to Moriz and Halbert, where they stood guard waiting upon their charge. “You’re relieved. I’ll watch her for a while. Get some food.”
“Thank you, m’lord, but we had a bite a time back,” Moriz said.
“Don’t you worry about us, m’lord. We’re happy to wait for The Lady,” Halbert put in.
He nodded, leaving them to their vigil, and Gideon took his own leave to find his seat.
Jessica had done Athione proud. Except for those unlucky guardsmen on duty tonight, and those needed to serve the food, everyone had been given the night off to enjoy themselves. The lower tables were crammed with people eating heartily and enjoying themselves. Wine flowed, and good cheer abounded. His mother glared at him from her place at the centre of the high table.
“God bless him!”
“Hurrah for the lord!”
“Hurrah!” the diners shouted, raising their glasses in salute as he walked behind them. He smiled and waved a hand in acknowledgement of the good wishes.
He looked for Julia as he made his way down the aisle between packed benches, and found her sandwiched between Mathius and Purcell. The contrast between them was startling. He often forget Julia’s small stature. She was so full of life, that she always seemed bigger than she truly was, but sitting beside Purcell, she looked tiny—as a child of five would look sitting with her parents. At over seven feet, Purcell towered over everyone; he was the tallest man he’d ever met, and the strongest.
He mounted the dais, passing behind Julia and his mother before bending to speak with Gylaren. “Sorry I missed the start, Gy. Something came up.”
Gylaren lowered the fork, and the piece of meat he’d been about to eat. “May I ask? Was it the sorcerers?”
“Not them. Letters from Devarr.”
“Morfran,” Gylaren growled.
He patted his friend’s shoulder. It didn’t take much to set Gy off where Morfran was concerned. “Yes him, and one from Farran.”
“Nothing bad I hope.”
“I don’t want to say in front of so many. Perhaps you’ll have a private drink with me later tonight.”
“Honoured,” Gylaren said, inclining his head.
He patted Gy’s shoulder again. “I’ll look forward to it.”
Taking his place beside his mother, he tried to ignore the glare she directed his way, but finally acknowledged it with another apology. She nodded grudgingly.
“Where were you? Gy was ever so hurt,” Jessica said.
No he wasn’t. Jessica was trying to make him feel guilty for being late. “I apologised to him. I received a letter from Farran. I wanted to read it without delay.”
“How is he?”
“He’s well. He thanks you for your kind words about his poems, and asks if you would like another volume.”
“Certainly!” Jessica said, beaming with pleasure. “He’s very talented.”
“He doesn’t think so, but I agree.”
Jessica turned away to speak with Marcus, allowing him to avail himself of food and drink. As he ate, he watched Julia surreptitiously. She was picking at her food without much interest. She looked tired, and although Purcell was making an heroic effort to draw her out, she seemed withdrawn and uninterested in converse. He frowned as she drank a full glass of wine, and started upon another, but it seemed to perk her up a little. She smiled and began chatting.
He was glad to see her enjoy herself. He set about doing the same.
* * *
 



 
 
33 ~ Diversion
Navarien looked around at the remnants of his legion; it was a mere shadow of what it had been. He’d lost half his force due to the girl’s intervention in the assault, but he’d lost hundreds more since then to Athione’s bowmen. He used to think of Belgard as an intelligent man—weaker than other sorcerers perhaps, but approachable. Now he didn’t know what to think. The fool would finish what the bitch sorceress had started! It was insane trying to bridge the crevasse under these conditions, and the men were becoming rebellious. He didn’t blame them.
He paused outside his tent, and watched Lucius pacing the perimeter of the camp. The black-robed figure made a lonely impression despite the camp’s bustle. He’d started taking his long walks, a few days after he’d lost his position as lead mage. Belgard had allowed it. No chains were needed to keep him prisoner—not with so many sorcerers on hand, and besides, he seemed resigned to his fate.
Thoughts of Belgard gloating over his mirror as men died, pointlessly trying to string a bridge they would never complete, hardened his resolve. He marched across the camp, heading for the one man who might take action.
“General,” Lucius said, as they crossed paths on the perimeter of the camp. “I was wondering how long it would take you.”
He hated being so obvious, especially with Belgard watching. “My Lord Sorcerer—”
“No longer that, I’m afraid.”
“Lucius then,” he said impatiently.
“Aren’t you afraid of catching my affliction? You should be you know. Belgard won’t like you fraternising with the enemy.”
“You’re hardly the enemy.”
Lucius shrugged. “He won’t see it that way, but you’re here now. Walk with me awhile?”
They wandered slowly around the camp together, the sentries snapping to attention and saluting fist to heart, as they approached. He acknowledged their salutes, but reserved most of his attention for Lucius. He seemed remarkably at ease for a man with a death sentence hanging over his head.
“If you don’t mind my saying, you seem amazingly calm under the circumstances.”
Lucius smiled wryly. “A burden has been lifted from my shoulders. Thanks to Belgard, I no longer have any duties or obligations, and no responsibility for your men’s welfare. It’s quite liberating really.”
“Talking of the men, why are mine dying? I’ve protested the lunacy of this so-called attack every morning since the assault. Belgard just nods and smiles at me! This isn’t how it’s supposed to be, dammit! I’m supposed to command the legion, while he leads the mages. Instead, he orders me to send men to their deaths, while he uses that mirror of his and does nothing!”
Lucius gestured at him to keep his voice down. “Calmly General, calmly. You don’t want to end up like me,” he said, and fell silent as they neared the mages sitting at their ease outside their tents. He resumed once they were out of earshot. “I never wanted to be a mage, you know. Surprising is it not? My father was an excellent artist. I’d always thought to follow his example one day. Instead, two men wearing black robes stole me away. Years later, after my... training, I went home, but my family was gone.”
“What does your past have to do with what’s happening now?”
“Nothing directly. What I’m trying to say, in my no doubt confusing way, is that training dictates action. Belgard differs from me only in the lengths he’s willing to go to achieve his goals. We both underwent the same training, and because of that, I know what he’ll do in nearly all cases. You see? In my experience, mages left to their own devices as Belgard has been, will do magely things. Just as soldiers seek battle, mages seek knowledge and power… you look sceptical, General.”
He schooled his features. “In my experience, mages simply fight with spells rather than with swords.”
“Bah! That’s a recent development. The gifted were primarily scholars and artisans in the early years after the Founding. We built things, things such as that,” Lucius said, indicating the fortress looming ahead of them. “Magnificent isn’t it? But building aside, we loved poking into things to see what crawled out. All in the past now I’m afraid. These days we jostle for power and make war upon our enemies.”
They came to the road, and Navarien witnessed another corpse brought down from the construction site. He sighed at the waste. It wouldn’t be long before the men refused to obey his orders, and then his problems would truly begin. Could he bring himself to execute a man for refusing orders, when obeying was certain death? He didn’t think so.
“This is my fault,” he said grimly. “All of it. I shouldn’t have pushed you to attack. It was too soon.”
“You’re mistaken, General. Mortain gave me five days to take the fortress, and that’s why I ordered the attack. No other reason. He doesn’t care about losses. He just wants results. Do you remember our first day here?”
He nodded.
“I recall that Belgard spent a lot of time watching the girl, and later reported to me that she represented no danger. I believed him of course. Woman are never mages. Since that day, I keep coming back to his interest in her.”
“Are you saying he knew? Why not warn us?”
“I think he knew. He didn’t take part in the attack, and he was the only mage not prostrated when you began your assault. He was using the mirror, again. When I awoke toward the end of the battle, he’d already reported failure to Lord Mortain—may he live forever—and I was removed from my position. As for why he didn’t warn us, that’s easy—he wanted to be lead mage.”
“Half my legion dead because he wanted to be lead mage? I don’t believe it,” he said, feeling a sinking sensation in his gut.
Lucius shrugged. “Maybe it’s just paranoia on my part, but Belgard has always puzzled me. At Castle Black he was always first with the correct answer. Always the best at scrying, which is a hard discipline to master. Always first in sensing magic. These things should indicate a very powerful mage indeed, but apparently he’s only average.”
They fell silent again as they neared the tents. Lucius’ paranoia was infectious. He couldn’t help noticing the many black robed figures that just happened to be lounging around watching them stroll by. He’d often been angry with the mages attached to his command. Black robes were always a pain, but he’d never judged them as enemies before. He did now. No... not enemies. Enemy. Belgard was entirely to blame for all that was wrong with this campaign. That made him someone to remove from the equation.
“If Belgard is so very powerful, why hide it? Come to that, can it even be hidden?”
“Why is again obvious. Mortain doesn’t allow rivals to prosper. As to how he did it, I’m at a loss to explain.”
“You can’t prove any of this can you? And what does it have to do with sending my men to their deaths?”
“I can’t prove anything concerning Belgard, General, but I do know why this half-hearted attack is going on.”
“Oh?”
“Your men are dying to keep Devan attention focused upon us, while Third Legion attacks from the north. Fortress Malcor is secretly allied with us.”
It was a good strategy. Keeping one’s opponent focused in one direction, while secretly striking elsewhere, was a fine plan, but for one thing. The diversionary force belonged to him, and losses were already colossal.
“Why wasn’t I informed?” he said angrily. “I could have made allowances, planned better or differently!”
Lucius stopped and turned to face him. “We weren’t expected to fail, if that’s what you’re thinking. The girl couldn’t be anticipated. We only turned into a diversion after the assault failed.”
“Half my legion dead, for nothing,” he said bitterly.
“Not for nothing. Deva will still fall.”
No doubt it would, but that didn’t help him. “It might work, but my men are still dying.”
“The only solution that I can see, is an immediate and full force magical attack on the fortress. Kill the girl, and blast the fortress until they evacuate. Only then should you build your bridge. Belgard won’t order that, it would go against Mortain’s wishes.”
“There must be something we can do.”
Lucius studied him for a long moment. “I feel for you and your men, truly I do, but I’m no longer in any position to help you. Every man wearing the black is waiting for me to try something. You’ve seen them watching me.”
He nodded reluctantly. “If you were me, what would you do?”
“Pray. Pray that something changes to cause Belgard to abandon this course.”
“Pray!” he said in outrage. “I need something a lot stronger than prayer!”
Lucius shrugged. “I’ve been praying a lot lately.”
“For what?”
“For Belgard to get the pocks and die.”
* * *
Belgard laughed and let the image in his mirror fade. “Oh Lucius, how can you be so right, and yet be so wrong at the same time?”
He put his mirror aside, pondering what he’d heard. The General’s weakness was a disappointment; he’d hoped to use him later. The death of so many of his legionnaires was regrettable of course, but what Navarien failed to realise, was that they were serving a purpose dying where the girl could watch. He’d come to know her and her weaknesses quite well. She was powerful, but emotionally weak, as all women were. With her talent, he would have destroyed the legion to the last man, but what does she do? 
Precisely nothing.
That wasn’t quite true he amended, she had learned to heal, but while she was spending her time doing that, she wasn’t learning more useful and destructive things. She had chosen the path of a healer, when her strengths obviously lay in the opposite direction. If she’d been a man, she would have made for an amazing battle mage. She would probably have been leading her own legion by now… if she’d been born a man of the Protectorate. No, she should have chosen the path of a destroyer, not a healer, but he knew why she hadn’t. She was trying to atone.
He rolled his eyes at the notion.
She was trying to atone for the deaths that she’d caused, for the deaths that she hadn’t prevented during the battle, and for the deaths of her friends that she’d failed to heal. All of them had hit her hard. He knew that from watching her sleeping. Bad dreams tormented her; she awoke screaming most nights. Navarien’s men might be the enemy from her point of view, but she felt just as guilty about their deaths. If he was right, she wouldn’t stand back and do nothing for much longer, and of course, he would have no choice but to retaliate.
He laughed as he imagined Mortain’s outrage. “I’m so sorry, my lord. I know you ordered me to hold Athione’s attention and not attack, but they attacked us first. What could I do? The sorceress was killing the General’s men. I had to retaliate, didn’t I?”
He calmed himself and nodded thoughtfully. His plan was simple, but it would work. Athione would fall soon enough. When it did, the spell that Darius used to summon Julia would be his. No one would be beyond his reach; not even the master of Castle Black himself.
He smiled.
* * *
 



 
 
34 ~ Burnout
“Is there nothing you can do?” Mathius said, looking at Renard sadly.
Julia sighed. She’d heard those words a lot. Can you not kill the sorcerers? Can you not make a bridge for us? Can you not save us?
“I’ve tried lots of times, you know I have, but nothing works. I think he was connected to the ward when it fell, and the backlash burned out his gift.”
Mathius looked horrified. “If that’s true, he won’t want to live.”
She nodded.
Mathius had been caring for his friend, but he’d found feeding him difficult, and it showed. Renard’s eyes were sunken into dark pits, and although they were open, his slack expression proved no one was home. It was heart-breaking seeing him like this. When they’d first met, he’d been almost dancing for joy. He’d been so happy that his ward matrix was proven to work, and it had been his own design, not learned from a book. Now all he did was sit in a chair and stare at nothing.
“What about letting him share your magic?”
“I don’t know how to do that. Renard linked to me remember, not the other way around.”
“I hate to say it, but he really would be better off dead than live like this.”
She nodded, but she wasn’t convinced that anyone was better off dead. Would she want to come back without her magic? It didn’t matter because their situations weren’t comparable. Magic was new to her, but Renard’s entire life was based upon his being a mage. She didn’t know what he would prefer, but she couldn’t stand by and watch him wither away.
Standing behind him, she clasped his head in both hands, and delved his aura; it barely took any effort or thought at all anymore. The realm of healing swallowed her, and Renard’s familiar aura appeared. It was bright and vigorously moving, as a healthy aura should, but looking closer, she could see the dull and lifeless sapphire deep within. Instead of a beautiful jewel filled with life and magic, she found a muddy and cloudy blue crystal.
She willed her healing magic to turn blue, but it resisted her. She gritted her teeth, and forced it to change. It became a dirty looking pale blue, but it fought her all the way. She drew more power as it faded back to the familiar white that she was used to seeing, and it flickered between the two colours. Groaning at the strain, she drew harder on her magic, and flinched.
God... it hurts!
Healing had never hurt her before. It often tired her, but it had never given her pain. She forced herself to ignore it, not willing to give up this time. She wanted Renard back the way she remembered him. With the increased flow, her magic stopped fighting her; its colour finally matched her memory of what she’d found within Mathius, but it felt wrong in her head, and she didn’t know how to fix it. Not knowing what else to do, she aimed it at the lifeless jewel, hoping for the best, and it blazed with sapphire coloured light.
It worked!
She let her magic return to normal, and well-being filled her again, easing her pain. She studied her work, and noted how bright the sapphire had become. It was beautiful, and full to bursting with magic. It was much brighter than the sapphire she’d found within Mathius. It was becoming brighter—intolerably bright. Something wasn’t right.
God, what do I do?
She reached out, hoping to do something, but it hurt to touch like grabbing a live wire. She clamped a fist of magic around it, ignoring the pain, but it continued to blaze unaffected. She let go and watched helplessly as Renard’s aura became unsettled. It roiled and spun, orbiting the blazing light at its centre, and becoming steadily more compact. It was being drawn into the sapphire’s light, changing colour to match, and merging with it! It was no bigger than a golf ball now... a marble... a pinprick of light like a star in the sky... gone.
I’ve killed him!
* * *
Mathius watched intently, but he couldn’t detect any of the healing spells that he’d read about. He doubted Julia would use them anyway. She had her own methods, methods that made no sense to him, but had proven very effective. She was too polite to say, but he knew that she wasn’t impressed with some of the things he’d tried to teach her. Not that he could teach her anything about healing. She already knew far more than he about it. She was probably using one of the patterns that she insisted were so important, but he couldn’t tell.
She blazed with power, so much that even Darius—the strongest mage he’d ever met—would have been burnt to a cinder. Julia wasn’t even close to what she could draw. He’d watched her heal dozens of men without pause, and keep going long after other mages would have quit for fear of making mistakes. Such mistakes led to ageing and death. He didn’t doubt that she was a true sorceress—the first in the world. 
Julia blazed brighter than ever and flinched. “Hnnn!”
He shielded his eyes. What by the God was she thinking? She would burn herself out! He was about to pull her away, when the light changed again. One moment she glowed fit to burn him, the next, Renard did. He blinked watering eyes, delighted that Julia had found a way to heal him, but then his delight turned to concern. His friend was glowing, but it wasn’t the pure white light of a mage linked to his magic—it was blue!
Renard turned slowly to stare at him.
Mathius recoiled. An intense blue light shone from his friend’s eyes. “Are you well?” he said uncertainly.
Renard smiled and raised a finger to his lips.
The light intensified until he couldn’t bear to look. He shielded his eyes with one hand, not willing to turn away and miss anything. Moments later, the room plunged into darkness, leaving him blinking and half-blind. He peered around, trying to find where Renard had gone, but there was no sign of him.
“He’s dead,” Julia said wearily.
“But where’s—”—his
body? he finished silently.
Julia stepped to the door and opened it. “I won’t let any more of my friends die,” she said wearily, sounding resigned to her fate. She left, and the door clicked shut behind her, leaving him alone with his thoughts.
* * *
 



 
 
35 ~ Son of Malcor
Julia straightened from examining the man, and turned to the others in the room. “He’s unconscious, does anyone know him?”
Mathius shrugged and shook his head.
“It’s Jihan. He’s heir to Malcor,” Keverin said. “Malcor holds the north.”
“One of the Four?” Julia said.
Keverin nodded. “His father is Athlone, Lord Protector of the North.” 
His every day tone didn’t fool her. She knew that particular expression of his only too well. Why did he hate Athlone, apart from his unwillingness to send aid? The raid on East Town was long ago. Surely that was all over with now?
“I haven’t seen any Malcorans here have I?” she said, knowing the answer, but hoping to draw him out.
“No,” Keverin said shortly.
“Nor will you,” Mathius added. “Athlone doesn’t—”
“Mathius,” Keverin warned, and Mathius fell silent, flushing at the rebuke. “Athlone regards himself as my enemy.”
“I know about his father and brother, and about the raiding, but surely the invasion is more important?”
“I think so, but he sees things differently. He would allow Deva to burn if it would ensure my fall.”
She winced at his bitterness. “What about the woman with him?”
“A village girl by her clothes. How is she?” Mathius said.
“She’s fine—” she broke off as the door opened to admit the subject of their discussion.
The woman wore a blue cotton dress now, donated by Jessica. It made her seem very young. She marched up to the bed, and laid a hand upon Jihan’s forehead.
“Please, sir wizard, heal him,” she said to Mathius.
“I’m sorry, I cannot.”
Keverin took charge. “What is your name, lady?” 
“Ahnao.”
“I am Keverin, Lord of Athione. This is the Lady Julia.”
Ahnao flushed, and quickly curtsied. “I’m sorry! I didn’t know.”
“There’s no reason you should.”
“Will you help us? Jihan’s da will kill him if you send us away.”
Keverin cocked his head, intrigued to hear that. “Of course you can stay. Both of you can. Come Lady, stand here with me and explain how you came to my gate. Lady Julia will attend your friend.”
“Oh please! Call a healer if you won’t call one of your wizards.”
“You misunderstand. Lady Julia is a healer, and a mage.”
Ahnao lowered her eyes. “Yes m’lord, if yer says,” she said doubtfully, and began her story.
Julia listened to the girl while attending to her patient.
Jihan had two infected arrow wounds, and a long cut on his leg. The wound in his upper arm was the most serious, but she’d seen worse too many times. She went to work and by the time Ahnao had finished her story, Jihan had begun to rouse.
She stumbled tiredly across the room, and sat in a chair to rest for a few minutes. She watched colours bursting before her eyes, and thought fondly of her bed. It felt as if she’d just finished a day of training in the gym. Was it because she drew too much magic too often, or was she doing something wrong? Drawing deeply worked best. Her patients always healed faster, and recovered quicker when she used more magic, and that was a fact not a guess. She’d had many chances to experiment—too many.
Her shoulder twinged and she rubbed it where the arrow had struck. It ached on cold days. It had healed well, but her peak of fitness, attained over many years of hard work, was losing way to poor eating and little sleep. Bad dreams kept her from sleeping deeply, and her appetite had waned since she’d learned how to use magic. She had to force herself to eat most days. If not for Mathius, she would miss more meals than she did. She was losing muscle, and her weight had dropped because of that, but what else could she do? She had to help where she could.
Jihan tried to sit up.
Ahnao’s face lit with happiness, but when he noticed her standing there, she scowled at him. “So yer awake then,” she said, sounding disinterested. “Typical of you, running off and leaving me in a stranger’s hands.” 
“It wasn’t like that!” Jihan spluttered.
Mathius exchanged a smirking grin with Julia. 
“Lord Jihan, may I present Lady Julia and the mage Mathius?” Keverin said.
“Honoured,” Jihan said inclining his head to all present. “I thank you my lord. I’m in your debt.”
“You are most welcome here, Lord Jihan. There’s no debt between us.” 
“I claim no title, my lord. My father is a traitor. I’ll take nothing from him.”
Keverin cocked an eyebrow. “Indeed? Ahnao was kind enough to tell us her story. Would you grace us with yours?”
“Not too long ago,” Jihan began. “We had a visitor at Malcor. The first time my father met with him alone, but it was obvious what the man was, if not exactly who.”
“How was it obvious?”
“He wore his black robe as bold as you please.”
Keverin stiffened and turned reflexively toward Julia, a look of betrayal upon his face. She bit her lip, wanting to reach out to him, but his expression changed again, as if a mask had closed over his features. He was being the Lord Protector again. 
Blank faced now, he turned back to Jihan. “What did he want?”
“I have no clue for the first meeting, my lord, but he conveyed an offer from Mortain at the second. My father has been conspiring with the chancellor for years—”
“This I know. What of the offer from the sorcerers?”
“Let him tell it, Kev,” she said quietly.
“Lady Julia, if you’ll leave matters that do not concern you to me, I would be grateful.”
“Would you like me to leave?”
“That might be best.”
“Sorry, can’t do that,” she said sweetly. “Jihan might need me.”
“I feel fine—”
She glared and interrupted. “I’m the healer, not you. I’m staying! You were saying, about the offer?”
“Yes, the offer,” Jihan said, looking puzzled at her insistence upon staying. “On certain conditions, my father would be given Deva to rule as a province of the Protectorate. Refraining from aiding Athione was the first condition. ”
Hisses of shock went around the room.
Jihan nodded grimly. “The second was to allow a legion through the northern border to attack you here.”
“How could he do it?” Mathius whispered in horror. “His honour—”
“My father is evil! He hounded my mother and beat her—she threw herself from the battlement to escape him! He orders the men to attack me in the dark of night, and my tutors—”
She listened to all manner of vileness that Athlone had committed. She was horrified when Jihan spoke of his mother’s betrayal and eventual suicide, and felt for the boy he’d been, as his father systematically brutalised him. He finally wound down into silence, and all eyes turned to Keverin for a response.
“I must take council with Purcell and Gylaren,” Keverin said. “We could be under attack from the east as well as the west very soon.”
“I would offer you my skills for the defence,” Jihan said. “If you’ll allow it, I will join your guardsmen.”
“How good are you?”
“I wouldn’t wish to seem immodest, my lord, but I can best any at Malcor—including my father.”
“That good?” Keverin said, sounding amused. “You and I will spar after you’ve rested. If you beat me two out of three, I’ll take your oath as a captain in my guard.”
“Very well.”
“Do you want to know what I want if you lose?”
Jihan smiled grimly. “I never lose.”
Julia ignored the by-play. She was thinking about what she’d said the day she killed Renard. It seemed fate had called her bluff. She stood to leave with Mathius as escort, and Keverin followed her out.
“You idiot!” Ahnao growled as they left. “Lady Julia healed the mess you made of yourself last time, and then you accept a challenge from Lord Keverin! Are you daft?”
“Now Ahnao please, it isn’t like that—”
The door closed and cut off Jihan’s plea.
“I need to have a few words with your lord. Can I meet you later?” she said.
“Of course,” Mathius said. He inclined his head politely, and strode away.
Keverin offered his arm to take, but she shook her head and settled to walking by his side. He wasn’t happy, but she was way beyond worrying about him. Moriz and Halbert followed them a few paces back to give them privacy.
She navigated the maze of corridors, thinking of ways to prevent the deaths of any more of her friends. She’d given up fighting against people’s expectations the day she’d killed Renard. How she wished there were a way out, but there wasn’t one. Even if she had managed to heal Renard, he wouldn’t have been able to send her home. He’d admitted as much when they first met. No, there was no way out, not while they remained under siege.
Her last hope of returning home was retracing Darius’ steps. Somewhere on his way to die at Athione, he’d learned the secret of constructing gates. She would have to do the same, but she couldn’t do that until Kev won his war. She would give him victory, and in exchange, he would give her a horse, supplies… hell, even an escort to Tanjung if that’s what she needed to find her way home; she would insist. It was a mercenary justification for murder, and she should feel guilty, but she wanted to go home. Justifying murder was becoming easier as time went on, and her conscience didn’t chastise her for it.
“I’ll use my magic to rid you of the legion in the pass,” she said, staring straight ahead, not wanting to see his look of triumph. “But I want something in return.”
“Go on,” he said warily.
“I need to know how Darius learned the gate spell. I’ll need a horse and supplies, and an escort to Tanjung. Mathius says there are mages there.”
The silence drew out, but finally he said, “He’s right. They serve Vexin—the emperor—and have a school in Tanjor.”
“I’ll need help getting there after I deal with the problem in the pass.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure I want to go home. I’m sure I don’t want more of our people to die, and they won’t as long as I can prevent it. I’ll limit the deaths to the sorcerers if I can. With them gone we’re safe. You agree?”
He nodded. “The Gap is defensible. Without magic, they have no way to cross.”
“A bridge?” she said, because he expected it.
“I’d burn it.”
She nodded.
“What will you need?”
“Time mostly, but I don’t have it. Do I?”
“No,” he agreed.
“All I need is Mathius if he’s willing. I still can’t make wards, and without one, they’ll kill me before I can get them all.”
“That makes sense.”
They parted company, and she went in search of Mathius. As she made her way to the library, she listened to Moriz speculating about the tournament, and whether to bother training for it.
“You’ll need another ten years practise to best me in the ring,” Halbert said.
Moriz spluttered indignantly.
Julia grinned. “Are you both boxers?”
“Yes Lady, but everyone does a little boxing,” Halbert said.
“She doesn’t mean brawling, dimwit! She means like the tournament!” Moriz said.
“Don’t you dimwit me, dung face! I’ll lay you out on the cobbles if you don’t shut yer hole.”
She chuckled under her breath. Halbert made no move to make good on the threat. They were only playing, and often made her laugh with their snark.
Mathius wasn’t in the library when they checked. He was standing like a statue behind the barricade, frowning at the broken walls and the Gap beyond. 
“Mathius? I need your help again.”
He nodded. “I was just wondering what all those men down there are thinking about.”
She didn’t want to know what they were thinking. She would be killing them soon, and her nightmares were bad enough already.
“You have to be my magic teacher again.”
Mathius grinned. “I don’t know how magical I’ll be, but I’ll try to teach you.”
“I need mind-speech, wards, fire balls, and anything else you can think of that will kill.”
That wiped the smile off his face. “How many years have you got?”
She winced. Keverin would tell her that a day was too long, but there were limits to how quickly she could learn anything. At the very least, she needed a ward to stand a chance.
“Two days,” she said firmly, knowing it wasn’t long enough, but also knowing there wasn’t any more time to be had.
“Not possible. It can’t be done. No way!” he cried. “Be reasonable!”
“We have to make it happen, Mathius. Come with me to the library and I’ll explain.”
On the way, she explained her decision, and from there the conversation drifted to Jihan’s story.
“I can’t believe any lord would stoop so low,” Mathius said. “How can he bear the dishonour?”
“I don’t know anything about honour,” she said. “But I do feel sorry for Jihan.”
Mathius nodded glumly. “Although he’s not to blame, the dishonour stains him.”
“I didn’t mean that. I meant the beatings.”
“That’s nothing.”
“How can you say that? His father used his guardsmen to attack him. They hounded him through the fortress. His mother killed herself!”
“All good fathers are strict.”
“Mine wasn’t. He was wonderful,” she said wistfully as she remembered him. “He would never have hurt me.”
“If he was wonderful, I’m happy for you, Julia, but you must realise that discipline is important. Its lack can lead to death and worse.”
“What could be worse than death?”
“Dishonour is worse,” Mathius said firmly. “In my case burnout and dishonour are about equal.”
“You can’t mean that! You mean to say that you would rather lose your magic than be dishonoured?”
“No...” he said thoughtfully. “I would rather not do either, but having the choice, I would rather die.”
Moriz and Halbert murmured their agreement. “No true man would let dishonour stain him lady,” Moriz said.
“The God would turn his face from him,” Halbert added.
“No,” Mathius said firmly. “The God would never do that to anyone, but he would send you back. Dishonour stains the soul. A dishonourable man could never abide the God’s majesty.”
The three men circled their hearts. They were as one in their faith and belief, and seeing them express it made her feel like a stranger again. She hadn’t been to church since before her parents died, and watching them, made her miss it more than ever.
Moriz and Halbert silently took their places either side of the library’s entrance, and Julia stepped inside.
Use me, and know your destiny.
Every time she came here, the library seemed to whisper something different. She knew it was her subconscious, but it always made her stop and think when she heard its latest pronouncement. What was it trying to tell her this time?
Mathius headed for the stacks. “I’ll choose some books for you to read, and we can go over them together.”
She nodded. “That’s fine, but wards first and then mind-speech. I can always use my lightning. I don’t really need anything else.”
Or want anything else, if the truth were known.
* * *
 



 
 
36 ~ Captain
The armoury was a large hall on the ground floor of the sprawling fortress, where generations of Athione defenders had spent their days practising their skills. There were no frills, just racks of swords, pikes, daggers, and armour. There were even a few lances standing in a neat row that had escaped destruction when they became unfashionable. Their brothers were burned as firewood years ago, when Deva’s lords gave up open field battles in favour of other tactics.
Keverin watched Jihan investigate the armoury’s contents, and wondered if he was as good as he thought he was. Confidence was good, but overconfidence in an Athione captain could be disastrous, especially in unsettled times like these. 
Jihan patted the lance fondly. “I wasn’t happy when they forced me to learn how to handle one of these monsters.”
“You know the lance?”
“My instructors were most insistent. If you follow me?”
He nodded. They would have put him in the lists, and used him as a target. That kind of brutal training could have led to broken bones or worse, but it also forced a man to learn quickly. Accuracy with a lance while mounted upon a charging warhorse, was a hard skill to master. No one seriously considered lance-work worth the training time any more. With a hundred man patrols the new standard, they would never be used. That his instructors had made the time, spoke of brutality for the sake of it, not for any skill they intended to impart.
Jihan moved to inspect the swords and armour. Keverin followed, interested in his reactions. He obviously liked the armour, but the swords were another matter. Jihan drew one from the rack, and inspected its edge. He nodded at the sharpness, but he frowned and shook his head after testing its balance. He re-racked the blade to try another.
“You know,” Jihan said. “Deva lost more than prestige and revenue when the Chulym masters left. I don’t wish to offend you but—” he hesitated, torn between telling the truth, and telling polite lies.
“I prefer truth,” Keverin said. “A man always knows where he stands with an honest man. Don’t fear to offend me. My skin is thick, and Julia would say that my head is also.” 
Jihan grinned. “I know how that is. Ahnao is... and then she’s...” he sighed. “Might I ask some advice of you, my lord?”
“Of course, but I warn you that if it regards women, I might not be the one to ask. It’s unlikely that I’ll ever marry.”
Jihan racked the blade he’d been inspecting. “Ahnao risked herself for me twice. The first time, she had to sneak out under the noses of my father’s men to point out a target for me. If she hadn’t done that, I would have died for sure.
“Then, after I left her village to ride here, she traded her house for a nag of a horse, and chased after me. She shielded me when my father’s men found us, and her leg was badly broken. She did all that, but when we arrive safely and all is well, she starts yelling and carrying on…” Jihan looked plaintively at him. “I don’t understand.”
Keverin laughed. “How do you feel about her?”
“I don’t know, I mean...” Jihan blushed and set himself as if facing an ordeal. “I’ve never held a woman before Ahnao, and I’ve never… you know... at all. I think I’d like to with Ahnao very much, but she sees a lord when she looks at me, and I’m not—not anymore.”
“You can get that nonsense out of your head,” he said sharply. “She doesn’t care about your status, man! You were unconscious when Julia healed her, so you wouldn’t know, but she begged us to care for you instead. It’s obvious to everyone that she loves you. I promise on my honour it’s true. You must think very carefully about how to proceed.”
Jihan looked stunned.
“She’s not a noble,” he warned, trying to get the boy to see sense. “She’s just a village girl.”
“I don’t care about that.”
“Your father will, and she’ll have a hard time adjusting to life at Malcor—if the others will even let her try.” 
Jihan grimaced. “Being heir to Malcor has caused me nothing but grief. I swear I’d be happier on the road or living as a forester, but how can I ask her to live that way?”
He shook his head trying to imagine that, but he couldn’t. Jihan looked every inch the young noble. He’d believe himself a blacksmith before he believed Jihan anything else.
“I think she’d be happy with you no matter where you live, but you have to do what’s best for her, not yourself.”
Jihan nodded thoughtfully.
“So, we came down here for a reason. What do you think of the armour?”
“It’s much better than my father issues his men. Do you use iron disks inside like mine?”
He shook his head. “We use rings sewn to the first layer, cloth padding over them, and then the outer layer of boiled leather. It’s light and strong, and costs half as much as using solid disks.”
“Cheaper, but not as much protection.”
“True, but less weight makes the men quicker. That’s an advantage, and they don’t tire as quickly in long fights.”
Jihan nodded. “You know of course that your swords aren’t fit for a pig farmer.”
“They’re not that bad! Iron is inferior, I grant you, but steel is hard to come by and cursed expensive too. I would halve my treasure to buy enough for my men if I could, but where will I get it, and a master swordsmith to use it?”
“With Chulym more or less useless, Matriarch Talitha is the only one with the smiths you need.”
“And you know what she’d say if I asked to borrow one!”
Jihan laughed and nodded.
He stepped up to a barrel of wooden practise swords, and chose one for their sparring match. Jihan hesitated before doing the same.
“We used live blades at Malcor, my lord. I forgot where I was for a moment. On the way here, I realised that although I hated them at the time, my tutors gave me a great gift along with their abuse.”
“Oh?”
Jihan nodded. “Using live blades made precision vital. As you can imagine, a miss stroke could kill or mame. Wooden swords are more humane, but they invite errors in the training... Please don’t think that I criticise, my lord, I prefer not to injure you. It was just an observation.”
They found some space at the centre of the armoury.
He was looking forward to learning whether Jihan was as good as he thought he was, or whether it was his inexperience talking. Starting slow, he tried to take his measure. He knew Jihan would do the same. He was about to try an attack, but Jihan chose that moment to launch his own, and he had to retreat.
He’s good, no question.
He tried to respond, but Jihan’s blade was always there, quicker than his, and just impossible to get passed. He was completely outclassed, and knew it. He stepped back to gain room, but Jihan advanced into the space he gave up, and he gained nothing. He expected Jihan to offer a blistering attack, and he tensed ready to yield, but something was wrong. After his brief foray at the start, Jihan had chosen to defend himself and not attack.
“Hold!” he said, and put up his blade. “You’re holding back. Why?”
Jihan grounded his sword. “The last time I fought blade to blade, I killed two men. It was my second real fight. I don’t feel able to strike you.”
“What of the men in the village?”
“I was ambushed. I had to use my bow.”
He frowned. “I’ve seen this kind of freezing before. It can ruin a good swordsman. I’ll attack full force. I apologise now for any bruises, but we have to get you back in form before the attack.”
“Thank you, my lord, but I’ll receive none.”
He’s a cocky bastard I’ll give him that.
He attacked furiously, and Jihan’s eyes widened in surprise, but he rallied quickly, and settled back to his stubborn defence. He scowled, and redoubled his efforts, but nothing he tried got through that incredible defence. He had to make the boy strike him somehow. He took a deep breath, went high, then low, and lunged. Jihan instinctively went for the opening.
“Ooof!” Keverin gasped, and doubled over.
“Sorry, my lord! Are you injured?”
He stayed bent over, taking the opportunity to get his breath back, but raised a hand to reassure Jihan. His cursed armour might stop him being cut, but it certainly hadn’t stopped the impact. He’d have a smashing bruise over his ribs come the morrow, but despite that, he was pleased with Jihan’s reaction.
“You did that on purpose,” Jihan said, suddenly realising what he’d done. “Did you not, my lord?”
“Who me?”
Jihan grinned.
They started again. This time he was on his best behaviour, and not taking any chances at all, but Jihan drove him back again. Back step… parry, back step… parry, back step… damn! Jihan changed his move to a thrust instead, and tapped him lightly on the chest over his heart.
“That’s one!” Jihan crowed, grinning now.
“Ha! You were lucky. You need another two for the captaincy!”
In the end he felt thoroughly skewered and drubbed. He hadn’t come close to Jihan even once. How his father’s men had wounded him, he would never know. He’d never met a better man with the blade, and fast—lightning couldn’t be faster!
“Well Captain Jihan, that was most educational. Your teachers certainly did a job on you.”
“Yessss,” Jihan whispered, his eyes darkening and his face turning grim. “Yes they did. I’d like to find them some day and repay them.”
* * *
 



 
 
37 ~ Lessons
Julia sighed. It was pointless. She was never going to learn how to make a decent ward in time for the attack. Mathius had sweated blood trying to show her how to control the subtle threads that made a wall out of the magic, but she just couldn’t seem to grasp it. It didn’t help that he wasn’t surprised. It had taken him a year to learn how it was done. It hadn’t been said, but they were both wondering at the differences between their uses of magic. She had surprised him more than a few times with her gestures and patterns, because he insisted they were unnecessary. They might be unnecessary for a man to work magic, but they were essential for her. If she didn’t use them, her spells failed or they worked so poorly they might as well have.
She couldn’t crack warding, but mind-speech had come to her eventually. Mathius had failed countless times to reach her before they figured out the problem. It was due, he said, to the turbulence surrounding her. When she’d asked what he meant, he’d been surprised that she hadn’t known. He described how she appeared to him in the realm of power, and in exasperation, she’d asked why he hadn’t told her about it.
“I thought you knew,” he’d said.
As it happened, she had known of its existence. She’d slipped into it accidentally while trying to heal him, but she hadn’t realised that he used it to bespeak another mage. She’d just thought of it as the source of her magic.
Using her mage-sight to look at Mathius in that place, she realised the turbulence was caused by magic entering the real world. His link was like a whirlpool, but the flow entering the world through him was smooth, and it caused very little disturbance. The ocean of power that surrounded him was calm. She couldn’t see her own link no matter what she tried, but with a little experimentation, she’d found a way of mimicking what she’d seen. Mind-speech had come easily to both of them after that.
“That looks right to me,” Mathius said, leaning over the table and concentrating upon her spell. “Try extending it toward me.”
“It’s no good. It’s not right somehow,” she said in annoyance.
It was just like that time on the tower. The light looked like a ward, it even sounded like one, but it wasn’t. She knew it wasn’t somehow. It was… light, just light. Light couldn’t stop fireballs.
“We need to keep practising, lady. We might get lucky.”
Luck was no part of her life; it hadn’t been since her parents died. Instead of answering, she released her magic and reached for her wine. She drained the glass and poured another.
All expression fled Mathius’ face.
How dare he disapprove of me!
She felt ashamed of herself even thinking those words, and that made her angrier. She had nothing to be ashamed of! If a drink made her feel better about murdering thousands of people, who was he to say no? Looking at him again, she saw the worry on his face, and abruptly calmed.
She grasped her magic and spoke mind to mind. *I’m sorry, Mathius, but we’re out of time. Keverin must be frantic.*
*I know.* he said, responding the same way. *I’ll stand with you and ward us both. My magic is weak, but it’s better than nothing.*
She released her magic. “Don’t underestimate yourself like that. You know a hell of a lot more than I do. I wouldn’t have learned a thing without you. I’d probably still be sitting here unable to leave my centre.”
He grinned. “You’ve certainly come a long way since then. I think we—” he broke off, looking at something over her shoulder.
She turned to find Keverin standing there, looking uncomfortable. “Is it time already?”
“It’s time, lady,” Keverin said grimly.
She nodded, and stood to join him.
* * *
 



 
 
38 ~ Battle at the Gap
Keverin watched as Julia strolled towards the Gap on Mathius’ arm, and wondered what she found amusing. Her laughter was clearly audible. The legionnaires on the far side stopped work to watch when they noticed them approaching.
Julia stopped at the edge of the crevasse. “You boys had better run along! I’ll blast any of you still here after a count of fifty! One! Two! Three…”
Shaking his head at her foolishness, he wasn’t surprised when one of the men raised a bow and fired. The arrow sped across the Gap, and struck Mathius’ ward directly over Julia’s heart. She didn’t so much as flinch when the arrow burst into flame, and fell into the Gap trailing smoke. 
Keverin whirled, as his men began climbing the barricade growling about what they were going to do to that Hasian. “Hold!”
They grudgingly slid back into position.
“That wasn’t very nice!” Julia shouted. “I’m giving you one more chance to leave.”
What was the child planning? The legion camp was too far away to see clearly, and what did antagonising these few men have to do with attacking it? Some of the Hasians took Julia at her word, and fled, but a dozen or so remained.
Craaaack!
Booom!
Lightning crackled out of the clear blue sky, the sound of the strike echoing back from the mountains. It grounded on the far side of the crevasse, and two of the legionnaires fell screaming into the abyss. Their comrades were luckier. They were thrown to safety by the blast, and fetched up further down the road.
Marcus had tried to warn him of what to expect, but the explanation paled beside the reality. Jihan turned to him for reassurance, his world had suddenly been turned upon its head. Women could wield the God’s power, and Julia was proof. He’d known it of course; she did heal him and Ahnao, but he’d been unconscious. He hadn’t witnessed the deed.
Pulling his wits together, Keverin nodded for Jihan to face front again. He followed Jihan’s example a moment later to see what was happening. The blast had certainly stirred things up in the pass. Men were rushing around seemingly at random, but calm reigned near the tents at the centre of camp.
Clever girl!
Julia must have decided the blast would bring the sorcerers to investigate, and that did seem to be what had happened.
* * *
Belgard dashed out of his tent, assuming Lucius was trying to escape, only to find the girl had been responsible for the blast. He hadn’t expected her to cooperate with his plan this soon, but now or later didn’t change his plans. As soon as she was dead, he would resume the offensive.
There were only two places that she could attack from— the remains of the wall, or the edge of the crevasse. Guessing she would choose the wall for protection, he drew upon his magic and threw a fireball—
Vrooosh!
—and watched in satisfaction as it blasted the top yard of the barricade away. That should shake her. His magic was strong; it sang in his veins, and he attacked without cease or pause for breath. Fireball after fireball rose into the air to fall upon the barricade. He had to overwhelm her before she could retaliate.
Belgard glared at the others. “What are you fools waiting for? Kill the bitch!” 
Dozens of fireballs rose into the air, and rained down upon Athione’s so-called saviour. He snorted at the notion that anyone could save it now that he was in command. He drew harder upon his magic, and sent a stupendous fireball into the air. It roared away from him, huge and powerful, dwarfing those sent by the others.
* * *
Julia winced as the first fireball struck the barricade behind her in an explosion of ancient stone. Dozens quickly followed it. At this rate the fortress would be rubble before she even started. She couldn’t see where the fireballs were coming from, but there were a number of people standing together in the centre of the camp. They were the only ones not running around in panic. She concentrated, and called the lightning down amongst them.
Craaaack!
The lightning bolt smashed down, connecting the ground with the heavens; it seemed to remain before her eyes longer than a natural lightning strike. She squinted, and blinked the purple afterimage away, just in time to see more fireballs coming. They were mainly targeted at the barricade again, but the sorcerers had saved a few for her. Mathius dropped to his belly, and pulled her down beside him. He reformed his shield into a dome to cover them just in time.
The world turned to flame and shattered stone, as the fireballs arrived.
* * *
Keverin hunkered down as the fireballs struck. Athione shook and groaned as if in pain, and more of her stones were pounded into rubble. Dust was thick and choking on the air, and the sound of explosions became a constant. The cries of the injured brought him back to his feet.
“Get them inside!” he roared over the explosions, and some of the men hurried to drag the injured away.
He flinched as a piece of stone struck him like hail, leaving his cheek bleeding and stinging. He strained to see Julia through the dust, but he couldn’t see a cursed thing; it was drifting away on the breeze, but too slowly. Out of the fog, two figures dashed toward him—Purcell and Gylaren—keeping their heads low.
“She’s not strong enough!” Gylaren shouted over the explosions.
“We shouldn’t have let her do it, Gy! This isn’t honourable!” Purcell added.
“We have no choice!” Keverin yelled. “I know how you feel, Purcell, but if my honour is the price I must pay to save my people, I’ll pay it!”
His friends stared at him in shock, and he didn’t blame them. He felt sick at the thought of his dishonour, but it was nothing besides the thought of Julia hurt because of him. He liked the girl. He admired both her courage and her intelligence. If ever he had a daughter, he wanted her to be just like Julia—less attitude would be all right too.
“Look!” Gylaren said, pointing over the smashed barricade.
He turned just in time to see flame engulf Julia, as dozens of fireballs struck her position. The roar of sundered rock was like the end of the world. The men groaned, seeing all hope lost, and he turned to Marcus, ready to order the evacuation. Before he could, more lightning flew.
Craaaack! Craaaack!
The men cheered.
* * *
*This isn’t what I had in mind,* Julia admitted using her magic to bespeak her friend. The flame roaring around his shield was too loud for anything else to be heard. *You’re doing wonderfully well so far.*
*So far,* he agreed, replying the same way. *My shield can’t hold against more than one at a time. I’ve never seen fireballs so big!*
*That’s because you’ve never pissed off a bunch of sorcerers before.*
He grinned, but his expression looked strained. Another round of fire engulfed them, and to their surprise, his shield held again. He really was a wonder. She’d been right to tell him not to underestimate himself.
*My first strike didn’t penetrate their ward. That was fast work by someone. Any ideas how I can get through it?*
Mathius shook his head. *Lightning comes from the sky, so the ward probably only extends overhead. If you can somehow hit them from the side you might be able to do something.*
She remembered throwing lightning horizontally the first time she’d cast it, but she didn’t have a direct line of sight this time. With nothing else for it, she decided to strike the ground around the sorcerers. Maybe she could make them scatter and drop the ward.
Craaaack! Craaaack! Craaaack!
The dust cleared to show dark-robed forms sprawled upon the ground, unmoving. They must have been struck down by flying stone! She didn’t know if they were dead or not, but they were out of action. Only half of their number were still standing. Before they could retaliate, she tried to hit the centre of the group, praying the ward no longer covered them.
Craaaack!
Her lightning slammed down, and more men were blasted into the Other World, but movement among the bodies spoke of a single black robed figure still standing. She drew hard on her magic, so hard that it roared at its confinement within her. One misstep now would drop her into an ocean of fire. She forced the god-like feeling away, and focused on the sorcerer running from the blackened crater.
CraAAAAacK!
A solid club of energy flashed into the pass. The rock directly under the hammer of her anger, turned instantly to hot particles of dust and stone, which fled the scene at such a speed, it shredded everything in its path. A clap of thunder accompanied the strike as superheated air expanded. Rocks and scree cascaded from the mountains, as they trembled in the aftermath, and Athione shook on her foundations. More of her stones toppled from weakened walls, and cries of pain arose from within the fortress, as guardsmen were struck. By the grace of the God, none were killed. Particles of rock rained from the sky long after the strike ended, but gradually the dust drifted away on the breeze to reveal the devastation below.
Silence reigned.
* * *
 



 
 
39 ~ Defeated
Navarien took stock. He had roughly two thousand able-bodied men left, with another eight hundred or so wounded and unable to fight. The two battalions he’d been using to ferry in supplies were untouched, but they were the only intact units he had left. He’d lost over half his legion. More than five thousand men dead. None of the sorcerers had survived except for Lucius, and he was close to death. Belgard had been the last to fall, taken unawares at the close of the attack, and good riddance. He would have killed the bastard himself if the sorceress hadn’t saved him the trouble.
It was ironic, but the crevasse that had been such a bane to his men, protected them now. If the Devan’s chose to sally, they would have to build a bridge to reach them, giving them plenty of time to flee. The thought of the Fifth Legion of the Protectorate having to flee anyone was shocking, but they would have no choice. Without magic of their own, they had no defence against the sorceress. That a girl had defeated them left a sour taste in his mouth. That one of their own had facilitated the defeat, enraged him. Belgard alone was responsible for their defeat. If they’d attacked the fortress the way Lucius had planned to in the beginning, the chances were good that they’d be on their way to Devarr right now.
He sighed, dwelling upon it wouldn’t change anything, and he needed to decide whether to obey Lucius’ last order or not. His friend—yes, he called Lucius his friend and wished he might have sooner—his friend had awoken briefly after the battle, and had ordered the legion back to Athinia. He’d asked to be left behind to die a free man. Why was he even debating the issue? He was defeated and returning home was the only thing he could do. He owed Lucius a debt. For pushing him to attack too soon, he would do this for him, and take the consequences. His ruinous decision made, he set about carrying it out.
He ordered two men to carry Lucius, and followed them up the road to the crevasse. He was very aware of the Devan bows aimed his way when her reached it, but he ignored them to kneel next to his friend. He covered him with his robe, tucking it around him like a blanket. It was the best he could do. If the Devan’s had a shred of honour they might call a healer. A slim chance at life was better than no chance at all.
“I’m sorry, truly sorry,” he said to the dying man, his words going unheard. 
He stood and left his friend to die there, under enemy eyes. Upon reaching the remains of his camp, he gave the order, and the long march home began.
* * *
Julia held her magic ready as two men crossed the makeshift rope bridge. Brian was one of them, but she didn’t know the other.
“He’s a sorcerer, m’lord!”
“Give him the grace,” Keverin called back, and Brian drew his dagger.
“No wait!” Julia yelled desperately.
Brian aborted his thrust. “Your orders, m’lord?”
“Bide a moment, Brian!” Keverin ordered, and turned to her. “What would you have of me, lady?”
“We need information. He might provide it. Bring him across and I’ll heal him.”
“He’s a sorcerer,” Keverin said doubtfully. “He could kill us all.”
“I’ll keep a close eye on him. If he so much as twitches, I’ll blast him for you.” He was going to say no, she could feel it. “Please, Kev, let him live. Please?”
He hesitated, and frowned across the crevasse. “This goes against my better judgement, but if it’s that important to you, I’ll have him brought over. You and Mathius must guard him you realise? The pair of you are the only ones who can.”
“Absolutely,” she said in relief.
“Bring him over, Brian!”
Brian and his friend brought their burden over the swaying rope bridge. She didn’t like the look of it at all. If she ever needed to enter the pass, she would insist upon a better bridge. That thing was flaming scary! They dropped the sorcerer none to gently at her feet, and she glared at at them. If they injured him further, she would have to heal that too. Brian’s face remained unaffected and grim, his friend though, had the decency to flush at her displeasure. He looked down, and then away.
“Kill him the instant he looks threatening. Understood?”
“Yes, m’lord,” Brian said. He knelt next to the sorcerer and held a dagger to his throat.
“Be careful not to cut him, or I’ll have to heal that too,” she said.
The sorcerer was in his thirties, or he seemed to be, but looks could be deceiving where mages were concerned. He had dark hair, and wore a light beard that followed the line of his jaw. It was quite appealing. Kneeling opposite Brian, she quickly examined the man’s head wound. To normal vision it looked bloody, but not life threatening. She invoked her mage-sight and found that he was near death. As quickly as she could, she strengthened him before attacking the source of the purplish black light she found in his aura.
The word attacking was appropriate. The darker colours within auras often tried to evade her. This time, she managed to encircle it without too much trouble, and destroy it. She released her mage-sight then, but kept her magic ready to use. Crackles of lightning appeared at her fingertips, snapping and jumping from finger to finger. It would take less than an instant to obliterate him, and she would, the moment he tried to use his magic against her.
Mathius suddenly lit up, the mage glow informing her that he was ready to back her up. Their eyes connected briefly. He smiled, and then turned his attention back to the sorcerer. The man had opened his eyes, and raised a hand to touch the blade at his neck. She showed him her hand, lightning snapping from finger to finger. His eyes popped wide in alarm, and he carefully lowered his hand.
“I mean you no harm, lady sorceress.”
“Julia. My name I mean.”
“And I am Lucius, formerly a sorcerer serving in the Fifth Legion of the Protectorate. I assume that I have you to thank for healing me?”
She nodded. “It was nothing.”
“Not to me, I assure you. I’m in your debt.”
Keverin spoke before she could reply. “If you mean that, I’ll accept your oath to do no harm during your stay. I’ll not deceive you. Brian will kill you if you don’t give it.”
“If you’ll allow me to stay, I’ll gladly swear, m’lord. I don’t want to go back.” 
“Oh?”
“I was in charge of the invasion, and it failed. The penalty for failure is death.”
“We should kill him now—”
“Bastard! He’s the one—”
“He killed my brother!”
“Silence!” Keverin ordered, and his men came to silent attention. “Back to your posts,” he said more kindly.
Most went quietly. One or two left grumbling. To Julia’s relief and embarrassment, she heard the others shushing them by invoking her name. They were sure that she could handle a lone sorcerer. She hoped their confidence wasn’t misplaced. If Lucius turned hostile, she could literally die from that kind of embarrassment.
“Let him up, Brian, but stay close,” Keverin ordered. “I want you and Udall to guard him. The library, the armoury, and the stables are out of bounds.” He turned his attention back to Lucius. “I’m sure you understand why I can’t take the chance of this being a trick. Julia will keep you under constant watch. Don’t use your magic for anything. Brian will show you to your quarters.”
“Of course, my lord, I’ll try to be good. Come along, Brian. Let’s find me a nice comfy bed,” Lucius said, and marched toward the citadel. Brian muttered something and hurried to catch him.
She smiled at some of the things Brian said. “If he’s really under a death sentence, he might prove useful.”
“Perhaps,” Keverin said doubtfully. “But will he be more useful than dangerous? That I don’t know about. You should be with him, lady.”
Embarrassed to realise that she’d forgotten her promise already, she threw dignity to the wind, and dashed after Lucius. Moriz and Halbert lumbered in pursuit, cursing.
* * *
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40 ~ Mirror
The days following the battle dragged slowly by for Julia. She spent most of her them exploring the town, or working out in the gym that Deneen had finally finished for her, but she was lonely for Jill. Even living within the fortress amid so many people, she felt lonely. Wasn’t that silly?
Of course it was.
She shouldn’t feel that way. Jessica and Mathius often spent time with her. Mathius was determined to teach her everything he knew about magic and his world. As the last of Keverin’s mages, he felt responsible for her. Just as Darius had been a mentor to him, he was determined to be hers. He was a dear friend, and she loved him for his kindness—Jessica too—but they couldn’t replace what she’d lost. They couldn’t replace an entire world, no one could.
When the pass remained empty of threat for an entire tenday, Keverin relaxed his restrictions. Moriz and Halbert no longer dogged her steps, and she missed their snark. The east gate was allowed to stay open from dawn to dusk, and she could visit the town whenever she wanted. All she had to do was borrow one of the guardsmen as her escort, and tell another to inform Marcus that she was going out. That was infinitely better than what she’d had to deal with before, but she felt... sad all the time. It was stupid and childish, but that was how she felt. She didn’t know how to make it stop.
“Is anything wrong?” Lucius said, as they made their way to Keverin’s study. “You’re very quiet.”
She shook her head. “I’m just not very good company right now.”
“Is it something I can help you with?”
“I don’t think so. I’m homesick.”
“Ah. It’s easy to forget that you weren’t born here. You have family back home?”
“It’s not that,” she said, as they stopped outside Keverin’s guarded door. “My parents died not long before I was brought here. I have no other family.”
“Friends?”
“Jill. She’s my best friend.”
“And you miss her.”
She nodded. “Very much. You’re a sorcerer—”
“I was.”
“Okay, you were a sorcerer. Do you know how to make a gate like the one Darius made?”
He shook his head. “The Great Spells were lost during the Time of Chaos.” At her uncomprehending look he explained. “Before Mortain arose to lead our people, Castle Black was ruled by a king—except Stelinor wasn’t really a king. He spoke for the council of mages. This was before even Hasa was conquered.
“It’s written that the first Mortain was a traitor to his kind. His son—Stelinor Al’Mortain—cast a Great Spell and led our people to this world. That time is called the Founding of the Black Isle now. We lived on the edge of extinction for years, fighting the climate, the native peoples we later displaced, and even some within our own ranks. Many Great Spells were cast to change the land, and the weather as well, until Black Isle became the paradise it is now.”
“But what has this to do with a way home for me?”
Lucius grimaced. “Stelinor was a very great mage. It’s said that many of his spells are handed in direct line to Mortain, may he live—” he broke off, realising the catechism wasn’t appropriate. “The Time of Chaos saw much of Stelinor’s work destroyed by fire in the fighting. Castle Black itself was damaged, and the Great Spells were lost with so much else.”
Her heart sank. “So no one knows how it’s done. How did Darius do it?”
“I don’t know. I would give much to ask him.”
“He’s dead.”
Lucius nodded. “Even so.”
There was no asking the dead anything. If Darius had learned how to make a gate, she could as well, but where had he learned it? She had to find out everything she could about him.
They entered the study.
Keverin was sitting at his desk, with Purcell and Gylaren on its other side. A chair had been placed between them for Lucius. The positioning was so obvious that she felt her face flame in embarrassment.
Lucius took in the scene with a rueful smile. “Thank you for inviting me, Lord Keverin,” he said.
“You’re welcome. Please take a seat,” Keverin said, pointing to the empty chair between his friends.
Lucius inclined his head to each of the lords and sat.
Keverin stood and escorted Julia to sit in his chair. He remained standing at her left shoulder, and slightly behind her. Seemingly without noticing what he was doing, he rested a hand on her shoulder. She shivered at his touch.
Lucius noticed, and raised an eyebrow.
“I expect you’re wondering why I asked you here,” Keverin said.
“I assumed you wanted to know when to expect another attack.”
“We already know about the legion coming through Camorin. What I need to know, is whether it’s safe to march and attack them on the border.”
“Why ask me? If I say it’s safe, surely you would believe otherwise?” 
“Damn right we would,” Gylaren growled.
Lucius inclined his head to him. “Precisely. What if I say it’s not safe to leave?”
Gylaren grumbled under his breath, and Lucius winked at her. She couldn’t help the grin that flashed upon her face, but she managed to smooth it away before Gylaren noticed it.
“Why not scry and see for yourselves?” Lucius said.
“We don’t know how,” she said, ignoring Purcell’s warning look.
Lucius already knew of her lack where mirrors were concerned. She’d been trying to weasel the method out of him for ages, but Keverin’s orders and Mathius’ enforcement of them, meant that he couldn’t use his magic. Mathius hadn’t progressed far enough in his studies yet to try it.
“I could use the glass for you now if you wish.”
“Why would you help us?” Keverin said. “I’ll be blunt—no one likes a traitor. If you help us, that’s precisely what you’ll be.” 
Lucius’ smile turned grim. “A boy is stolen from his parents and sent to Castle Black. He’s forced to perform magic. If he fails he dies, if he argues back, he’s beaten, if he tries to escape he’s beaten to death. Then, late in life he manages to escape, and offers to work against his old masters. Is that person a traitor?”
“No of course not! Now you’re going to say that you’re that boy?” Gylaren said scornfully.
Lucius rolled up the sleeve of his shirt, and showed Gylaren his arm. It was ribbed with thick and heavy scars. He stood and pulled off his shirt. His back was covered in old scars.
“How did you keep from striking back?” she whispered in horror.
“That’s why they do it. Discipline, lady. It is, at bottom, what all magic is founded upon. A man can withstand any amount of pain, if the alternative is death. They taught me discipline.” 
Discipline again. Mathius was always stressing the importance of it. His father had often beaten him, trying to impress upon him the risk he took every time he used his magic. Without discipline, mages risked premature ageing and eventual death.
“I rebelled against the training at first,” Lucius wet on. “I wanted to be an artisan like my father, not a sorcerer. In the Protectorate, all boys with a glimmer of the gift are sent to Castle Black for training. There are no exceptions. Escape is impossible, unless you think dying is a form of escape, and some children do, I assure you.”
His face was devoid of emotion as he spoke, and his eyes were distant. He didn’t seem to notice that his hands were twisting his shirt into a knot. 
“The training often turns a boy into the image of his trainers, and the strongest of them are chosen to watch the rest of us. We work together, but we never know who those guardians are. Even my best friend might be one. The safest thing was to never trust anyone wearing black robes. After I finished my training, I went home to my family, but they were gone. I never found them.” He fell silent, and pulled his shirt back on before retaking his seat.
“A sad tale, but irrelevant,” Keverin said coldly.
Julia flinched at his callousness. Did nothing move him?
“Irrelevant?” Lucius said. “I suppose so. What then is relevant?” 
“Your knowledge of the Protectorate’s plans. Your trustworthiness—things of this nature.”
“As I said earlier, you won’t believe anything I say, so why should I waste my breath?”
“This is pointless,” she said, crossly. “Let him tell us what he knows, and then have him verify it with a mirror.”
There were no dissenting voices, and Lucius inclined his head to her in thanks. “The plan called for General Navarien to take Athione, and then link up with Third Legion coming through Camorin. A garrison would have been left here to hold the pass open, while we laid siege to each castle in turn on our way to your capital. The entire kingdom would have been ours within the season.”
“Astonishing overconfidence,” Gylaren muttered.
Lucius smiled. “Do you think so? If not for Darius and Julia, I would probably be nearing Devarr by now.” He shrugged and then continued. “With the spearhead a failure, I would expect one of two things to happen now. One, another legion is sent against us to take Athione as originally planned. Two, Third Legion proceeds on its own and tries to complete what I failed to do.”
“Which do you favour as the likely course?” Keverin said.
“The second. It took five years to assemble enough men and supplies for my campaign. I doubt another could be ready soon. It wouldn’t take five years, but I would guess at a year or two.”
“What do you think, Gy?”
Gylaren nodded. “Sounds reasonable, but if we’re wrong we could lose Athione. We can’t throw away access to the pass. If we lose the western marches, we lose the kingdom.”
“Everything in life is a risk, Gy,” Purcell said. “But you’re right. I’ll need to see a legion approaching, before I’ll agree to march north.”
“I’ll need a mirror,” Lucius said.
Keverin went to fetch one from another room. He returned a few moments later, and placed a plain wooden-framed mirror on the desk.
Using her mage-sight, Julia watched Lucius manipulate the glass. Mist formed, replacing its reflection. He was twisting the nature of reality within the confines of the mirror’s frame. It made her feel queasy to watch, but she was determined to learn how to do it. She concentrated upon the mirror, puzzling out the patterns she found in the scrying spell.
The matrix was a chaotic thing, but she knew that the pattern she needed would be there, waiting for her. Mathius said her patterns weren’t important, but she’d found them key to understanding any spell. Book learning might work for him, but it never really had for her. Not really. She always had the most success when he demonstrated a spell, and let her study it in real time. Once she’d memorised a new pattern, and understood how it worked, she could usually duplicate it to cast a spell. It worked for her, well, half the time anyway. It still took practise to make the spells work consistently. Her methods frustrated Mathius, because her gestures and patterns never worked for him, and he swore they shouldn’t work for her either. But they did.
She traced the threads of Lucius’ magic, as he spun them into a chaotic spell matrix. There was no elegance or beauty to it, no symmetry at all. Just chaos. How the heck did this mess make a window in reality? She frowned as she realised that’s exactly what it was. The mirror would become a window, and it would open to show them another place. A far distant place. With that understanding, her perception of the chaos shifted, and she saw a pattern form deep within the matrix. She could see it now, and it wasn’t ugly. It was just so complex that she’d mistaken it for chaos.
“So that’s how it’s done,” she said in wonder, as the pattern imprinted itself upon her memory. “I’ll need mirror, something I can carry around.”
“The hard part is finding the correct image, not operating the mirror, lady. It takes precise control of magic, and proper visualisation, which means good concentration,” Lucius said, sounding a bit miffed.
She grinned at Keverin and rolled her eyes. That gained her a brief smile. He had a nice smile; it was a shame that he didn’t use it more often.
The mirror changed to a view of a fortress seen from above, and Keverin leaned forward to study it. “That’s Malcor all right. Where’s the legion you mentioned?”
Lucius widened the view to include a large stretch of land. Malcor Town and the fortress itself were visible, including a hilly area to the north. The picture wavered slightly, and he drew more magic to steady it.
“Nothing,” Keverin said. “Where is it?”
“Still on the way I suspect. I can check the ports of Durena and Cantibria,” Lucius offered. “I won’t be able to find them if they’re still at sea.” 
Julia frowned, wondering why. “What about General Navarien?”
He nodded and the picture changed to the view of a man standing at attention in a room somewhere. The general was reporting upon the battles leading to his retreat. She was impressed with his honesty; he left nothing out. He was scathing of the role a sorcerer named Belgard had played in his defeat, and praised Lucius for his actions. The picture faded, and Lucius mopped sweat from his brow with a trembling hand.
“They didn’t sound too concerned about your losses,” Keverin mused.
“They wouldn’t be,” Lucius said sourly. “They have five other legions like the one you faced. As you heard, Navarien will have his rebuilt by next year.”
She was just beginning to understand Deva’s long term dilemma. The Protectorate was too strong to ever be defeated completely. If they did somehow manage to stop the Hasians coming through the northern border, what would prevent Mortain from sending an army every year until one of them succeeded? Kev was right. Deva had to be united behind a strong king to stand a chance of holding out.
“We can’t march without evidence of a threat. We’ll be fighting Malcorans instead of Hasians,” Purcell said, voicing what everyone was thinking.
Keverin grimaced. “The instant Athlone sees my banner marching north, he’ll attack us.”
Gylaren nodded. “We could probably swing wide, and bypass Malcor entirely.”
“Catch the Hasians over the border you mean?” Keverin said. “Risky, Gy. If the clans see us, we’ll really be for it.”
“I don’t see that we have any choice. We need to catch them just right. We can’t hang about Malcor, and we can’t spend too long over the border either.”
“I could keep watch for you,” Lucius offered. “As soon as they dock at Cantibria or Durena, I should be able to find them. You could march to intercept them just as they cross the border.”
Keverin and the other lords exchanged glances, and nodded their agreement. It was the best they could do.
* * *
 



 
 
41 ~ Second Front
Rogan called to the gatekeeper just as true night fell over Athione. The first rain that they’d encountered on their journey was falling in sheets, and he had to yell to be heard over the drumming it made on the ground. He was soaked through, worried, and becoming increasingly upset with the stupidity of Athione’s gatekeeper.
“The God damn you, open the cursed gate!” he yelled again.
“It’s after sunset! Come back tomorrow!” the anonymous gatekeeper said.
“Open this gate before I climb over and kill you!” 
“Ha! Just you try it, boy! You ain’t the only one with a sword!”
Before he could shout again, Arren did it for him. “If you don’t open it right now, I swear I’ll see you dead for obstructing a courier in time of war!”
“What war? We won, ain’t you heard?”
“By the God! We’re from Elvissa curse you! The fortress is under siege!” Arren shouted, furious with the idiot on the other side of the gate.
The right-hand gate groaned and swung open. Rogan urged his tired mount through the portal, and dismounted to find a group of guardsmen watching him, huddled beneath their cloaks.
The gatekeeper stepped forward. “Sorry about that, I—”
Arren threw himself forward with a roar and tackled the man to the ground punching and kicking. He was trying to strangle him!
Rogan gaped. Of all the fool things to do! He leapt into battle as the other guards piled onto Arren. He grunted as a foot booted him in the belly, and aimed a fist at a shadowy grin. He connected and the grin went away. He was gouging and kicking like a mad man, and starting to enjoy the fight despite the rain, when it came to an abrupt end.
“Hold!” a voice roared out of the darkness. “What by the God is going on here?” 
He climbed to his feet, and helped Arren up. He looked a little dazed. They stepped back as their playmates scrambled to their feet and snapped to attention.
“That one started it, Captain,” the gatekeeper said, pointing at Arren.
The newcomer looked disgusted with the squealer.
Rogan agreed with the sentiment. They could have settled it all later without a fuss, but now that an officer was involved, things could get messy.
“You’re all on report. If any of you have broken bones, you’d better hope The Lady is awake. If she doesn’t like your explanation, she’ll fry the lot of you.”
The guards, young and old alike, shuffled their feet in the puddles like boys. “No Captain, I mean yes Captain, I mean I ain’t broke nothing Captain,” they mumbled together.
“Get the horses stabled, and shut the cursed gate. Anyone could wander in with you lot guarding it!”
Rogan disagreed with that statement. They were so stupid, that they probably wouldn’t let a relief force inside, even with invaders scaling the walls!
The captain turned to regard Arren and him. They braced to attention under his cold stare. His eyes were flat and held no welcome. “My name is Marcus. I have the honour of being Athione’s senior captain, but you may consider me your executioner. Bear that in mind as you answer my questions, because if I find out that you tricked your way in to avoid a little rain, the God had better be looking out for you, because no one else will!”
Arren gulped, but Rogan had heard worse. Lord Purcell was a great believer in volume when he chewed someone out, or gave orders. He didn’t react.
“Names,” Marcus began.
“Scout Leader Rogan, Captain!”
“Scout Arren, Captain!”
“From?” Marcus said, this time addressing himself to Rogan. He was senior.
“Elvissa, Captain. M’lord Donalt sent us with letters for Lord Keverin, and m’lord Purcell. Tanjung regulars killed m’lord Corlath in a raid.”
“God’s teeth! Follow me. Talk to no one.”
They followed Marcus as he marched rapidly toward the citadel, and they didn’t stop to remove their sopping cloaks once inside. Their news was too urgent to worry about puddles. There was no one to take them anyway. The citadel was deserted. People should be moving around even this late, but the place seemed abandoned. Arren looked as puzzled as he felt. Where was everyone? They entered a tower, and quickly climbed its steps to exit upon the second floor of the citadel. Marcus navigated the maze, leading them along its secret paths, and stopped at a door. It was one among many they’d passed on the way.
“Wait here,” Marcus ordered, knocked, and entered the room. A moment later, the door opened again, and he beckoned them inside.
Rogan entered first, and Arren followed. The room was part of a lord’s private apartments. He was acutely uncomfortable intruding, especially as he was dripping water on the rugs. He stopped in front of the desk where a man sat waiting, and watching them in attentive silence. He’d never met Lord Keverin, but this had to be him. He handed the correct letter to Marcus, and stood at attention to wait. Arren matched him in silence.
Marcus handed the letter to his lord.
Keverin frowned at the envelope, and noted Elvissa’s sigil impressed in the waxen seal, holding it shut. “See to it that Gylaren and Purcell are informed, Marcus. Have Lady Julia escort Lucius to me.”
“Yes my lord,” Marcus said, inclining his head in a brief bow, before leaving upon his errand.
Keverin read his letter, and storm clouds appeared on his brow. He shook his head and dropped the letter on his desk with a sigh. “Bad news abounds these days. Your names?”
“Rogan m’lord.”
“Arren m’lord.”
Keverin nodded. “You saw the battle?”
“I did, m’lord,” Rogan said. “Arren wasn’t with me. I was ordered to follow m’lord Corlath in stealth, and report.”
“Describe what you saw.”
“Sergeant Ferris and I were scouting out wide. Way off the trail. M’lord Donalt sent us to watch his brother’s back.”
“Why?”
“He didn’t tell me, m’lord.”
Keverin’s expression turned scornful. “Come now, you’re an intelligent man. Make a guess.”
He hesitated, but he couldn’t see a way out of it. “M’lord Donalt thought the timing of the raids suspicious. With his father away, and so many of the men here, he felt Corlath should take more men in case of trouble. That way he could scout ahead in force.”
“A sensible precaution,” Keverin mused. “I take it Corlath didn’t follow his brother’s advice.”
“No m’lord. He didn’t want to weaken Elvissa more than he had to. He led his men toward the pass, hoping to close it quickly, but he moved too fast. His scouts didn’t have time to do their jobs.”
Keverin scowled, he didn’t like that.
Sergeant Ferris hadn’t been too happy about it either, he remembered. Nothing is so urgent that running to your death becomes the answer, Ferris had said that day, and he’d been right.
“Foolish to move so quickly,” Keverin said.
“He wanted to close the pass to prevent the enemy retreating through it, m’lord. They should have been too busy burning the fields and the farms to notice.”
“The people?”
“Most of the villagers ran away before they arrived, but not all could escape in time, m’lord.”
“Women and children?”
He grimaced, remembering what he’d seen amid the burned buildings. “Dead m’lord. They were regulars, not raiders looking for slaves.”
“You saw them?”
“Yes, m’lord. Corlath led his men into an ambush in the foothills. There were two forces waiting—”
“Two?” Keverin said, pouncing on the detail. “How did they attack? At the same moment, or staggered?”
He frowned, trying to remember. “Together, m’lord. It was exactly together. Why?”
“They attacked separately, but at exactly the same moment. They have mages with them I wager. It must be that.”
“I didn’t see any,” he said, suddenly even more worried about what was happening at home. “Corlath rallied his men as best he could, and then he tried to break out.”
“He failed,” Keverin said.
“Yes, m’lord. He’s dead, they’re all dead.”
“This isn’t good,” Keverin said, tapping a finger upon the letter. “We succeeded in destroying the force sent against us, but another aided by Lord Malcor is on the way. How by the God can we be in two places at once?”
Rogan felt sick. A Lord Protector had turned traitor. A Lord Protector! It was unbelievable. What of Malcor’s honour? He felt his entire world teetering on the brink. If a Lord Protector could do this, nothing and no one was safe any longer.
The door opened to admit a tiny woman accompanied by a dark bearded man. Arren bowed to the lady, and Rogan hastily did the same, realising his lack of manners. Keverin introduced the newcomers as the Lady Julia, and the mage, Lucius. A short while later, Purcell arrived with Lord Gylaren in tow. Rogan presented the letters from Lord Donalt and Lady Isolde, relieved to be able to discharge his duty.
A mask of grief closed over Purcell’s face as he read of his eldest son’s death. The strong hands, that wielded a sword to such deadly effect, tightened on the letters crumpling them.
“May I?” Gylaren asked quietly.
“Of course,” Keverin said, and handed over his letter.
Purcell seemed to collect his wits then. “Report,” he said in a choked voice.
Rogan repeated his story almost word for word. 
Lady Julia stood and placed a hand on Purcell’s shoulder in sympathy. She was so tiny that even sitting down, Purcell was taller than she was. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, tears shimmering in her eyes. “If I can help in any way…?”
“I—” Purcell started, but his voice broke, emotion clogging his throat. “I thank you, lady. I must return to Elvissa with all speed. Would you accompany me?”
“I will come,” she said.
Rogan frowned. Why did Purcell want a girl child to ride with them? She would slow them down.
“Don’t be a fool man!” Gylaren said. “What of Malcor and the invasion?”
Rogan started forward, angry at seeing his lord badgered at such a time.
“Rogan! Arren!” Keverin said sharply. “I’m sure you’d like to get dried off. Marcus will show you to barracks. Your comrades will have questions for you.” 
Rogan bowed to the lords, and then to Julia, before following Marcus out of the room. He wanted to ask the others why a girl child should be brought along.
* * *
Keverin waited for the three men to leave before turning to Lucius. “I need you to scry Elvissa for me. Can you do that?”
“Easily. I’ve viewed it before.”
He went to fetch the mirror that Lucius used last time. It was hanging in its accustomed place above his washbasin. He moved the porcelain jug and bowl aside, took the mirror down, and made a mental note to replace it. Taking it down, he reminded himself to get another from a spare room to replace it. He laid the mirror upon his desk, and invited Lucius to take his chair.
“You can keep the mirror. I think you might be using it a lot more than I in the days ahead.”
Lucius nodded his thanks. “If you need scrying while we’re on the road, I’ll need one a little smaller. About…” he held his hands apart. “This big would be best.”
Keverin nodded. His mother had a hand mirror about that size. She’d bought it in town, so he knew he could buy one there easily enough. “I’ll arrange it.” He sat to watch as Lucius worked. “Have you had any luck in your lessons, lady?”
Julia scowled. “No, and it’s not for want of trying, I can tell you. I can never get the right image. When I try to see Malcor, I see us instead. I don’t mean the fortress, I mean her people. You, sometimes Mathius… a few others. I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.”
“You need to stop worrying about your friends, and concentrate more,” Lucius said absently, not looking up from the mirror.
“Oh Lucius!” Julia said, crossly. “You always say that, give it a rest, why don’t you? I do concentrate. I can’t help it when other things pop into my head.”
“Lord Purcell?” Lucius said, finally looking up. “I think you’ll want to see this for yourself. It’s not good news.”
Keverin stood and joined Purcell to study the mirror’s image. Elvissa was under attack. That wasn’t the bad news, or rather, it wasn’t the only bad news.
“The gate is down,” Purcell said, shocked to see his home so wounded.
Keverin nodded. That was the other bad news.
 “Don is holding them though,” Purcell went on. “He always did have a good head on his shoulders. The Tanjuner bast… sorry, lady. The enemy hasn’t bothered to burn the town. They probably want to save it for their own people.”
“I have more bad news for you,” Lucius said. “The gate was destroyed with magic.” 
“How strong do you think?”
“Not very. A journeyman of only middling ability, I would say. See here and here,” Lucius said pointing to the mirror. “The gates are still whole. They were blown off their hinges, but they weren’t destroyed. If you compare that with what is left of the west courtyard here at Athione, you’ll understand what I mean.”
“That can’t be right,” Julia protested. “To make such a mess of our gate you needed fifty sorcerers.”
The image gradually faded, and the mirror returned to normal. Lucius pushed it away. “We aren’t all the same strength, lady, despite all of us wearing the black. I was the strongest mage to face you, with Belgard the next strongest, but he was apparently only average.” Lucius frowned at something, but he shook off the distraction. “The next strongest wouldn’t equal Mathius’ current level. I’m a strong master mage, perhaps a weak wizard. We knew that Darius was strong, but we didn’t know he was the strongest you had here. Why do you think Mortain sent so many of us?”
Keverin frowned, remembering that time and his many conversations with Darius. “We assumed that he would send his strongest. That’s why we brought Julia here.”
Lucius shook his head. “Our strongest mages are never put in danger. They’re for keeping the rest of us in line, and for siring a new generation. It was hoped that true sorcerers would result from the union, but so far, nothing exceptional has come of it.”
Julia scowled. “And what do the women think of being Mortain’s battery hens?”
Keverin winced at hearing that deceptively sweet tone in her voice. She’d used it to flay him more than once. Most notably those times that he’d tried to prevent her from going into town. She didn’t understand that even East Town had dangers—not as many as other places true, but no town was completely free of crime. Moreover, there was Jymis to consider—though he should be in Devarr by this time. All he’d wanted to do was protect her, but the last time he’d ordered her not to go, she’d turned red and nearly struck him. She’d barely stopped herself before telling him just what he could do with his orders.
He smiled secretly. No child should know such language, especially not a girl child. Jessica insisted that Julia was a woman grown, but still! It was a little much being berated by someone barely two thirds his size. She’d called him… what was it again? A horse’s arse, that was it.
“Sometimes I think that I almost understand you, lady, but then you say something from out-world like that!” Lucius said querulously. “What by the God is a battery hen?”
“It’s nothing,” Julia said with a weary sigh. “What do the woman think about being used for creating new mages?”
“They’re not forced to marry. We aren’t complete barbarians! Besides, mages are sought after. Our position in the Protectorate is an enviable one when seen from the outside.”
“As I see it,” Keverin said, interrupting them. “We have two choices. One, we collect up all of Purcell’s men, all of Gy’s, and march with a thousand of mine to Elvissa. The problem is it will take fourteen days or more to get there.
“Option two, we all march upon Malcor instead. We somehow capture the fortress, kill Athlone, and replace him with Jihan. Then we march to Elvissa, and hope Jihan can hold the Protectorate off while we march back.”
“Both plans are insane!” Gylaren said. “Elvissa will fall before we can get there!”
“I don’t care how long it takes. Elvissa is mine, and my youngest is counting on my help!” Purcell raged.
The lords argued back and forth trying to find the answer to an impossible situation.
“Hey!” Julia yelled, and silenced the argument. “I don’t know your world very well yet, but it seems to me that you need two armies.”
“If I had two armies, don’t you think I would use them both?” Keverin growled.
“Then split the one you have! Send me with Gy and Purcell to Elvissa, while Lucius goes with you to take Malcor. Simple!”
He shook his head, knowing it wouldn’t work. Malcor was stronger than Athione. It had to be. It sat on a flat plain leagues across; such terrain couldn’t provide the same protection as he enjoyed here. Athione needed four thousand men in time of war, but he could get by easily with two thousand when at peace. Malcor on the other hand needed five, perhaps even six thousand in war, and not many less when at peace.
“You don’t know of what you speak,” he said. “Malcor is huge. There must be at least five thousand men in there. If they see me strolling up to their gates with only a thousand men at my back, they’ll storm out and butcher us all.” 
Lucius looked thoughtful. “Julia and not I should accompany you to Malcor. I must confess that I’d prefer to fight Tanjuners rather than my own people. Malcor’s heir is your guest, is he not? Can you not use him to enter the fortress by stealth? ”
Keverin frowned. By stealth? Hmmm, by stealth... 
* * *
 



 
 
42 ~ Fortress Malcor
When Keverin learned that Julia didn’t know how to a ride, his face had assumed a mask of pity that she hadn’t understood at the time. She did now, only too well. After days in the saddle, her backside and lower back were a mass of pain.
Since leaving Athione, she’d become intimately familiar with the full horror of travel by horseback. The excitement of seeing something new, of adventuring beyond Athione’s walls, had palled, replaced by cramping legs and muscle spasms. The privacy of the women’s quarter, with its scented air and many comforts, had never seemed so far away as it did now. She doubted that she would be able to walk when they stopped for the night.
The first few days of the journey had been easy. Keverin had kept a slow pace to teach her how to ride, and had slowly increased it as she learned to get along with the horse that he gave her. A tall, powerful, and graceful mare, Yeetah had proven forgiving when she made mistakes. Although it would have been appropriate, her name didn’t mean patience. It was a variation on the much older name of Ayita, which meant first to dance. The mare was very graceful, and she did seem to place her feet with care as if dancing, but her handlers had decided that she was more like a noble lady than a dancer. They named her Yeetah, which meant beloved lady.
Julia considered the ground so far below, and wondered how to dismount without collapsing. She didn’t think her knees would support her weight. The light was fading as the evening eased into night, and Keverin’s men were busy doing chores and setting up the camp. Their lord and master wasn’t far away, but he was overseeing things, and she didn’t feel right asking him for help.
Yeetah sidestepped, impatient with the delay. She wanted her dinner. “Sorry girl, give me a minute here, okay?” she muttered and considered options. She needed a levitation spell really, but a rock or a tree-stump would have to do. It was a long way down.
“Do you need help?” Ahnao said, looking up at her worriedly. “You don’t look well, lady.”
Did she look that bad? She sighed glumly, knowing that she probably did. She felt shaky with tiredness, and she hadn’t eaten since this morning. She probably had low blood sugar.
“If I can just get my legs to cooperate, I might be able to dismount without breaking my fool neck, though just letting go would probably be quicker, and achieve the same result.”
Ahnao looked confused.
“My backside planted in the dirt,” she explained. “It would be worth the bruises to get out of the saddle for a while. This thing is worse than any torture I can imagine.”
Ahnao grinned. “I’ll get help,” she said and hurried away.
The girl returned only moments later with Jihan. He plucked Julia from the saddle as if she weighed nothing, but rather than set her upon her feet, he carried her in his arms like a child to Keverin’s pavilion, where the men raced to raise it for her. They always erected the huge thing at the centre of camp, and they always ignored their own needs until it was done. She felt a little guilty for the concessions they made for her, but she was grateful for the privacy the huge thing afforded. Keverin had to share the much smaller tents that his men used.
Jihan carried her inside the moment the pavilion was ready, and left her in Ahnao’s care. Julia stripped and lay upon her stomach while Ahnao applied a soothing balm to her sore thighs and backside. Heat penetrated the cramped muscles, and replaced the pain with a growing numbness.
“Thanks, Ahnao. That feels so much better. I hope I’ll be all right before we reach Malcor.”
Ahnao wiped her hands on a scrap of cloth. “I learned to ride when I was little, but I remember what it was like. You’ll be fine in a few more days.”
“I hope so. I’ll be no good to Jihan if I can’t walk.”
“You must be really strong with all them muscles,” Ahnao said.
Julia paused in her dressing, trying to follow her friend’s abrupt subject change. “Pretty strong I guess,” she said slowly, trying to think. It had to be invoking Jihan’s name that had caused it. “I need to be strong to perform well in competitions, but it doesn’t help me here very much. I wish I could ride like you. That would be useful.”
Ahnao looked down and spoke in a small voice. “I ain’t that good. Even peasant brats like me can ride. It’s nothing.”
“Don’t put yourself down. In that dress, you look as much a high born lady as Jessica does.”
Ahnao shook her head, and didn’t look up. “Jihan is a lord’s son. He’s the heir to Malcor! How can such as me even dream…?”
Oh. She should have seen that one coming. The girl was smitten. Jihan was very pretty, she supposed, and he seemed nice enough, but unlike Ahnao, Jihan held no fascination for her.
He’s no Keverin, that’s for sure.
Wait, what? She lost her train of thought. Where the hell had that thought come from? She couldn’t be thinking about Keverin that way. He didn’t even like her, and was only being civil right now because he needed her help. When he no longer had a use for her, she was sure that he would go back to being his usual obnoxious self. Still, compared to Keverin, Jihan was a mere boy. A dangerous, sword wielding, exotically handsome boy, who would soon be Lord Protector of the North if all went well.
“He likes you, Ahnao. I’ve seen him looking at you when he thinks no one is watching.”
“Looking is nothing. A lord can dally with a peasant girl, but he won’t marry one.”
That didn’t sound like the Jihan she knew, and if his position as heir to Malcor worried him, he wouldn’t have risked everything to warn Keverin about his father’s treachery. Ahnao would be good for him, because she saw him, and not his titles. She wouldn’t be afraid to tell him the truth, and would happily puncture his ego when needed, but could she command the respect that she’d need from the others living at Malcor? Respect could be earned given time, but would they give her the chance?
“Do you know the difference between us, Ahnao?”
“You’re beautiful, and a lady, and strong, and—”
Julia interrupted. “Nothing. The difference is nothing, Ahnao. If I wore your old dress and spoke the way you do, everyone would call me a peasant, but put on a fancy dress and talk like Jessica, and suddenly I’m a lady. Do you see?”
Ahnao smiled hopefully, and then dropped her gaze.
“Don’t do that; it makes people think you’re timid or below them. You have to look them in the eyes. If you listen and remember to speak slowly at first, you can learn how to sound like a noble. We can ride together and chat on the way. I’ll try to teach you.”
“Do you think Jihan will want me?”
“Anything is possible. Just look at me. I wasn’t even born on this world! Getting you and Jihan together should be easy to arrange compared to that.”
Ahnao grinned. “I be good at remembering.”
“If someone asks you something, don’t answer straight away. You should wait a moment to collect your thoughts, and then speak carefully. You would normally say something like this: me ma said, I was to get the water. I would say this: my mother asked me to fetch the water. Do you see? The words I used have the same meaning as yours, but they sound completely different.”
Ahnao nodded. “I understand me—my lady.”
“That’s right. Two people of equal rank should call each other by name, unless you’re being introduced for the first time, or wish to be formal. After being introduced to someone like Jessica, you would say: I’m pleased to meet you, Lady Jessica. Later you would say hello Jessica or good morning Jessica, something like that.”
“I should say: I understand, Julia?” Ahnao said.
She nodded. “There will be servants at Malcor. Try to remember how Keverin talks to his servants. He treats them kindly, but you can hear the difference when he speaks to another lord.”
She really thought that everyone should be treated the same, but that wouldn’t work for Ahnao. She was too unsure of herself. She could be less formal once she became used to speaking differently.
They spoke late into the night, and rode together the next day to continue the lessons. When Keverin rode close, Ahnao listened carefully as she kept him talking for candlemarks. When he left, she called Brian over and chatted with him. Ahnao practised every day of the journey, and became quite good at mimicking what she heard.
And then the day came when Malcor loomed large.
* * *
 



 
 
43 ~ A Salutary Lesson
The fading light made Malcor seem formed of shadows, brooding upon its foundations, and waiting for the unwary to come too close.
What am I doing back here?
“We’re nearly there,” Julia said. “What are you going to tell your father if he asks about me?”
He shrugged. “I’ll just say we met on the road or something, but I doubt he’ll care. He doesn’t have much use for women, not since he killed my mother. If he asks why I came back, I’ll say Keverin turned me out.”
“Kev would never do that!”
“I know he wouldn’t, but my father will believe it. It’s something he’d do in his place.” 
Julia nodded.
They rode up to the south gate and reined in. It was shut tight. He was sure the sentries had been watching them approach, but if so, they weren’t interested enough to greet them.
“Ho the gate!” Jihan called.
“Who comes?” the gatekeeper replied.
“Jihan, son of Athlone and heir to Malcor!”
He waited, wondering whether his father was aware of his arrival. That thought was soon answered. The gate swung open on well-greased hinges, and revealed Athlone standing in the courtyard with some of the men. Jihan urged Jezy to a walk and led Julia inside. He dismounted, handing his reins to a stable-hand, and lifted Julia down. He offered her his arm, and escorted her to meet his father.
“Where is Haiger?” Athlone said.
He took great pleasure in ignoring his father’s question, and turned to Julia. “Lady Julia, may I present my father, Lord Athlone? Father, this is Lady Julia. We met on my travels.”
“I’m delighted to meet you at last, Lord Athlone. Your son has told me sooo much about you,” Julia said sweetly.
“Delighted,” Athlone said through clenched teeth. He was trembling in anger, but he did incline his head to her. “It has been a long time since a lady so lovely has graced my halls. You are most welcome. If you’ll excuse me for just a moment, I would like to speak with my son.”
“Of course. It must be hard when a son leaves home to go adventuring. You must have missed him awfully.”
Jihan tried not to laugh. Anyone who had spent time in Julia’s company knew that her sugar-coated words concealed an intense dislike. Athlone took them at face value, smiled slightly at Julia, and ushered Jihan away from her to talk.
“Where are the men I sent?”
“Dead,” Jihan said.
Athlone struggled to master his temper. “All six?” he growled.
“What did you expect me to do, allow myself to be brought back like a runaway dog?”
“What I expect is some respect, boy!”
Jihan shrugged, keeping his expression disinterested.
Athlone’s face darkened. He turned to Julia. “I’ll escort you to the women’s quarter, lady.”
“Thank you,” Julia said, and took his arm.
Jihan followed them inside, listening to Julia chatter away as if she hadn’t a care in the world. He prayed that some of her courage might enter his own heart. There was so much about this plan that could go wrong, he could hardly think about anything else.
After escorting Julia safely to the women’s quarter, Jihan retired to his room, and found it exactly as he’d left it. He took the time to wash and change clothes before putting his armour back on. He sat in a chair watching the door, waiting for his father to make a move. In the past, Athlone had sent some of his cronies to punish him; a beating was his father’s default punishment for any defiance, but he had a feeling that his punishment this time would be epic. Killing Haiger and his men had been essential. He wouldn’t regret the decision now.
Thwack-thwack!
The knocking startled him, despite his alertness. The sun had been down for at least a candlemark, but he hadn’t bothered to rise and light the lamps. He crossed the darkened room to answer the door, and found four guardsmen waiting outside. He expected them to attack, but they simply stood there. Their sergeant did the talking.
“Your lord father sent us. He’s waiting in the armoury.”
Jihan slipped into his old unresponsive attitude. His father’s choice of the armoury meant that Athlone expected to punish him personally. Had his father deemed words enough of a reprimand, he would have been summoned to his study. He sheathed his sword, and left his room to join his escort. They stepped back warily, and indicated he should walk ahead of them. He smiled coldly. Their fear pleased him, because it meant they were unlikely to risk jumping him on the way.
“You took your time,” Athlone said, when he entered the armoury. “That was a pretty piece you brought back with you. At least you take after me in your tastes where women are concerned. It’s about the only thing we do have in common. If I didn’t know better, I could almost believe your mother had been whoring to the guards.”
He clamped down upon his temper, determined not to let his father’s slanderous words provoke him. His mother had been a wonderful person. Nothing the traitor said about her would convince him otherwise.
“You don’t answer?” Athlone said. “I think it’s time you had another lesson in who rules here.”
“You were never interested in my opinions before. What has changed? As for the lesson, why not do it yourself?” he said, drawing his sword.
Athlone stepped back, refusing the challenge.
He should run his father through right now, and save himself a lot of bother, but Athlone was unarmed. It would be murder. He wouldn’t dishonour himself by staining his sword with the foul traitor’s blood. In formal challenge, yes, and gladly too, but he would not strike an unarmed man. His father’s men however, were armed. They circled him warily, with their swords bare. He knew he would win any fight against them. There wasn’t a doubt of it in his mind, but he didn’t want to kill them. They were Malcorans the same as he. Their families lived in towns and villages that would soon become his to protect. They didn’t deserve to die for his father’s sins.
“I won’t play your game, father. Call them off,” he said, but Athlone remained silent. He appealed to the men directly. “I don’t want to kill you. Let my father fight his own battles.”
“You’re a cocky bastard,” the sergeant said. “You ain’t got a chance against all of us.”
They attacked him together—their first mistake, and he took full advantage of the confusion they caused getting in each others’ way. The sergeant hit the floor, dead before he knew it was time to scream. The others stared at his body in stunned silence. He’d killed their sergeant so fast, that they hadn’t seen him land the blow. The three survivors backed fearfully away from him, and he let them retreat, willing to call the fight won.
Athlone scowled at his men’s poor showing. “I gave you everything, and you repaid me by running to my greatest enemy. Did you really think that I wouldn’t know who she is? Kill him!”
Before the guardsmen could even attempt to comply, Jihan was on them. Attacking one, he followed through to kill the man’s nearest companion. Both men fell dead without a sound. The last guardsman was wide-eyed with panic, making Jihan more wary. Pushed too hard, he could be unpredictable. In this case, Jihan was almost taken by surprise, but not through the actions of the panicking guardsman.
Athlone attacked, using one of the fallen swords. Jihan ducked under the guardsman’s blade at the same time as he threw himself clear of Athlone’s slash. His father was a good fighter, and he couldn’t afford the added distraction. He charged and knocked the guardsman off his feet. One dagger thrust under the man’s chin, and the short fight was over.
A slow clapping came from across the room, and he turned to find Abarsis standing next to his father, grinning like a loon and applauding. He stared at the sorcerer, shocked by his presence. He’d warned Keverin about his father’s association with the sorcerers, but they’d expected this one to be with the legion in Camorin.
“You’ve met Abarsis, but I don’t believe you know his two friends,” Athlone said smugly, as the door opened.
It was a trap, and he’d led Julia right into it.
* * *
 



 
 
44 ~ By Stealth
Julia slipped from her room, and crept silently through the citadel. She’d been careful to note the turns Athlone had taken when he escorted her to the women’s quarter, and now she retraced the route he’d used. She ducked into an alcove when two serving women approached. They were chatting about Jihan coming home, and didn’t notice her hiding amidst the shadows. The corridors were even darker than Athione’s. Unlike Jihan, she wasn’t willing to take it for granted that Athlone didn’t have a pet sorcerer on call, so she used the opportunity to check for anyone using magic. She reached out with the sense that she used when looking for Mathius, but she felt nothing. That reassured her, and with greater confidence, she made her way down to the ground floor.
Before stepping out of the citadel and into the night, she searched the courtyard with her mage-sight, scanning the darkness for auras. There were none in the courtyard, but she counted an even dozen on the gate towers, and on the short stretch of wall over the gate. She steeled herself to step out into the night, trying to bolster her courage with thoughts of Keverin and Mathius relying upon her. Of all the things she’d faced since arriving in Deva, the dark had to be the least worthy of fear, yet she did fear it; very much, and had ever since she’d lost her parents.
“I need a spell to fix this,” she muttered under her breath, but even if there was something in her head to fix, she couldn’t heal herself. “A light spell, then. Something.”
Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to step out of the light and into darkness. She clamped her mouth shut against the whimpers building in her chest. She wasn’t a child, and wouldn’t act like one. Despite her resolution to be brave, she scurried as quickly as she could toward the nearest tower, and the pool of light illuminating its door. She reached her goal without raising the alarm, and basked in the light of the lamp, almost gasping with relief.
Before leaving, Galen had taught her how to unlock Athione’s gates, and Jihan swore the machinery Malcor used was the same. She needed to get one of the gates open, but she also had to prevent the alarm from being raised. The men on the walls had to be dealt with before she could let Keverin and his men in. The sentries wouldn’t miss those huge multi-tonne gates swinging open, no matter how well greased and quiet the hinges were.
She pasted a smile on her face for the gatekeeper’s benefit, and entered the tower. It was dimly lit, thank God!—and filled with the machinery needed to open such massive gates. There were cogs and gears like the ones Galen cared for, and she recognised the counterweights with their chains disappearing into the darkness overhead. Those were important. She rounded the counterweight resting upon the floor, and found the wooden stairs that she needed. Barely visible in the darkness overhead, she could just make out the first balcony.
“Here now! You ain’t allowed in here,” the gatekeeper said, appearing out of the dark.
She spun toward him, heart pounding. “I only wanted to see how the gates work,” she said, trying for meekness. What she really wanted to do was throttle him for scaring her. “You won’t tell anyone, will you?”
“Well…”
“Please? I’ll get in soooo much trouble!”
The gatekeeper frowned. “Well, I suppose there’s no harm done.”
She gave him her best, I’m an airhead, smile. “Thank you soooo much. This all looks very complicated. You must be very clever to make it all work. Would you explain things to me?” 
He stood taller, at the praise. “This shaft here goes…”
She listened closely, chaffing at the delay, but she needed to manoeuvre him to the control levers. She followed him around his domain, noting that his explanations of how everything worked matched Galen’s teachings. That was good to know, because it meant the plan would work. Now, if he would just get to the unlocking part, she’d be all set.
“See? Then I pull this one, the stone rises up again, and the gate closes all by itself. Clever eh?”
She nodded and put her hand on the lever that would unlock counterweight.
“Don’t!” the gatekeeper yelled, and grabbed her hand.
As soon as he touched her, she grasped her magic and infused him with exhaustion. He collapsed as if someone had hit him on the head. Someone had in a way. It was a misuse of healing, but it was infinitely better than killing him. He would sleep for hours… candlemarks she should say. Why couldn’t she remember that?
Quickly moving back to the control levers, she unlocked the gates, but she left the other levers in the closed position, and the gates remained unmoved. She needed to deal with the sentries before she dared open them. She took one more look around, and then climbed the stairs up to the battlements.
Before opening the door, she listened for footsteps, but she heard nothing. With a firm grasp on her magic, she stepped into the darkness and found the sentries spaced along the wall with her mage-sight. Viewed in the healing realm, they appeared as pillars of blazing energy. Reverting to normal sight for a moment, she could barely make out the first one. The others were lost in the darkness. There were no lamps or torches to give her away, such things would aid an enemy by ruining night vision.
Muttering under her breath, she forced herself to step into the darkness again, and approach the first guard. He barely had enough time to notice her, before her magic had him slumping against the nearest merlon. She shoved him into a more natural looking position, and left to deal with the other sentries.
* * *
Keverin lay hidden in the dark, watching the fortress intently, and hoping for a sign that the plan would succeed. If he hadn’t been so desperate, he would never have sanctioned Julia’s participation, but without her aid and Mathius’ magic, his men had no chance against the numbers opposing them within Malcor. He tried not to leap ahead of himself to consider the threat approaching from the north, but he couldn’t help it.
Not only did he have to subdue all of Malcor—normally an impossible task—he had to convert his long time enemies into allies. His family’s feud with Malcor was a bitter one. He had never rued it more than he did this night. Athlone’s folly might yet doom them all. Jihan was his one chance, and he thanked the God for the boy’s courage. If he hadn’t fled his father and reported his doings, things would be worse than they already were. He tried to comfort himself with that truth, but it wasn’t working. He grimaced, forcing himself not to consider failure. He strained his eyes trying to see movement upon the walls, but the distance was too great and the darkness too deep. The gate was still closed, he could tell that much.
“I can’t see a blessed thing,” he growled impatiently. “We should have—” Mathius wasn’t listening to him, he could tell. He had that faraway look in his eyes that Darius used to get. Mathius was using his magic. “Is she well? Tell me!”  
“She’s well. She says to come now, m’lord,” Mathius whispered.
“But the gates are still shut!” he hissed in frustration.
“She dare not open them for fear of the noise they might make, but she says they’re unlocked, and the guards are all asleep.”
“That’ll work,” he said with a relieved grin.
Mathius laughed quietly under his breath.
Using hand talk, he ordered his sergeants into action, and ran in a crouch toward the gate. He wished he knew which one Julia had unlocked. With a heave, he felt the right-hand gate move slightly. More of the men arrived to help him shove it open. It was cursed heavy, and took all of them to shift it, but it didn’t make a sound as it swung open. Once through, he turned and gave his orders in a hushed voice.
“First ten, take the tower on the right and hold it. Next ten, same on the left. Once we’re all inside, lock the gates and keep them shut until you hear from me. I don’t want anyone raising the alarm in town.” 
A figure dashed toward him out of the night, but before he could even think of drawing his sword, he knew who it had to be. A moment later, his supposition was confirmed.
“I have a dozen men asleep on the south wall,” Julia panted.
He drank in the sight of her unharmed. Her face was flushed with excitement, and her breasts heaved from her run in the tight corset she wore. She had never looked so beautiful to him.
“Well done my lady,” he said, forcing his eyes away from her petite form to survey the darkness for enemies. He bared his sword, in case of need, and sent some men to collect the prisoners.
Jihan had described the fortress well, and it wasn’t long before he had men in its key locations. The barracks were the thorniest problem. There were a dozen huge barracks full of guardsmen. He sent some of his men to protect Mathius while he warded the entrances to each one.
“Where’s Jihan?”
“He thought that his father would punish him by setting the men on him. He’s done it before.”
“On his own son?” he said, disgusted at the notion.
Julia nodded, glumly.
He led the way into the citadel, determined to put a stop to that. A liveried servant gasped at the sight of them entering, and turned to run, but Keverin pounced on him before he could get far.
“Show us to the armoury,” he growled.
“The... the armoury?” the shocked man said, rolling his eyes up at him. 
“You heard him. Where is Jihan?” Julia said. 
“I couldn’t say, lady,”
Keverin shook the man until his teeth rattled. “You tell her what she asked, or I’ll introduce you to my sword.”
“I’ll show you, I’ll show you!”
Keverin released him. “That’s better. Proceed.”
The scared man set off, and they followed him deeper into the citadel, hurrying him along with threats, until they came to an iron bound door.
“Open it and introduce Lady Julia.”
“But—”
He raised his sword. “Open. It.”
The servant swallowed fearfully, and led the way into the armoury. “M’lord, the Lady Julia and—”
* * *
 



 
 
45 ~ A Question of Loyalty
Jihan was surprised to see a servant in livery enter the room, and not a sorcerer. Abarsis scowled, and Jihan tensed, expecting a magical attack, but nothing of the sort occurred.
The servant glanced behind him nervously, and stumbled further into the room as if pushed. “M’lord, the Lady Julia and—”
“Me,” Keverin said, allowing the servant to bolt. He had his sword bared, ready for mayhem. Julia entered and joined him, keeping her eyes firmly fixed upon Abarsis.
“There are two more black robes here somewhere,” Jihan said.
“I’ll worry about them later,” Julia said.
“Oh really?” Abarsis drawled as his companions entered through another door. “How about now?” 
Julia and Keverin backed toward him, keeping a close eye upon the three black-robed men. Jihan did the same as he edged closer to them.
“What are you waiting for? Kill them!” Athlone snarled.
“Don’t ever presume to give me orders,” Abarsis said coldly. “Mine come directly from Mortain. Yours mean less than nothing to me.” He grinned at Julia. “Mortain wants a new girl to warm his bed.”
Vrooosh!
Everything happened at once. The sorcerer’s fist-sized fireball sped across the room, roaring in the breeze its passage created, but a ward snapped up to intercept it. Keverin was taken completely by surprise, and was unable to abort his instinctive move to shield Julia. He was left outside of its protection, and was struck. 
“No!” Julia screamed in horror as he crumpled to the floor.
Abarsis threw another fireball, and Jihan flinched, expecting a fiery death. It hit the still crackling ward, and splashed flame in all directions. A hot wind blew his hair back, and he gasped as the flames sucked at the air, but he wasn’t hurt. Julia stared at Keverin’s body, and didn’t seem to notice how close to obliteration they’d come.
“For the God’s sake, lady, do something!”
“I’ve killed him,” Julia sobbed. “Oh God, why didn’t I warn him?” 
Athlone smirked. “Now that’s more like it. Don’t worry about the traitor. All three can share a grave.”
Abarsis looked shocked at the ward’s appearance, and he exchanged worried glances with his companions. They ignored Athlone’s pleased commentary to launch a concerted attack. Jihan ducked as all three men threw fire, and magic flame clawed at Julia’s insubstantial wall. The ward flickered, and its light dimmed noticeably, but it held.
“It wasn’t you, lady!” Jihan said desperately. “Look at those smirking bastards. They did it!”
“No, it was me,” Julia whispered sadly. She dried her tears on her sleeve, and glared hatefully at the sorcerers. “All I ever do is destroy, but you’re right. They don’t deserve to profit from my stupidity.”
The sorcerers attacked a third time, but the ward flared bright and strong. It easily intercepted the attack. Jihan covered his ears as it screeched and howled in protest, but it remained bright. It was obvious even to him, that they didn’t have the power to overcome it.
Julia screamed in pain as she conjured something in response. It was fire, but it was unlike any Jihan had ever seen before. A puddle of molten stone bubbled beneath it. It grew, and the roaring it made grew louder with it. The fiery demon churned, and fell in upon itself only to be renewed stronger with each cycle it completed. Julia screamed as if undergoing the most hideous torture he could imagine. She held her hands toward her evil creation, her fingers hooked like claws, and converted her hate and spite into heat. At some signal only she heard, she clenched her hands into fists, and punched them at the panicked sorcerers.
“Dieeeee!” she screeched.
The fiery demon roared toward the sorcerers, leaving a trail of molten stone in its wake. Abarsis managed to throw a fireball, but it was absorbed into the roaring mass, making it stronger. A ward snapped up to intercept Julia’s wrath, and blue streaks of lightning crackled as it went straight through without slowing. The three men barely had time to scream before they ceased to exist. Where they’d stood, nothing but a bubbling pit of molten stone remained. Julia’s hideous creation paused as if swallowing a meal, and then disappeared abruptly as if it had never been.
Two of Keverin’s men ran into the room, and skidded to a shocked halt when they saw their lord’s body. Julia knelt by Keverin’s side as they watched, and burst into tears. She cried as if her heart were broken.
“Take that out of here. Lock him up somewhere,” Jihan ordered, gesturing at his father.
Athlone was cowering in a corner, staring at the molten pit in horror. It seemed to be solidifying now, and the trail to it was as well. The guardsmen drew their weapons, and took him out of the room.
Jihan knelt opposite Julia, hoping to comfort her in some manner, but he couldn’t think of what to do. He turned his attention to Keverin. He turned the body over so that he might say goodbye to his friend’s face, and not his back. The fireball had struck him in the belly. His armour was burned clean through, and blood welled in the wound.
Blood
welling!
“He’s alive!” he gasped, hardly believing his eyes. “He’s alive, lady! Use your magic for the God’s sake!”
* * *
Julia was in hell. How many of her friends would die before she learned to strike first? Her hesitation had killed dozens at Athione, and now it had cost her Keverin. She needed to be as hard as Athione’s walls. No, she needed to be harder even than that. Feelings would destroy her in the end.
“He’s alive, lady! Use your magic for the God’s sake!” Jihan yelled.
“No, he’s dead. I killed him just like all the others.”
“Since when do corpses bleed?”
Julia followed Jihan’s pointing finger, and saw the blood pouring from the ghastly wound. Her magic leapt into her grasp, almost without willing it, and she dove into the healing realm. Keverin was barely alive. His aura was hardly moving, and its colour was mostly black. She forced herself not to panic, and drew hard upon her magic to strengthen him, but even as she poured her power into him, his aura began to fade.
No! Don’t do this to me!
She tried to gather him up, but the more she tried, the worse it got. Just like all the others she’d lost, he was fading before her eyes. In desperation she built a glowing net, a kind of ward around him. It sprang into being fully formed to encircle him. His already tattered aura touched the golden net, and recoiled. She prayed it would keep working, and concentrated upon healing him. Doing two things at once was incredibly hard, but she was determined not to let him go without a fight. His aura stopped trying to escape as the black light diminished, but she wasn’t taking any more chances with Kev’s life. She kept the ward up, and as strong as she could.
* * *
Jihan paced impatiently, cursing the delay. Malcor’s guardsmen were awake, and raging about what they would do when they got out. They’d already tried to escape one of the barracks, but Mathius’ ward had held. What they’d do if they realised that setting a fire would get them out, he didn’t know. One thing was certain, unless he could make them understand his father’s betrayal, he would never be able to rule here.
Athlone’s cronies were kinless men. He’d taken a lot of outright bandits into the guard over the years, but the majority were honourable men with families to protect in Malcor Town. He was sure that he could rely upon the locals to at least listen to him. He would turn the others out.
“Don’t ever do that again,” Julia whispered.
Jihan spun around in time to see her lean in and kiss Keverin on the mouth. So, that was the way of it? He hadn’t realised, but then, neither had Keverin judging by the stunned expression on his face. It was little wonder that Julia had lost her head when she’d thought him dead.
“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Jihan said, wishing he could allow them the time they needed. “But the men are getting anxious.”
Julia blushed, and hastily rose to her feet.
Keverin was slower to rise. He was healed, but he still seemed a little unsteady. “What are your orders, my lord?”
Jihan stood taller. “I’m not Lord of Malcor yet, m’lord, but if I were, I wouldn’t give orders to my friends. If I might make a request?”
Keverin smiled. “Ask.”
“Will you and your lady accompany me to the barracks, to see what might be done there?”
“Of course we’ll come.”
Julia nodded.
He led their party to the barracks. He chose the one closest to the armoury for convenience sake, but he was glad he did. Ahnao rode into the courtyard with her escort, as they were passing through. He stopped to greet her.
“My lady, welcome to my home,” he said, and bowed.
Ahnao’s eyes glowed with pleasure at his courtesy. She looked wonderful in her blue silk dress, but then she looked gorgeous in anything she wore. He reached up and lifted her down. She was light as a feather in his arms, and he released her only reluctantly.
“Thank you, my lord,” she said slowly and with exquisite care. “I’m glad to find that you’ve taken no hurt from your father.”
He gaped. She’d spoken like a noble born and bred! Now he knew what she’d been discussing with Julia on the journey. Silly woman. She didn’t have to put on airs for him to love her, but now was not the time to tell her. They would have a long talk later. For now, he offered her his arm. She beamed a smile at him, and he escorted her to the first of the barracks.
The humming sound of Mathius’ ward pulled his attention away from Ahnao, and focused his mind on what he had to do. The door to the barracks was open, and the faintly glowing ward was no bar to his sight. The men were sitting on their bunks talking amongst themselves. He watched them through the ward and tried to marshal his thoughts, and arguments.
“You’ll be fine,” Julia said.
“Ready?” Keverin said from his other side.
He nodded and the ward came down. They stepped quickly inside, and Mathius put it back in place. The men saw them enter, and rose angrily to their feet. Hands reached for weapons, and he feared they would attack before he had a chance to explain. Julia raised her hand, lightning crackling from finger to finger, and they hesitated.
“Down with the traitor!”
“Kill him!”
“He sold us out!”
“I agree with you!” Jihan shouted over the noise. “Down with the traitor say I, but who is the traitor?”
“You are!”
“You sold your honour...”
“No!” Jihan shouted them down, angrily. “I haven’t been negotiating with sorcerers, but my father has. I haven’t taken bandits and raiders into the guard. I haven’t raised them over honest Devan guardsmen! Athlone did all those things, but did you protest? Where were you when he began bribing and corrupting the King’s own chancellor?”
Murmurs took the place of shouts, as they exchanged looks with their friends, wondering what the truth was.
“My father is guilty of all those things, but do you name him traitor? No! Where were you, when that animal killed my mother? Where were you, when as a child I was tormented and abused until nearly insane?”
Silence fell, and they shifted guiltily. They knew what Athlone’s cronies had put him through day after day. They had watched and done nothing. The oldest among them remembered him as a boy crying over his mother’s grave, and later, they watched him fighting desperately to learn how to survive against overzealous tutors. Did they help him, console him, offer advice or friendship to him? No.
He forced himself to lower his voice, and not reveal his growing anger. “Lady Julia destroyed an entire Hasian legion at Athione. She’s here to help me destroy another. How many of you believe the Hasians are our friends?” He paused waiting for an answer. “None of you? Why then did you allow three of them to live under our roof?”
“We never—”
“The Lord said they were all right—”
“I didn’t know—”
“It’s not my place to—”
“Silence!” he said. “You make me want to puke. It’s not my place you say? If it’s not your place to protect your own families and friends, whose place is it? When I leave here, I’m going to challenge my father to a duel and slay him for his crimes. Don’t doubt for a moment that I’ll do it. If any of you want to aid me in saving your families, you can swear your oaths to me here and now!”
The silence was deafening. No one stirred until a grizzled man stepped forward and sank to one knee before him. It was Ernard, a sergeant and one of the oldest guardsmen at Malcor. He’d witnessed three lords come and go in his time. 
“I swear on my life, my honour, and my soul to be your man ‘till death. May the God bear witness,” Ernard said, and circled his heart.
Julia frowned at Ernard for a long moment, and then she smiled. “He’s telling the truth. We can trust him.”
Uneasy murmurs spread amongst the watching men.
He looked at her in surprise. Was their ruse truly a ruse? Could she really tell a man’s loyalties just by looking at him?
Julia noticed his look. “He’s loyal.”
He stepped forward to raise Ernard to his feet. “I swear on my life, my honour, and my soul to take you Ernard into my service—to protect and uphold you and yours in good times and in bad, and to use you in all honour. May the God bear witness,” he said, and circled his heart.
One after another, the men swore their oaths until only a small group hung back. He recognised some of them as his father’s captains, but all were cronies.
“You men are banished from my lands,” he said with relish, and then addressed himself to his loyal men. “Choose four captains from among the best of you. You know better than I who they are. I want you all in armour and ready to escort my father’s… err… loyalists a long way from here. If I catch any of them on my lands in a tenday, I’ll treat them as brigands.” He turned to Mathius. “Drop the ward and let them out, if you would.” 
He stepped out of the room, and stood aside as the men, his men now, trooped out and headed to the armoury to weapon up. Mathius raised the ward, leaving the dregs still inside.
* * *
 



 
 
46 ~ Lord of Malcor
Jihan stood stripped to the waist, waiting for his men to bring his father. The entire population of Malcor had crammed the courtyard to watch him kill Athlone, and take his place as their lord. Their chatter filled the air. Ahnao looked worried, and strangely, it made him feel better. It was wonderful to finally have people who cared about him. During his short time at Athione, he’d made a few friends, not least Keverin and Julia, but it was Ahnao that he’d instinctively looked for upon entering the courtyard.
Despite the goose bumps pebbling his arms and chest, he’d chosen to fight during the early hours of the morning, before the temperature rose. Although the season was exceptionally hot, and it would likely sap his father’s strength before it sapped his, he preferred not to fight in the heat of the afternoon. He didn’t need the light in his eyes. At least the drought meant they wouldn’t be fighting on slippery cobbles. Athlone would be enough of a handful without that.
He drew his sword, passing the sheath to Keverin as his father entered the courtyard, and a hush fell over the spectators. His father had chosen to wear a plain white cotton shirt rather than his usual silk, and like him, Athlone had a dagger thrust into his blood read sash, but Sergeant Ernard had charge of his sword. He surveyed the spectators and sneered, before raising an eyebrow at Ernard. Jihan nodded, and the sergeant gave Athlone his sword before retreating to watch, sheath in hand.
“So, boy, Malcor is yours. You finally have what you wanted,” Athlone growled. “But are you man enough to hold it?”
“I never wanted it,” Jihan said calmly, refusing to be riled. “I would rather be a farmer’s son, than have you for a father. All I wanted was the love of my parents, but you killed mother, and love isn’t in you. I used to think I might gain your respect by learning what you wanted, but all you gave me was contempt. Well, it’s time I showed you what I learned. On your guard!”
He didn’t start slow; there was no point. He knew Athlone’s style as well as he knew his own. He attacked with a furious combination of two handed blows, smashing wildly at Athlone’s defence as if he’d forgotten everything he’d ever learned about the sword. Startled at the onslaught, Athlone was driven back, but he regained his poise in short order. He offered an attack of his own.
Back and forth, they attacked and defended neither gaining the upper hand over the other. He switched to a single hand and drew his dagger with his left. Athlone did the same and the fight took on a new deadlier dimension. He allowed his father to gain an opening, and then tried to turn it to his advantage by using his dagger in close. Athlone failed to take the bait, and the fight continued unchanged. He switched his sword to his left hand, and surprised, Athlone failed to parry his blow. The wound to his upper arm looked minor, but it was enough to make him back warily away.
Athlone began to tire, but Jihan felt as if he could go on all day, and his overconfidence nearly ended the fight prematurely. He over extended. His father reacted instantly to the sloppy lunge, and slammed his blade to one side, easily breaking through his defence. Jihan saw the dagger at the last instant. Throwing pride to the winds, he dove aside, and rolled out of Athlone’s reach. He knew better than anyone how dangerous his father was, yet what did he do? He took stupid chances, and Athlone had nearly made him pay dearly for it.
He scrambled back to his feet, cursing under his breath and vowing to be more careful. Emptying his mind of all distractions, he settled into a smooth rhythm, as if practising against one of his tutors. They’d been masters of the sword, and wouldn’t tolerate even the slightest mistake. Athlone noticed his sudden blank faced calm, and became even more wary.
Finally, it happened.
Athlone, so weary that he was stumbling, tried to end the fight quickly by using a lunge, the same move that Jihan had tried and failed to perform. It might have worked, but his weariness betrayed him. He tripped over his own feet. This time Jihan didn’t miss his chance. His sword went home in his father’s guts, all the way to the hilt. Athlone’s eyes widened in shock, and his sword dropped from suddenly nerveless fingers to ring upon the cobbles.
Looking into his father’s eyes, Jihan said one last thing before sending his soul to kneel before the God. “This is for mother,” he whispered and twisted his blade savagely.
He withdrew his sword, and Athlone crumpled to the cobbles, already dead. Jihan looked around at the silent crowd, his father’s blood dripping from his sword. First one, and then everyone at once cried out in one voice.
“Long live Jihan! Long live Lord Malcor!”
* * *
 



 
 
47 ~ Assassin
Lucius felt they were making excellent time, but Purcell still drove them hard from dawn to dusk. It was hard to blame the man. Seeing his home under attack, and not being able to help, was driving him mad with frustration.
Keverin had loaned them enough horses to mount their entire force, and had sent Captain Marcus with five hundred men along. He could easily afford the horses—he’d lost a great many men in the attack, but the guardsmen were another matter. Gylaren had protested, insisting that Keverin needed them for his own venture, but he’d replied that a thousand men had no more chance than five hundred to take Malcor. If they were to succeed, it would be by guile and sorcery.
Lucius agreed with Gylaren about the risk, but he’d come to know Julia quite well. She was very determined, and had badgered him unmercifully about lessons in mage-craft. She had been especially interested in wards and shielding. He’d tried to explain that personal shields were hard to master because they were exactly what they sounded like—personal to the individual. She already knew that; Mathius had explained it, but she wanted to know the various ways used by other mages. She had a notion to link the methods in some manner, and find a common thread. He’d been doubtful, but she’d been very insistent.
He’d described walls of air, of light, of a mixture of the two. He’d told her about walls of fire that didn’t burn the mage inside its protection, but anything outside of it would be destroyed. There were mages that used wards made of magic itself, and others that absorbed magical attacks to become stronger. To his never ending surprise, it had worked! To his way of thinking, Julia had messed about for a short while with no logic behind her experiments, but suddenly a shield appeared around her little finger. He hadn’t tried to stop her from holding it over a candle flame. He could already tell it would work.
He shook his head in admiration. Castle Black had lost the perfect Mortain when Julia was born a woman. Thank the God she was! If a sorcerer with her strength ever became Mortain, no one would be able to resist his might. She was strong but ignorant; his former brothers were weak but knowledgeable. It equalled out... sort of.
He surveyed the countryside, as he guided his horse around yet another pothole. Deva’s roads had seen better days. Most of its stones were missing, and the verges were overgrown. The trees overhung the road in some places, so that the column continually moved from bright sunshine into gloomy twilight at random intervals. The kingdom must have quite a problem with bandits. Stretches of road like this were perfect for them to ambush the unwary. They wouldn’t be foolish enough to attack a party of this size, but merchant caravans would be in serious jeopardy here.
Just as he was thinking it would be nice to stop for a while, Purcell called a halt. He dismounted and took a drink of water, and gave some to his horse at the same time. Word filtered back to him through the grumbles of the men, that they were stopping for a half candlemark. Most of them were wandering around, chatting to their mates and trying to work the stiffness out of cramped legs. His legs were fine, so he decided to check on Elvissa. He rummaged through his pack looking for his mirror. Like the robe he currently wore, the mirror had belonged to Darius.
Keverin had gifted him with the items before they’d left Athione. He’d reluctantly accepted them, not sure how he felt about wearing mage robes again, but the moment he saw himself in a mirror, he knew he was right to accept. He appeared a new man. He was no longer a sorcerer, but he was a mage, and wearing the red robes of a wizard felt absolutely right. He was the master of his own destiny now.
Retrieving his mirror, he walked away from distractions, and sat on a half rotten log at the side of the road. He frowned at his reflection in the mirror. He needed to trim his beard again. Turning his head, he angled the mirror to see his profile better, and saw movement in the trees. He wasn’t sure he’d really seen it at first, but he wasn’t willing to take chances. He grasped his magic just as the rabbit scurried out of the brush. He sighed, wanting to laugh. His heart was pounding hard enough to leap out of his chest. He couldn’t believe how close he’d come to cooking the poor thing.
“You’re getting too old for—” he began.
A man stepped into sight and loosed an arrow.
He ducked, and raised a wall of fire in its path. Sloppy, sloppy, sloppy. He should have used his shield. He’d been trained to do that, but it had been a while since he’d felt threatened. He’d learned to be wary of other mages, not bandits, and he was the only mage here! Not much of an excuse for his sloth, but it would have to do. The arrow burst into flame, and tumbled harmlessly to the ground. As it fell, a fireball leapt from his upraised hand, and struck his attacker.
“Don’t turn around,” Purcell said, ominously. “I don’t want to order your death without hearing your explanation.”
He spoke without turning. “If you send someone into the trees ahead of me, you’ll find my reason.”
“Very well, don’t move. Marcus, send someone to look.”
Marcus chose to do it himself. He walked warily by, and into the trees. “We have a dead Tanjuner here!” he called after a moment. “He had a bow.”
“All right, Lucius, you can relax. Let’s have a look at your Tanjuner,” Purcell said.
He followed Purcell and Gylaren into the trees. The fireball had hit the bowman in the belly, a painful way to die, and not always immediately fatal. This time however, the fire had done its work and the man was dead. He wasn’t wearing armour, which surprised the lords, but Marcus was more interested in the man’s weapons. Apart from his bow, he also carried a curved dagger sharpened on both sides.
“Assassin!” Marcus hissed in surprise, holding up the dagger.
Gylaren turned to him with eyebrows raised. “Why is an assassin hiding way out here trying to kill you?”
“I’m surprised they know I exist, my lord. He’s a Tanjuner. Might they be worried about what I’ll do when we reach Elvissa? I know what you’re thinking, but Mortain wouldn’t hire an assassin. He’d send a mage.”
The lords expressed their doubts, but they had nothing better to offer. Purcell detailed two men to bury the man, and then they mounted up to continue on their way. From that point on, he kept a wary eye, wondering how the Tanjuners had known he was coming. It didn’t matter, only his response to the assassin did in the end. He would have to arrange something fitting as a thank you gift. Perhaps he could try Julia’s lightning.
* * *
 



 
 
48 ~ Planning Ahead
“Make camp!” Purcell ordered reluctantly.
The sun had already set, and the horses were stumbling with fatigue. He wished he could continue on, but it was too risky this close to home. He knew the area well. It was a mere two days to reach the fortress at a normal pace, but if he pushed it, he could do it in one. There was water to be had here, and plenty of wood for fires. This time tomorrow, he could be home; if he still had a home.
They’d ridden through the last stretch of Ariston Forest in pitch darkness to reach this point. The rest of the journey was through open country, and they’d be seen if the enemy had scouts out. That was another reason to stop now. He couldn’t camp in the open. The next time he called a halt, they wouldn’t be setting camp, they’d be exterminating the rats that were even now trying to infest his home.
He dismounted, handing his horse off to one of the men to care for, and waved Lucius and Gy over to talk. Lucius was a puzzle he mused, as he watched the wizard retrieve his mirror, and tuck it away beneath his robe. Wearing the red robes of a wizard, he looked dangerous and was. The assassin at the roadside should have killed him, but the God had been with him that day. Lucius had struck first, and had survived the first of a string of assassination attempts. He’d put it down to dumb luck at the time, but Lucius had been attacked twice more on the journey since then, proving to him that luck had no part in it.
The second attack should’ve been the end of him. An assassin had tried to take him at night while asleep—except he hadn’t been. He’d been using the mirror to check up on Julia. He’d seen the assassin creeping into his tent, and had struck him down with lightning, as if he did it every day. The noise roused the camp of course, and when they examined the still smoking corpse, they found the distinctive dagger that all of the Dark Brothers carried in Tanjung. This time its edge had been treated with poison. One scratch would have been lethal. Lucius had laughed it off, but he’d obviously been puzzled by the latest attempt to kill him. He swore that next time, he’d try to capture the assassin alive. He’d been certain there would be a next time, and there had been.
The third and last time had been another ranged attack from hiding, and it had fared no better than the other attempts. Lucius had been frothing mad that time. When the crossbow bolt hit his shield, he’d taken exquisite care not to break his vow, but his attempt to capture the assassin alive had come to naught. Realising that he was caught, the Tanjuner had used his own poison to escape. The Dark Brothers had a fierce reputation and were feared everywhere, but to kill oneself rather than be questioned, seemed a little extreme even for them.
“Do you want to view the fortress again, m’lord?” Lucius said as he approached.
“Not right away. I’m thinking of travelling cross-country at first light tomorrow. I was hoping you could tell me the way is clear. The last thing we need is to run into a patrol.”
Lucius nodded and pulled out his mirror. Gylaren watched over the wizard’s shoulder, as he scried the countryside.
“You’re pushing it if you think you can attack straight away,” Gylaren said. “The horses are close to exhaustion. I think we should rest tomorrow night, and attack early the next day.”
“Perhaps,” he said. “It depends on what we find when we get there. If those Tanjuner bastards are inside, I’m going in after them! If Don has held them out, we can rest and attack as soon as it’s light.”
“Sounds good.”
It did, but a lot depended upon what the enemy was doing. He could find himself engaged anywhere along their route tomorrow. He couldn’t charge headlong against unknown force. The terrain consisted of low rolling hills, and numerous valleys, ripe for ambush.
Lucius’ mirror revealed burned and abandoned farms, as he viewed the countryside around the fortress. It would take him years to rebuild what had been destroyed in days. He saw no sign of cavalry along the lanes, or in the fields, and he would have if patrols were out. That was peculiar to say the least. Tanjung wasn’t new to war. Their war leaders were a lot better soldiers than some lords he could name.
“Patrols?” Purcell said, frowning in disbelief. Surely he had missed the signs.
“None,” Lucius said. “They’re overconfident.”
“Perhaps, perhaps not. Show us the pass would you, Lucius? They might have friends coming.”
“Nasty thought, that,” Gylaren murmured and frowned at the mirror as it revealed the pass into Tanjung. “There’s nothing there. A fool must lead them.”
“I doubt that very much. He killed my boy expertly enough.”
“Sorry. You know I didn’t mean it that way, but we’ve both seen captains with promise who fail in strategy.”
He nodded. It was worth thinking about, but he preferred to assume their war leader wasn’t a fool. It would be far safer to plan for a competent enemy rather than an incompetent one.
Lucius put his mirror away beneath his robe. “I would advise you, if I may Purcell, to wait until I eliminate the threat of magic before you launch your attack.”
E-lim-in-ate. That was a good word. He was going to eliminate every one of those Tanjuner bastards, and when he was done, their so-called emperor would never dare to send his men against Elvissa and Deva ever again!
The next day dawned with him already in the saddle, and riding hard for home. He’d broken his fast in the dark, and although his men hadn’t slept long, they were eager to be moving. The Elvissans knew how close to home they were, and they tried to push ahead faster than was wise. He had to slow the pace more than once, or else tire the horses.
At midday, they stopped and watered the horses from their water bags. What seemed like moments later, they were back in the saddle.
When the day moved into evening, he slowed the pace to a walk, and sent scouts far ahead. He gave specific orders—they were not to be seen under any circumstances, but if possible, they should check the situation at Elvissa before reporting back. He’d decided, lacking any sign to the contrary, that the Tanjuners had indeed concentrated upon the fortress. The day had darkened into night before the scouts returned with bleak news.
“You’re sure?” he said with a heavy heart. “Was there fighting?”
“No m’lord, it was right peaceful. Them bastids were inside and making themselves at home in the courtyard.”
“In the courtyard? Not the citadel?” 
“I can’t say for sure, m’lord,” Rogan said. “They were in the courtyard. I could tell that much, and they ain’t fighting, but that’s all I could see without being caught.”
“You’ve done well. No need for you to go out again when we’re so close.”
Rogan saluted and rode away to join the others.
“We’ve done it!” he crowed. “By the God we’ve done it!” He pounded a fist on his thigh in delight.
“Calm down, you can’t sure,” Gylaren warned.
“Why else would they be out in the courtyard at night if not camped?”
“I don’t know, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a reason.”
“I appreciate what you’re trying to do, Gy, but it’s not necessary. I know things may not be as they seem, but I choose to believe that my family are still alive in there.”
Gylaren didn’t argue, which Purcell appreciated. Corlath was gone, but he still had family to care for. He would be with them soon. Donalt, and Lysara, and his beloved Isolde were alive. They were waiting for him to come home. They were, and he wouldn’t hear different.
A candlemark or so later, he crouched on one knee in the dark, studying the fortress. The Tanjuners had made no effort to barricade the gate, and were settling down to sleep in the courtyard just as Rogan said. There were men on the walls, keeping watch, but he knew from personal experience that they wouldn’t see anyone approach until the last hundred yards or so. With the gates shut, it didn’t matter too much—the alarm would be wrung in time for any attack, but for his purposes, the broken gate was a gift from the God.
He settled more comfortably to wait. He itched to give the order to attack, but Lucius had yet to take care of the mages. After admonishing him not to start until he got back, Lucius had cloaked himself in magic, and walked into the darkness as if he didn’t have a care in the world. That was about half a candlemark ago, and they’d heard no word from him, but he must be fine. If he’d been discovered, they would have heard the explosion easily from here. He had great confidence in the wizard’s ability to look after himself. Three dead assassins, and half of Athione in ruins, did have that effect.
Thinking of Lucius seemed to conjure him forth. He was staring intently at the shattered gate, when he saw a figure detach itself from the hulking shadow of Elvissa. With no sign of concern, the mage strolled away from the fortress and joined him. He knelt beside him, and handed the borrowed garrotte back to Rogan. 
“All done,” Lucius said cheerfully. “Ready?”
He nodded eagerly, and began crawling home. The ground seemed to writhe in the darkness, as his men moved with him, but none saw them. The Tanjuners had no idea what was coming… yet.
Corlath my son, my brave beautiful boy, hear me! They will pay!
* * *
 
 



 
49 ~ Fortress Elvissa
“M’lord, please wake up. Can you hear me?” Trine said.
Donalt heard the captain’s voice from far away. How long had he lain here? He had to get up and fight, but someone was holding his shoulders. Holding him down? He thrashed trying to throw the enemy off, but was confused when he heard Lysy’s voice.
“He can’t help you, he nearly died! Please leave him alone!” Lysara wailed.
“I’m sorry, lady, but there’s fighting outside. We can hear it. We need him.”
He remembered the blade entering his side. He clapped a hand to the wound to stop the bleeding, and agony flared under his hand. He gasped and groaned. By the God it hurt so much! Was he dying? He almost hoped for it, the pain was so bad. He held the scream back, and it turned into a groan that wouldn’t be denied. The agony faded to be replaced by a dull throbbing, and he realised he’d felt bandages and bare skin, not armour under his hand.
“Now see what you’ve done! He’s bleeding again!”
“There’s fighting in the courtyard, m’lord!”
Fighting? Of course there’s fighting! Why does he think I’m lying here bleeding?
“Report,” he tried to say, but it came out as a whisper. He tried again, “Report!” That was a little better. A croak was better than a whisper, wasn’t it?
“Thank the God!” Trine cried. “I carried on as best I could without you, m’lord, but I lost the courtyard and the main doors to the citadel this morning. I have men barricaded in the great hall, the woman’s quarter, and the armoury. There’s fighting in the courtyard.”
He tried to think but the pain… God make it stop!
The fighting, he had to think dammit. The men needed him to think. Why would the Tanjuners be fighting? Think. Think… he began to drift away. Was this it? Would the pain stop now? Please? No, he couldn’t let go yet. The men needed him to think what to do. The Tanjuners had killed Corlath, he had to make them pay, didn’t he? Wasn’t that what he’d sworn to do? If he didn’t, they would take his mother and sister as slaves. He couldn’t let that happen, but what could he do to prevent it? 
Nothing.
But if they were killing each other, there might be an opportunity later. It would be just like the idiot Tanjuners to fight each other over the spoils before the war was won. Their noble houses were always feuding. If they weakened themselves sufficiently, he could order a counter attack.
“Hold the barricades...” he ordered faintly.
“I didn’t hear, m’lord. Did you catch what he said, lady?”
“Leave him alone!” Lysy wailed. “We’ll all be dead soon any way,” she said and began to sob.
He took a deep breath and tried again. “Hold the barricades. Don’t sally, hold... the... bari... cades…”
“He said sally! I understand, m’lord. We’ll take as many of them with us as we can!”
“No don’t. Hold the barricades...” he said, desperately trying to rise, but he felt so heavy and the darkness was rushing in to suck him into oblivion. “Please not now…”
“Shush Don, he’s gone. We’ll all be with Cor soon. Hush now.”
* * *
It was a total slaughter, Purcell thought gleefully. Emperor Vexin had paid for Corlath’s death with the lives of nine hundred of his soldiers this night. He wished it could have been thousands, but the outcome might then have been in doubt. Corlath was worth more to him than any number of Tanjuners, but nine hundred was a good start. Now that it was over, he spotted people he knew wandering around checking for wounded. Many of them weren’t guardsmen at all, but townsfolk wearing bits of armour. For them to be fighting, Don must have been desperate. He couldn’t see him anywhere, but it was dark.
Many on both sides were wounded, but most of the dead belonged to Tanjung this time. Over by the stables, he saw Lucius checking to see if a man was alive. He must have been, because a moment later he carried the man away. Here and there, Tanjuners were being given the grace. It was too good for them, but he dare not let them wander off to the God alone knew where. Far better they be safely dead.
“Why don’t you go in and see Isolde? I’ll take over out here,” Gylaren said kindly.
“Thanks Gy, I’ll do that,” he said.
He quickly entered the citadel, and made his way to the great hall. The place was a mess in many ways. Wounded men lay in rows on the floor with woman from the town tending them. It was almost as if he’d been magically transported back in time to Athione. The scene was that similar to what he’d found in the great hall there. Some of the injured were well enough to greet him with a small cheer, but many just stared at him, mutely demanding to know why he hadn’t protected them. He couldn’t meet their accusing eyes for more than a moment, before his shame forced him to look away. There was furniture piled close to the doors—used to hold them shut no doubt. Blood and scraps of cloth used for bandaging littered the floor.
An old woman hurried toward him, intending to pass by, but he stopped her with a raised hand. “Where is Lady Isolde?”
“And who are you to be asking?”
He sighed. There was nothing like a woman to bring a man down to earth with a bump. “I’m her consort.”
The woman’s eyes widened. “Sorry m’lord! I didn’t know yer in the dark! She’s in the woman’s quarter, tending more of the injured.”
“Thank you,” he said, bowed, and hurried his steps to the women’s quarter.
Evidence of the struggle lay strewn all along the corridors. Smears of blood on stone spoke of someone dragged to safety, various pieces of furniture piled at intersections to provide cover for archers. The entire place stank of death, and would for some time to come. The fighting had been desperately brutal. Bodies lay discarded like a child’s dolls everywhere he looked. He might know some of them if he checked. He didn’t want to. Clothing told the tale of town’s folk and servants fighting side by side, and many armoured forms lay with them. The helms they wore proved many were Tanjuners, but not near enough to match Elvissan dead in number.
There was no one to direct him when he reached the women’s quarter. The door was open and unguarded. He began searching rooms for his family. He found Lysara in her own room, but Isolde was not with her. Fear for his wife clutched at his heart.
“Oh, father! It was so awful. Corlath is gone and Donalt—” Lysara wailed, throwing herself into his arms, as if a child again.
He caught her, and spun her around, supporting her weight easily. She hugged him despite his disgustingly smelly and bloody armour, and clung around his neck, her feet dangling above the floor. He hugged her back, revelling in the smell of her hair, and the knowledge that she lived, but then what she’d said registered upon his tired brain.
“Not Donalt too,” he pleaded.
Lysara let go and stepped back a little. “No, but badly wounded. We thought he’d die, but he was still giving orders a little while ago. You would have been so proud of him, father. He rode out with half the men and ambushed the Tanjuners in the forest, and then he did it again at the bridge. He saved us all. The men fought like dragons to get him to safety when he fell in the courtyard.”
His pride in his son was beyond words. He couldn’t have spoken in any case. The relief at hearing Donalt was safe brought tears to his eyes, and a lump in his throat threatened to choke him.
Lysara showed him into her bedchamber.
There was a ghost in the bed. It was his youngest boy, and he looked dead. His breath froze at the thought, and he stared hard at the pale form for an age. Don shifted a little in his sleep, and Purcell felt his knees suddenly go weak. He staggered to a chair and slumped into it, tears leaking from his eyes. He sucked in a breath, finally able to breathe again.
Oh God, hear my plea. Don’t take him from us. If you have need, take me in his stead.
“I’ll…” he had to clear his throat, but his voice was stronger after. “I’ll fetch Lucius up here. He’s no Julia, but he should be able to help.”
“Who is Julia?” Lysara frowned at the strange sounding name. “Never mind, you can tell me later.”
“How is your mother?” he said, dreading the answer.
“It was bad at first. She cried and cried. I didn’t think she would ever stop—”
He could easily imagine the terrible grief she felt. Isolde was a strong woman, she’d had to be to put up with him and two strapping boys all these years, but the loss of a child was enough to break anyone’s spirit. It had nearly broken him that night at Athione.
“When the hall began filling with wounded, she came alive again. You should have seen her, father. It was as if she saw Corlath in each one she helped to save. She’s asleep in her room now.”
Thank the God! I couldn’t live without you my heart.
* * *
 



 
 
50 ~ Victory
Lucius tried to see the wound the way Julia did, but he was having difficulty envisioning what she described. He thought that he might have glimpsed it once or twice, but it was probably his imagination. Although Julia didn’t have as much experience with magic as he did, her control over this aspect was way beyond his. Healing seemed to be her primary talent, though that might change as she learned more about what she could do. It could be her sex, or maybe people were just different where she came from. Whatever the case, he was wasting his time trying to learn her method. It just didn’t work.
Sighing, he gave up and brought out his needle and thread.
He’d found the Tanjuner bleeding to death near the shattered gate, and instead of killing him, had decided to use him to send a message to the Dark Brothers, or rather, to their owner. Emperor Vexin held the leash currently, or should.
“There, that should do it,” Lucius said as he finished sewing up the man’s arm.
“Why are you helping me? Your people will kill me as soon as they find me.” 
“So you’re awake are you? No, no! Don’t thank me, it was my pleasure, I assure you.”
The Tanjuner growled a curse and tried to rise.
“Now you listen to me, War Leader,” he said and the man’s eyes widened in alarm. “Yes, I know what you are. I saved you for a reason. I’m going to give you a horse and supplies so that you can ride home with a message.”
The war leader stopped struggling to rise, and looked at him warily. “What message?”
“Tell your emperor not to send any more assassins after me. Tell him to heed me, or I swear that I’ll pay him a little visit. While you’re there, you might as well mention that the next army he sends into Deva, won’t survive long enough to be an inconvenience. Tell him to look to Athione. I’m sure he’ll know what I mean by the time you get there. Now get up and follow me.”
He led the fuming man through the courtyard, and into one of the stables. He quickly saddled a horse for him, and scouted about for some supplies. He found a water bag and a small travel pack, and tossed them to his new best friend, before leading him through the shattered gate.
The war leader mounted up, and glared coldly. “I am Methrym of House Malai. Remember it wizard. I want you to know the name of the man who kills you!”
“Very pretty speech,” Lucius said, and smirked. “You just remember what I told you to say. Now begone!”
Methrym galloped away into the darkness.
He watched the man ride out of sight, and frowned in thought. Julia wouldn’t like what he’d just done, but it was necessary in his opinion. Vexin would hardly give up his dreams of conquest just because of a little set back like losing an army, but the news of what had happened at Athione would reach him eventually. It might give him pause.
“Who was that?” Purcell said in a deceptively mild tone.
Lucius smiled and went to join him. “That was a new friend of mine. One Methrym by name.”
Purcell scowled. “I know you must have a good reason, but why are you letting one of the enemy go instead of killing him?”
He wasn’t fooled by Purcell’s tone, but he appreciated his restraint. He’d been accepted as a friend only recently, and letting an enemy go could be construed as traitorous. He liked Purcell, but more than that, he liked his new life, and he didn’t want to lose his chance at happiness.
“I sent him back to Vexin with a message,” Lucius said as they walked back inside. “I told him that I’d take exception to any more assassins being sent, and that if we see another Tanjuner army on Devan soil, it would be destroyed.”
Purcell beamed. “Good idea! Shame it’s only a bluff.”
There were still a good many people moving about, collecting weapons from the fallen, and carrying the bodies away. Outside the wall, the Elvissans were taking good care of their own dead. Laying them out respectfully ready for burial when the sun rose. The Tanjuner corpses had been piled indiscriminately a few hundred yards away. They would be burned as was the custom in Tanjung, though not customarily in multiple heaps like this.
“I wasn’t bluffing about destroying Vexin’s army,” Lucius said with a shrug. “You’ve seen what Julia can do when she fears for her friends. They don’t know her as we do. They would certainly be surprised and defeated, but the assassins are another matter. I’m certainly not going to kill Vexin, but it can’t hurt to warn him. You never know, he might take heed.”
They paused looking around at the scene of battle. The gates were lying against the wall, and the remains of the barricades had been shoved aside. Bodies still lay where they’d fallen, but there were no Devan dead left among them.
“If they send another army, Elvissa will fall before Julia could possibly get here,” Purcell muttered. “Don barely held them off, and more than half of his men are dead. Gy will have to go back to Meilan eventually, and Marcus to Athione. I don’t think my boys could hold them off for long if Vexin gets serious.”
They headed inside.
“You have to find some way to motivate the other lords into levying troops. In the Protectorate, the lords pay to equip two thousand men for the legions. Deva needs something similar.”
Purcell laughed, but it was a frustrated sound. “I agree, but unlike the Protectorate, we don’t have a strong king to force the lords to do that. If we did, we could have a hundred thousand men under arms.”
Deva had always been a rich land, and although it had now fallen upon hard times, the lords could easily afford to contribute to its defence. Most of them had a castle or stronghold, but even those who didn’t could help with funds.
There were two ways to make someone do what you wanted, Lucius thought, as they climbed the tower steps. The first way was to offer something in return for the aid, and the second was to threaten dire consequences if they didn’t cooperate. The problem with the first option was that the lords were already rich. What could they possibly offer that would make them do their duty? If they tried the second way, Purcell would need a very big stick indeed to make the lords sit up and take notice. Civil war could result if it wasn’t handled right, and he would be even worse off.
Looking around, Lucius didn’t recognise where he was at first. Devan customs were still strange to him. “If I’m not completely lost, we’re in the women’s quarter. I don’t think I’m supposed to be in here.”
“Don’t panic man! A big strong wizard like you shouldn’t be scared of a few women,” Purcell said, and laughed.
It was all right for him to laugh as if it were nothing. He was already married! Men ruled the Protectorate, but it was surprising how many times he’d heard a fellow sorcerer say that he was adamantly opposed to this thing or that, only to see him energetically pursuing the opposite position the very next day. Women in the Protectorate might not rule the country, but they definitely ruled their consorts!
“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said, feeling a little defensive. A little. “No woman is going to tell me what’s what. I’m not married, and I’m not going to be married. I like my life now that I have some freedom, and I’m not giving it up. I don’t like marriage!”
Purcell laughed. He was completely at his ease, but Lucius was becoming extremely uncomfortable. As they progressed, they were passing more and more women. The lord would incline his head respectfully to high born and low alike, and receive one in return. A serving girl, who would curtsy to her lord while elsewhere in the fortress, would become a completely different person here, switching from subservience to haughtiness as soon as she crossed the quarter’s threshold.
He followed Purcell’s lead, but he didn’t receive the same response as the lord. The woman in question would incline her head in like manner, but before and after that, she subjected him to intense scrutiny, as if she wanted to figure out what shelf to put him on. The last one had been the worst. He would swear that she catalogued his every fault!
Subject: male two yards tall, dark hair and beard. Occupation: wizard. Dirty boots, thread hanging from right sleeve. Status: unmarried!
Lucius snorted at the absurd thoughts running through his head, and received a grin from Purcell. Together they walked into a room. It was nicely appointed without being over done. The walls had good quality tapestries depicting the Elvissa Mountains if he were any judge. A large fireplace provided the only illumination. The logs crackled and popped quietly.
Purcell left him to enter another room.
Walking idly around the room, he stopped to scrutinise a painting. It was a simple family scene, painted in this very room. He studied the portrait of a younger Purcell and his family. Lady Isolde—he assumed it was her—was sitting on the arm of Purcell’s chair. A young boy and girl were sitting at their parent’s feet while the older son stood behind the chair with one hand on the back of it staring at him. The eyes of the staring figure seemed to follow his movements, as if judging his fitness to be in the room. Purcell’s eldest son had died only recently, but the portrait seemed to dispute that. It was so life like. He almost expected the boy to walk out from behind the chair, and demand to know his intentions.
“Janni painted that almost ten years ago.” 
He turned to see who had spoken.
It was a girl—no a woman. She was the child in the painting, Purcell’s daughter Lysara. She had grown into a stunningly gorgeous woman. She was about his height, and wearing pale yellow gown. Her hair was golden fire, and her eyes sapphire pools that glowed in the firelight. When he’d first met Julia, he’d thought that he would never meet a more beautiful woman. He’d been wrong. Julia was lovely, but in a different way than Lysara. If Julia was the strength and fire of the sun, then Lysara was the quiet serenity of the moon at midnight.
“I told you to bring him in, not stare at him with your eyes falling out!” Purcell boomed from across the room.
Lysara blushed. “Sorry father. We were just looking at Janni’s painting.”
“Never mind that, my girl. Donalt is awake.”
Lysara hurried to her brother’s bedside.
At Purcell’s invitation, Lucius followed her inside. The man in the bed was very pale, but he managed a wan smile at his father’s reappearance.
“This is my son, Donalt,” Purcell said. “Can you heal him?”
“I’ll try, m’lord,” Lucius said.
“My thanks, Lucius,” Donalt said weakly.
Lysara moved out of the way to let him approach. He pulled the covers down to reveal the bandaging wrapped around Donalt’s middle. Using his dagger, he gently cut the bloodied bandages away to reveal a long livid wound. He winced, and wondered how the boy had survived this long. It was obviously infected.
“You’re a very lucky man. Any deeper and your stomach would likely be punctured,” he said. He pressed the flesh around the wound firmly, and sopped up the puss using the bandages.
Donalt grunted and paled further. “I’ll take your word for it, but I’m not feeling very lucky.”
Lucius invoked his mage-sight, but failed to see what Julia said she saw. Again. Resigning himself to failure, he used his magic to ease the boy’s pain. Donalt gasped in relief as the spell touched the wound and soothed it. Using a method of his own devising, he ensured the spell would continue to keep the pain at bay. It was a part of what a mage did when building a self-sustaining ward. In this case, the magic would continually enter the wound in the shape of his spell, easing pain and keeping further infection away.
He prodded the wound again. “Can you feel that?”
“Feel what?”
“Good. If Julia were here you’d be healed in moments, but she’s at Malcor. You’ll have to heal the natural way, but I can keep the pain at bay, and bolster your strength. I’ll sew the wound closed. It will speed things.” 
“Who is Julia?” Lysara said.
“I mentioned her to you earlier, Lysy,” Purcell said.
Lucius began closing the wound with needle and thread, listening to Purcell describe Julia’s battles at Athione. He was interested to hear that Mathius had handled the ward for both of them. If he survived the thing at Malcor, Mathius would be his equal one day. Donalt was flagging by the time he finished his work. He coated the wound liberally with the ointment he found beside the bed, and used another spell to help the boy sleep. With Purcell’s help, he applied new bandaging.
“There, that should do it,” he said in satisfaction. “He’ll be fine in a tenday or so with plenty of rest and food. Beef broth at first to fortify his blood, and fresh bandages each morning, mind.”
“Are you married, Lucius?” Lysara said.
He looked at her in sudden alarm.
Purcell watched with a slowly widening grin.
* * *
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51 ~ Truth
A tenday after Jihan’s victory over his father, Julia and Keverin were in her room discussing the legion approaching through Camorin. One of the first things that Jihan had done as Lord of Malcor, was send scouts to watch the border. She often caught people looking that way, as if they could see the legion approaching, despite the curtain wall. Everyone feared the return of the scouts with bad news.
“You don’t want to be under siege for weeks,” Julia protested for the third time, and Keverin frowned. “Sorry. A week is seven days.”
Keverin raised an eyebrow at the idea. “Of course I don’t want that, but we have no choice. Jihan is right about our lack of men. After turning out all the bandits his father brought in, he has just about five thousand men left under arms. He’ll have to leave at least half of them here to protect Malcor. We’ll be facing an entire legion—that’s ten thousand highly trained soldiers. My five hundred won’t make that much difference.”
She acknowledged his point, but she still thought waiting was a bad idea. “I’m sorry I failed to find them for you. I just can’t get the hang of scrying.”
“It doesn’t matter, my lady.”
She frowned at the obvious lie, but also at his use of the possessive. She did love him, or thought she did, or could... hell! She wasn’t sure of anything anymore! Keverin had thrown himself into a fireball to protect her, all the while knowing he would die! She had to love him, didn’t she? So what if it hadn’t been necessary. He hadn’t known that she’d figured out a shield spell when he did it. When she’d seen him fall, it had been like the death of her parents all over again.
She shifted uncomfortably at the thought.
He might be twice her age, but she wasn’t looking for a father figure. She felt... she didn’t know what she felt! Back home, her work had been everything to her. There’d been no time for relationships, but now everything was different, and there was Keverin. She’d never had a boyfriend like him before. He was strong, and he had a sense of duty. His duty and honour defined him as a man. Boyfriend didn’t do him justice; he hadn’t been a boy in a long time.
She glanced at him. He was sitting silently in the armchair, sipping his wine, mesmerised by the flames in the fireplace. How was she going to convince him to talk to her about their relationship? She had the perfect opportunity here, but what had she been doing? Talking about the Hasians!
“Kev, that day in the armoury. You never did answer me.”
“Lady Julia I’m—” 
She winced at his formality, knowing she wouldn’t like what he was going to say.
“—too old for you.”
“You’re not old, you’re only forty!”
“Yes, and you’re what, fifteen?”
“Nineteen,” she said, and flushed at his scepticism. “It’s true! I can’t help being short. Besides, you’re only using that as an excuse. Why won’t you at least talk to me?”
Keverin sighed. “I decided before the invasion to adopt an heir for Athione’s future. I have my duty, I need nothing else.”
She was watching his eyes. “You’re lying, not about adopting an heir, but you lied about the rest. If you don’t want me, just say it.”
“I do love you, lady, for all you’ve done. The men do as well. You know you’re beautiful, and I admire your courage, but when you leave us, I’ll be alone again. I don’t want to love you, but the God help me I do.”
He finally said it! Yes, yes, yes!
“I can’t leave, so it’s all right!” she said happily. “We can be together. Oh, Jessica will be so happy for us. I can hardly wait to tell her.”
She noted again how the fire made shadows dance on his face. The evening had arrived while they sat together. She thought of lighting the lamps with her magic, but her thoughts were suddenly sent into turmoil by what he said next.
“You can go back,” Keverin said so quietly that she almost didn’t hear him. “How do you think Darius opened the gate to bring you here?”
“I don’t know, but what has that—”
“I taught him. I have a book in the vault at Athione that shows how it’s done.”
She stared at him in uncomprehending silence. He knew how to send her home? He knew how to… All the time she’d spent searching for the answer in the library, and he’d already known how to send her home! How could he do that? Why did he do it?
How could you betray me!
“You must believe me,” Keverin said desperately. “Darius died from the spell. I don’t want you to die!”
“Liar, liar, liar!” she shrieked. “How could you betray me? You used me. I killed thousands,” she said with tears welling in her eyes. As they spilled over her cheeks, she screamed at him, “All for you!”
“Please understand, lady. Darius died using that book to bring you here. I don’t want you to die. I love you!”
Shaking, she screamed at him. “Get out!”
He stood. “Julia I—”
She snatched for her magic—
Whump! Crunch!
—and reduced her door to kindling.
“Get. Out,” she spat.
He hesitated briefly, but then he bowed, and walked through the shattered remains of the door. 
She watched him go trying to stifle her wails of grief. She didn’t know what to do, where to go. Everything was different. How could things change so fast? She should just ride away and never come back, but Jihan needed her. She couldn’t leave him in the lurch, but she had to get away for awhile.
She dried her tears, and changed clothes. Her riding dress and boots were all she really needed. Looking around for anything she’d forgotten, she ignored the commotion outside her room, to snatch up her mirror and cloak. In the corridor, the shocked stares of Ahnao and the woman of Malcor confronted her.
“Are you all right?”
Not
really. “I’m fine, Ahnao. I had a little accident with my door. Will you ask the master wood-crafter to make a new one for me?”
“Of course.” 
She nodded her thanks. With a weak smile for her friend, she walked away with her cloak billowing behind her.
When she couldn’t find anyone in the stables to help her, she tried to ready Yeetah herself, and managed the bridle without getting bitten, but the saddle was harder. She could lift it well enough, but Yeetah was too tall. Trying not to scream with frustration must have taken her attention, because she didn’t realise that Mathius had arrived. His hands appeared from behind her to lift the saddle into place.
“Lord Keverin said you were upset,” he said, not looking at her while he buckled the girth. “I felt you use magic. What did you do to him? He looked like a troop of cavalry had ridden over him.”
“I did nothing to him. If he looks bad, it’s probably his guilty conscience.”
He finished with Yeetah, and started saddling his mare.
“You’re not coming!”
“I have to, lady. Please don’t confuse matters by ordering different. Lord Keverin holds my oath. He ordered a few of us to escort you.”
“Who—” she began, but she could guess. In the end, she didn’t have to because Brian and Udall walked in and started saddling their horses.
This bodyguard business was beyond irritating. She couldn’t move without being followed anymore, and now Mathius was getting in on the game. She had to find a way to take control of her life!
“Would you stay if I ordered it?”
“You’re stronger than I, lady, but please don’t order me to break my oath. It would mean my dishonour.”
She turned to Udall. “And your orders are?”
“To accompany you, lady.”
“And if I say we ride to Athione, what then?”
“Then we ride. Lord Keverin said to take your orders.”
He did, did he?
“Fine!” she snapped, giving up. “Let’s go.”
She felt much better once she’d left Malcor behind, and calmed down enough to appreciate the company. She was still determined to find a way to shed the bodyguards, but it would be stupid to try while on the road. 
After riding for a while, she realised that she had no idea where she was going. “What’s to the north except more of these hills?” 
Mathius put on his lecturing voice. “Camorin. The plains cover most of the land. You’re not thinking of going that way are you? We certainly won’t be welcomed by the clans.”
“The clans?” she said. “I think you’ve mentioned them before.”
“We might not come across anyone. The clans are tribes of nomads. We used to meet them at a place called Denpasser to trade for horses, but no one goes that way anymore.”
“Why wouldn’t we be welcomed? Are they enemies of Deva too?” It wouldn’t surprise her. Everyone seemed to be.
“Not exactly enemies, no. An occasional raid across the border doesn’t make them such. They like to fight, but it’s more a sport for them than real warfare. The idea is to gain honour by making off with various goods without being caught. They rarely kill unless pushed to it.”
She nodded and judged the height of the sun. “Sunset isn’t far away. Can we reach Malcor before full dark? The town I mean.”
“If we continue as we are, yes.”
They entered the outskirts of the town well after dark. Julia hadn’t taken the unfamiliar ground into consideration, and they’d ridden slowly to protect the horses. Malcor Town was walled, but the gates were in disrepair. They hadn’t been shut in years. The town was a decent size, not quite as large as Kev’s East Town.
She looked around with interest as they rode along the empty street. “How many live here do you think, maybe fifteen thousand?”
“That’s about right,” Mathius said.
“Does Jihan rule the town as well as the fortress?”
“Not directly. The town council answers to him of course, and he is the sole judge in criminal cases, but the council runs the town day to day. The same system is used throughout Deva.”
That arrangement sounded as good as any to her, but it did rely on good leadership. Athlone had been a traitor, but even he hadn’t upset the town’s circumstances too badly.
“Do you know a good place to stay?”
“Jihan mentioned the Ram’s Horn,” Mathius said, and nodded toward the square just ahead.
She nodded, but she was silently fuming about the men in her life trying to run it for her. First Keverin using her for his own ends, and now Jihan was making sure he knew where to find her. She decided yet again to take charge of her own life from now on.
* * *
 



 
 
52 ~ Taking Control
The Ram’s Horn seemed well cared for, at least on the outside. It was a three story building. The lower walls were made of red bricks and a pale coloured mortar, while the upper two floors were white-painted wood. The roof seemed tiled with slate, but the light was bad, and Julia couldn’t be sure. Faint voices came from inside, and light shone through gaps in the already shuttered windows. Brian and Udall took charge of the horses, and led them away to the stables at the back, allowing Mathius to escort her into the common room.
She paused just inside to look around. The inn was busy with patrons eating, drinking, and listening to a man playing a fiddle. The tune was a jaunty one, making her want to tap a toe in time with it. Mathius interrupted her enjoyment by pointing out the innkeeper. She nodded, and they went to speak with him.
“Have you four rooms for rent?” she said, raising her voice over the music.
Some of the patrons looked at her in annoyance for spoiling their enjoyment, but then did a double-take. They must know people working at the fortress, because they obviously recognised her. The innkeeper’s eyes widened when he realised that Mathius was a mage. His robe was a dead giveaway.
“I have but three left, lady, and they ain’t my best, but they be good rooms when all is said.”
“I’m sure they’ll be fine. How much?” 
The innkeeper’s eyes narrowed as he judged her manner of dress, and calculated her worth. “You can have all three for six silvers a day, or five golds if you stay a tenday.”
There were ten silvers in a gold, but she didn’t know if six silvers per day was too much or not. Glancing at Mathius from the corner of her eye, she thought she saw him shake his head slightly.
“Daylight robbery,” she said coldly. “Three silvers a day would be closer.”
The man’s eyes popped wide in outrage. “Three! You’ll put me out of business! I couldn’t take less than five.” He looked about to have a seizure by his colour.
“Fine then, four silvers a day it is, but I want a nice dinner for all of us... over there.” She pointed to a table she’d just chosen. There were four empty seats around it, and a clay jug in the centre.
The innkeeper sighed. “All right four, but not a copper less!”
She had no money, and no way of earning any, but Mathius had a large pouch of coin. He paid for a tenday in advance. They settled at the table, and Julia poured herself a mug of water. She drank half.
“Thanks for paying, Mathius. I’ll get it back to you.”
“Ah, you see... that is…” Mathius broke off, his face flaming. “Lord Keverin gave me this to hold for you.”
“Feeling guilty was he? Just out of interest, how much is in there?” she said, trying to peek into the pouch.
“Two thousand silver.”
“Two thous—that’s two hundred gold. Is that a lot?”
“It’s a fortune,” Mathius said with a careless shrug. “You paid too much for the rooms. Two or three silvers would’ve been about right, assuming they’re good ones. A meal should be a copper each, maybe two if exceptionally good. A horse like Yeetah, would cost you anything from ten golds up, and a good warhorse like Lord Keverin’s Cavell, would bring twenty golds easily. With a pouch like this one, you could buy two dozen Camorin horses and double your money on market day.”
“Keverin was generous,” she said, sarcastically. Trying to buy his way into her good graces wouldn’t work.
“Perhaps, but he could give this much away every day, and never notice the loss.”
That put a different complexion on things, and made her feel better about taking his charity. She’d known Keverin was wealthy; he had to be to keep something the size of Athione from ruin, but now she realised he must be the equivalent of a billionaire back home.
Brian and Udall chose that moment to wander in, and she called them over. They sat with her and Mathius in time for a serving girl to take their orders. Mathius chose the lamb roast, and rather than take a chance on something else, she ordered the same. Brian agreed with their choice, but Udall preferred the beef.
“Three lamb, and one beef,” the girl said. “And what to drink?” 
“Beer,” Mathius said, and the others agreed.
“You have wine?” Julia said, and Mathius looked quickly away. Oh, bother it! “Or milk?” she added glumly, and Mathius smiled his approval.
“Milk!” the waitress choked. “I mean yes, lady. I’m sure I can be finding some.”
“Milk then, please.”
The serving girl left, shaking her head in bemusement.
“Thank you,” Julia called to the woman’s retreating back, her face flaming.
She glared at Mathius, but he just nodded his approval again. He’d been badgering her about her drinking for a while now. Heavy drinking and magic don’t go together blah blah. It makes it harder to concentrate blah yawn blah. She sighed. So much for not letting others run her life.
The serving girl returned with plates piled high with roast meat and vegetables. Potatoes were potatoes anywhere, but the orange things weren’t carrots. Mathius called them darella root. She took a bite and found them delicious. It tasted like a cross between a carrot and a parsnip.
She took a sip of her milk, frowning at its unfamiliar flavour. “If a woman wanted to pay her own way in Deva, how would she earn the money?”
The three men exchanged glances, but they didn’t answer her. Mathius took up the challenge. “If you learned some practical magic, and by that I mean cheap everyday spells that you can sell to commoners, you could pay your way with them quite easily. My father used to do that. Finding water and digging a well would earn you five silvers, for example, and it doesn’t take very long. A farmer would be digging for many days. He’d definitely prefer to pay someone.”
Brian and Udall muttered their agreement.
“Okay, wells. Anything else?”
“There are lots of little things, but you’re a really good healer, lady, and they’re always in demand. You’ll have no problem earning a living.”
“I know one other thing you must be good at—a lord’s whore!”
Brian and Udall jumped to their feet, kicking their chairs away to draw steel. Julia hadn’t noticed the man approaching at her back. She turned to look as the inn patrons scrambled out of the way.
“Stop!” she shouted, and stood to confront her detractor.
“But, lady!” Brian said, spluttering in outrage. “Your honour!” 
“Is mine. It’s my right to choose a champion, isn’t it?”
He nodded reluctantly.
“Then put up your swords both of you, and step aside. I choose myself.”
They looked rebellious, but she glared them into submission. They reluctantly sheathed their blades. Mathius, she noticed, hadn’t objected. He knew better.
“Do you have something to say to me?” she said sweetly.
“I think you heard me the first time, whore! You let the traitor into the fortress after m’lord Athlone accepted you as a guest!”
“You’re one of the traitor’s men then. How can you walk among these people without shame?” She turned to the spectators, and explained in case some of them hadn’t heard the news. “Athlone was a traitor. He was working with the sorcerers to bring an army through the northern border, and your town would have been the first of many to fall. It still might. Lord Jihan will be fighting for your freedom soon, and he’s outnumbered. Men like this would see you all enslaved.”
The patrons shouted angrily, and moved as a group to punish him, but he surprised her by standing his ground. He drew his sword, and the crowd backed away in fear. With sword raised, he rushed her—
Craaaack!
—and met his death at her hand.
He flew back, and came to rest against the door with a hole the size of her fist in his chest. The sudden silence was deafening. The inn patrons looked at her, and flinched.
“Death to Deva’s enemies,” she said, coldly surveying the crowd, and trying not to let them see her shaking. She turned to her companions. Both the guardsmen seemed pleased, and even Mathius nodded.
The innkeeper hurried in from the back, having missed the show. He was the practical sort though. He was more interested in having the body removed, and getting his patrons back to spending their money, than arguing over the rights and wrongs of the killing. It wasn’t long before the music started up again, and he offered to show them to their rooms. She quickly agreed, wanting to find somewhere she could be alone in case she cried. The whispers started behind her as she climbed the stairs.
“Did you see that?”
“Deva’s enemies, she said—”
“I wouldn’t cross her—”
People were people anywhere, she’d found. As on Earth, force was the only thing some people respected. It always came down to who was strongest in the end.
* * *
 



 
 
53 ~ Lady Healer
The next few days went by in much the same way. Julia would wake at sunrise. After washing and dressing, she ate breakfast with the others in the common room. She always had the same thing, two eggs and toast, and a cup of goat’s milk. The milk took a little getting used to, but she’d decided that Mathius was right about the amount of wine she’d been drinking lately. She decided to drink water or milk with one cup of wine at dinner from now on.
The rest of the day she spent exploring the town, and getting to know the people. Brian and Udall wouldn’t let her go alone of course, but word of her first night’s encounter must have preceded her, because she met with no further trouble.
She did regret not being more prepared for her stay. She had clothes in her room at Malcor, but she wouldn’t return there to fetch them. It would feel like failure. So although the money belonged to Keverin, she didn’t mind spending it upon some necessities. In her mind, he owed her more than money. He owed her a huge apology, but the money did come in useful. With a red-faced Mathius helping her choose appropriate clothing, she bought underclothes and various essentials from the local shops. He told Brian and Udall watching from the door, to stop laughing or he’d fry them. 
On the fifth day after her arrival, a woman interrupted her breakfast. “Are you the lady healer?”
Julia nodded and swallowed the bite of toast she’d been eating. “I’m a healer, yes.”
“My boy, he’s awful sick. Will you help? I can pay you a copper or two, and more when I get it.”
“Don’t worry about the money. Just take me to him,” she said, and dashed out behind the hurrying woman. She didn’t need to look, to know that her friends were following.
They left familiar streets behind very quickly, and she began to wonder if she’d been wise to come, but she wouldn’t risk a child’s life to paranoia. The streets were dirty and smelly. Garbage and worse things clogged the gutters that edged of the road. It wasn’t the smell that made her suddenly wary though; it was the stares that she received. On each corner, rough men stood watching them pass. She stood out as an outsider, but worse than that, her dress and the guardsmen marked her as highborn. If it hadn’t been for the woman who led them, she felt sure that she would have been mugged or worse.
“Here lady,” the woman said, pointing to a ramshackle house.
Julia grasped her magic, and stepped warily through the door into a gloomy room. It was the only room in the house, and was divided by a curtain to create a sleeping area. The curtain had been tied back to reveal a sick child lying upon a low bed in one corner. He was flushed and crying out in pain. One moment she was at the door, the next on her knees at his bedside, trying to comfort him.
“There, there. Auntie Julia will fix it, don’t you worry.”
“Nonsense. He’s dying.”
She peered into the shadows, trying to penetrate the gloom. She hadn’t noticed the other woman standing in the corner. There was a basket on the floor by her feet, filled with herbs and jars of ointment. She had dark hair, but streaked with grey. Another healer, Julia realised. She was excited by the possibility that she might learn something, but what the woman said finally registered, and a chill ran through her. 
“What do you think is wrong with him?”
The healer stepped forward to gently pull the covers down. “Touch him lightly, just there.”
Julia frowned. She remembered her first aid instructor saying that appendicitis could be diagnosed pretty accurately by pressing the abdomen just there. Would magic even cure something like this? She didn’t know, but she had to hope it would. She was no surgeon. She gently touched the boy’s belly, and snatched her hand away when he screamed. There was no doubt. It might even have ruptured into peritonitis.
She took a deep breath, raised her golden ward, and tried to heal him. It was all she could do. Using her mage-sight, she looked for something in his aura to heal, and found it easily. There was an evil looking green and purple light pulsing malevolently. It reminded her strongly of what she’d found in Mathius’ aura when she healed him.
She knew exactly what to do, and quickly destroyed the red streaks that permeated the boy’s aura, until the source of the problem lay trapped in her net. Squeezing it smaller and smaller, she destroyed the nasty thing. When there were no further signs of infection, she dropped her ward, and released her magic with a tired sigh. She didn’t know how long she’d been working, but her legs had gone to sleep.
“Help me up,” she said, reaching a hand out to her friends, and Mathius lifted her to her feet. He steadied her until the feeling came back to her legs.
The healer stepped forward with a frown to examine the child and gasped. “What you’ve done is… it’s a miracle!” she said in awe.
“Not really, it’s just magic,” Julia said, but it was pretty wonderful when she thought about it. God meant magic to be used this way, for healing not killing, she was sure. It felt so right.
The healer looked confused.
“That’s what she means, lady,” Mathius said, smiling at the boy gently. He’d opened his eyes now. “Our magic is the God’s gift to his chosen. It is his will manifest through you that the boy lives.”
The healer nodded, wide-eyed.
“Well I… I mean…” Julia said, feeling flustered. Magic had become so commonplace to her, that she hadn’t thought how it must appear to the common folk.
“Here is everything, lady, but it’s worth it,” the boy’s mother said, her eyes brimming with tears. She held out a dirty hand.
Julia looked down at the woman’s four coppers, and then plaintively at Mathius. Shaking his head, he handed her their money pouch. She pulled ten silver pence out, and added them to the four coppers in the woman’s hand.
The woman looked at the money in bewilderment. “I don’t understand, lady.”
“You need coins more than I,” Julia said, and left the woman staring at more money than she’d ever seen. Once back on the street, she gave the pouch to Mathius, and they walked back to the inn.
Over the following days, she kept herself busy healing the sick, or walking around learning what she could about the Devan way of life. She no longer needed guardsmen to walk any street safely, but Brian and Udall had orders. They took them seriously, and wouldn’t hear of her walking the streets alone. When someone with the means to pay needed her services, she charged them five silver pence, but when she went into the poorer parts of town, she gave her money away. Mathius kept track of it all. She was breaking even, and she was satisfied with that.
Over time, she became known throughout the town as a fine healer, and a fool with her money. People recognised her by sight, and often greeted her by name on the streets. She spent her time healing the sick, talking to the people she met, and learning all she could.
She was content.
* * *



 
 
54 ~ Malcor Town
Julia made her way upstairs to her room, leaving the boys to it. They said they wanted to listen to the minstrel who’d arrived that morning, but she thought it was really the serving girls they were interested in. They’d become fond of two in particular. Both girls seemed too young in her opinion, but women were routinely married at seventeen in Deva. Brian and Mathius had found a bed other than their own more than once. Udall smiled tolerantly, and said he was too old for such games, before following her up.
“Goodnight,” she said as she entered her room.
“Night, lady, sleep well and wake,” Udall replied, waiting for her to lock her door.
She smiled, and did that for him.
Sleep well and wake was a strange thing to say. Sort of a prayer, asking God not to take her in her sleep. A sudden foreboding swept over her, but she shook it off with practicality. Considering all that had befallen her since arriving at Athione, she doubted dying in her sleep was part of her future. A fireball in the face was more likely. She snorted at the thought. Besides, Udall was much older than the others. He often said odd things. Something to do with his upbringing, she suspected. She should ask him. Maybe he wasn’t born in Deva, but in Tanjung, or Japura, or somewhere she’d never heard of. She knew very little about the world. Lucius and Mathius had taught her a lot, but not much about what lay beyond the borders of Deva and Hasa.
Thoughts of Lucius made her want her mirror. She fetched it from the vanity, and sat upon the edge of her bed, determined to figure out the problem. She often tried to find him, but always failed. It wasn’t her fault, but something he’d done to prevent her. She knew there were spells to hide from observation, but she didn’t know how they worked, and wanted a way around them. It was damn frustrating that he felt the need to hide from her, but understandable she supposed. Especially when she considered who else might be looking for him. She would bet all the gold in Athione’s treasury that Mortain was. He must be really pissed at Lucius right now.
She concentrated and watched the swirling grey in the mirror expectantly, but it wouldn’t subside. She sighed. It was like all the other times. He was still blocking her. She gave up and thought of Mathius, and suddenly he appeared in the mirror. The image was rock steady, and seemed real rather than a picture made of light. She absently wondered what else she could make with light. Mathius was dancing with one of the serving girls! She grinned at the sight. Brian was standing to one side clapping in time with the music. She could hear it through the mirror, and more distantly through her door. She wondered whether Keverin could dance.
The moment thoughts of him popped into her head, he appeared in the mirror. He was in the saddle without an escort. She frowned at the sight. He never rode anywhere without one. Where was he heading so late? She moved in closer, to see his face better. He was wearing his helm, but she could see his expression well enough. He looked both grim and determined. She widened the view and swung around behind him. In the far distance she could make out the town.
He’s coming here!
She scowled. “I don’t care if he’s coming... I don’t!”
A part of her, a small part, wanted to avoid the confrontation, but she knew she couldn’t. He wouldn’t be coming now if Jihan didn’t need her. Her time here must be up. She quickly packed her few belongings. Two doors down, she knocked and entered Udall’s room.
“Your lord is on the way. I think the enemy must be close.”
Udall nodded, and begun pulling on his armour. He didn’t ask questions. “I’ll tell the others.”
“Meet me in the stables.”
She managed to saddle Yeetah on her own, and was just congratulating herself when the others arrived. Before long, all four of them were riding out of town toward Malcor. The moon provided the only light, but it was nearly full, and was enough to see Keverin galloping towards her near the midway point. She pointed him out to the others, and stopped to hear the news.
Keverin removed his helm, and bowed to her without dismounting. “Well met. The enemy is no more than two days march from the border. Jihan’s scouts rode in just before sunset with the news.”
Her friends greeted their lord warmly, but she said nothing, not trusting herself. Now that he was here, her anger returned as if no time had passed. Rather than start an argument, she guided Yeetah wide around him, and continued riding toward the fortress. She heard the others talking quietly as they moved to follow, but she couldn’t hear the words clearly. She didn’t need to hear them to know that Keverin was hearing their report.
I’ll give him a report!
How about a report on the arrogance of Athione’s lord, how about that? Or a report about the poverty of Deva’s people? She’d learned quite a bit living in town. While the lords and merchants lived in splendour, Deva’s common folk lived in poverty. 
“We need to talk, lady,” Keverin said, easing Cavell up beside her.
“Do we, Lord Keverin?”
“You used to call me Kev.”
She snorted. “That was before.”
His face clouded. “Damn it, Julia! I could have destroyed that cursed book if I’d wanted to strand you here! You wouldn’t have known a thing about it, but I didn’t. Instead I kept it for you, and hoped you wouldn’t use it.”
“Hoped I wouldn’t? You knew I wouldn’t. I didn’t know about it! Oh yes, you needed me to save Athione so you didn’t tell me, and then there was Malcor, so you didn’t tell me then either. When would you have told me—after I’d saved the whole bloody kingdom?”
“If only you could,” he said and sighed. “Darius was my best friend, and he died because I showed him that book. I don’t want you to follow him into a grave. Not because Deva needs you, but because I love you.”
“It doesn’t matter, Lord Keverin. Nothing you say does. I just can’t trust you. I’ll help you fight the invaders, but don’t look for more from me.”
He growled a frustrated curse. “How can I make you believe me?”
“I don’t know,” she whispered, but then in a firmer voice she said, “You can’t.”
When she reached the fortress, she left her horse in Brian’s care, and made her way to her old room. The door had been replaced with a new one, and when she opened it, she found Jihan sitting in Keverin’s chair waiting for her.
“I’m glad you’re back, lady. I’ve missed you.” 
“I’ve missed you too,” she admitted. “You cut your hair.”
Jihan smiled ruefully. “Clan braids seemed inappropriate for a lord protecting the border against clan raiders.”
She supposed he was right, but she’d liked the old style better. The beads woven into his hair had looked otherworldly, and the plaits at his temples looked really good on him. They’d framed his face. He was still a very handsome man, but she’d bet Ahnao mourned their loss. A single ponytail at the back like the one Marcus wore, wouldn’t make the girl love him less. He was still pretty, just not as pretty.
She removed her cloak and sat. “What’s the plan?”
“That’s what I want to talk about. Keverin recommended staying behind the walls, but I think that’s a bad idea.”
“It is,” she said in surprise.
Why would Kev say something stupid like that? Malcor would be defenceless against the sorcerers’ magic. She would do her best to hold them off, but she still couldn’t build a ward like the one used at Athione.
“I know why I think so, but why do you?” Jihan said.
“At Athione we had five mages warding one gate and a small stretch of wall. Now all you have is Mathius and me. I couldn’t ward your gate to save my life, but even if I could, the legion will surround Malcor and attack from all sides.”
Jihan nodded. “Keverin agrees with us on all that, but he thinks you’d be safer fighting from inside the walls, rather than taking the fight to them.”
She probably would be safer, but what about everyone else? The sorcerers would bombard Malcor as they had Athione, but this time they would attack until nothing was left. They knew about her now. They wouldn’t take the chance of her getting away. She was sure of it.
“I have a plan,” Jihan said. “It might even work!” He grinned, but then he sobered abruptly. “It probably won’t, but it might. You’ll hide in the town, protected by Keverin and all his men. The Hasians will lay siege to me here, and while they concentrate upon me, you’ll attack them by surprise. Can you hit the sorcerers all at once as you did before?”
“Probably.”
He nodded. “With luck, I’ll sally with every man I have while they’re still reeling from your lightning. Malcor can hold against any normal siege. If we can kill all their mages quickly, and then retreat inside the walls before they can rally, we might hold out.”
“There’s a lot of luck involved in all that. What if they attack you the moment they arrive? They could take your gate down before I strike. Nothing you can do will hold them out after that.”
“I know, but what else is there?”
“I should fight them over the border,” Julia said reluctantly. “Why should I wait until they’re outside your gate? Where’s the advantage in that?”
“But can you win?” Jihan said in frustration. “They know what you did last time. They’ll be ready.”
“I won’t know that until I try. Your plan relies upon surprise, but so does mine. What’s the difference where it happens? I’ll need your scouts to show me where they are.”
Jihan struggled silently to find an honourable way out of hiding behind her skirts. That kind of thinking was extremely irritating. 
“You might as well stop squirming, Jihan. I know your honour will be bent out of shape by this, but maybe if you look at it differently, you’ll feel better.”
He regarded her warily.
“I’m a mage. You shouldn’t think of me the way you would other women. I’m not Ahnao. You must admit I can protect myself better than any man could, no matter how good he might be with a sword.”
He nodded reluctantly. “If you’re sure, I’ll send for the scouts.”
“I want to leave tonight.”
“Is a candlemark soon enough?”
She nodded, and Jihan left to find his scouts while she went in search of Mathius. She found him talking with Keverin in the south entry hall. They broke off their conversation as she approached, and bowed to her. She ignored Keverin, and took Mathius’ arm. She took him aside for a little privacy.
“I need a favour. Do you know how to stop a mage from finding you in a mirror?”
Mathius nodded. “It’s a special type of ward.”
Her heart sank. Wards were really hard to learn. “Can you teach me?”
“I can try. You need to master simple warding first, I’m sure in a season or so you’ll—”
She groaned.
“What?”
“I need it tonight.”
Mathius shook his head mutely. “Remember how hard your shields were to learn? Multiply the difficulty by ten. It’s a subtle use of magic, and you’re…”
“Go on, you can say it,” Julia said.
Mathius shrugged. “You’re about as subtle as a mace to the head.”
She scowled. She’d known he would say something like that.
Keverin edged closer. “Why do you need this thing?”
“I’m going to attack the sorcerers on the border before they can lay siege here.”
“No!” Keverin shouted and grabbed her shoulders. “I told Jihan it’s too dangerous. I’ll not let you go.”
“You can’t stop me,” Julia said, shrugging him off. “This is the only way that we can win.”
Keverin fumed. He bowed abruptly. “Lady Julia, good luck with your attempt. May the God watch over you,” he wheeled and stormed away, probably in search of Jihan.
She watched him go and frowned. She hoped he wouldn’t try to stop her later, because she wouldn’t be stopped. If she had to use magic on him, she would.
“I’ll come with you, lady. I’ll be shield, and you be sword,” Mathius said, and smiled but it was a weak thing.
She felt a sudden burst of pride and affection for him. He was obviously frightened. “I appreciate the company. We’re leaving as soon as Jihan informs the scouts.”
A few candlemarks later, Julia rode north in the company of Mathius and four scouts. Keverin had surprised her. He hadn’t tried to force Jihan into preventing her leaving. It was a good thing he hadn’t. She was tired of being used and ordered about. She didn’t want to fight, but at least this battle was one she’d chosen to undertake herself. She would take control of her life again, even if it literally killed her.
The grass was long and dry, and puffs of choking dust rose from the ground as they rode. Mathius said the nearest water was Malcor, and that dust was better than travelling through mud and rain. Julia washed the dust down with a drink from her water bag, grimacing at the taste. It never tasted right. She wished they had a proper road, instead of what they had, a vague trail.
“There are no roads in Camorin, lady,” Mathius explained. “The trail is packed dirt like this, because the caravans used it as the quickest way to Denpasser.”
“Traders?” she said. “I thought you said that the clans wouldn’t welcome strangers.”
“They don’t anymore. They used to trade horses with us in exchange for our metal goods. Needles, daggers, pots and pans… swords even. When Chulym fell on hard times, the trade dried up.”
She nodded. Chulym was a town in southern Deva if she remembered correctly, and was where the master smiths used to live.
The dawn found them making a cold camp in the shadow of a hill. None of the surrounding hills were very large, but this one was the best of a bad lot. It was about six yards high, finishing in a gently rounded top. More a hillock than a true hill. Without orders, two of the scouts made their way up, and hunkered down in the long grass to watch. The other two made themselves comfortable, and promptly fell asleep. Mathius sat silently talking with her using magic.
*Have you decided how you’re going to attack?*
She shrugged. *Lightning. They can’t track it back to me.*
*I’ll ward us against scrying.*
She nodded. *Can you do that and shield yourself?*
He nodded. *I’ve been practising. I can fight as well. I’m not strong, but I can help*
*I told you before not to sell yourself short, Mathius. A spell in the right place, and at the right time, could win the battle.*
He nodded and smiled at her, obviously feeling better about himself. That was one reason she’d said it. He was brave and clever, but not yet strong in magic, and felt his lack more than he should. It was because he was her teacher, and wanted to be like Darius to her. Just as the wizard had been a mentor to him, he wanted to be hers. Strangely, he didn’t realise that he already was. Darius had been a hero to many people, but not to her. She hadn’t known him. She did know Mathius, and he was already her hero. She didn’t need men in armour with swords. She needed friends, and he was the best friend she could possibly have.
They settled down to sleep, but she couldn’t switch her brain off, and kept recalling all she’d seen since arriving at Athione. Her memories were full of life and death, beauty and devastation. One thing overshadowed all the others—the memory of Keverin riding toward her, his cloak billowing behind him, and grim determination etched upon his face.
Sleep finally claimed her.
* * *
 



 
 
55 ~ Firestorm
Julia awoke to the sun shining in her face. Groaning and squinting, she fumbled around for a water bag. After a lot of cursing that made the scout’s eyes widen, she managed to get the stopper out, and wash the sleep from her mouth and face.
“Any sign?”
“Not yet, lady,” Delin said. “The mage is up the hill looking for them now. There’s bread and cheese if you have a mind to eat.”
“Thanks.”
The scout handed her some rations. They looked as if they’d been baked in a kiln rather than an oven. The bread was so hard, that she had to soften it with water first. She didn’t say anything. If her men had to eat this vile rubbish, so would she.
“It tastes foul doesn’t it?” Delin said, watching her trying to chew the iron hard cheese.
“It’s certainly different!”
“There’s a reason for that, lady. There’s one for most everything I reckon.”
“You don’t have to call me lady you know. My name is Julia.”
That flustered him, and she sighed. Crossing the barrier between noble and commoner was hard. Even Athione’s guardsmen insisted upon calling her a lady. They didn’t class her the same as others though. Honour forbade a woman from being put into danger, but she had magic, and her skills were desperately needed. They’d wrestled with the problem for a long time before coming up with, what was to her mind, a very strange solution. They’d decided that she was one of them—a very special kind of commoner, but also a kind of guardsmen... like a mascot she supposed. It meant they could let her fight, without it being dishonourable.
She’d heard Athione guardsmen explaining it to the Malcor guardsmen in very serious tones. It amused her to think of herself as any kind of mascot, and she wasn’t a noble anyway, but she liked being a woman. She wasn’t sure she liked them thinking of her as a man in any context, though she was cognisant of the honour they did her. She was their lady, and they would fight any who said different. She supposed turnabout was fair. She did think of them as her men, especially those she’d healed.
“It wouldn’t be proper, lady,” Delin finally said.
“Have you a consort, Delin?”
“Aye I do, lady, and two strong boys she bore me. A fine woman she is. She’s had to put up with a lot over the years, with me being away so much.”
“Why is that?”
“Lord Athlone used his scouts as messengers, lady. I had to travel all over with his scrolls and such. I ain’t got a clue what was in ‘em, but there was a mighty lot of ‘em!”
She frowned. What could Athlone have been doing that needed so many messages sent and received? “Does Lord Jihan know about them?”
“I don’t think so. Lord Athlone was mighty careful about us being seen. He always sent us out with regular patrols so we could slip away.”
She didn’t like the sound of that at all. “Where did he send you?”
“To the other lords mostly. I was sent to Devarr more than once—to the Chancellor. Mostly it was the lords though. Ascol, Penola, Godstone, Herstal, Kelvadon… I’ve been to most of ‘em at one time or another.” 
“What about the fortresses?”
“Never been sent to the Four, lady. Strange when he sent me everywhere else, ain’t it?”
“Yes, strange,” she murmured.
She only knew four lords, and Delin hadn’t been sent to any of those. That made her foreboding even worse. Kev thought the only truly honest lords in Deva were the Lord Protectors, but then he would, being one himself. She didn’t know the truth of it, but she had a feeling that those messages would prove to be bad news for Deva.
Mathius interrupted her thoughts by sliding down the hill in a cloud of dust. “They made good time. They’ll be here in a candlemark or so.”
“Will they camp, or press on?” she said.
“No way to know.”
“It’s not even midday, lady,” Delin pointed out. “They’ll press on and camp late.” 
She nodded, but she was thinking about message scrolls and consorts, not sorcerers. “I have an important job for you and the others, Delin. Lord Jihan needs to know all you can tell him about his father’s dealings. You and the others are the only ones who know where those messages went. I want the four of you to ride hard to Malcor, and tell Jihan everything you told me.”
“But you need us here, lady,” Delin protested.
“Mathius and I can protect ourselves with magic. You four cannot. This is important, Delin. Jihan has to know what Athlone was doing.”
Delin struggled to find a way not to obey, but Devan men didn’t like opposing a woman unless they knew she would be hurt, and everyone knew that she was the all powerful Sorceress of Athione.
“If you orders it, lady, we must obey,” Delin admitted finally.
She nodded. “Tell the others and be on your way.”
Delin hurried off to tell his mates.
“What are you doing now?” Mathius said.
“You heard what I…” she began, but she couldn’t meet his eyes. “Delin has a consort and two children. Besides, what will four scouts do against an army of ten thousand?”
“About the same as two mages, I should think. Nothing much.”
“I’m not going to die today, Mathius, but a lot of people will,” she said coldly.
“I didn’t mean—”
“I know. If force is all they can understand, then I’ll have to supply it. We can’t keep fighting off a new army every few tendays. They need to be made to see that attacking Deva from now on is extremely unwise.” 
Before Mathius could say anything to that, the scouts came down from the hill and saddled their mounts.
“You’re sure, lady?”
“I’m sure. Take our horses with you, and ride safe.”
“The God watch over you, lady. You too mage,” Delin said, and mounted up.
Delin caught up Yeetah’s reins, and one of the others took charge of Mathius’ horse. They rode away at a fast trot, designed to eat up the distance without overly tiring their mounts. A cloud of dust rose in their wake.
Oh crap!
“Damn, I should have asked them to go slow at first.”
“That’s torn it,” Mathius said, seeing the danger. “They’ll see the dust for sure. We better get up there.”
That was easier said than done. Although the hill had a gentle slope, the soil was dusty and loose. When she grabbed tufts of grass to pull herself up, she ended with fistfuls of the stuff, and no progress up the hill. She solved the problem by kicking off her boots, and digging her toes in.
“Doesn’t that hurt?” Mathius panted as they reached the top of the hill, and lay flat. He was covered in dust. His robe looked more brown than green, as if he’d been demoted.
“That was nothing. You should try ballet practise sometime.”
“What is ballet?”
“I’ll tell you later,” she said. She peered through the long stalks of brown grass, and found two armies. Why two?
The smaller army was about a thousand men strong, all mounted. They were charging right for her hill. They must have seen the dust. The bigger one had stopped, obviously holding back until the first could investigate. Could she even hit something that far away?
“The first one will catch Delin if we don’t stop them.”
“That’s the vanguard,” Mathius said.
“What difference does that make?”
“None. I was just saying that’s all. Don’t be so touchy.”
Touchy he says. Didn’t she have a right to feel upset about killing people? Grasping her magic, she drew lightning down amongst the vanguard.
Craaaack!
The blast echoed back from the hillsides, and thunder rumbled as her strike caused a suddenly spike in the air temperature nearby. She was careful to make the lightning come straight down, and it struck the leading element. She’d chosen it, because men like Kev led from the front. She assumed the Hasians did as well. Men and horses dropped straight to the ground, dead before they hit. Others were thrown from their horses and killed when their panicked mounts rolled over them. Horses fled the scene at a gallop, screaming in fear. Dust hung heavy upon the air, along with smoke from burning grass.
Ulp.
She glanced at Mathius, and he paled. She didn’t know what he’d expected, and she didn’t have time to ask. She turned back in time to see the Hasians reorganising.
Craaaack! 
Her second strike slammed into them, and she waited for the dust to clear, before hitting them again. Maybe she wouldn’t have to. The gentle breeze finally did its work, and the air cleared to reveal no more than a hundred had escaped her. They were running back to their friends. Nodding to herself in cold satisfaction, she turned her attention to the main body of the legion. They hadn’t been idle while she’d been dealing with the vanguard. Each battalion was forming itself into neat rows, ready to charge into the hills. A smaller group were stationary behind the cavalry. She assumed they were the sorcerers and their guards.
The cavalry obviously didn’t know where she was. At a walk that quickly turned into a gallop, they charged into the hills, fanning out in all directions hoping to get lucky. She ignored their charge, and attacked behind them trying for their mages.
Craaaack! 
She knew she’d failed when the shimmering ward appeared. It was crawling with the electrical discharge from her lightning, and visible only because of that. It was dome shaped, and covered the unmoving group completely. They’d learned to ward the sides as well as overhead. She couldn’t get to them. She left them alone for now, and chose to attack the closest group of cavalry.
Craaaack!
She realised her mistake even as the lightning struck, but she couldn’t undo it. As the middle section of cavalry went down, the sorcerers attacked her hill. They’d used the cavalry to locate her, by drawing her fire. Now it was her turn to hunker beneath a shield. She dug her fingers into the dirt, trying to flatten herself closer to the ground. She would’ve dug a hole and pulled it in behind her if she could. Mathius was doing the same. Sweat poured off her in rivers, as tongues of flame rolled over the hill, heating the air beyond endurance, but they had to endure it or die.
Finally, after an eternity in the furnace of the sorcerer’s wrath, the billowing flames died away, leaving her little hill denuded of grass, and covered in fine black ash. There were fires burning all around the hill, and the smoke made it hard to breathe. Just ahead of her, more of the cavalry lay dead than she’d accounted for. The sorcerers had killed their own men trying to reach her. She gagged, knowing it wasn’t just the scent of cooking horse meat she was smelling. The smoke was acrid, and tears started from her eyes as she coughed.
“Mathius, ack, ack, ack,” she began to say, but went into a coughing fit as the breeze submerged them in smoke.
Mathius turned to her. His face and hands were covered in soot, and his eyes were red, streaming tears constantly.
“Got to... ack, ack, burn them out,” she rasped, trying to stifle her coughing. “Lightning won’t... ack, ack, ack, work.”
“We’ll die with them,” Mathius gasped. “The ground is too dry.”
“No choice, the ward... ack, ack, is too strong.”
Mathius nodded fatalistically, and peered through the smoke.
She wasn’t sure he could see the target, but suddenly a huge ball of fire rose into the air, and dropped just behind the sorcerers’ ward. He must have used mage-sight to see the ward’s magic. She’d have to remember that trick. Another fireball followed it, and then more in rapid succession. They fell around the dome, splashing fire in all directions. Smoke billowed up, rising insanely high into the sky. She pulled her mirror out, and Mathius hunkered closer to see better, but he shook his head a moment later when the mists failed to part.
“They’re blocking me,” she rasped.
“And I’m blocking them in return,” Mathius agreed. “It’s a stalemate.”
“I don’t think so. They can’t burn us out. All the grass is gone here. We only have to wait.”
“Hmmm.”
He didn’t sound convinced, and truth be told neither was she. She tried to pierce the smoke, wishing for that obliging breeze to return. Even as the thought occurred to her, the wind came up, and whipped the fire into an inferno. Surely nothing could withstand such heat. The sorcerers obviously thought differently. She could feel them pouring their magic into the ward, and it was holding the flames at bay! Before she could even try to hit it again, fire engulfed her.
Mathius’ shield was the first to fail, but before the flames could do more than singe his robe, she extended hers to cover him. It thinned as it grew, and its glow dimmed as it weakened. She gasped as the air inside suddenly became as hot as an oven. Gritting her teeth at the strain, she drew harder upon her magic to strengthen it. It brightened beyond what it had been before. She hugged Mathius closer to reduce the area it covered, and prayed for the attack to end.
The flames kept coming, and coming, and coming.
How could they keep it up? Even she couldn’t last this long! She pulled more magic, as her shield dimmed, eroded by the sorcerous flames clawing at it, but it continued to fail under the onslaught despite her efforts. More magic, it dimmed further. More, and more again. It brightened, just about holding pace with the attack, but the air was almost impossible to breathe now. It scorched her lungs as she panted, and sucked it greedily down, but worse than that, the wind had changed direction. They were submerged in smoke again. It was so hot that her exposed skin felt stretched tight, and Mathius’ robe began to smoulder. He ripped it, and used a piece to cover his nose and mouth. She grabbed some, hoping to filter the smoke.
It didn’t help very much.
* * *
 



 
 
56 ~ For Love of the Lady
Keverin galloped north in a thunder of hooves. When Julia had ridden north, he’d fallen back on his duty, as he always did when confronted by his feelings for her. Athione needed him, or his men did, or Deva did, or any number of other stupid excuses to cover his feelings for her. He was too old for her, or too set in his ways, or too… too… stupid, he though lamely. Just too stupid to accept what she offered him. Love, and the hope of a happy future with her. 
This time was different.
He’d found himself saddling Cavell with no memory of making the decision, and when he’d led her out of the stable, his men were waiting for him. They’d found him out somehow, and wouldn’t let him leave without them. They explained that their lady was fighting for them, and she needed them to fight for her. He ordered them to stay at Malcor, of course, and defend it under Jihan’s orders, but Jihan arrived just then to announce that he was going as well!
And that was why he was leading two thousand men to their deaths.
The day had moved on toward evening when he saw the source of the smoke blanketing the sky. It had been visible for leagues, but when he saw the flames stretching across the horizon, his heart sank. A wall of fire was advancing across the plain, and behind it nothing remained but ash. Burned corpses of men and horses littered the ground. There was no sign of Julia. He was about to order his men to search for her, when a shout of alarm rose. He turned to see the remnants of a Hasian battalion galloping out of dense smoke.
“Athione!” he roared in fury, glad to have something to vent his rage upon. He spurred to meet them.
“Athione and Julia!” his men responded.
“Malcor!” Jihan shouted, and his men charged with him.
Keverin hacked his first two men out of their saddles easily. They’d seemed more intent on running from the flames, than in attacking him, but he didn’t have it all his own way. A tall man, a captain by his rank badge, attacked and managed to wound him slightly. He barely felt the wound. He cut the captain down, and spurred Cavell toward another target without slowing.
The Malcorans fought methodically and well, in pairs where that was possible. Jihan guided Jezy into the fray with his knees, saving his left hand for his shield, and wielding his sword with his right. Obedient to his will, Jezy turned this way and that, never faltering as her master was attacked from all sides. He fought where the enemy were at their strongest, in an effort to take the brunt of the battle, and ease the pressure on his men. His blurring sword reaped lives, and the Hasians recoiled in horror from him. None came near to wounding him. His men took courage from seeing him fight, and they fought all the harder to be worthy of him. Their battle cries began to change, as they watched him force his way through the Hasian formation. The charge degenerated into a chaos of surging horse flesh, and dying men screaming for their mothers, as they fell beneath trampling hooves. The ash covered dust soon turned into bloody mud, as men on both sides bled their lives away onto the thirsty ground.
“Malcor and Jihan!” they cried in awe. “For Jihan and Malcor!”
“Athione!”
“Julia!” Keverin roared to answer his men. “For Julia!”
He cut another man from his saddle, and turned Cavell toward the next, but it was over. Casting about for Jihan, he breathed easier when he found his friend unharmed. There were dead and wounded piled around him on the ash black ground. Loose horses wandered, or nudged their fallen riders, wanting them to get up. He tried to estimate how many of the dead were Devan, but they’d become anonymous. All of them were soot and ash covered, making friend and foe look alike in death.
“Mount the wounded in front of the able bodied,” he said to Jihan.
“Best we can do,” Jihan agreed, and quickly had the wounded mounted in front of their companions. They would ride in the centre of the formation.
Keverin beckoned Brian. “I want you and a half dozen men to scout ahead, but no more than a few hundred yards mind. Keep a sharp eye for Julia, and watch those fires. If the wind changes we’ll be for it.”
“Aye, m’lord,” Brian said and shouted to the men. “First six men with me!”
Keverin waited until the scouts were well ahead, and then led his men forward. He remembered his own advice and watched the flames warily. The wind seemed to be favouring them, but he wasn’t comforted.
“Was this Julia’s plan, do you think? The fire I mean,” Jihan said.
“No idea. Knowing her, she probably rode right up to them, and ordered them to go home. They said no, and this is the result.”
Jihan grinned.
Ash puffed up and mixed with the dust as they rode steadily north. They had to cover their faces to filter it. The stink of burned meat was enough to turn his stomach, and it made him want to dash ahead to find Julia, but he had to search the hills methodically. The fire made identifying bodies hard. The thought that one of them might be Julia was terrifying. The wind changed direction and added a new dimension to his worry. The burned area was safe enough from the flames, but the smoke meant slowing the column to a crawl, or risk missing her on their first pass. They might not get another.
“Look there,” Jihan said, pointing ahead. The scouts were heading back at the gallop.
“Hasians m’lord,” Brian called when he was close enough. “The smoke is too thick to see, but we heard them.”
“I’ll take half the men around the hill—” Jihan began.
“And I’ll draw them in,” Keverin finished for him.
They smiled grimly.
It was a plan. A good one? That depended upon how many they faced. With the smoke so thick, they had no way to determine numbers. Jihan led half the men into the smoke and behind the hill. Keverin and the rest of the men pretended to stop for a drink. As Jihan disappeared into the smoke, the Hasians appeared from the other side of the hill in good order. Their scouts were looking for a way around the fire, which had begun to circle around due to the wind. It was blowing toward the south now, driving the smoke before it.
The scouts saw them, and spurred back to the main body to report. A moment later, the entire battalion charged to the attack.
Keverin fought hard to keep his men in a tight formation, and supporting each other. They successfully resisted the initial push, until Jihan circled the hill and struck the enemy in the flank. The Hasians were taken by surprise, and before their captain could reorganise, his battalion broke in two.
“Sweep right!” Keverin roared. His blade blurred right and left harvesting arms and heads as he urged Cavell on.
Jihan had the more difficult task. It was simple bad luck that most of the Hasian sergeants were trapped in his half of the enemy battalion. It was the more organised force. Jihan tried to single them out, but the press of battle prevented his efforts. It was Keverin’s turn to attack from the rear. He finished off his half of the enemy, and immediately wheeled to attack those pressing Jihan. The extra men made all the difference, and the battle ended with Devans owning the field.
Keverin didn’t feel victorious as he counted empty saddles. He’d lost more than three hundred men. Jihan had lost more. A thousand legionaries had almost succeeded in holding off twice their number of Devan guardsmen. Even taken by surprise, the Hasians had nearly won. All knew that the legions were deadly. The battle here had illustrated the point only too well.
He removed his helmet to let the air dry his sweat-soaked hair, while his men gave the grace to comrades and enemies alike. There weren’t many wounded left now, he noted. He tried not to notice who the missing faces belonged to. There would be time to mourn later, after they recovered Julia, and they would. He would not entertain a world where that didn’t happen.
“We can’t do this again,” he said. He dried his face, and replaced his helm.
“If we have to, we will,” Jihan said grimly. “Julia is more important than any one of us.”
“I love her, my friend,” Keverin said. “She means more than life to me.”
“I don’t mean that. Deva is finished without her. Even with her, it might be. Mortain will keep sending his forces our way until he breaks us. She’s our only chance.”
He didn’t want to think about that. Not now, not ever again. Jihan was right about Julia’s importance, but she wasn’t a tool to be used. It had taken him far too long to see her point of view, but he did now. He wouldn’t let himself fall back upon his old attitude. Besides, whether she knew it or not, she was going to be his consort. She already meant more to him than life.
Jihan gave the order to mount up, but the horses were panicky. The men cursed as they tried to climb into the saddle. The horses side-stepped and reared. Some turning circles as their riders tried to climb into the saddle.
“On foot?” Jihan said grimly.
“Have to.”
A candlemark later, and Keverin despaired of finding Julia alive, or even at all. The sun had disappeared behind clouds of smoke, and the air itself was hot. Breathing the foul stuff was almost impossible.
“Come on you... ack, ack... flaming wooden-headed...”
He turned to see what the problem was. One of Jihan’s men was having trouble with his horse. Its eyes were wide with panic. It was going backwards, pulling its rider along with it by the reins. A chill went down his spine at the sight, and he spun in search of what had spooked it. He couldn’t see a cursed thing. The smoke was too thick.
“Brian... ack, ack. Get someone up that hill. See... ack, ack, what there is to see.”
Brian wheezed his acknowledgement. He scrambled up the hill himself, and returned almost straight away. Wide eyed.
“The flames are circling round, m’lord. We... ack, ack, ack, must turn back now or be trapped.”
He couldn’t leave! Julia might be only a few yards beyond the next hill. He looked around desperately for a solution, but all of the men had begun fighting their horses as the panic spread. A cold calm swept over him as he made his ruinous decision.
“I’m sorry Kev... ack, ack, it’s hopeless. We’re done,” Jihan wheezed. The young lord’s face was black with ash, and he peered at the world through red rimmed eyes.
“You must lead my... ack, ack, ack... my men... back to Malcor. I want you to... ack, ack... witness the declaration of my heir. Tell... ack, ack, Gylaren’s second son... tell Niklaus that he’s my choice. Do you understand?”
“But!”
“Do. You. Understand?”
“I understand Kev, but...” he sighed. “I understand,” Jihan said sadly.
“Good man... ack, ack... Take Cavell with you. Now you best be on your way.”
“May the God watch over you and Julia.”
Closing his eyes, Keverin prayed for guidance, and turned on the spot. When he opened them, he was looking into the worst of the smoke. Without hesitation, he walked into it. He heard Brian and Jihan arguing behind him, but he didn’t stop.
His world turned to stinging eyes and hacking cough.
* * *
 



 
 
57 ~ Veil of Tears
Julia was slowly suffocating, but there was nothing she could do about it. She’d hardened her shield to keep the heat and smoke at bay, but it also kept the air out. She hadn’t realised the problem at first, not until Mathius fell unconscious, and she’d become light-headed. All she could do was change it back at intervals to let the air back in, but when she did that, the smoke came in with it. 
At its peak, the fire had raced across the plain faster than a horse could gallop. It was still raging out of control. She watched a large body of men gallop north, trying to make a run for it. They were Deva’s enemies, but she wished them luck. A short time later, a much smaller group galloped by, heading south. She thought it might be the same one.
She doubted they would survive.
She contemplated Mathius, dully, and coughed trying to breathe shallowly. Her magic roared within her, keening and howling, mocking her with its potency. She was the oh-so-powerful Sorceress of Athione. She could heal death itself, or so they said. They didn’t know squat! She couldn’t even cool the air or make it breathable! What good was all the power in the world, if she couldn’t save her best friend? Mathius was going to die, because she didn’t know how to save him. He was dying in his sleep right now, and it was her fault.
How many people had she killed now? Directly and indirectly, she was responsible for the deaths of twenty thousand legionnaires, and she’d failed to save over half of Athione’s men. If Gideon was right, she would kneel in judgement before God soon. Would he understand and forgive her the choices she’d made, when she couldn’t forgive herself?
She was becoming woozy again, she realised. It was time to change her shield. She made the mental adjustment, and the shield became permeable to air. Smoke and the stink of burned meat swirled inside, stinging her eyes and making them stream with tears. She watched the remnants of the legion through a veil of tears. A good name for a place where so many died. The Vale of Tears. If battles were named that way, there might be less war.
The misery of slow suffocation continued through that day and into the evening, but as the sun went down the wind shifted west. The air outside cleared a little, and she let it back in. She breathed it gratefully, and it didn’t taste hot. She raised her shield tentatively, ready to slam it down again. A cool breeze caressed the tight skin of her cheeks.
“Oh…” she rasped and coughed. “Thank you God.”
Coughing and still gasping for breath, she released her magic, or tried to, but it was a struggle. She’d been using it constantly all day. It left her reluctantly, but it did leave, and weariness hammered her flat. She rolled onto her back and gazed at the stars. Tears flooded her eyes; they were so beautiful. She might have died then, but the figure crawling toward her wasn’t a legionnaire bent on revenge. Keverin collapsed besides her, gasping and wheezing.
“They’re beautiful aren’t they,” she croaked from a throat raw from smoke.
“Not as beautiful as you, my lady.”
She instinctively touched what was left of her hair. There was only stubble on one side, the other hung in tangled and melted snarls. Her own fault for lifting her shield too soon earlier in the day.
“Flatterer.”
Keverin croaked a laugh.
She grasped his hand, and ignoring his startled exclamation, healed him. She needed his strength to get them out alive. Mathius was barely breathing, and she cursed herself for the delay. She quickly healed him too. More tears leaked from her stinging eyes, as she gazed at the stars.
“Here, Julia, drink some of this,” Keverin said.
She let him pour some of the water into her mouth and swallowed. “Gahhh! That’s disgusting,” she wheezed.
“It’s only water.”
“Tastes... the inside... my boots,” she whispered.
“We need to wake Mathius and get out of here.”
“Please... do...” she croaked.
Damn! Her voice was going now. What next?
* * *
 



 
 
58 ~ Rainmaker
Keverin edged forward. “Easy girl easy,” he said as the bedraggled horse edged back from him.
No, you God cursed excuse for a horse!
The mare stopped backing, and he resumed his careful stalk. She was burnt, but not too seriously. Her mane and tail were nothing but stubble. She looked rather strange, but her legs were sound, and that was all Julia needed. Mathius was resting a few yards away holding her in his arms. How he envied the boy his closeness with her.
He forced himself not to despair.
When he’d found her alive, he’d felt like cheering. He hadn’t recognised how badly she needed a healer until she’d fallen unconscious. Beneath the dirt and ash, her cheeks were pale, and her lips were tinged blue. She was dying. 
He finally caught the reins, and held on while the flaming beast tried to escape. She lifted him off his feet, and tossed him about, but there was no way he was letting her get away. He would hold on until the mountains turned to dust if he had to! The flaming beast finally got the mad out of her system, and he helped Mathius to mount. He lifted Julia up to him, and they set off again. She looked like a child in the mage’s arms. A hurt child in desperate need.
The night fled and dawn found them confronted by a wall of fire. Julia hadn’t regained consciousness. Mathius said she was no worse, and Keverin took him at his word. It was all he could do.
“Can you shield us through it?” Keverin said. 
“Not through that. They’d be nothing left of us but ash if I tried, but my father taught me something that might get us through.”
“If not a shield, then what? Can you bridge it?”
Mathius shook his head. “I saw my father call a storm during a drought once. I’ve never tried anything like that before, but I might be strong enough to do it.”
“And if you’re not strong enough?”
“You already know,” Mathius said quietly.
Keverin withdrew to let him work, and sat next to Julia where she lay upon the ash covered ground. It was a good thing she wasn’t awake, because she would never have let Mathius try this if she had been. If the boy wasn’t strong enough, he would die screaming, as Darius had done. There was nothing to indicate he was doing anything. The fire continued to advance southward at the same rate, but the wind suddenly came up from the north.
He’ll make it worse!
Before he could protest, he felt a splash on his face, and then another. It was working! Mathius had brought rain clouds from the north. Lightning crackled, and thunder crashed, but Mathius stood unmoving with his head thrown back, and his hands reaching to the sky in supplication. On his face, there was a look of joy! More thunder and lightning shattered the morning, and the heavens opened to pummel them with heavy raindrops. The flames were already dying back, and steam rose into the air as the water struck the hot ashes. He sheltered Julia with his body as much as possible, and watched Mathius bring a deluge to save her.
A short time later, he rode with Julia in his arms, and Mathius took a turn leading the way on foot. The rain continued to fall in sheets as they moved south. It didn’t impede them. The ground had been parched, and it eagerly drank the water without turning to mud.
They arrived at Malcor that same afternoon.
* * *
 



Epilogue
“You gave her Tancred,” Lucius accused. “I saw you in the glass.” 
“Aye of course,” the healer said in exasperation. “She’d have died if I hadn’t.” 
“Don’t you know it’s addictive?”
“Aye, but the craving is better than being dead.”
He grimaced but nodded reluctantly. He glanced at Keverin sitting at Julia’s bedside. “Does he know how bad she is?”
“He’s no fool, but I think not.”
“That’s what I thought. Would you ask Mathius to come in? This will take both of us.”
The healer didn’t answer with words. She moved to the door.
Lucius crossed the room to stand next to the bed opposite Keverin. Julia looked no worse than when he’d viewed her in the mirror. She couldn’t have. Only stubble remained of the beautiful black mane she’d had when he first met her. Her face was pale and slack, totally devoid of her fiery intelligence. The tell-tale blue tinge on her lips and cheeks worried him most. Her lungs were ruined.
“Is there anything you can do?” Keverin said.
“Not alone my lord, but with Mathius’ help there’s a chance. I sent the healer to find him.”
“He’s in his room. He’s trying to understand how Julia does what she does. He’s stronger than he was.”
Lucius nodded. Mathius now wore the yellow robes of a journeyman, and in theory should be strong enough to help him. It depended a lot on whether Julia’s method depended upon her origins. If it did, no amount of strength would help him and Mathius heal her. If it didn’t, there was a chance.
The healer returned with Mathius in tow.
“Any luck?” Keverin said to him as he joined the huddle around Julia’s bedside.
“No, my lord. I understand what I’m supposed to do, but when I try, I slip into the realm of power.”
Lucius nodded. The same thing happened to him. He just didn’t have a fine enough control. Julia might be inherently different concerning magic. She was a woman and from another world. That made her unique. There were no similarities between her patterns and gestures, and the magic taught to men of this world. It might mean there was no way to duplicate what she did. He crushed that traitorous thought ruthlessly. Mathius and he together would see it. They would, he was sure.
“Do you know how to link, Mathius?”
“I saw Renard accidentally link with Julia once,” Mathius said, and turned to Keverin. “It was that time in the library, my lord. Do you remember?”
Keverin nodded, but he didn’t take his eyes off Julia’s face, as if willing her to wake.
Lucius shook his head. How someone could accidentally link was beyond him, but the answer would wait for another time. “So you know how then?”
“Not really. I saw the flows, but they were beyond me. I’ve had a great deal of practise since then.”
“It doesn’t matter. I’ll initiate the link. Be ready to grasp your magic but don’t actually take hold.”
Mathius stood next to him and made ready. Lucius laid his hand on Julia’s chest and then linked with Mathius. He felt the increase in strength immediately. The youngster’s magic had a solid feel to it, which weaker mages could never provide. The boy had a long way to go before matching him in raw strength, but he definitely had the potential. He turned his attention to Julia, and tried to see what she called the realm of healing, but again he failed.
“I thought I saw something when you used your mage-sight,” Mathius said eagerly. “Can you change the link so that I can draw from you?”
He hesitated. To let someone link in that manner, gave them power over you. Mathius had done it in ignorance, but he knew what it meant.
“I can do it. Be prepared for the rush,” he said quickly, and before he changed his mind, he gave Mathius control.
When Mathius invoked his mage-sight, he was compelled to do the same. He didn’t fight it because he knew what to expect. He watched Julia avidly, but he was confused at first when nothing seemed to happen. Then confusion gave way to excitement as Mathius shifted his sight oh so slowly until Julia became something else.
“That’s it!” Lucius yelled in glee.
“Yes, but what do I do now?”
“Julia told me about this. White light in an aura is good, any other colour means something bad. Yellow means tiredness or exhaustion. She also said mages have a blue light in the centre of their auras. We mustn’t do anything with that.”
“I remember. She tried to give Renard his magic back after he burned out, but he... died.”
Julia’s aura was hardly moving, but he wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. The blue light at her centre shone so strongly, it hurt to look at. The good news ended there. Her aura was a dark yellow orange, with a solidly purple area. It was so dark purple, it looked black.
“Send magic at the dark area, but remember to make it white,” Lucius said, and a white beam of light speared the darkness.
* * *
Julia opened her eyes to find three worried looking men staring down at her. She smiled, but she could hardly keep her eyes open.
“How do you feel my love?” Keverin whispered.
“Hmmm, tired,” she said, and smiled sleepily.
“We could try for more,” Mathius said uncertainly.
“Let’s not push our luck too far,” Lucius said. “Neither of us really knows what we’re doing, and her breathing seems normal.”
She hated it when people spoke over her head, but she couldn’t summon the energy to protest. The last thing she heard before dropping off to sleep was Keverin whispering.
“Sleep my love, I’ll stay beside you.”
She slept.
* * *
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Prologue
 
The blood pounded in his ears as he rode his horse into the wind. We're close to the end now, he thought. The Plains of Perdamun had been set upon by a blustery autumn wind. It whipped across the front gate of Reikonos, through the crops of the farmers’ fields, all the way to the valleys and passes of the Heia Mountains. It was an ill wind, out of the north, from beyond the Torrid Sea, and it smelled of decay.  
Nestled at the split of the river Perda at the place where the northern branch flowed to the Torrid Sea and the eastern tributary flowed into the Bay of Lost Souls, there was a crater in the ground. Gaping, enormous, the only signifying mark on it was a simple headstone with an engraving that in beautiful, flowing script explained how the crater came to be in the midst of the smooth, unbroken grounds of the plains. 
From across the lonely fields came the black cloaked figure on a white horse, making his way toward the scar in the ground. His traveling cloak revealed boots of metal, and hands that were encased in gauntlets. The hood of the cloak was raised and no helmet could be seen underneath. He rode to the edge of the crater and dismounted. With a gentle stroke across the back of the horse he walked away, a few murmured words in its ear; it whinnied at him in a friendly way. 
He stared across the gap for a moment before his eyes came back to rest on the monument. Granite, glorious, a testament to the courage and fortitude of a group of fighters so noble that it took the power of the very gods themselves to wipe them from the lands of Arkaria. A feeling stirred, deep in his soul, one not felt in...years. One of longing, of regret, of the barest, most skeletal sense of fear. The last sensation was the most curious, since the tall, cloaked stranger had not felt afraid for a very, very long time. 
He shook it off. He had seen great and terrible things in his time, and this was not nearly the worst of trials he had faced. Tracing his way back to the horse, he reached into a saddle bag and pulled out a leather bound tome. The worn cover indicated that the volume was hundreds, possibly even thousands of years old. A string marked the spot in the book that he was searching for, and once opened, he knelt and began to murmur an incantation. Reaching under his armor, his hand clutched something close to his chest. Invoking powers he had never before called upon, he whispered,
“I invoke thee who hear my plea, 
I request thy aid,
For those who are soon to die.”
Closing the book, he centered his vision upon the crater. A flash lit his eyes as powerful magics moved before him. Seconds later, another flash. Then another, then lightning, radiating from the crater's center – a shockwave of energy issued forth followed by a loud CRACK! that shook the countryside. The traveler, already kneeling, caught himself with his right hand, moved by the release of power before him. 
An ethereal vision confronted him – like wisps of smoke, something began to wave and drift in the crater. Growing more solid, lines took shape and what began as the faintest afterimage became a building. It contained elegant lines and stones, archways and towers, but had a distinctly different appearance than a castle – it was made for a different purpose than housing an army and protecting its subjects – and was fading into view where once there was only the nothingness of the crater. 
The traveler rose from the ground, cloak left behind him. His blackened armor glinted in the overcast day. His swords marked him as a warrior. His eyes surveyed the scene before him as though he were seeing a long lost friend. 
And for the first time in long memory, the warrior smiled. 
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Chapter 1
 
Flames lit every surface in the caves and lava floes burned all around him, like some version of the Realm of Death he had heard tales of in his youth. There were flames leaping out of holes in the walls and floor like fiery stalagmites. Cyrus Davidon stood in the midst of it all, minding his steps very carefully, lest his black armor end up blacker still from an inadvertent scorching. 
The sweat rolled off his face as he surveyed the group around him. Over one hundred adventurers, all with common purpose. They had come to this place intending to slay a dragon. There was some nobility in that, Cyrus reflected, but it was diminished by the fact that the dragon was trapped in these depths and not a threat to anyone but those looking for it. Which meant that most of them were here for the dragon’s sizeable treasure hoard.
“There’s nothing like fighting for your life with a small army of opportunists to watch your back, is there?” Cyrus murmured. 
“You’re not joking. It makes you wonder if there’s even one of this lot we can trust,” came the voice of Narstron a dwarf who had traveled with Cyrus for many seasons and had shared a great many adventures with him.
“Trust is earned, not given. This group is so raw they’ll be dead before they even prove themselves,” came the voice on the other side of Narstron. Andren was an elf by nature and a healer by trade, a spell caster with the ability to bind wounds through magical means. “This lot has seen far too few seasons – and this is likely their last. Dragons aren’t to be trifled with.” He peered at Cyrus with his eyes narrowed. “You'd better have a damned good reason for accepting the invitation of a stranger in the square to come on this mass suicide.”
“I do.” Cyrus looked around, body tense, eyes coming to rest on the expedition’s leader. She was an elf, her armor was encrusted with rare gemstones. 
“I have to believe,” Narstron said, “that the placement of those gemstones has to cut down on the effectiveness of her armor by a good margin.” 
Andren snorted. “If that highborn elitist trash's armor has ever seen combat I'll eat the dragon we're going to face in one bite.”
She had approached them in the square of the human capital of Reikonos, inviting them to join an army she had assembled for the purpose of killing this dragon. “He's a tremendous threat to all life,” she'd begun after introducing herself as Angelique. “He was the Dragonlord of the southern lands, King of all the dragons, and intent on leading his people in a march to war against all the northern kingdoms – the elves, the humans, the dwarves, the dark elves, even the gnomes!”
“What's this dragon's name?” Cyrus had asked her, eyes squinting against the midday sun in the square.
“Ashan'agar.” Her voice was almost reverent.
Cyrus's pupils dilated. His breath hung in his throat.
Narstron shook his head. “I think we'll pass –” 
“We'll go,” Cyrus had answered, cutting off Narstron.
“Splendid.” The elf clapped, such was her enthusiasm. “The treasure hoard for this dragon is supposed to be quite rich, and of course we'll split it equally, of course, after I take my fee for leading this expedition...”
That had been hours ago. Narstron brought Cyrus back to the present, in the fire light of the cave. “She's abrasive, even for an elf.” He turned to Andren. “Why is it elves have no problem condemning other, younger races for their faults but praise is quick to flow and judgment slow to come when it's one of your own?” 
“Don't go lumpin' me in with her lot.” Andren eyed the dwarf in accusation. “She may be elven royalty. No low-born elf – you know, like me,” he said with a touch of pride, “would ever lead the way she's doing it.”
Narstron laughed. “How many elven royals are in your kingdom anyway? A hundred thousand?”
“Eh, a little over five thousand members of the royal family – and that's for the whole kingdom,” Andren said. 
“Makes me wonder how you get anything done.”
“Halt!” Angelique held her gem-studded gauntlet aloft in a motion to halt the march. They were in a wide cavern, with considerable webbing in the corners of the room. There was no lava or fire, which was the first room without it that they had seen since entering the caves. “We need to address some basics before we go any further. I know that some of you are new, haven’t seen much combat.” She sniffed and made a face, as though she was trying to get the stench of something unpleasant out of her nostrils.   
She droned for a few minutes about basic matters of combat in confined spaces. Cyrus took the time to look around at their army. It was a distinct mix of different races. He noted that the largest part of it was composed of dwarves, elves and humans. 
Though he hadn’t noticed them earlier, there were three gnomes cloistered nearby. Quite small compared to a human of his stature, gnomes were often skilled in the magical arts. Cyrus also caught sight of two dark elves – blue skinned, a little shorter than humans, with pointed ears and white hair. 
Cyrus’s exposure to dark elves was limited. Although the city of Reikonos had a healthy dark elf population, they were ostracized, unwelcome in many shops, and forced to live in a specific section of the slums. Conversely, humans and regular elves were killed if they approached dark elven cities. 
Most of the army seemed to be listening intently as Angelique walked them through such basics as minding your footing, sticking together as a group during battle and allowing time for the healers to assist the injured. Tuning her out, Cyrus realized that many of these adventurers had joined singly, rather than in groups as he had. Only a very few parties were banded together, seeming like islands in the middle of an ocean of people. 
In the closest group to his, only a few feet away his eye caught those of a human man who had a bow slung across his back and two short swords in scabbards hanging from his belt. A slight smile permeated his lips as he met Cyrus's gaze. He touched two fingers to his head in a subtle salute to the warrior. A ranger, Cyrus thought; a wanderer of the wilds.

The ranger had three companions with him. The first was an elven woman whose sash and robes identified her as a healer, like Andren, tasked with mending wounds. Her face was expressionless. 
The elf to her right was also a woman but wore the markings of a druid, a spell caster with the ability to control the power of nature itself. She had flaming red hair, almost the color of the lava and a bright smile that greeted Cyrus as he made eye contact with her.
Their third companion was wearing heavy armor that was molded to her form, but she was obscured by the shadows lingering around her. In the semi-darkness of the cave, Cyrus could see nothing of her face and only her silhouette told him she was female.
“Not bad,” Narstron said under his breath, looking into the shadows at the armored figure.
“How can you tell?” Cyrus looked at him in confusion.
Andren and Narstron exchanged a look and chuckled before the dwarf answered. “You humans can't see in the dark for shite.”
The ranger stepped forward to introduce himself. “I’m Orion.” He was confident and at ease. 
“Cyrus Davidon. These are my compatriots.” He introduced the ranger to his band. “We’re the Kings of Reikonos.”
“Kings of Reikonos?” Orion looked at him with uncertainty. “Is that a guild name?”
Cyrus nodded, burying his unease at having such a bold name. “Interesting,” Orion said, voice sincere. “I can’t say I’m familiar with you. Where’s your guildhall?”
Cy held back a slight flinch. Many guilds were bands of adventurers, and had great halls with enormous quarters for each of their members. The Kings of Reikonos had an old horse barn that had been refitted into a military barracks before being abandoned. It was in the slums of Reikonos. “We’re not far from the markets and the square.”
“Ah, centrally located. We’re a bit off the beaten path in the Plains of Perdamun, about five hundred miles south of Reikonos.” Favoring Cyrus with a smile, he gestured to the regal looking healer in his party. “This is my wife, Selene.”
Turning to indicate the red-haired druid: “And this is Niamh.” She flashed a smile at their party. “Hiding in the shadows over there is Vara.” The silhouette gestured in what might have been a wave; it was difficult to tell for human eyes in the darkness.
“So,” he turned back to face them and lowered his voice, “what do you think of the leadership thus far?”
“I’m still waiting to see some leadership,” Andren said. They all got a chuckle out of that. 
Finishing his laugh, Orion’s face turned serious. “We’re in for some rough times very soon. I know these caves and we are walking into great danger. There is a nest of spiders nearby,” he indicated the webs on the walls, “that are the size of dwarves. Beyond this room are the dragon’s guardians – rock giants that are at least ten feet tall, with a skin so thick it resists fire. This dragon, Ashan'agar, has a powerful hypnotic magic – he controls everything in these caves.” 
He paused for a moment to let it sink in. “With an inexperienced group such as this and incompetent leadership it will be a miracle if this assault works. Stick close to us,” he said, and the confidence he spoke with made Cyrus think that the army was listening to the wrong leader. 
As if to punctuate Orion’s observations, the expedition leader’s words intruded into his thoughts. “…I don’t know exactly what we’ll be facing ahead from the dragon, but I predict that as dragons are solitary creatures, we'll have a clear path to the dragon’s den.” 
Cyrus looked at Orion in alarm. “Don’t you think you should tell her?” 
The ranger looked amused. “I offered to counsel her with experience. She said she had it under control. I’ve walked in the shadows of these caves and she hasn’t,” he said with a trace of sarcasm, “but she has it 'under control'.” He snorted. “I’m here to help save these people when things go wrong, lest they all die.”  
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 2
 
 
Cyrus felt a twinge of fear at Orion's words. Human warriors were trained by the Society of Arms in Reikonos and didn’t feel fear easily, nor often. From the earliest days of youth in the Society, they had a culture based around combat. If you won, you won. If you lost, you fought harder the next time. If you died you went off to the afterlife. Cyrus had feared neither death nor pain for himself since he was six summers old, and still didn’t. 
He looked at Narstron and Andren. On the outside they looked confident. He knew that inside, each was roiling. Though he never admitted it publicly, Narstron had once confessed that he knew that Cyrus was a better warrior – not because the human was taller or stronger, but because the fearlessness that the Society of Arms had instilled gave him an edge in combat that allowed him to make a commitment to battle that could only come from being willing to die at any moment. 
Narstron didn’t feel that, nor did Andren. They would fight for their comrades, but to die in a battle for the sake of battle? Only a true warrior – and a devotee of Bellarum, the God of War – could ever feel good about that. Faith in the God of War had been hammered into him in the Society from an early age.
But this fear wasn’t fear for self, Cyrus realized. It was fear for those around him. He was their leader, and he brought them to this place. If either of them died, he was responsible. He choked on the bitter aftertaste of that thought. 
A commotion broke his reverie. He watched as a spider half the size of a man spun down on a web and pincered one of the gnomes from above. Blood flew in a line, splattering across the floor, searing as it hit the hot rock. Cyrus jumped forward, along with a few others, dismembering the arachnid. Cries from behind him – and then to the side – caused him to look around.
The top of the chamber rose to a peak, and though it was too dark for his eyes to see the detail of the ceiling, he could see movement. The dome of the cavern was covered in the spiders. 
Orion was at his side. “There are too many.” The ranger's eyes were fixed; staring up at the imminent danger. Warriors and rangers took positions at the edge of the army, protecting the spell casters from the encroaching spiders.
“This way!” Angelique ordered from (far) behind him. Cy caught a glimpse of her in retreat, leading the spell casters toward the dragon’s den. Shrugging at Narstron and Orion, they backed in unison out the door and onto a massive bridge that stretched for several hundred feet across a lake of lava. 
The spiders halted at the entrance to the bridge. Backing up, Cyrus shot a look behind him and saw two guardians at the other end of the span. Spiders forgotten, Cy fixated on the ten foot tall giants blocking their passage. Seemingly hewn out of living rock, they stood silent guard along the path to the Dragonlord.
“Attack them!” cried a high pitched voice. With some alarm, he realized it was Angelique, and she began to charge across the bridge. 
“Wait!” Orion’s voice boomed over the army, and some of them actually halted – including, surprisingly, Angelique herself. A few continued to charge – one of the dark elves, a gnome and two human healers. 
Approaching the guardians, the dark elf was half the size of his opponent and the two foot tall gnome disappeared under the foot of a rock giant. The dark elf brought his sword against the giant on the left. One of the humans, a healer, whose battle abilities were limited, made the decision to engage in the melee. A giant's arm swept out, knocking the healer off the bridge and into the magma below. With a scream, he dropped into the lava, and his pale skin sank under the fiery surface. 
Horrified, they watched as the giants overpowered the dark elf and the other human and sent them both to a similar fate. As they disappeared below the surface of the lake of fire, a hush fell over the ragtag army.
A few screams filled the cave as an air of panic set in on the expedition. Broken bones and gashes could be healed by a mending spell. Powerful healers even possessed the ability to reverse death. Those were rare. Death and pain still held fear for adventurers, who were by nature a blindly optimistic lot. The less veteran among them had not faced this before. 
Cyrus could see the panic moving through the crowd. “This is about to get very ugly,” he breathed. 
“No doubt.” Narstron raised his sword. “For a group of people that consider themselves adventurers, I don't think these fresh faced rubes have tasted the downside of 'adventure'.”
Looking back Cyrus saw the spiders had formed a wall blocking the chamber they had entered from, pincers jutting hungrily toward them.
“They’re servants of Ashan’agar,” Orion's voice came from beside him. “You know who he is?”
Cy nodded. “The Dragonlord exiled from the dragon kingdom in the southern lands. He was king of the dragon city Hewat at one point, wasn't he?”
“He was. According to rumor, something happened in their most sacred temple, south of their city in the mountains – something that caused a shakeup in Hewat about fifty years ago. He was exiled by the new Dragonlord and mystically sealed in this cave.”
“Any idea what he did?” Narstron's face was screwed in concentration as he asked the question.
“No idea.” Orion shook his head. “No one has contact with the dragon kingdom. They are not known for kindness to so-called ‘lesser beings’, so all we have are rumors and speculation.’’ He focused back on Cyrus. “Everything in these caves is sworn to his service, and they obey his will. And apparently his will is that we go forward.” Orion's expression twisted as he looked back at the spiders still advancing slowly toward them.
A call came from across the army, bringing their attention back to the rock giants in front of them. “No need to panic!” called the voice of the oblivious Angelique. “Run through them!” 
Narstron rolled his eyes as Andren shrugged and Cyrus’s jaw dropped in shock. The panic in the front ranks was evident and the fore of the army began to charge again. Orion’s shouted plea for calm was drowned out in the commotion caused by the forward movement of the army-turned-mob. 
Taking one last look back at the wall of spiders guarding the entry to the bridge, Cyrus started moving forward. He didn’t fight to the front of the battle line, afraid to push any of the combatants off the bridge and to their deaths. 
The rock giants were swinging their massive fists, battering their attackers and taking little damage to show for it. Every few seconds, one of their blows would land, flinging some poor soul off the bridge and into fiery death below. A few fortunate members of the force were squeezing between the giants and into the caves beyond.
Cyrus watched, incredulous, as the one of the giants knocked several of their number off the bridge. He was close enough now... and the giant was leaning over, beginning to straighten up after swinging low to send combatants into the lava.
Cyrus charged at the back of the rock giant. Sure that he was invincible, the giant didn’t even bother watching his back. Cy hit him full force, slamming his pauldrons into the back of the giant's knees, buckling them. It wasn’t a blow that could cause damage to the craggy skin of the giant – in any other circumstances, the rocky creature would have been able to fall to one knee, get up and smite him. Unfortunately for the giant, he was in a position where balance mattered. Arms pinwheeling, the giant plummeted into the lava which he had gloried in sending his foes. 
Turning to face the remaining fiend, Cyrus watched as Narstron and Orion plunged blades through both its legs, breaking through the external layer of rock and dropping it to its knees facing the army. He watched as the giant fell amid a bevy of blades. 
“Nice work, Cyrus. Never seen anyone take a rock giant solo before.” Orion's eyebrows were raised, impressed. 
“The rest of our army ran through there,” Cy brushed off the praise, focusing on the trouble ahead. 
“Guess we better keep moving.” Orion was back to business. 
They ran to catch up, dodging through the caves. They crossed another bridge to an island in the middle of the lava; a wall surrounded the island, extending hundreds of feet to the ceiling of the chamber. It was not a natural formation and even in the dim light of magma and fire it appeared to be made of a material much stronger than stone or brick. 
They crossed under a smaller gate built into the wall and entered an enormous chamber with a circular platform raised in the midst of the magma that encircled the room. Charging through the arched entryway, Cyrus tumbled into the chamber just as somebody was half leaving – half their body flew past him, the other half was still lying on the floor at the dragon’s feet, severed by the claws of the beast. The balance of their force was huddled inside the archway, stunned at the sight before them. 
Cyrus had never seen a dragon before – not a real one. He had seen a few drakes and wurms; pale shadows, imitations of dragon kind. There were few dragons in the north, preferring to live among their own in the southern lands. Ashan'agar was a dark red color with scales as big as Cyrus's helm, a body fifty feet long with a long neck extending twenty feet from his body and spines that protruded from his back and ran from his neck to the end of his tail. 
The Dragonlord's head was focused on two spell casters on the other side of the chamber. The air around its head began to distort, and a gout of flame shot from its mouth toward its prey. The flames consumed the spell casters, immolating them. They dropped to the ground and the fires consumed them within seconds until there was nothing left but a pile of ashes. 
“Interlopers!” came a deep roar. It took Cyrus a moment to realize it was coming from inside his own head. 
He struck at the belly of Ashan’agar. Narstron followed him, each of them hacking at the thick scales. A roar blasted through the cavern and the dragon began to turn, trying to face the foes plaguing him. He spread his wings, filling the room from end to end and reared up on his hind legs, exposing Cy and Narstron to his piercing glare. 
They scrambled for cover, running between the dragon's legs. Cy took a moment to ram his sword between two of the scales of the beast’s belly, prompting a scream that shook the cavern. 
Tail whipping, the dragon set down from the attack as Cy and Narstron hid behind his ankles and started hacking away. They could see Orion standing in the archway, firing arrows at the dragon. Only about one in four was finding its way between the scales but it was causing enough irritation to split Ashan’agar’s attention. 
A high-pitched warcry caught Cyrus by surprise. A woman, clad in shining armor, leapt from the archway with a two-handed sword clutched in her hands. The jump she made was, by far, too much for a human to accomplish. Her sword drove into the shoulder of Ashan’agar and her feet found purchase between the scales. Possessed of extreme litheness the elf perched on the dragon’s shoulder, driving her sword deeper into the wound she had created. 
Cyrus looked over to see Niamh gathering up survivors. He watched a gust of wind surround her and grow to the intensity of a tornado with her at the center. When the winds receded she and the group surrounding her were gone, leaving only a handful of the army’s remnants behind. 
“Niamh is teleporting the survivors out!” Cy’s shout to Narstron was barely audible over the screeching of the dragon.
“She what?” The dwarf was behind the leg of the dragon. “Looks like she and the others disappeared!”
“She teleported!” Cyrus shouted back. “She's a druid; they can do that! She's getting the survivors to safety!” The tail of the dragon swept down, narrowly missing the warriors. 
“I could use a little safety meself!” 
Cyrus looked up at the woman on the dragon's shoulder. It was an elven woman, but not Angelique in her ornate armor. He could see blond hair drawn into a ponytail, waving back and forth with the frenzied movement of the Dragonlord. 
Ashan’agar had decided she was the greatest threat facing him and was scrambling to move his head into position to deal with her. As the long neck waved the elf removed her sword and dropped to the ground behind the dragon’s front left leg. She rolled perfectly out of the fall and sprang to her feet in a run toward the back of the dragon, where Cyrus and Narstron were both hacking away trying to find weaknesses.
Dodging behind the leg on the same side as Cyrus, he acknowledged her with a shout. “Nice work!” She fixed him with a momentary glare as she passed and turned to bring her sword to bear with an artistry that Cyrus had never seen, even from the instructors at the Society of Arms. Her first three strikes did more damage than all of his and Narstron’s efforts combined, biting through the layer of armored scaling and into the flesh beneath it. 
“Nice of you to join us, Vara.” Narstron buried his sword once more. As the dragon’s leg lifted, the dwarf tugged the sword back from the moving limb. “You could have stayed on the shoulder, though; we have things firmly in hand here.” Cy realized with a shock that she was the fourth member of Orion’s party, the one who had been hidden in the shadows. 
“Based on the damage you seem to have inflicted,” her voice came, taut and imperious, “it appears that the two of you have only one thing in your hands, and it is most certainly not your swords.” The shadow of a smile graced her lips. “Why don’t you,” she said to Cy with a mocking sweetness, “concentrate your efforts where I just cut that scale off? You’ll have better luck with that rusty butcher’s knife you’re carrying now that I’ve cleared the way.”
“I know that we’re facing a dragon here,” Narstron said with annoyance. “But you could at least try and buck your nature by not being a pretentious elf.”
“I’m sorry,” she said without a trace of irony or sincerity. “Should I say ‘please’ when I direct you to help me kill our large and implacable foe? Would that help assuage that sense of inferiority dwarves carry like a shield anytime someone instructs you toward intelligent action?”
Narstron’s reply was swallowed in the next bellow of the dragon. Having shifted his focus to the trio striking at his legs, Ashan’agar began to sidestep, trying to expose the threats beneath him. Unfortunately for the dragon they moved more quickly than he did; although it did prevent them from attacking him further. 
As they passed in a circle, Cyrus couldn’t help but be reminded of a dog chasing its tail. A multi-ton, scaly, fire breathing, super-intelligent dog that commands every beast in a several mile radius chasing its tail, Cyrus corrected. Even facing death he couldn’t help but chuckle at what had to look absurd to anyone watching. Vara, only inches away, heard his laugh and cast a look at him that branded him an idiot.
Ashan’agar turned swiftly in the opposite direction. The dragon brought a claw around, felling Narstron; a geyser of blood erupted from the dwarf's abdomen as he fell. 
The Dragonlord bellowed in triumph. “Fools! Witness the death of those who oppose me!”
“Go!” Blood spurted from between Narstron's fingers as he tried to sit up and failed. With his free hand, the dwarf waved at Cyrus to keep moving.
Cyrus, shocked, looked to Vara for guidance. “Don’t stop running,” she said. The ice in her eyes suppressed his concern. An unexpected step by the dragon left them exposed for a moment and Vara’s reflexes allowed her to shove Cyrus with a surprising amount of force back under the dragon to continue the pattern. 
“The only thing stopping him from finishing your dwarven friend is us,” she said as she shoved Cyrus once more, herding him under the dragon's belly.
Cy’s gaze flitted to the archway. The bridge into the chamber was packed with spiders and rock giants, clawing to get past Orion and the other defenders. Selene was moving to drag Narstron off the platform while Ashan’agar was distracted by Cyrus and Vara.
Ignoring the shout of protest from Vara (“Stay away from the foot, you fool!”), he jumped on Ashan’agar’s left hind leg and jammed his sword as hard as he could into the gap between the center claw and the scales on the middle toe. 
He rolled off the foot and looked up to find the guardians on the bridge barely holding. Narstron was assisting them after Selene had healed him but they were outnumbered and had lost several of their number to the lava. Cyrus looked up to see the full anger of Ashan’agar, former king of the dragons. 
The Dragonlord's eyes locked onto his, pools of swirling black looking into the depths of him. “I see you, Cyrus Davidon,” he said, his harsh voice now melodic. “I can hear your thoughts. Serve me, and I will spare your life.” 
The face came closer to Cyrus, and he could see every scale. Spikes jutted from the top of the dragon's head as it slithered toward him, snakelike. It moved slowly, eyes fixated on him. It was such a sweet sound, the dragon's voice in his head. “I have many treasures...” 
A flash of images forced their way into the warrior's mind. A flaming staff, a glowing sword, gold, coins, and... the Serpent's Bane. “I know what you seek, Cyrus Davidon... I have it, you know... the Serpent's Bane...”
“I do,” the warrior said, motionless, eyes focused on the Dragonlord's.
“Tell me you aren't marrying this thing!” Vara struck at Ashan'agar's legs, but the dragon was hindering her efforts with wild swings of his tail. 
“Kill her for me, Cyrus Davidon,” the Dragonlord's voice boomed. “Kill the others, be my General and lead my armies... serve me... be my emissary and walk where I cannot... do my work...” The face grew closer and closer. “...and I will give you the Serpent's Bane... and all else your heart desires... I will give you purpose...”
Cyrus smiled at the dragon's face, now only a foot from his, luxuriating in the thought of possessing what he came here for. “No,” the warrior said, all dreaminess gone from his voice.
The dragon's head recoiled but it was too late. Cyrus plunged forward from his motionless position with reflexes far beyond those of a normal human. His sword was raised and brought down in the blink of an eye – which in the case of Ashan'agar, was the last blink his right eye ever performed. Cyrus's sword ruptured the eyelid and punctured the dragon's eye. 
A scream filled the cavern and Cyrus's head, driving the warrior back. So stunned was he that Cyrus relinquished the grip on his sword's hilt as the dragon's head whipped in agony. In a fit of rage the Dragonlord began to flap his wings and rose from the ground in a shuddering, hovering flight. 
The force of the air from the wings kept Cyrus on his knees until he felt strong hands reach under his arms and drag him to his feet. “No bowing down to the Dragonlord today, brave warrior,” Vara's quiet voice breathed in his ear. He staggered to his feet and braced himself against the wind from the beating wings.
“Fool!” came Ashan'agar's voice once more in his mind. “I would have given you everything you sought!”
“I always wanted to be the slave of an oversized snake,” Cyrus tossed back.
“...Impudence...” came the voice in his mind. “I will kill all of you for this insult.”
“And I thought we were headed for a nice cup of tea.” 
“Cyrus! Vara! Over here!” Cy turned back to the bridge just in time to see Niamh running full tilt – on air! – over the heads of the attacking giants and spiders. “Hurry!” The druid landed behind the line of defenders on the bridge. Orion and Narstron were anchoring the ends closest to the edge, taking the greatest personal risk but each successfully trading blows with a giant – the rest of which were bottlenecked by Narstron and Orion’s efforts.
Between the two giants in the front of the line, a few spell casters poured magic into the fray and kept the spiders from making headway around the rock giants. The druid began casting her teleport spell again – Cyrus and Vara had seconds to make it to them before they would be gone. 
“Hurry!” Vara called above the sounds of battle, wind and raging dragon. Her voice was strained; the urgency unmistakable and a distinct contrast from the calm she had displayed to this point. Cyrus took one last look past the dragon, at the glint that he knew was the treasure horde. 
Turning his focus back to the archway, Cyrus realized there was no way he could make it in time. Vara jumped, missing the archway by inches and landing with a sword swipe that cleared the spiders attacking the middle of the defenders line. 
He chanced to look back and saw the dragon drawing a deep breath, ready to spew the fire Cyrus was certain would consume him – and watched as Ashan’agar staggered from a blast of ice that hit the dragon in the face, rocking him back just enough in his hovering flight to send him into a spin. The Dragonlord crashed to the ground, struggling to get back to his feet.
Charging forward, Cyrus passed Niamh, who winked at him while brushing the frost from the hand she had cast the spell with. She began to murmur an incantation as Cyrus took his place in the middle of the line and plugged the gap next to Vara. He knew Niamh’s teleport spell was coming quickly, and that they only needed to hold for a few seconds…
“Glad you could join us!” Orion yelled. His blades were moving with lightning speed, blocking the giant’s fists with each blow, the odd strike catching a spider crawling between the fiend’s legs. Cyrus grabbed the sword from the ground and attacked the spiders that were crawling through the gap between the giants that Narstron and Orion were keeping at bay. 
Vara was at his shoulder, slicing at the surging arachnids while he cleaved at them with brute force. Cyrus felt a wind whip around him, gentle at first, but then howling with hurricane intensity, his feet left the ground, and the spiders and rock giants, the caves and lava that surrounded him were no more. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 3
 
 
The blast of wind died down around him, and Cyrus found himself in the middle of the central square in Reikonos, the fading light of sundown painting the plaza in a light that didn’t look dramatically different from the orange and red of the lava in the fire caves. Some of the other survivors were still clustered around, recovering from wounds and discussing the chaos of the day. He immediately accounted for the Kings of Reikonos… finding them both present he began to relax. Several of the survivors were seriously wounded, and Selene was healing them as she went. 
Vara looked irate and locked onto Cyrus immediately. “Was he speaking to you with his mind? Did he try to command you to do his bidding?”
“Yes.” Cyrus blinked. “He told me to kill you and the others.”
Her eyes narrowed, but she did not say anything further.
“How many made it out?” Cyrus asked. 
Niamh grimaced. “Based on the count I did, 32 out of 121 that started this morning.”
Cyrus looked around at the remains of the army, fresh-faced rubes no more. “Did the leader at least have the decency to die?” 
Vara shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. However…” Her words drifted off and she pointed to where the bejeweled elf was sitting propped against the wall of the fountain in the center of the square. She was trembling and her eyes were wide, staring into the distance. “I don’t think she’ll be leading any more excursions anytime soon,” Vara concluded with a tinge of satisfaction.
“I guess that finishes our business here.” Cyrus looked at the kings. “Ready to go?” 
Andren was already in motion. “I got a keg waiting on me back at the barn. So long!” He set off at a run down the road to the slums. Narstron said a quick farewell and followed. 
Cyrus turned back to Orion, not meeting the ranger’s eyes. He stood with them, strangers that had helped save his life, and fumbled for words. “Thanks for your help. If not for you, that would have turned out much worse.”
Orion studied him intently. “Cyrus, was that your first expedition?”
A flush of heat crept up the warrior’s cheeks. “I performed that poorly?”
The human ranger shook his head. “No. You handled yourself very well. But am I correct in assuming that now that I've met the three of you I now know every single one of the Kings of Reikonos?” 
When Cyrus nodded, the ranger went on. “I thought so. You have a great group for adventuring but unless you’re doing things like this,” he gestured at the living flotsam around them, “you’re not doing much in the way of adventuring. If you’re on expeditions of this kind, it’s only a matter of time until you die in some hole.” 
Cyrus met Orion’s gaze defiantly. “I learned that lesson well enough today. I don’t think I’ll be going on any more expeditions with people I don’t know and don’t trust.”
Orion’s stare bored into him. “Then unless you want to give up adventuring you’ll need a bigger guild to join.” 
The heat rose up Cyrus’s face again. “I know what larger guilds want from adventurers. I promise you I’m not even close to having the type of training they would want me to have. And of course there are sacrifices they'd ask me to make – membership dues, leaving behind my friends – and I would never leave them behind to advance myself –”
Orion cut him off. “Not all guilds are like that. Ours isn’t. We don't have any membership dues and we could use more people like the kings. We’ve got a sizable force, we’re going to places where there is an abundance of loot – which can buy a lot of good armor with mystical properties, things that help you to take harder hits as you face worse foes.” 
He took a step toward Cyrus and reached up to place a hand on the warrior’s shoulder. “Niamh, Vara and I are on the Council that runs our guild. We would invite you to join us.”
There was a sudden and inexplicable lump in Cyrus’s throat. “I’ll… have to talk it over with my guildmates. But thank you.” The flush in his face began to subside.
“It was an honor to meet you, Cyrus.” Niamh reached out and took his hand. Selene echoed the druid. Vara was frozen, blue eyes locked on him, and made no move or gesture to say farewell.
“How will I find you to let you know the answer?” Cyrus asked Orion.
The ranger smiled. “I’ll be around. You can find me here or in the markets frequently enough. And if that fails, you could always visit our guildhall in the Plains of Perdamun.”
Cyrus thanked them again, and turned to leave. Remembering the question he had forgotten to ask, he turned in time to see the winds beginning to whip up around them, Niamh’s spell already in motion. “What’s the name of your guild?” he asked, taking a last look at all of them. His eyes came to rest on Vara, who was looking back at him, eyes drilling into his, burning the memory of the look on her face into his mind.
As the blast of wind encircled the party and carried them away, Cyrus heard Orion’s answer carried on the dying breeze.
“Sanctuary…”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 4
 
 
Cyrus approached the Kings of Reikonos guildhall, its rectangular shape standing out in the small dwellings of the slums. The faint, almost otherworldly glow from the last vestiges of sunlight added to the torchlight in the thoroughfares. The torches were lit all the time because the slums’ location in a valley sandwiched between the taller buildings of the commerce district and the markets never exposed the streets to direct sunlight but by the light of midday. The slums were darker than the square by far; almost darker than the lava-lit cavern. 
So here I am, Cyrus thought, living in the slums of Reikonos. He looked around at the decrepit town of shanties and lean-tos that filled the streets around him, choking out the real structures and dwellings. 
The City of Reikonos was built on the coast of the Torrid Sea, but even after living in the city his entire life, he had only seen the sea twice – once on a visit to the docks and the second time from the top of the Citadel, the massive tower that was the seat of Reikonosian government. The nicest houses in Reikonos were on bluffs, directly overlooking the ocean. The slums were far from the water.
The refurbished barn that served as the Kings’ guildhall had always been embarrassing, since the day he’d paid every last gold piece he possessed to buy it. But it had never felt so confining before. Taking a deep breath, he opened the door and stepped inside. There was a conversation going on when Cyrus walked in. It died as he entered. Andren and Narstron turned to face him expectantly. 
“What?” He looked at them with absolute nonchalance.
“Two questions,” Andren began, tall mug of ale already in his hand. “What was the name of their guild and did they ask us to join them?”
Cyrus took his time answering, eyes downcast. “The name of their guild was Sanctuary.” Cyrus began to unstrap his plate mail at a leisurely pace. 
“Quit stallin’ and get on with it!” Narstron's leg twitched with excitement as he sat on his bunk. 
“The answer to your second question,” Cyrus let a smile play across his lips, “is yes, they did.”
Andren upturned his glass, downing it in a single pull. Narstron looked insufferably pleased as he pumped his fist and yelled, “Yes!”  
“What about our meager means?” Andren asked as he refilled his glass from the keg. Fueled by alcohol, he brought forth a topic that he might not otherwise have broached. 
“No membership dues and they're training as they go.” Cyrus paused. “We still have to discuss this. I’d like us to be unanimous in our decision. Just to be clear – we are talking about folding the Kings. Shutting it down and walking away –”
Andren broke in. “Because this place is the sort of home we all dreamed of. We’re broke! We’re barely scraping a living with what we get from the places we can go with the abilities we have. Isn’t anybody else sick of sleeping in bunk beds like we’re children?” 
He pounded his chest. “I’m well nigh tired of it. I’d be better off if I’d stayed in the Healer’s Halls than living this adventurer’s life! You know we’re better than this. We are being handed a golden opportunity to move up in the world. As long as we stick together, we can make this work for us. And if Sanctuary doesn’t feel like the right place we can always fill our pockets and keep moving up, right?” 
Face impassive, Cyrus looked at him. “I know it’s hard to believe, considering how… unpleasant things are for us, but we’ve scraped enough together to get this far. We know next to nothing about this Sanctuary group and joining them is a big commitment.”
Narstron made his mind known. “We know that four of their people risked their lives in a dragon expedition they knew was doomed from the start to try and save lives. We might have died had they not been there.” He folded his arms across his barrel chest. “That tells me everything I need to know about them, right there. I think we can trust them.”
Cyrus laughed. “It wasn’t but an hour ago you were wondering if there was one person in that expedition we could trust. Now you’re ready to trust four of them with your future.” 
He held up his hands in surrender. “I’m not saying we don’t do this but I need at least a night to think over the possibilities.” He smiled at what he saw in their eyes – hope, something that had been gone for far too long. They had joked and had fellowship here and built a bond that would endure. But it was a bond born of common suffering: bunk beds, secondhand mattresses, equipment and furniture that were falling apart. 
“I’m as excited as you,” Cyrus added. “To have performed admirably enough that we’re invited to join them is an honor and we should be proud.” He paused. “I just need to be sure this is the right decision.” With the last word, he strode past them to his bunk and lay down, drawing the curtains. It didn’t do much to help the sound, but they’d all gotten used to living in close quarters. They kept their voices down, but Cyrus heard the possibilities in every word, as well as a few other things. 
“What about that Vara?” Andren murmured. “She is really something. Her armor must be powerfully enchanted to let her leap like that. And did you see how fast she swung that sword?” He chortled, a low sound filled with unmistakable lust. “I wouldn’t mind helping her take down that ponytail.”
“I doubt you’d survive the attempt, old friend,” Narstron said. “I suspect there’s nary a man she’s met that she hasn’t employed that armor and sword on – the armor to keep them at bay, and the sword to put them out of their misery when they least expect it. You're right, though: to move that fast and hit that hard, a little girl like that has to have some powerful friends. That armor is worth a fortune, I'm sure.”
Andren guffawed. “If ever someone got her out of the armor, he would behold the sweetest sight ever known to man.” The healer paused. “Actually, two of the sweetest sights, I suspect,” he said, laughing, the alcohol having overtaken all good sense.
Narstron laughed along with him. “Too true, but I think your error was in assuming it’d ever be a man that would witness. Maybe a woman?” A chuckle came from the dwarf. “She's royalty, right?”
“Have to be. Unless...” Andren's voice drifted for a moment. “Vara... unless she's...” His voice drifted off and he said something that sounded to Cyrus's ears like ‘shell massacre’. Andren was quiet for several moments after that. 
The discussion continued but Cyrus tuned it out. What am I doing here? The thought made its way to the surface of his mind again, unbidden. 
Tired as he was, the talking didn’t keep him awake, and soon he’d entered a fitful sleep, filled with visions of dragons, gold, battle, guildhalls… and a ponytailed elf, in shining silver armor, looking at him with an expression that was a cross between loathing and something very different. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 5
 
 
Cyrus awoke in the middle of the night. Silence surrounded him, broken only by the faint snores of Narstron in the bunk to his left. Rubbing his eyes, he rolled over and let his feet touch the floor. Strapping on his armor (he never left the hall without it, lest he be caught unprepared), he strolled through the streets of Reikonos. His feet carried him through the commercial district, where the shopkeepers had closed for the night. 
His eyes came to rest on the storefront of a jeweler; a glass window with the name of the establishment emblazoned across it. In the bottom corner of the window was a sign big enough to be seen from some distance: ‘No Dark Elves’. A common sight in the commercial district, where shops were affluent and catered to different clientele than in the slums or the markets. Posters were nailed to the left of the door, a few of which screamed ‘WANTED’ and ‘HERETIC’ in bold letters and carried artists’ renditions of the faces of the accused. 
A life in the slums was not what Cy had planned when he’d taken over leadership of the Kings of Reikonos from the previous leader. Gunter had been a human wizard, a great thinker who had passed the mantle of leadership so he could quest for knowledge in the elven capital of Pharesia. He had left a depleted guild bank, an untenable morale situation, and no guildhall. 
The only three people in the guild at the time were Cyrus, Narstron and Andren. Talk of disbanding and joining another guild had given way to talk of expansion when no suitable options had been found, and Cy had been naïve enough to believe that he could lead them to glory. Efforts had yielded a few recruits here and there, but without a guildhall they were left meeting in wayside inns – a blow to their credibility when they proclaimed themselves ‘a guild on the move’. 
Scorned by any reputable recruit, Cyrus had used his entire savings to clear up that nagging image problem, not considering the consequences of having their guildhall in a barn. Most of their potential recruits lasted less than a full night. Who can blame them? Cyrus thought. I don’t even want to live there, and it’s my guildhall!
His feet carried him down the street to the Reikonos market, the center of all commerce in the land of Arkaria. Almost every race was welcome in Reikonos (though not always heartily accepted, like the dark elves). Even a handful of the savage trolls bartered in Reikonos, and they had been at war with nearly every power in Arkaria less than twenty years earlier. 
As he walked from stall to stall, he watched as vendors plied their wares, even now, in the wee hours of the morning. The rest of Reikonos might yet be asleep, but the market had a pleasant hum. He saw things that he wanted, that could help him; armors and potions, swords and helmets, things that could bear an attack by titans. And, he reflected, seemed less likely to be his as the gods coming down and smiting him. 
His path carried him past a line of merchants and when he looked up he found himself face to face with Orion, who had finished bartering with a trader. “Fancy meeting you here, Cyrus. Having trouble sleeping?” 
Cyrus blinked. Realizing the fruitlessness of arguing an obvious point, he decided to switch to the offensive instead. “Do you always do your shopping at 3 o’clock in the morning?”
“I usually don’t, but I’ve got a busy day tomorrow and I wanted a new pair of chainmail pants.” Reaching out, he took them from the trader. “What do you think?” he asked as the small, flawlessly crafted chain links rolled down.
Though Cyrus was by far too big for them, he recognized the exquisite craftsmanship and material of the chainmail. They would easily have cost double what he had spent on the guildhall. “Those must cost a fortune – they're very impressive.”
Nodding in thanks, Orion switched subjects as deftly as Cyrus had deflected his earlier inquiry. “What’s on your mind at this hour? Could it be the invitation I proffered?” He began to walk toward the Square. 
Cyrus fell into step beside him. “Yes, I am wrestling with that decision.”
“What exactly are you wrestling with?  Are your guildmates not interested?”
Cyrus laughed. “No, they’re definitely interested. In fact, were it up to them, we’d have been suppering at your guildhall last evening. No, it’s me you have to convince.” Looking around to make sure no one could overhear them, Cyrus took a step closer to Orion and lowered his voice. 
“These are my people. I’ve shepherded them through good times and bad. I have their best interests at heart. They’re good people, a bit rough around the edges, but honorable.” He paused, considering his next words. “There are guilds that would use us for our talents, and discard us as easily – or leave us to die when it became convenient.”
Orion’s eyebrow rose. “Do you believe Sanctuary is that type of guild?”
Cyrus deflated. “No, I don’t. Everything I’ve seen indicates you’d go out of the way to help a stranger avoid death; I can’t imagine you’d abandon your own.”
Orion smiled. “You take so much responsibility for your people’s lives that you want to make certain that we would do the same.”
“If Sanctuary holds up to the same code of honor I’ve seen from you, Niamh, Selene and,” Cyrus drew a sharp intake of breath, “Vara, I have no doubt we’d be in good hands. I have a hard time entrusting my guild to yours without seeing more than I have.” He settled on what he really wanted to convey. “I just want to make sure that you’re the rule, not the exception.”
Orion nodded agreement. “I understand. I have a proposition for you.”
“The sleeplessness from your last proposition has yet to fade.”
The ranger laughed. “Hopefully this will ease your sleeplessness. I propose you join our army in battle so you can meet the rest of the guild and see what we’re all about.” 
“You’d permit that? I would accept.”
“Great! When and where are we going?” A voice from behind startled them both. Narstron stood behind them, rubbing his hands together. 
“Kortran, the City of the Titans – tomorrow evening. We'll meet you inside the gates. It’s in the southern lands, in the valley at the south end of the Gradsden Savanna.” Orion walked up the raised steps to the fountain in the square. Another spell caster, an elven woman in red robes sat on the edge of the fountain, awaiting him. She stood up and joined him as Orion smiled down at them. “You won’t regret this.” 
Watching the ranger vanish in a burst of blue light as the magics engulfed him, Cyrus could only hope he was right. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 6
 
 
It was hot on the savanna. Even with the sun setting it was much warmer than the slums in Reikonos that they had left hours earlier. Cyrus and Narstron had crept away from the guildhall at the noon hour while Andren was still passed out. He had handed a wizard in the square fourteen bronze pieces to teleport them to the Gradsden Savanna. They had walked through the tall grass all afternoon, working their way toward Kortran, which was nestled in a valley where the savanna gave way to impassable mountains.
Narstron did a surprisingly good job of cutting through the grass that barely stretched above Cyrus’s navel. Though he would never admit it, he was pacing himself so he didn't leave Narstron behind. After a few more minutes they reached a large rock and crouched behind it. Before them, a mammoth stone arch stood as a protective gate in front of a pass leading down into the valley. 
“Gods, it is massive,” Cyrus breathed. “It’s the height of forty humans – or fifty elves – or eight hundred and seventy three dwarves.” 
Narstron let the remark pass. “It’s not the height of the arches that has me concerned – it’s the size of the titans guarding them.” 
Cy’s eyes moved down from the top of the archway to the bottom and found two titans, at least twenty feet tall, stationed as sentries. He and Narstron crept forward, coming to rest and hiding behind the last clump of bushes between them and the titans. 
“And in terms of a plan?” Cyrus looked at Narstron. 
Taken aback, Narstron pondered before his reply. “Charge?”
A flash of irritation crossed Cyrus’s brow. “No healer. Brilliant thinking; typical of you.” 
“Got a better idea?”
“Where are we meeting them again?”
“Inside the gates.”
“Damn.”
“Indeed.” Shaking his craggy head, a shout echoed forth from him. “'Lo, Sanctuary, where are ye?!”
Cy’s stomach dropped – a sick feeling, made worse by the sight of two titans turning their heads to fix upon them. Their eyes burned with the fire of a killer about to destroy a helpless victim. Cyrus followed his stomach immediately, dropping to both knees behind the bushes. 
Narstron lingered, head sticking out of cover. “No need to hide; they’ve seen us.”
A roll of the eyes, a breath of exasperation, and the sound of his sword being drawn – steel on scabbard, instinctively in his hand – all these sensations passed in a moment. A moment which was cut short by the war cry of the sentries charging toward them. 
“Bugger.” Cy tensed. Not one to run from a fight, he prepared himself mentally for the impending possibility of death. Leaping from behind the cover of the bushes, he followed Narstron, already a half dozen steps ahead of him, moving toward the titans. 
Roots suddenly sprung from beneath the earth, as though the grass had grown rapidly around them, entangling the feet of both titans, holding them in place. Arrows rained upon them and a bolt of lightning struck both of them from out of the clear sky. They were easy prey for the warriors when they reached them. 
When both were on the ground, dead, Cyrus looked up to find Selene, Orion and Niamh standing behind the stone archway. “That’s the problem with warriors,” Orion chuckled. “No subtlety. Haven’t you boys ever heard of an invisibility spell?”
“I can't cast spells.” Cyrus looked up as he closed the distance between them, Narstron in tow.
“You’re injured, Cy.” Selene looked on with concern when they had reached the archway. A faint trickle of blood ran down the armor on his wrist where one of the titans had grazed him. 
“Flesh wound.”
She tut-tutted at him in a very matronly way, and murmured an incantation under her breath. He felt a healing wind cross his arm, and the blood stopped, flesh bound and made whole.
“Good timing.” Niamh's red hair blew in the hot wind. “What was your plan if we hadn’t been here to save your sorry asses?”
“I don’t think you just saved our asses on that one, Niamh.” Cy blinked. “I’m pretty sure they would have chopped up the whole of us.” 
“Yeah, but you’re all ass, all over, so…” She smirked. 
They chuckled. “Come on,” Orion called out, “we heard you shout from the meeting point. The rest of the guild is waiting.” They hurried under the archway down the path to the valley beyond. 
Cyrus breathed deeply as he trotted along; the air was slightly cooler as they began their descent into the valley. Boulders obscured the road ahead until they came to a point where the path widened. Adventurers were assembled throughout the area. 
Almost eight feet tall, a troll stood in the midst of a group of elves, dwarves and humans. Cyrus’s sword was immediately unsheathed and in his hands, watching. Clad in a black tunic that clashed with his green skin and carrying a staff that glowed with mystical power, the troll was lounging against a rock. Cyrus forced a steely calm over himself.
Orion, sensing a tense moment, placed a hand on Cyrus’s shoulder. “It’s okay: he’s one of us.”
Cyrus’s jaw unclenched. “Do you regularly associate with trolls?”
“Vaste is different.” Orion paused for a minute. “You were too young to be in the war.”
Cyrus's eyes were cold. “You’re right; the war with the trolls was going on when I was a child. But my father died in the Dismal Swamp campaign. I don’t even remember him. My mother raised me on tales of what the trolls did until she died.”
“I assure you that Vaste was not in the war; he's younger than you are. Nor is he your typical troll; he’s a healer.
“I thought trolls were too stupid to use magic.”
“A common misperception. That’s a rumor that spread during the war. Most trolls don’t know how to use magic because it’s a lost art among their people.” Orion looked at the black clad troll. “In fact, Vaste is considered an outcast among his people. They don’t much like the ways of outsiders – the trolls that survived the war are a tightly cloistered community.”
A long pause filled the air between them. “That’s all right,” Cyrus said. “Us 'outsiders' don’t care for their ways either – slaving and banditry.”
Orion raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’m not going to try and convince you that the empire of the trolls hasn’t done those things. All I’m telling you is that Vaste is different.”
Cyrus resheathed his sword. “We'll see.” 
“Most gracious of you,” came a familiar voice from behind him. “I can only hope you are as kind toward others – say, orphans and stray dogs.” Vara brushed past him to stand next to Orion. “If not, I fear you’ll be devoured by a puppy while trying to figure out which end of your sword is to be used for best results.” Her gaze was cold and her voice reflected it. The armor still shone, but today her long blond hair was worn in a severe bun atop her head. 
“So nice to see you again, m’lady,” Narstron said with sarcasm.
“I’m sorry,” Vara said, looking from left to right with exaggerated emphasis. “I hear someone talking, but I can’t see them.” She looked down and her face registered faked shock, lips forming a perfect o. “Oh, look, a street urchin.” She reached down to pat him on the head. “Well, it looks as though you’re getting plenty to eat.”
Narstron scowled at her.
Vara turned back to Orion. “Now that the stragglers are here,” she looked pointedly at Narstron but did not acknowledge Cyrus, “we’re quite ready, whenever you are.”
Cyrus’s eyes looked around the adventurers. He studied the troll named Vaste, watching his posture, seeing how he interacted with the elves around him. Most trolls, even the half dozen or so that were permitted in Reikonos, looked hostile, tense and barely restrained. This one did not. He was calm and even laughed at a joke that one of the elves had made. Cyrus watched as Vaste threw in a witticism of his own and the group roared with laughter. 
Cyrus’s gaze turned to another small cluster of Sanctuary’s adventurers. In the group was a dark elf, his hair black and skin a deep navy. He wore armor that while not as blackened as Cyrus’s, had seen fair use. A battle axe was slung across his back, and he sported a half-serious look. He stood next to an elven man who could be described in no other way but radiant – his platinum hair was cropped short and he had the markings of a healer. 
On the elf's right was a much younger looking elven woman, who wore robes of deepest crimson. Her laugh was airy and loud. The last hole in their circle was filled by someone too short for Cyrus to see at first. As he strained his neck to look around the red-robed elven woman, he caught sight of a gnome, with a dark blue robe that hung perfectly on his tiny frame.
Orion broke Cyrus's preoccupation. “Why don’t you introduce yourselves around? We’ll be moving in a few minutes, but we’ve got things to plan first.”
“Yes,” Vara added, “do hurry along, and we’ll let you know when we’re ready for you to poke at something with those dull and rusty farm implements.” She waved her hand at their swords.
Orion shook his head. “Can’t you be nice to anyone?”
She pursed her lips as Cyrus turned from her and walked toward the group he had been observing. “I’m nice enough to you, aren’t I?” Orion cleared his throat. “Well,” Vara said, “I haven’t impaled you yet, so count your blessings.”
“Just once,” Narstron muttered, “I’d like to meet a paladin that’s not so self-righteous and full of themselves, so focused on their ‘holy crusade’ – whatever that may be – that they’d ignore someone dying in the street as they passed.” 
Cyrus was befuddled. “Paladin?”
“Tell me you're joking. Paladin? White knight? Holy crusader?”
Cyrus shrugged. “If they didn't teach it at the Society of Arms, I didn't learn it.”
“They're like you. They use one sword – but unlike you, they can also use magic. They can heal a little bit, mend some wounds; not as well or quickly as a healer, mind you, but well enough to get themselves out of a scrape.”
“So what? They can use a sword and a little bit of magic.” 
“It's a lethal combination.” Narstron locked his eyes on Cyrus. “You land a deadly sword thrust, impaling your foe. What happens if they're a warrior like us?”
“They're dead unless a healer is backing them up.”
“Exactly. But a paladin,” Narstron's eyes glinted, “they take a couple steps back, cast a spell and knit the wound up, and they're back at it a moment later, until they run you through.” He gestured pointedly, miming the motion of stabbing Cyrus. 
Cyrus's eyes narrowed. “What made them so damned special to be able to use magic?”
The dwarf shrugged. “What makes anyone able to use magic? You've either got it or you don't. And if you do, they send you the Leagues.”
“What are the Leagues?” Cyrus frowned.
“Like ours is the Society of Arms, the organization that teaches adventurers their trades. Theirs is called the Holy Brethren. Paladins use their magic and swordplay for their cause, which is personal to each of them – like saving the poor, or protecting the downtrodden or freeing the slaves.”
“Sounds kind of silly.”
“Yeah. And they always worship one of the 'good' gods, like the Goddess of Love, or the Goddess of Life. They have a code of honor. For example, your foe turns his back to you – do you strike?”
“Damned right you do.” Cyrus nodded. “It's the best time; they can't hit you back.”
Narstron shook his head. “See, a paladin won't do that. It's not ‘honorable’.”
Cyrus nodded his understanding. As he and Narstron approached the group of adventurers, the radiant elven man turned to face them and beamed at them with a dazzling smile. “I can’t tell you what a pleasure it is to welcome you to our band today,” he said in a tone that indicated he wholeheartedly meant it. He took Cyrus’s hand in a firm but warm handshake.
“My name,” the elf began, “is Curatio Soulmender, and I am the chief healer of Sanctuary, and one of the guild’s officers.” He favored them with a look that was as close to opposite of Vara’s normal expression as could be found. “Let me introduce you to some of our compatriots.”
He turned first to the dark elf with a sweeping gesture. “This is Terian Lepos. He is Sanctuary’s sole dark knight.”
“A dark knight?” Cyrus said with a start. “Kind of the opposite of a paladin?” He looked to Narstron for guidance. 
“Quite right. Dark knights use treachery, black magics and serve 'evil' gods.” Narstron looked at Lepos almost apologetically. “Sanctuary seems like a rather noble outfit to employ a dark knight.”
“We may serve 'evil' gods, by your definition,” Terian said with dark eyes fixed on Narstron. “But I try to restrict my activities to conform to Sanctuary's code of honor.”
“Really?” The dwarf's eyes widened. “I thought dark knights were into soul draining, life sucking and backstabbing.”
“I haven't done any of those things... today.” Terian smiled. 
“I faced a dark knight once,” Cyrus said with sudden realization.
Lepos raised an eyebrow. “You’re still alive, so I presume you either had help in the battle or you met a very poor dark knight.”
Red flushed the warrior’s cheeks. “I did have help and you’re right,” he acknowledged with only a trace of shame. “If I hadn’t been with a healer, the dark knight I ran across – a bandit – would have killed me.” Cyrus’s eyes narrowed at the memory. “He cast a spell while we were fighting and it literally tore the breath out of me. I nearly passed out from the pain.” 
Another slight smile appeared on Terian's face. “He used an incantation that stole a bit of your vitality – your life or your soul, depending on how you view it. It’s a useful spell; it's kept me alive a time or two.”
Narstron nodded. “I need something like that.”
Terian threw his head back and cackled before replying. “Do you need it badly enough that you’re ready to initiate a soul sacrifice with Mortus, the God of Death, or Yartraak, the God of Darkness?”
The dwarf’s eyes widened. “Perhaps not that badly.”
Lepos had a smile of mirth on his face but said nothing as the lady elf in the crimson robes spoke up. “Don't mind Terian. He's a bit... prideful. My name is Nyad Spiritcaster.”
Cyrus took her hand and alternated between looking at her and Curatio. “I had always heard that elves don't have surnames.”
Nyad laughed. “That's the effects of humans on us. We don't have surnames – not in proper elvish society. However,” she explained, “I left Pharesia, the elven capital, when I first struck out on my own as a young elven woman of one hundred and eight –”
“One hundred and eight?” Cyrus echoed in astonishment. “I'd heard elves were long-lived, but I didn't really know how long-lived.”
“Most elves live several millenia.” Nyad continued, “I left Pharesia, a place where elven culture is very strict and where there isn't much influence from the outside world. No elf in Pharesia would even think of having a last name!” she said with a conspiratorial chuckle. “However, have you heard of Termina?”
Cyrus nodded. “Andren told me about it. It's a massive elven city on the river Perda southwest of Reikonos.” 
“It's at the very edge of the Elven Kingdom, and while our capital is still very much in line with our caste system, Termina is a place where elven norms become a bit murkier. It was there I picked up my surname. Most elves who have lived in Termina have done the same. It's quite trendy, and it makes it easier to relate to offlanders...” She coughed. “Excuse me, non-elves.”
“I've heard stories about Termina.” Cyrus chose his words carefully. “I've heard that in the kingdom an elven woman would never look at an outsider or a member of a lower caste for fear that she would lose status.” He thought about it for a moment. “Which would actually explain Vara. But in Termina it's supposed to be different...”
“It is,” Nyad nodded. “The kingdom is very caste driven. Marrying or bedding an outsider would drop your status in the eyes of everyone. If a high-born elf and a low-born elf were to become involved, the high-born would lose significant face. In Termina, however, anything can happen. And does.”
“But,” Narstron asked, “isn't Termina part of the Elven Kingdom? Ruled by that massive royal family of yours?”
Nyad blushed deeply, the color of her robes. “Of mine?” she asked in a pitch above her normal conversational tone. “I don't know what you mean,” she stammered.
Narstron studied her with a raised eyebrow, aware that he had touched a nerve. “Of your kingdom,” he clarified. Cyrus looked at Curatio to gauge his reaction, but the healer's expression was guarded. Terian, on the other hand, looked highly amused.
“Yes, the royal family rules Termina.” She paused for a moment and composed herself. “Pharesia has been the capital of the Elven Kingdom since its founding, long before humankind was around. Since the rise of Reikonos, and the growing trade with offlanders, that commerce has become vital to our economy. Without Termina, the Elven Kingdom would fall within a year.”
“How is that possible?” Cyrus looked at her in disbelief.
She shrugged. “Commerce is a dirty practice in Pharesia and that attitude radiates to the towns and villages of the kingdom. Only a lower-born would be a merchant while being high born or royalty is exalted above all else.” She looked Cyrus in the eyes. “When you demonize the merchants that bring your society prosperity and consider those who engage in it to be sneaky or criminal, you create a society where people want to be royalty and nobody wants to do the uncouth work that allow the royalty to survive.” 
Cyrus exchanged a look with Narstron. “They actually consider merchant work to be dirty in the Elven Kingdom?” 
“Low status work,” Nyad corrected. “Merchants are like kings in Termina because there is no status barrier, money is exalted. Everything is for sale in Termina, and royalty and merchant are equal, and the same goes for offlanders. As long as you have money, anything is negotiable.”
“It sounds dramatically different from Pharesia,” Cyrus said. 
“It is. About a tenth of the population of Termina is non-elves, and their,” she coughed again, seemingly her way of covering a somewhat embarrassing statement, “foreign ways have tremendous influence on the mostly younger and impressionable elven population of Termina.”
A roar sounded as two titans charged into the clearing and looked upon the party with outrage. “More intruders!” one of them bellowed.
Niamh was hovering (How does she do that? Cyrus wondered) overhead and suddenly dark bolts were flying from her hands, lightning coursing through the titans. 
Cyrus darted into the battle. The titan before him was within his reach when it veered toward its comrade. The second titan assumed a defensive posture and blocked a sword-swipe, barely keeping it from removing his arm. A burst of fire bowled him over and consumed him. Cy started to alter course toward the one that had attacked his fellow but it was strangely still.  The titan's eyes were fixed and unmoving, staring straight ahead. 
“Whaddya think, Curatio?” piped the gnome standing in the group with him. “Can I keep him?” 
The elf smiled, and again it put Cyrus oddly at ease. It took him a moment to realize why. Stern was an attribute that could be assigned to most elves. They weren’t much for friendliness with outsiders. “Sure thing, J'anda.” 
The army resumed a relaxed state. Cyrus could not shake a feeling of discomfort with a titan now standing in their midst. The gnome in the circle made his way past Curatio and looked up at Cyrus expectantly. “I am J'anda Aimant.”
Cyrus leaned down. “Forgive me; I haven't had much contact with gnomes.” 
J'anda chortled. “What makes you think I'm a gnome?” Cyrus looked at him curiously, not sure that he'd heard J'anda correctly. Cyrus blinked and the gnome was gone, replaced by a dwarf, still wearing the same blue robe, but resized to fit the much bulkier and taller frame. 
“Uh... I can't say I've ever seen anything quite like this before...” Cyrus said.
“Ah,” J'anda replied. “Then you'll really be impressed with this.” This time, Cyrus didn't even blink – but the dwarf was gone and replaced with a human. Fine, delicate features graced his face. He smiled at Cyrus, and before the warrior had a chance to reply, J'anda's ears grew and he had become an elf.
“Now that's impressive,” Narstron said. “I can't say I've ever seen an enchanter go through that many illusions.”
Cyrus relaxed a little. “An enchanter. That explains your ability to control the titan.”
J'anda gave him another dazzling smile. “One of my many talents, I assure you.”
Cyrus regarded the enchanter carefully. “What else can you do besides change your form and charm a titan to do your bidding?”
J'anda's same charming smile made its way across his face, “An excellent question, and one you will surely learn the answer to should you join Sanctuary. I'm not charming this titan – I'm completely bending his will to mine. I could tell him to walk down there and attack the rest of the titan guards,” J'anda indicated the path ahead, “and he would do it cheerfully. And he will,” an air of impatience filled the enchanter's voice, “as soon as we get moving.” 
“I've had some experience with that recently.” Cyrus's eyes focused on the titan captive's. They were blank, unfocused.
“Oh?” J'anda smiled. “Were you witnessing it or did you get your will bent?”
“No, I didn't get my will bent.” Cyrus remained expressionless. “But it was attempted.”
The elf's eyebrow went up. “You resisted?”
Cyrus honed in on the enchanter. “Yes. Ashan'agar, the Dragonlord, tried to get me to do his bidding.”
Both of J'anda's eyebrows retreated upward. “My goodness. How did you escape his power?”
A shrug. “I don't know.”
Whatever response J'anda might have offered was cut off by the sudden arrival of Vara. “When these giants came around the corner, they said something about 'More intruders’. Can you find out what that means?”
“Certainly.” J'anda nodded in accommodation. The enchanter's eyes looked up at the titan, gazing deeply. J'anda did not move or speak for several moments, and when he broke his gaze from the titan, he was unsmiling. “Someone attacked their city last night from the southern entrance. Something was stolen. Something valuable.”
“Any idea what?” Vara blew air impatiently out of her lips. 
“He doesn't know,” came the enchanter's reply. “Whatever it was, they're not making it common knowledge.”
“We're ready to move,” Orion commanded the attention of the entire group. “Let's get this excursion underway. Security is bound to be tighter than we expected if they just got hit last night, so be on guard.” He began walking backward down the path to Kortran. “Move out, Sanctuary!”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7
 
 
As the group began to move Cyrus tried to stick close to Orion. A flash of red made him start as a familiar figure emerged from the shadows.
“Niamh!” Orion seemed pleased to see her. “What news from the city?”
The elf smiled. “No more guards in the road ahead. Which is fortunate,” she raised her voice, “because this lot has all the stealth capability of a bar full of drunken trolls! We’re clear all the way to our objective,” she told the ranger with a smile. With a spell she faded back into the shadows. 
Cyrus turned his attention to Orion. “What is our objective?”
Orion looked back at him. “How much do you know about the southern lands?”
Cyrus shrugged as they walked forward. “I know that we’re in them, it’s damned hot, and there are riches in here somewhere.”
Orion smirked before replying. “All true. There are three factions in the southern regions: the elves of Amti, a colony that is mostly independent of the Elven Kingdom somewhere east of the Savanna, in the Jungle of Vidara. Then there are the dragons of Hewat – you recall their former king?” The smirk grew wider. “The dragons are far south of here; the only way to get to them would be having a wizard open a portal to the wastelands, or to go through Kortran. Which brings us to the titans. Three factions, all fighting for the southern lands. The elves’ and dragons’ territory is separated by the territory of the titans, so they rarely engage in battle.” 
“Why don't they ally?”
The ranger shuddered. “Dragons don't have much in the way of allies: just people they're not at war with. Titans and dragons are a pretty good match, but the elves of Amti? They're outnumbered and small compared to a titan or a dragon.”
Cyrus looked around. “Pretend you're a titan.” Orion nodded. “You had intruders last night, they steal something valuable and secret enough that your guards don't even know what it is, but you don't increase your security?” Cyrus looked at the ranger with disbelief on his face. “This doesn’t look like a city at war. We’re heading in and I’ve yet to see more than token resistance.”
“They are at war. The problem is the war doesn't come to Kortran. I've heard of outposts getting attacked on all sides. But taking it to the heart of their capital? The dragons aren't threatened enough and the giants aren't ready for that sort of strike. 
“Hewat is south of here through fifty miles of mountain passes. Most of the titan forces are guarding those rather than worrying about attacks from the elves to the north.” The ranger wore a pitying expression. “I doubt Amti has made an offensive move against the titans in years. Their city is only standing for one reason: the titans haven't found it yet.”
“How do you miss an entire city of elves?” Cyrus boggled.
Orion shrugged. “The location's secret. You have to have an elven escort lead you there blindfolded. Back to your original question: the elves have done the only thing they can do without attacking directly. They've placed a bounty on the heads of the titans.” His eyes lit up. “The elves really don't have an army, but they have money.
“Money buys armor, weapons, things with mystical power that can bear and deal damage better.” He held up his hand to halt the army as they crested a rise. “We’re here for those bounties. We need better equipment.  Mystical equipment increases the power of our spell casters magic in addition to giving more resistance to hostile spells to our fighters.” 
It had gotten so dark that Cyrus could no longer see more than a few paces in front of him. Faint lights in the distance indicated there was a city not far away. He had been following Orion, not worried about where he was going. 
He felt a hand gently grasp his arm and looked over to see J'anda, who smiled as he placed something cold in the warrior's palm. 
Cyrus tried to bring the object closer so he could see it, but J'anda closed Cyrus's palm firmly. A glow of blue exploded in his hand soundlessly and the sparkles of light shot up his arm to his neck. A flash of light lit the warrior's eyes. Blinking it away he could see; the darkness had faded. “It's an orb of lucense,” J'anda whispered. “Magical spell that conveys night vision. Thought you might like to see where you’re going,” he said with amusement. 
“Another of your mysterious powers?”
The enchanter shrugged with a whimsical smile. “There are so many.”
Cyrus looked back down the path and his breath caught in his throat. The city of Kortran was stretched out before him. The path diverged into an ovoid ring road that looped around both sides of the valley and rejoined at the far southern end opposite them. A path led down from the split into the city proper like a ramp into the bowl of the valley. 
The buildings were intricately carved. In fact, much of the city was carved out of the rock itself on the ground level as well as along one side of the outer ring road. The other side – what Cyrus believed was the eastern facing – had only two enormous arches that led into the mountainside, each seemingly going in different directions. Both of them had very intricate facades, carved with ornate statuary and more sophisticated in their appearance than the city's other buildings. 
In the center of the valley, larger stone buildings dotted the cityscape sprinkled between the more common stone and mortar dwellings, most of which carried intricate woodwork. 
Niamh breathed from somewhere to his left, “I never get tired of seeing this.” Looking around, Cyrus realized that she had not faded into the shadows – her voice seemed to be coming out of thin air.
“I’ll never get used to that,” he muttered as he shook his head.
Niamh appeared next to him, caught his attention and smiled. “What, magic?” 
He shook his head. “Yeah. It's not like we saw a lot of it in the Society of Arms, where I was raised.” Cyrus turned to her. “You're a druid?”
“That's right.” 
“I've only known one druid. This is going to sound a little stupid,” Cyrus began. He looked around to see if anyone was looking at him. “What exactly does a druid do? I know you have power over nature...” 
“Yes, we deeply appreciate nature. The spells I cast,” she licked her lips, “tend to center on control of nature and the elements. I can cast fire or ice spells – not as powerfully as a wizard, but well enough – command water, plant life, even animals to some extent. I can summon a mystical wind that can teleport us from place to place... and a few other things.” 
Cyrus's eyebrow shot up. “I've seen some of that. Useful magic, that's for sure.”
Niamh nodded. “The good news is you don't have to worry about spell casters facing you in Kortran. Titans don’t have healers, or wizards or druids. They favor martial strength to the exclusion of intellectual pursuits like magic. Just like all followers of the God of War.” Scorn dripped from her words.
Cyrus flushed. “Bellarum, the Lord of War? What's wrong with worshiping him?”
“Not you too?” She shivered as though something dirty had crawled on her. “I don’t exactly shy away from battle, but I’ll never understand those who worship warfare and consider it some sort of 'spiritual experience'.”
Cy raised an eyebrow. “Most don't. It's okay – I don't understand your magic.”
“Maybe I'll explain more about it sometime.”
Cyrus nodded and then realized they had been halted for nearing five minutes. He looked around for Orion, and found him whispering with Vara and Curatio. After a pause Orion signaled the army to move down the path into the city. They moved slowly, but Cyrus could see no activity in the city itself. He looked down at his feet as the texture of the path changed when they crossed onto the ring road – it was made entirely of a rich, dark wood. 
Orion beckoned them down the ramp. J'anda's titan still walked with them, casting shadows in the light of Kortran's lamps. The enchanter paused with his titan, holding position in the middle of the road. “Shall I guard here?” he whispered to Orion.
“Not a bad idea in case we have to retreat,” the ranger said, turning forward again to lead the army into the heart of the city.
They left the ring road behind them as they descended, the large buildings surrounding them. Once they reached the bottom of the ramp, they crept into the darkness of a nearby alley, sticking close to the wall for cover. They followed back alleys for a few blocks to one of the larger buildings on the outskirts.
“Armory, maybe?” Narstron wondered, having reappeared at Cyrus’s side, startling the human. 
“Whatever it is, I guess this is where Amti’s most wanted villains hide out.” Cyrus took in the scale of the building with some surprise. They were truly enormous up close. 
It took three people to open the door. Cyrus peered into the darkness within, and felt a not-so-gentle shove. He looked over his shoulder to see Vara smiling at him mirthlessly. “After you,” she said with a bow and hand outstretched toward the door. 
Without another word, Cyrus ran into the building.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 8
 
 
Cy took a sharp breath as he realized there was a titan in the room. It was sleeping on an oversized wooden chair in the corner. Letting out a sigh of relief, Cyrus watched it as they crept past. 
They filed into the next room. Cy caught a flicker of motion behind a chair leg, and bolted forward. He ate up the distance to the chair quickly, cutting around the edge as something burst out and slammed into his chestplate, knocking him back a step. 
Whatever had hit him dropped and rolled back, coming to rest a few paces away. When Cyrus's gaze locked onto it, he saw it was a swarthy elf, moaning in pain and rubbing his shoulder. Orion, Vara and Narstron had been only paces behind him, and now surrounded the elf, weapons drawn. 
Holding his hands up, the elf twitched before speaking, which he did in a low, hissing voice. “Friends, I can’t thank you enough for coming for me!” Something about the elf seemed oily to Cyrus. “My name is Erart, and I have been a prisoner here for far too long.”
Orion looked at him with undisguised skepticism. “I doubt that. Any elf in Kortran would either be dead or a traitor.”
A sign of panic entered the elf’s eyes. “No! No, I swear I am a prisoner, trapped here in the city! I was scared to leave!” 
“You’re a liar.” Cyrus looked him in the eyes. He could see it, the subtle evasion as the elf avoided his stare, then relaxed before tensing every muscle in his body.
“HELP!” 
The elf’s call caught them off guard. The next sound they heard was the tearing of cloth. Cyrus turned to see a tapestry pulled to the side, and three titans stepped out of the passage behind it. He looked back to see the door they had come through open to admit the sleeping titan plus another. Terian swept toward the titans behind them, sword already in motion. 
Orion unstrapped his bow in a split second, arrow nocked and flying a moment later. Cy had turned and charged to close the distance between himself and the titans before him. He could hear Vara and Narstron behind him as Sanctuary's army engaged the titans to the rear. Orion’s first shot was perfect: he caught the leading titan in the eye, causing him to let out an agonized yell. 
As he dodged past the first foe, Cyrus raked his sword across the achilles tendon, causing it to topple and knock his closest following comrade backward. Dodging the two falling titans, Cyrus leapt upon them and quickly slit the second titan’s throat before he could free a hand to stop the warrior. 
The third titan emitted a roar at the death of his comrade. Glancing back, Cy saw Narstron give the half-blind titan the same treatment Cyrus had given the first. It looked like a geyser of red when he ripped out its throat. Vara looked annoyed but followed Cyrus to the third titan. 
The titan took a swipe at him designed almost as much to keep him back as to do him any harm. He feinted at the titan’s right leg, then pulled away. It fixated on him, ignoring Vara. She gracefully sidestepped and slammed her sword down on her enemy's foot. He let out a howl of pained outrage, but before he could take a swipe at her, three things happened very quickly. 
First, an arrow sailed into the titan's upper lip, causing him to emit another startled yelp. Orion followed his arrow with a second that caught the titan squarely in the shoulder and caused him to drop his sword.
Second, Narstron jumped onto the last survivor's leg, and drove both his blades into the side of its knee, slipping them under the kneecap and causing the leg to buckle and to drop the titan to the ground. Vara added a powerful sword-swipe to the afflicted area. 
Finally, Cyrus charged into the opening created by their attack and jumped up to bury his sword into the side of the titan’s neck. With a wretched sound the titan fell to his hands and knees, then lay down and died. Cyrus looked around. The four of us just took out three titans with no healer! Not bad.
“My goodness, that took forever thanks to the two of you,” Vara grumbled. Cyrus rolled his eyes while Narstron clenched his teeth. 
“I thought it went rather smoothly.” Orion favored the two warriors with a smile. Vara exhaled impatiently as she turned back to the Sanctuary army.
Cyrus turned to find the Sanctuary army running out the door in a mass, one titan dead on the ground, the other missing. He took off at a run, Orion a few steps ahead of him. The elf, Erart, was nowhere to be seen, Cyrus noticed as he flew through the door. Where is the other titan?

He and Orion pushed their way through the army, accidentally stepping on a gnome. He saw Niamh wielding twin bursts of fire from each hand, blasting the retreating titan’s leg, bringing it down. Terian was striking it with his sword. Vara jumped from behind Cyrus to land on the it's back, delivering an impaling strike with her sword as the wounded titan let loose a cry. 
Vara cut it short by stabbing into the titan’s lungs, but it was too late. The silence created by the titan’s death was filled with the sound of doors opening, bells ringing and shouts filling the air. 
“RAIDERS AT MAJANI MANOR HOUSE!”
Other voices took up the call as titans poured into the streets of Kortran. Above the shouting, a fell voice cut through all others. “DESTROY THE INTRUDERS! TALIKARTIN, CLAIM THEIR SKULLS!”
Two titans stood above the rest. “That’s Emperor Razeel and Talikartin the Guardian. We cannot defeat either of them,” Orion breathed. “RETREAT!”
“I hate retreating!” Cyrus shouted – but didn’t argue.
The rangers’ bows hummed with arrows as they fell back, dashing past the titans that were swarming from every house into the narrow alleys and avenues. Cyrus stayed with the rear guard, but no titans had caught up to them yet - the arrows were proving a discouragement. Nyad let loose a spell that rained fire upon any who crossed beneath it. While it didn’t stop the titans, it certainly slowed them, as they stopped to put out the flames upon emerging from it. 
Cyrus charged up the ramp, one of the last to go, the closest titan only fifty feet behind him. Narstron was moving fast enough that Cyrus was having trouble keeping up. The titans had a stride five times that of a human and near ten times that of a gnome. There is no way we can all make it, Cyrus thought as he watched the fastest of their pursuers close the distance. 
Cyrus passed Niamh, who had stopped to cast a spell. Cutting his momentum for a beat to aid her if needed, she completed her incantation and blazed past him. He watched as roots burst from the ground, breaking through the wooden road in front of them, wrapping around their enemies' feet and then ankles, dragging them down. As the roots reached their legs and pulled them to their knees, more burst forth and wrapped around arms of the titans, yanking them to the earth in a firm embrace. 
Faces askew with anger, the trapped titans screamed in outrage, vines and roots clawing at them, grasping for purchase. Behind them, those that were free of the roots were attempting to climb over their trapped brethren. 
Cyrus's attention turned in the direction they had been retreating: a lone giant stepped over him and rushed into the ranks of his ensnared comrades, killing a few of the surprised titans before they reacted and brought down their traitor. Cyrus looked back to see J'anda salute his enslaved titan as it was killed by three of its own.
Orion’s voice rang over them, just behind him now. “Spell casters, fall back to the entrance – warriors, paladins, hold the line as the rear guard!” Orion caught an irritable look from Terian Lepos before adding, “Yes, you too.” 
A few of the more enterprising titans used their trapped fellows as stepping stones. One front runner was ahead of the rest. Fresh meat, Cy thought.
The warrior feinted to his left as if to slip past the titan but instead dodged to the right at the last second and plunged both swords into the titan's foot. Shocked and in pain, he screamed and plunged face first into the ground. 
Cyrus scrambled up his fallen adversary to the back of its neck. He drove his sword blade into the base of the titan's skull. He looked up to see Narstron, already covered in the blood of the next titan. They locked eyes for a moment and he could hear Narstron utter the warrior’s cry of exultation: “Ye gods, the battle!” Cyrus shot him a smile. This is what warriors live for, he thought with great satisfaction.
“Uh, boys?” Niamh’s voice rang out. “Care to join us in the retreat?” She gestured at the Sanctuary army, almost back to the ring road. Vines sprung up from Niamh’s spell, covering their escape as the three of them retreated up the ramp. A roar behind them startled Cyrus. He looked back to see the one called Talikartin the Guardian, his helm a shining silver to match his armor. Black sleeves flowed from beneath his chest plate and rough skin, scarred all over, covered the titan. 
Beyond Talikartin, Cyrus caught sight of Emperor Razeel. He had a crown of gold shaped like the skull of a dragon and a green dragonskin cloak wrapped around him, buttoned at the collar. When he spoke, a terrible, cruel voice echoed through the caverns. “Intruders! I am Emperor Razeel of Kortran, the City of Titans.”
“Thank the gods he spelled that out for me,” Narstron quipped from behind Cyrus. “I was certain I'd stumbled into a troll brothel purely by mistake.”
“You would know from experience what those are like,” Vara's voice came from behind them. 
“You may win this day – as you did yesterday,” Razeel continued, “and some of you may escape like the cowards you are – but your transgressions will neither be forgotten nor forgiven by the citizens of Kortran.” The Emperor clenched his fist. “Talikartin the Guardian, make them pay with blood for the citizens they’ve killed and the priceless treasure they have stolen from us.”
Talikartin was a titan among titans. Massive, his muscled frame bespoke of a power both physical and mystical. He broke free of the vines that clawed at his feet with ease. With a swing of his arms the titan swept his own people from his path, scrambling to get to the rear guard. 
Niamh whispered behind him, “We are not going to get away on foot – not from him.”
Cyrus looked back at her, a question on his lips. “Can you cast a teleport spell like you did in Ashan'agar's den? Get some people out of here?”
She shook her head. “Too many people; they're too scattered and far from me – one of the wizards needs to –” She stopped. “Nyad! We need an area teleportation spell!”
The blond elf looked stunned for a moment. She stopped and concentrated, whispering to herself. A bluish burst of fire engulfed her from toe to head – shocking Cyrus, who wondered for a moment if she’d accidentally scorched herself by mistake. He turned back to brace himself for Talikartin’s assault. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Narstron doing the same. A burst of blue fire shot past Cyrus's eyes and hovered in front of him, a little ball of cerulean flame. Looking back, Cyrus saw the Sanctuary army, one by one, disappearing into the bursts of blue fire. 
“Grab the orb!” Niamh shrieked. Talikartin was only thirty paces away now. The Sanctuary army was gone. Narstron grabbed the orb hovering in front of him and disappeared into blue flames. A whirlwind engulfed Niamh and she too was gone. 
Alone, in the city of Kortran, Cyrus looked for a moment across the mass of titans, ensnared, and caught sight of the Emperor Razeel again, whose eyes were afire in outrage. 
Talikartin was close now, reaching back, intent on raining a crippling blow on the lone warrior in black, a blow he could not stop or avoid. “Return Ferocis to us and I will make your death painless.” 
“Ferocis?” Cyrus's hand remained at his side. Twenty paces.
“Do not be coy! Return Ferocis – the Warblade of Bellarum – that you took from us, and I will make this fast. Otherwise, your death will not be swift.”
Cyrus's eyebrow raised. Ten paces. “Tempting. But I didn't steal it.” His eyes moved from Razeel to Talikartin, locking on the shocking blue pupils of this titan among titans. Five. And the warrior smiled. “So long, Tali,” he mocked, scorn dripping from his words. “I’ll be back for you – and your Emperor.” 
His hands reached out and grasped the orb as Talikartin's hand arced forward. Blue fire exploded, encompassing his vision and Talikartin the Guardian's killing strike vanished before him. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 9
 
The magics of teleportation faded from his eyes. He had arrived at Reikonos Square and no one from Sanctuary was anywhere in sight. Just another day: no dragons, no titans – just people going about their business. Most were headed to the markets or the commercial district, a few perhaps to the slums and the illicit trade within, others heading toward the Citadel or the city gates. Unsure what to do next, he turned to head back to the guildhall. 
“Hey.” The voice startled him. Floating a few feet above, smiling from ear to ear, was Niamh. 
He returned her smile. “Glad to see you. Everyone made it out okay?”
She scowled. “Everyone but you, we thought. Another five minutes and I was going to assemble a search party.” Her smile returned. “Glad I didn’t have to. Ready to check out Sanctuary?” She cocked her head.
He hesitated. “I can’t go without Andren. I give my blessing to join Sanctuary without reservations. But we have to get Andren first.” He gestured in the direction of the slums. “Our guildhall is just through there; I’ll go and be right back.”
She floated down and grabbed him by the shoulder as he was turning to leave. “Hold it right there, hotshot. Nyad caught up with Narstron here at the same time I did. They’re probably already at Sanctuary right now; Nyad has a teleport spell that can bring them right to the foyer.” Her grin was now from ear to ear. “You and me? We got a ways to run. Hope you’re not too tired…”
A few moments later Cyrus felt his feet touch the ground as the teleport spell died away and found himself in the long, wild grass of the Plains of Perdamun. Finding Niamh next to him, still floating, he finally found the moment to ask the question that had been on his mind. “How do you do that?”
She grinned again. “How do I do what?” She flipped her flaming red hair over her shoulder. “You mean, how do I fly? Walk on air?” She laughed, a sound that harmonized with the breeze rustling in the grasses of the plains. “It’s magic, silly ass.”
“I figured that much out for myself.”
She paused, murmuring under her breath. Cyrus felt the light touch of magic, flowing from his feet up to his head. He looked down… and he was floating. “Because I'm a druid, a servant of nature, most of my spells are based on using nature's power. For example, the roots of the trees of Arkaria? I can command them, like I did in Kortran. I also have a spell that imbues you with the essence of a falcon – which means you can fly.”
Without warning, she took off running north at top speed. With only a moment of delay Cyrus’s reflexes kicked in and he followed her. Not bad, he thought, wind rushing in his face. They flew across the plains, the tall grass swaying in their wake. The grass here was much less dry than that of the Gradsden Savanna. It was lush and green, and swayed in the autumnal wind. 
Niamh had been exaggerating the length of the run. After only five minutes, enormous stone gates appeared before them, parting a very tall wall. Over the top of it he could see a large building peeking out. As they ran through the gates, he was momentarily breathless. 
It was a building unlike any he had seen; towers were topped by spires at the four corners of the building. The front had multiple archways leading from the towers to the center of the structure; an arch larger than the rest peaked at the roof. An enormous, circular stained glass window placed roughly twenty feet above the largest doors Cyrus had seen other than in Kortran. The tallest spire of all was a tower in the center of the building leading several hundred feet above the rest of the structure. 
Niamh stopped at his side. “Welcome to Sanctuary.”
Looking around he found the grounds were impressive as well. To his right were stables, and beyond them he could see an archery range. On the other side of the main building was a smaller stone building with a wooden roof that belched smoke from three different chimneys. 
“Oy!” Narstron called out, coming from the stables with Andren and Nyad in tow. “Thought you might not have made it out.”
Cy looked at him, eyebrow raised. “Yeah, I can see you were torn up about it, too.” 
He looked at Andren warily; the elf looked sober, for once, and a bit put out. “Thanks for bringing me along.” His expression was sour.
“Sorry.” Cyrus shrugged.
Changing his focus to Nyad, he bowed slightly. “Thanks for saving us all in there, Nyad. How long does the orb from that teleportation spell last before it disappears?”
Looking slightly baffled, she answered, “I think a minute or two? I've never stuck around long enough to find out. I do know,” she said, “that it will follow you around ‘til it goes out.”
Niamh surveyed them anxiously. “So, are you gonna apply to join us or what?” 
Cyrus looked at her, then looked at the expectant eyes of Andren and Narstron. “After consideration, I think Sanctuary is the kind of people we can rely on. So, yes.” Nods of approval from Andren and Narstron followed.
Niamh beamed at them. “Well, all right. Ready for the grand tour?”
After they nodded, she led them through the entryway and into an enormous foyer. Hallways exited from all sides, but ahead of them was another, slightly less massive set of doors that were open wide and led into a great hall – complete with dining tables. “Great hall,” Narstron mused aloud. “’Tis truly great. Is this where the meals are served?” 
Niamh looked down at him. “Sure is. Three squares a day, plus there's always food available. There’s a pretty extensive kitchen. Most of the cooking is done by Larana Stillhet. She’s the handiest person around. She can cook, sew – almost any skill you'd need, she has. That's her workshop out back.”
“The one with the three chimneys?” Cyrus asked.
Niamh nodded. “She tends to the domestic side of Sanctuary.” 
“What about ale?” Andren asked before Cyrus could follow up on his question.
“Larana is a master brewer, too.”
“I can’t tell you how excited I am to be here,” Andren said. 
After seeing the empty great hall, they went back to the foyer in time to see Vara crossing the room from the nearby lounge. She made no move to stop and talk to them, but Cyrus caught a glance from her that she averted after she noticed him looking. 
“Vara!” Niamh called out, halting the paladin's progress. “Don't be rude to our guests.”
The elf stopped, her armor heaving from the exertion of her pace across the floor. She faced away from them for a moment, seeming to compose herself before turning back with a wide smile that was disingenuous. “So pleased to see you all.” Her voice was honey-sweet. “I do hope you find your way around well enough, and if you need any assistance in finding the exit, by all means, let me know.” Her expression reverted back to disdain.
“You know,” Narstron said, outraged, “I have no idea where your attitude comes from. You don't even know us!”
Her eyebrow raised but the rest of her face stayed in the same unpleasant expression. “And you think that would improve your case?” Without waiting for a response, she turned on her heel and left, striding up the staircase across the foyer.
Niamh had a pinched expression. “Don’t worry about it. Vara is really… prickly. But she'll warm up to you all; it just takes time. ”
“How many centuries, approximately?” Andren said.
“Vara is who Vara is,” came a deep voice from behind them. “Asking her to change would be like commanding the Torrid Sea to be still.” Cyrus tensed as he realized who was speaking. Vaste the troll joined them. Looking down at Cyrus, he graced the warrior with a smile that carried a surprising warmth.
Cy looked evenly at him. “So you're Vaste.”
“And though we haven't been introduced, I know your name to be Cyrus Davidon.” Vaste's enormous hand came up to his mouth in a motion that made the green troll look reflective. “But what's in a name? Is it a name that's more important... or the content of one's character, would you say?” He paused, regarding the warrior, waiting for an answer.
Cyrus looked at the troll suspiciously, pondering the question, trying to look beyond the obvious answer. “Of course the content of someone's character would be more important than their name,” he answered finally. 
“Well said,” the troll said with a nod. “So even if someone, say a gnome, had a suspicious name, something that sounded like it might make them goblin-born, would you look to the content of their character before you judged them?” 
Cyrus raised an eyebrow. “Well, yes.”
“Very decent of you. That's a wise sentiment indeed. How would you judge the content of that person's character? Through their deeds? Actions? Words?” The troll's stare once more locked on to the warrior, brown and black eyes shining down at Cyrus. 
Cyrus could feel himself being verbally backed into a corner. “I suppose... that would be the usual way you would divine someone's character. See if their deeds matched their words.” 
“So logically speaking,” the troll finished, with no trace of a smile, “you'd have to wait and see what words and deeds came from a person before you could really tell anything about them, wouldn't you?” 
The rest of the group looked on. Nyad looked confused while Andren seemed annoyed. Narstron attempted to engage Niamh in a quiet conversation and ignore the exchange between Vaste and Cyrus. 
Cyrus knew when he was beaten. “Point taken.” The warrior took a deep breath. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Vaste. I'll be looking forward,” he continued with only a trace of irony, “to getting to know you.”
The troll bowed his head, smile fully returned. “And I you, Cyrus Davidon.” Vaste bowed at the midsection, looking for a moment like a tower falling down, and walked away.
“Cyrus!” He heard his name called across the foyer. He turned to see Orion. “Glad to see you made it back safely.” Orion’s grin matched his own. 
“Hell, I’m glad I made it back safely. I just… had to deliver a message before I left.” 
Though he didn’t ask, the curious expression on his face indicated the ranger caught what Cyrus had said. “How are you feeling?”
“Frankly, I’m getting a little tired of cutting and running,” Cyrus replied without expression.
Orion chuckled. “Get used to it in adventuring. Don’t get me wrong, we usually win. But when you’re that outnumbered, it makes it tough to do anything but live to fight another day.” He paused, and clapped his hand onto Cyrus’s shoulder. “I have no doubt that we'll be seeing a string of victories that you’ll be a big part of.” Walking over to Niamh, he murmured something to her. “I’ll see you at dinner. There’s a Council meeting about to start; we have to go.” He headed up a nearby staircase, Niamh in tow, in the same direction Vara had gone.
A disturbing thought occurred to Cyrus. “Is Vara on the Council?”
Nyad smiled. “You mean is she an officer of the guild? Yes, she is. Now, would you like to finish the tour?”
As she led the way to a chamber in the back of the building, Cyrus walked beside her. “How long have you been with Sanctuary?” he asked, making conversation. 
Nyad looked sidelong at him. “I’ve been here for a few years so I've had an opportunity to get to know the members of Sanctuary well. They're a great bunch of people.” 
They reached a door and Nyad paused to look directly into Cyrus’s eyes. “This guild is a brotherhood, dedicated to the ideal of service. They will go to their deaths for you, if you’re with us. But if we have an enemy, the converse applies – we’ll go to our deaths to pursue them, especially if they’ve harmed a guildmate.” 
She did not break eye contact with Cyrus, and in that moment he saw the wisdom of a being much older than himself, something he had not noticed in her frivolity and cheeriness. 
She opened the door before Cyrus had a chance to reply, and he took it to be her signal to close that subject of conversation. She continued by showing them through the armory. Inside stood an aged human with a craggy face. His armor looked even more battered than Cyrus's. “This is Belkan, our armorer,” Nyad said as she gestured to the old man.
The man she called Belkan grunted at them and nodded. She introduced them.
“Davidon?” Belkan's furry white eyebrow raised when she mentioned Cyrus's name. A neutral expression forced its way onto the armorer's face as he looked the warrior over. “Pleased to meet you.” His eyes fell to Cyrus's sword. “I suspect we can find better than that.”
Cyrus looked around and nearly drooled at the selection of weapons and armor on the walls. “I lost my sword fighting a dragon. I just picked this up off the ground.”
The bushy eyebrow raised again. “A dragon?” Belkan shook his head and muttered something unintelligible. “Stop by in the next couple days and we'll find you something. Now get going,” the old man waved them off. “I have things to do.”
The next stop was the Halls of Healing. As Cyrus walked through the door, he found Curatio sitting in front of a table with a gnome atop it. As they walked in, the gnome pointed at Cyrus. “That’s him! He’s the one who stepped on me: I remember the black armor!” His entire arm was no longer than Cyrus’s forearm, and his voice had an almost comical pitch
Remembering that he had accidentally trod on someone in Kortran, Cyrus said. “I’m sorry! I was trying to get to the titan before it sounded the alarm. I didn’t even see you there!”
The gnome nodded, perturbed. “Typical of tall folk; feet too far from your eyes to see where you're going.”
Curatio smiled. “You’re going to be just fine, Brevis.”
Without a word of thanks, the gnome jumped down from the table and skittered out the door. Shaking his head, Curatio turned to the group. “Nice to see you all here! You seem like you've got the attitude we’re looking for. If you need anything, just ask. If you'll excuse me, I have a meeting to get to. Nice to see you.”
They left the Halls of Healing, and after seeing the lounge they made their way to the applicant quarters. Their chambers were a series of dormitory-style rooms, each applicant having their own, with a common bath for all the applicants. Nyad left them to get settled after letting them know when dinner would be served. 
After spending a few minutes in his room – a desk, bed, mirror and a comfortable chair for sitting - Cyrus left to explore. Pausing to consider the wisdom of prowling around where he had not been invited, he shrugged inwardly. What are they going to do? he thought. Kick me out? With a chuckle, he left the applicant quarters and went up the nearest staircase. 
At the top of the staircase Cyrus found himself in a room that housed a set of ornately carved double doors. From behind them he could hear voices – then the sound of a woman laughing – Niamh, he believed. This must be the Council’s Chambers. Looking beyond the door he saw a staircase that lead up to the floor above the Council Chamber. Curious, he began walking toward it. 
A sudden hissing sound made him freeze as he realized he was no longer alone. Descending the staircase was a paladin, which Cyrus knew from the regal bearing of the knight. His armor was scuffed but undamaged; he had clearly seen many battles and the wisdom that radiated from him showed it. He stopped before Cyrus, who was transfixed. His helm covered only a bit of his face, but he could see one of the eyeholes was covered in the helm. 
Looking at Cyrus through the other with a stare that seemed to pierce directly into the warrior’s heart, the knight spoke. “Greetings, Cyrus Davidon. Do not be afraid, for I would not harm you. I am Alaric Garaunt.” A glimpse of humor flickered into his eye, the look of a man who was equal parts tired and wise. “I am the Ghost of Sanctuary.”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 10
 
 
Cyrus stared at the vision before him. The paladin stared back. “Nice to meet you,” Cyrus said. “How do you know who I am?”
A smile creased Alaric’s mouth. “I know all that happens within these walls.” He gestured vaguely. “I don’t mean to be mysterious… at least not at this moment,” the paladin said with an enigmatic smile. “You have heard of the Sanctuary Council?” When Cyrus nodded affirmation, he continued. “The Council is six officers sworn to the good of Sanctuary with a leader and an elder to assist. I am the leader.” 
“Ah, so that’s why you’re the ‘Ghost of Sanctuary’,” Cyrus said with a nod. “It's an honorary title for the leader.”
Alaric shook his head gently. “No, I am the Ghost of Sanctuary because...” he paused, “...that is who I am. I am also the Guildmaster,” he added. Catching the look of confusion on Cy’s face, he smiled again. “In the matter of position, I want you to be clear on the role I occupy. In the matter of my title, I was aiming for mysterious.” He chuckled. “I see it worked.”
Clearing the confusion in his mind, Cyrus asked, “So, how long have you been with Sanctuary and how long have you been the leader?” 
Instead of answering immediately, Alaric began to walk in a slow circle around the warrior, forcing Cyrus to turn to follow him with his eyes. “The answers to your questions are one and the same. I have been here since the day Raifa Herde, Erkhardt the Mighty, Cora, Pradhar and I gathered here and formed this guild.”
Cyrus’s mind raced. “What happened to the others?”
A flicker of sadness crossed Alaric's face. “A story for another time, perhaps. I, and the others of the Council, are pleased that you have joined us.” He looked Cyrus in the eye. “I have no doubt you will become a great servant of Sanctuary.” 
He noted Cyrus bristle at the mention of the word servant. “Don’t misunderstand me. When I say serve, I mean that true leadership is service. In other guilds, the leader is dictator, especially in the high powered armies. Their General's word is law, their bonds of fellowship non-existent. The members serve the ambitions of the leader, whatever they may be – hunger for power, desire for riches.” 
The paladin's eyes penetrated into Cyrus’s. “Though we all desire material success, great leaders derive their accomplishment from a life of service to their people's ambitions. A feeling of purpose and significance rather than having the best armor and weapons in Arkaria.” His words hit a chord within Cyrus, who had to look away from the paladin’s gaze. How did he know? Cyrus wondered. 
“That is not to suggest you cannot have both the bonds of fellowship and riches.” A twinkle lit Alaric's eye. “Though perhaps you do not understand, someday you will see what I mean. For now, I must go to the Council.” He stopped, surveying the warrior before him. “We will speak again soon,” he said with absolute assurance. He turned and slid through the door of the chamber, opening it so thinly that Cyrus could not see anything within. Cyrus went back to his quarters, urge to explore oddly sated. 
The appointed hour came for dinner and Cyrus made his way to the Great Hall, Andren and Narstron in tow. They found themselves in a group of over a hundred people, all as hungry as they. Many tables with benches were set up with a head table for the Council members at the back of the room, nearest the entrance to the kitchen. 
A human woman worked behind the counter in the kitchen, bustling around with a few other servers as a line formed. As Cyrus made his way through, selecting from a wide variety of different dishes, he was pleasantly surprised: one of them was a meat pie. “This is my favorite!” he said. 
The tanned woman in the kitchen smiled and blushed, not meeting Cyrus's gaze. “You're welcome,” she mumbled. 
The three of them quickly found a table. “Very friendly lot,” Narstron commented. “I’ve gotten a good half-dozen offers to explore different places since I got here.”
“Do you mind if we join you?” An elven healer made her way over with a dwarf in tow. Cyrus couldn’t help but gawk – not only was she two feet taller than her companion, but he was wearing the most bizarre helmet Cyrus had ever seen. It came to a point on the top and two prongs on the sides swept forward. If I lose my sword in battle again, Cyrus reflected, swinging this dwarf by his feet would give me an adequate cudgel as replacement. 
“I’m Celia,” the elf introduced herself. “This is my husband, Uruk.” They enjoyed a conversation with the two of them throughout dinner. Cyrus noticed that the Council went through the serving line last, in what he assumed was a reflection of Alaric’s leadership philosophy. 
As the meal concluded, Alaric stood. The genial conversation and idle boasting in the hall died down quickly, a mark of respect for their leader. “I have a few announcements to make. First, for those who wish to attend, there will be a Sanctuary-sponsored Alliance invasion of Enterra, capital of the Goblin Imperium, tomorrow night.” Cy caught a glimpse of Vara out of the corner of his eye, feigning vomiting under her table. “Orion has asked,” Alaric continued, “to say a few words about this invasion, which he will be leading.” 
Orion stood and placed his hands on his hips. “Tomorrow night we’ll be meeting the Alliance guilds at Enterra. For those of you who may not be familiar with the Alliance or Enterra –” Cy knew he was talking about himself, Narstron and Andren, even though he didn’t look at any of them specifically – “we are part of a three guild alliance composed of Goliath, the Daring and ourselves. Our targets are the Emperor and Empress of Enterra – as is their treasure trove.” 
Orion took his hands off his hips. “We’ve received word that the Emperor Y'rakh,” the ranger stumbled over the goblin emperor's name, “has begun preparations to build their army for a march toward the Gnomish Dominions.” Orion paced the forward length of the table. “Our goal is simple: to make our way into the depths of Enterra, kill the royal family and sack their treasury.” 
Orion stopped and pounded his left fist into his right hand. “If we kill the royal family it should defray any plans for conquest they have. The goblins of Enterra are also the keepers of the Earth Hammer, one of the mystical weapons supposedly imbued with the power of the gods; in this case, that of Rotan, God of Earth.
“Our biggest challenge,” he said as he resumed pacing, “will be keeping quiet. This will not be a full scale invasion as we lack the numbers to defeat the goblins by brute force. We will take only our most experienced people. About a hundred of us from Sanctuary and roughly one hundred each from the remaining two guilds gives us a force of approximately three hundred.” There was a sound of awe from the crowd. Orion dismissed it. “The goblins have an army of over ten thousand in Enterra. We are bringing enough force to fight our way in and decapitate the Royal family.” His words were greeted with great approbation.
The applause continued until he was seated once more and Alaric had stood. “Dinner is adjourned,” he proclaimed with mock seriousness. “Good luck to the invaders tomorrow. Those of you chosen to participate will receive notice. Goodnight.” The great hall emptied quickly, as members of the guild filed out, many heading upstairs but more heading to the lounge. 
Cyrus found himself in a corner of the lounge, a sprawling room with multiple tables and a variety of ways to entertain oneself. He was in a conversation area with comfortable seating. Andren was enjoying the fruits of Larana’s brewing abilities while Narstron looked pensive.
“Fine ale,” Andren said. 
“All the finer for being free.” Cy gave a sly look to Andren, who did not respond.
Narstron was almost bouncing in his chair, barely containing his enthusiasm. “I wonder when they’ll announce who gets to go to Enterra?” 
“I’m assuming you’ll want to go, then?” Andren said, sarcasm in his voice.
The lightness of his tone was lost on Narstron. “I’ve always wanted to see Enterra. When I was a lad, growing up in the caves of the dwarven capital of Fertiss, a scouting party captured a goblin and brought it back to the Society of Arms.” He paused.  “Sometimes villages in the south would get sacked and they'd say it was goblins that done it. When they attack, they leave no sign – nothing that would tell you that they were the ones that did it. They even cover up their footprints. 
“Anyway, they found one wounded in a destroyed dwarven settlement.” Narstron's eyes narrowed. “We couldn’t understand him at first, but after a while, he learned our language.” His eyes grew intense at the memory. “Goblins are brutal creatures, absolutely nasty killers. They would have no hesitation about gutting you. 
“But this one,” he hesitated, “he told stories of Enterra sometimes.” The dwarf looked embarrassed for a moment. “You know we dwarves like to be underground; it’s just how Rotan made us –”
“Filthy mud diggers, yes,” Andren said.
Ignoring Andren, Narstron continued. “This goblin told the stories… of how the stones of the city shone in the torchlight.” His voice took on a daydreamy quality. “I've always wanted to see it since then.” He straightened up. “I just hope I get chosen.” Narstron turned to Cyrus. “Whaddya reckon the odds are?”
“I’d say your odds are good.” Cyrus looked around and caught sight of the gnome, Brevis, holding court in front of a group. Whatever he was saying had them enthralled, but he had the look of a man discontented about something. 
Cyrus shunted his attention back to Andren. “By the way, you never told me that elves live thousands of years.”
“Not exactly a cheery subject, is it?” Andren tipped his ale back. “I don't enjoy reminding you that I'll be here long after you're dust.”
“So you'll live longer than a human?”
“Already have,” he answered. “I'm two thousand years old, well into middle age. Most elves could make it to five thousand – maybe six if they're really long lived.”
“What about the 'Old Ones' you told me about – the first elves, the ones that were immortal?” Narstron asked. 
Andren frowned. “Legends and bullshit, that is.” He looked evenly at Cy, catching his gaze over his glass of ale. “Don’t you have a bit of your own business in Enterra?” When Cy didn’t answer, the elf pressed him. “Same business you had with Ashan'agar?”
Cy silenced him off with a look. Checking to make sure no one had overheard them, he turned back to the circle and lowered his voice somewhat. “Yes, I do.” Reaching beneath his chestplate, his hand emerged with a small, tattered piece of parchment that he carefully handed to Andren. 
The elf looked at it without saying anything for a beat. “This looks impossible.” He threw it back and it drifted in the air for a moment before the warrior caught it. “Good luck.”
Narstron shrugged. “A lot of work, but not impossible.”
Cyrus eyed the piece of parchment. “When I assemble this sword, it will be worth it.” He had read it enough times to have memorized it, but his eyes caressed the list on the paper once more before he folded it up and put it away.
 
Serpent's Bane – the guard and grip are in possession of Ashan'agar, the Dragonlord.
Death's Head – the pommel is held by Mortus, God of Death.
Edge of Repose – the Gatekeeper of Purgatory holds the blade as a prize for one who knows to ask for it.
Avenger's Rest – G'koal, Empress of Enterra has the Scabbard.
Quartal – the ore needed to smith the sword together is found only in the Realm of Yartraak, God of Darkness.
Brought together by one who is worthy, they shall form Praelior, the Champion's Sword.
 
Vara was seated by herself in a corner, quartered away, allowing Cyrus to study her unobserved. Her nose came to a point, accenting the regal bearing of her face. Her pointed elven ears were behind her blond hair, which was hanging free for the first time since he'd met her. Instead of her armor, she wore a cloth shirt and pants that, while seated, clung tightly to her. She was very fit; Cyrus could tell. 
Andren leaned over to Cyrus. “Taking a closer look at our resident ice princess?” Cyrus didn't look away from Vara. He whispered, “If you keep staring at her like that, she’s likely to feel the heat of your intentions and burst into flames – round about her groin.” Cy averted his eyes and turned back to the group. Narstron was laughing quietly. 
Andren looked at him with pity. “You have something for elven women? Was your wife an elf?”
Cyrus blushed. “No, she was human.”
“Wouldn't have surprised me if she was an elf.” Andren sighed. “More elven women marrying human men these days than elven ones.” His eyes cast downward. “Makes it a bit difficult on the rest of us.” He refocused on Cyrus. “Why didn't we ever meet your wife? I know you saw her not that long ago. Afraid to bring her to our old digs?”
A flash of memory hit Cyrus, and the words his former wife had spoken drifted to his mind unbidden. “You cling to your friends because you have nowhere else to go and nothing to do with your life.” His teeth gritted at the memory. “Showing her our guildhall was not going to impress her,” he said, controlling his emotions.
“See? That's why you should date a dwarven woman, if you could find one not taken by a dwarven man,” Narstron shot at Andren, who looked away. “Dwarven women found our old guildhall quite homey. It’s so dark in the slums that it's like being underground.” The dwarf smiled at the memory. 
“Oh please,” Andren dismissed him. “Are you going to talk about that wench from the slums bar again? She had a bit more flesh than it took to cover her bones, if you take my meaning.”
“Aye, that’s how I like them,” Narstron said. “Anyway, she didn't mind being in there, even with you lot snoring away.”
“Oy, that explains certain night noises.” Andren grimaced. “I'm going to meet some new people,” the healer said as he stood up and walked away. 
“I have to go sit in my quarters and clean my brain out with my sword,” Cyrus excused himself. He took one last sidelong glance at the table where Vara sat reading and reflected that he had no interest in meeting new people but wanted to understand one he'd already met. 
When he returned to his room he found an envelope on the bed. It said, in very simple lettering:
You are chosen to go to Enterra. – Orion
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 11
 
 
The next day dawned bright and sunny, but by midday the promise of its glory was cut short by rain that had by dinner turned into a thunderstorm. 
“Fortunately, we don’t have to travel in that.” Narstron laughed with relief. He and Andren had gotten the same invitation as Cyrus. If not for teleportation spells, Enterra was several months journey. Instead, a druid would transport them directly to the southern edge of the Mountains of Nartanis, only a few hours hike from Enterra's entrance. 
Cyrus looked across the crowd and found Brevis and his cronies laughing about something. Orion was talking quietly to Selene, who was unable to conceal a smile. Curatio, J'anda, Nyad, Vaste, and Niamh were scattered throughout the crowd but Cyrus found more curious those who were absent. Alaric was nowhere to be seen, nor was Terian or Larana. Vara was also missing, he thought, but then caught sight of her entering from a nearby doorway. 
“Vara!” Brevis called out to her. “You should come with me.” 
She continued walking. “No, I don’t think so.” 
“What does it take,” he sauntered up to her, looking her straight in the knees, “to get some time together, just you and me?”
She halted forward progress, turning back with a frown. “I have no interest in one-on-one time with you, gnome, and I have told you this many, many times. Should you continue to persist in your incessant innuendo, I will personally kill you and have Larana turn your corpse into a weapons rack for my quarters. That way, every day, I can draw my sword from one of your orifices,” she concluded as the gnome blanched. “Would that qualify as some 'time together'?” 
Laughter echoed through the hall as Vara turned on her heel and resumed her course out the door. 
Niamh materialized next to them. “Hi, guys,” she greeted them. “Everybody stick close: we’re going to be taking off in just a second. Squeeze in; druid teleportation spells don't reach out nearly as far as a wizard's,” she said. 
She murmured a few words under her breath and the winds picked up, just as they had in Ashan'agar's den, and soon Cyrus felt his feet touch the ground again. The strong smell of sulphur wrinkled his nose and he looked down to the ash and black dirt then raised his gaze up to the horizon. Volcanic rock was everywhere – streams of lava poured forth from volcanoes, pooling in lakes of magma. Drakes flew across the sky in the distance. Cy looked around him as whirlwind after whirlwind deposited Sanctuary's army upon the volcanic soil of the Mountains of Nartanis. 
Cyrus found it hard to believe that days before he had been standing in the same place, on the way to Ashan'agar's den. Looking to the east, he knew the entrance to that cavern was in the distance and shuddered at the thought of what might have happened had Sanctuary not been there. 
Once the army was assembled they began their trek. The gnomes and dwarves scrambled to keep up while the humans and elves had to put forth very little effort to keep pace. No one had brought horses, knowing that they would be venturing underground. 
After a few hours they left the volcanic foothills and found themselves navigating around the edge of a crater. They approached a keep built into the side of a gargantuan mountain, gates built over a cave entrance with goblins walking the walls and manning the entrances. Cyrus had not seen goblins before. Between three to five feet in height, they were a sort of gaunt, squat, green and scaly creature with fearsome teeth. Their large ears drooped over their skulls. 
They halted at the cover of the crater's edge. Orion addressed the groups quietly. “We meet the Alliance inside the gates. Remember, stealth is our primary concern. There is an area inside the entrance where we’ll be forming up. Our spell casters will cast invisibility spells on the warriors and rangers, then on themselves and we will move to the rendezvous point. Remember, invisibility can be an unstable spell, so move through the gates quickly.”
“Why always inside the gates?” Cyrus muttered. 
Orion signaled and Cy watched as one by one the army disappeared. He muted his own cry of shock as Niamh cast a spell on him and his hand and sword vanished. “It’s okay, Cy, hold on.” Her next spell made it seem as though a veil had been lifted from his eyes – everyone reappeared, although they looked faded, as though they were in a heavy mist. 
Orion signaled the move after everyone had been made invisible and they walked through the gates, prompting a puzzled look from a nearby goblin who heard something but trusted his eyes. Cy continued to walk even after he had lost sight of where he was going in the dark, and he suddenly felt one of his feet meet empty air where he had thought there would be rock. 
He fell forward, arms rushing out to cushion his fall, trying to roll out of it. He hit the ground a few feet later with a crash of armor on stone. He heard laughter all around him, and felt a hand reach into his and pull him to his feet. The hand was soft, gentle, but not without calluses. A lightness crept through his eyes akin to the sensation J'anda had created when he helped Cyrus see in Kortran. 
An elven woman had helped him up. She was pretty and short, with a bow slung across her back, tangled in her long brown hair. He could now see in the darkness of the cave around them. Dirt walls led off into the distance, and a few people sat around waiting. 
“Are you okay?” she asked. 
“Yes." What is it with all these pretty elves? “Nothing bruised but my massive arse and my bigger ego.” He blinked. “Who cast the spell on me? I can see now.”
“It was me,” Vaste said from behind him. “I was afraid you'd fall into me, and frankly I'm not sure I could support your 'massive ego' since I'm too busy carrying your arse.”
She laughed, a lovely sound, like a wind chime. “I’m Elisabeth, from the Daring.” She looked past him. “Hi, Vaste.” The troll nodded as he passed them. 
“Pleased to meet you. I’m Cyrus Davidon, with Sanctuary.” 
She laughed again. “Nice to meet you. Hi, Curatio!” She waved past him. Curatio made his way over and they hugged. “Good to see you again!” 
Cyrus looked around. The Sanctuary force had settled in for a break after their long hike. Curatio and Orion exchanged greetings with Elisabeth as others trickled over and joined them. Doing a quick head count, he only saw about two dozen people waiting. 
“Cyrus, this is Cass Ward from the Daring.” Cyrus smirked at the warrior that joined them, a hulking human with armor painted grey. Catching the look exchanged between the two of them, Orion remarked, “Do you know each other?”
Cass answered first. “I would never claim to know this disgusting and uncivilized barbarian, who gives warriors of the Reikonos Society of Arms a bad name,” his voice dripping with a sort of mocking sarcasm. 
“Nor would I ever claim to be affiliated with this boasting heap of horse dung.” Cyrus’s repartee was just a bit slower getting out. “Yes, we know each other – no we don’t hate each other. Cass and I were friendly rivals. We started at the Society of Arms at the same time, went through warrior training together.” Looking sidelong for a reaction, he continued, “He’s just never gotten over the fact that I am, in fact, a much better warrior – and much better looking – than he could ever claim to be –”
“Hardly!” Cass cut him off. Dropping the mocking tone, he finished Cyrus’s thought. “We’ve always had a grudging respect for each other.” A pause. “Well, he’s always had a grudging respect for me… I always thought he was as useless as an empty keg of ale…” His reply left Cyrus shaking his head but smiling back slyly. 
Cass turned his attention to Orion. “We have about thirty here tonight. It was the best we could field at this point.” 
Orion chewed his lip. “I appreciate your help, Cass. Goliath should be able to compensate for that.”
A voice broke in, feminine, abrasive, and straight to the point. “Goliath will not be attending tonight.” Cyrus caught sight of the owner of the voice as she edged closer. It was a female dark elf wearing the light robes and lettered shawl given to healers by the Healer's Union when they finished their training.
Curatio smiled, ignoring the poor tidings. “As always, it’s a pleasure to see you, Erith Frostmoor.”
The dark elf acknowledged Curatio’s greeting. “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, Orion.” Her face wore a distasteful expression, as though the words she was speaking had soured within her lips. 
Orion's jaw dropped. His head swiveled between Elisabeth, Cass and Erith. “Where’s your Guildmaster, Partus?”
Erith exchanged a quick glance with Cass and Elisabeth. “Partus and most of our more experienced adventurers decided to part ways with those of us who wanted to make the Daring a great guild. They took about seventy-five percent of our number and left to join Goliath.”
Orion looked stunned. “They have the largest force in this Alliance... and they aren't coming?”
Erith shook her head at Orion’s last inquiry. “The forces of Goliath are fully occupied in a march through the Ashen Wastelands.”
Curatio’s low whistle broke the group out of a moment’s silence. “They would dare to march through the dragon homeland?”
Erith nodded. “They’ve made the decision to kill dragonkin in order to ally themselves with the titans of Kortran.”
Cyrus shook his head in amazement. Why would anyone ever voluntarily align themselves with the titans of Kortran? Madness, he thought. 
“They have some considerable wealth – perhaps unique armors and weapons as well.” Curatio shrugged, but his voice sounded hollow.
Erith shook her head in annoyance. “If that’s your price for being a servant of Emperor Razeel, then start begging now.” A pause emphasized her point. “Goliath will be killing dragonkin for the next three months before they’ll even be allowed into the city of Kortran to begin talking peace with the titan envoys.”
During this exchange, Orion was feverishly plotting, strain visible on his face. “We can still do this. We were planning to rely on stealth – now it’s just more urgent than ever with less than half the force we planned.”
“Why don’t we just cast invisibility on our entire force and sneak down?” Cyrus asked.
“The goblins will have guard checkpoints set up – they’ll have the ability to see through invisibility spells, so it won’t matter,” Curatio said. “Invisibility is only for short distances.”
Orion nodded. “We’ll need a screening force to take down sentries, and we'll focus our attacks on the guard points.” He nodded, almost to himself in affirmation. “This will still work; we’ll just need to keep a tight formation. And, J'anda,” he shouted, turned to the enchanter, who appeared from out of the crowd, looking very human today. “You'll need to be especially on guard. We'll put the warriors out front to occupy the goblins and give each a dedicated healer and support force.” He nodded to himself again. “This will work.”
“I can certainly keep quite a few of them contained,” J'anda said, “but I am uncertain about the abilities of the other enchanters to ensnare more than one mind at a time. It is...” he paused, looking for a diplomatic way to state his point, “...complex, keeping more than one enemy confounded at a time.”
If Cass was skeptical he kept it to himself. “I have full faith in your plans, Orion. I only wish we had more support to offer you, but the full might of the Daring stands ready. Which warriors will you choose for this excursion?” He gestured to himself in what Cyrus thought to be an overly dramatic fashion. 
“You will be one of the three.” Cyrus caught a tone of appeasement in Orion’s voice. He was a little too enthusiastic in agreement with his ally. “Narstron and Cyrus from Sanctuary can be the other two, unless anyone else has a candidate to put forward?”
Cyrus was surprised. He knew there were other warriors in Sanctuary with longer tenure than he and Narstron. He looked at Orion and nodded with a confidence he didn't feel. “We won’t let you down.”
Over the next few minutes they broke the force into support groups, centered on the warriors. Cy found himself in a group with Elisabeth, J'anda, Niamh and with Erith as his healer. “Nice to meet you, Erith. I’m Cyrus Davidon.”
She smiled humorlessly. “You’ve healed one warrior, you’ve healed them all. Try not to make my job hard by doing anything stupid – like, say, getting yourself killed.”
“Well, ma’am, I can promise you I’m going to try not to die.”
“Try very hard.” She stopped smiling. “I don't know the resurrection spell, so if you die, you’re not coming back.” She reared her hand back and slapped him on the backside. “Now get in there and fight.”
He looked in disbelief at the healer, but she didn’t crack a smile. Almost positive that she wasn’t serious, but not eager to test the theory, he walked forward with the lead element of the army as they began their descent into the caves. 
“I need a ranger out front,” Orion called out. “One who's good at stealth.” 
Elisabeth raised her hand, slight smile on her face. “I've never been accused of being sneaky, but I have been known to disappear stealthily from time to time.” 
Orion did not return her smile, clearly frazzled. “I need you to sneak down the tunnel and scout the goblin defensive positions. Get their attention, bring them to us one at a time if possible, or in small groups.” Elisabeth nodded with some enthusiasm. “If you run across a checkpoint, leave it be; we'll attack it as a group.”
Elisabeth melted into the shadows of the cave, and even with his improved vision, Cyrus could not see her. She soon returned with three goblins – Cyrus attacked the first, slashing his sword into the scaled flesh. His group jumped into the action a moment later and the beast was hit with fire, ice, a small bolt of lightning that seemed to originate from midair, and a great many blades. It died within seconds, having never had a chance to do anything but stab at Cyrus once with its claws, drawing blood through a gap in his armor. 
He heard Erith’s voice behind him. “You’re only getting three mending spells for the entire invasion, so you'd better pace yourself.” He looked back as he felt a healing wind on his arm as the spell took hold and saw her holding up her finger. “That’s one!” Irritated, he held up a finger of his own, and she was beset by a case of the giggles. “That’s two! I’d be careful, if I were you!”
They proceeded down the tunnel, Elisabeth bringing goblins to them a few at a time. They ignored side tunnels as Orion guided them down following a very worn map. They passed through areas of dirt and rock tunnels, and into areas of carved and intricate stonework, clearly built with incredible engineering skill. They alternated between action and boredom; long minutes would pass with no sign of the ranger, and then she would appear bringing groups of goblins in quick succession. None of their foes had a chance to run and their shouts did not attract others.
As they descended, a far-off chatter filled the air.
“It's the city,” Narstron said. “Goblins are awfully loud, aren't they?”
“Sounds like your snores,” Andren said under his breath.
Upon reaching a checkpoint, they halted, hiding in the shadows of the tunnel. About ten goblins were visible either in the entryway or atop a battlement built into the cave. They had a clear view for a long distance; there was no safe approach.
Orion looked ahead, face inscrutable. “This will be tough. It's the entrance to the royal chambers. We need to be careful.”
Narstron looked under the ranger's shoulder. “Why don’t we just charge the gate?”
Orion took on a pained expression. “There’s a garrison of at least five hundred goblins inside the walls of their complex, not to mention considerably more a few minutes away in the city.”
Narstron’s eyes went wide. “Good enough reason, I suppose.”
Orion waved for J'anda to join him. He discussed something at length with the enchanter while they waited.
“So where is the Daring's guildhall, Elisabeth?” Cyrus said, attempting to make conversation.
She looked at him before answering, favoring him with a smile. “We’re in Reikonos, not far from the bank, in the guildhall quarter.”
Erith cut in and gave Cyrus an amused look. “You’re a pretty lousy flirt, even for a meat-head warrior.”
He sent her a glare before he could stop himself but when he saw the ear to ear grin of triumph on her face, he held his tongue. Niamh pretended not to hear her and changed topics. “Erith, when did the Daring start having the problems you were describing?”
Her smile turned back to the sour look she'd worn since they met. It gave him a warm, happy feeling to see her like this. “It’s been a problem for years. We’ve been allied with Goliath since before Sanctuary came along, and with their fortunes on the rise and ours falling, it was only a matter of time before some rats decided to jump ship.” She grimaced. “Of course, I don’t think we’d anticipated that the rats in question would be almost the entire officer corps…”
“I had no idea that the Daring were having that much trouble.” Niamh's voice was sympathetic.
“It’s not something we’re publishing on our recruitment materials.” Erith’s voice turned hard. “We’ll build back; we just need some time. Unfortunately, without the Alliance we don’t stand much chance of being able to offer experienced adventurers what they want, which is a chance to get more powerful weapons, armor and gold.”
Niamh nodded. “I agree, but this turnout doesn’t bode well for the future of the Alliance. It just doesn’t seem like Goliath cares for supporting their allies. We all know this isn’t the first event they've failed to attend. I remember when we thought of this Alliance as one guild.”
“Many still do, Niamh.” A malicious grin split Erith’s lips. “It’s just that some of them think that instead of Alliance, it says ‘Goliath’ on our crest.”
Three goblins burst from the gates – the others looked strangely dazed. The first three were dispensed with in moments. Cyrus caught his with a slash of the blade across its skinny neck before the rest of his group could engage it. The goblin’s head floated through the air and came to rest in front of Erith, splattering her with blood.
She was irate. “You did that on purpose!”
Cyrus didn’t attempt to hold back his grin. “Did not.”
“Did too!”
“Children, please,” Cass said, smile bleeding through into his voice. “Nice work, Cy. If I didn’t know how truly wretched you were with a sword, I’d swear you aimed that shot right at your healer.”
Cy snorted. “If you know what a princess my healer is, you should know why she needed to play catch with a goblin skull.”
“Who are you calling princess?” Erith sputtered, all trace of humor gone. 
Orion called for more incoming goblins but instead of three, six charged forth. Cyrus stepped forward, nicking the side of the first goblin but failing to penetrate the scaly hide. He swung his sword at the second target, and connected with its forearm, drawing blood. Both goblins screeched and clawed at him. 
He managed to dodge the first one’s slashes, but in avoiding it he moved too close to the second and it managed to stab between the joining point of his arm and his chest plate. He felt the claw pierce him, and bit back the pain as he aimed a riposte across its eye socket. His slice took the goblin’s eye, causing a howl of pain. The rest of his party descended upon it, cutting it to ribbons as he turned to deal with the first.
He found it turning on its heel to flee, but before it had a chance he swiped with his sword, giving it a firm cut across its back. As it staggered, off balance, Cyrus watched a shape detach from the shadows – Elisabeth plunged two swords into its lower back, prompting a scream of pain that cut off as it fell backward and she slit its throat. She looked back to see Cyrus watching her, as she wiped her daggers off on the tunic of the goblin. “Not very pretty when you look at them up close, are they?” 
“No,” Cyrus said, “They're not.” 
The last sentry at the entrance to the castle needed to be dealt with, Cy reflected –
He looked up the see it dead, riddled with arrows. Orion and a few other rangers were replacing their bows on their backs. “Mesmerize is an impressive spell, isn’t it?” Orion chuckled. “It left them dazed to the attack going on.”
A piece of the puzzle clicked for Cyrus. A powerful enchanter could control the mind of their enemies, and J'anda had lulled the goblins into a virtual coma to get them to come in small numbers. Now he wondered if perhaps some enchanter’s spell had kept them from running when they realized they had waltzed into a trap. 
He had no time to further reflect on this possibility, as Orion called them to action again and they swept through the undefended gates, finding themselves out of the darkened caves and into hallways of stone. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 12
 
 
Cyrus scanned the room as they entered a large chamber that could have come from any castle he'd ever seen. There were no patrols within the halls. “Easy so far, isn't it?” he said to Cass, who was walking alongside him.
Cass chuckled before answering. “We're moving fast and we've been hiding the bodies of the sentries we've killed. It'll get tough; just wait. I expect one hell of a fight in the throne room. Many, many guards there in addition to the royal family, who are not weaklings – they're chosen from the finest fighters in the empire. It takes over a year of contests and battles to the death to determine the Emperor after one dies.”
“That process has to whittle down their numbers,” Cyrus realized. 
“Weakening their military by killing a great many of their veteran fighters,” Cass finished for him. “You've got it. That's why Orion's plan is ingenious.” The warrior smiled. “We let them destroy themselves as a fighting force and we seize their treasury.”
Cyrus looked at him, surprised. “You didn't learn about goblin culture at the Society of Arms.”
Cass laughed. “Hell no. They don't teach you anything beyond what to do with a sword. I read a lot about the world after I left.” He slapped Cyrus on the shoulder. “You should try it.”
They crept down the hallways, which were wide enough for them to walk four at a time. Orion stopped them outside a large door. They had passed a great many doors as they went, but this was the most baroque and impressive thus far, with carvings that covered it from floor to ceiling. “Behind this door are the Emperor and Empress of Enterra. J'anda, prepare the enchanters.” Cyrus saw Narstron at the head of his group, eagerly anticipating the battle. Andren was assigned to his team, as was Vaste. “When the door opens, we storm the room. Everyone ready?” Orion held up three fingers and began to count down… three… two… one…
He threw open the door and the three warriors stormed past the ranger, picking their targets. Narstron was on the right flank and he engaged three guards on the right side of the room. Cass charged forward to the throne and caught the Emperor Y'rakh with a strike of his sword. It bounced off the Emperor’s thick skin, and Y'rakh flung out a hand, hitting Cass with a blow that propelled him backwards into a wall. He recovered quickly, but it put him out of the fight for precious seconds as his group moved to engage the Emperor. 
Meanwhile, Cyrus caught sight of his target, G'koal, the Empress of Enterra. She stood slightly shorter than he but well over the height of the average goblin. He leapt forward, sword raised, and swung it at her. She met him with a perfectly timed backhand that sent him flying across the room the same way he’d seen Cass go sailing. 
He hit the wall and bounced up to see four Goblins blocking his path to the Empress. He watched as blue lights surrounded two of them, enchanters working to mesmerize them while he dealt with the other two. Empress G'koal was leering at him from the throne platform, across the room, silently daring him to come back for her. She had a sword drawn, holding it her side. The scabbard caught his gaze – it was red, with patterns running the length of it.
His group was behind him at the door, moving through warily after seeing him flung across the room. A mending spell ran across his body and he cast a quick look at Erith, whose face was edged with concern. “That's four!” he said in mild surprise.
Her eyes found his, and all trace of sarcasm was gone. “Be careful,” she mouthed, too quietly for him to hear but plain enough to see. 
His group joined him in attacking the two goblins keeping him from re-engaging the Empress. His head was ringing from the hit he’d taken, but he killed one of them while his party killed the other. He saw Narstron and his group in the midst of at least ten goblins. Several had the dazed expression of mesmerization, but a few members of the dwarf's party had fallen; there were bodies scattered around him. To his left, Cass waded into combat with the Emperor, his force behind him. Goblins were trickling out of a door in the wall behind Cass. 
“Orion!” Cyrus shouted. “We’ve got goblins coming through that door!” He gestured in Cass's direction. 
Orion had a look of sudden panic. “It's the door to the barracks! Elisabeth, keep it shut!” The ranger nodded and charged into the breach, knocking over three more goblins as she slammed the door shut. “Keep an eye out for any that make it past her!” A few grunts of acknowledgment met his order. 
A look at Narstron’s part of the battle told him that things were not going well on the right flank. More dead bodies, but what seemed to be the same number of goblins. Cyrus changed direction and led his group into the fray with Narstron. They killed four goblins with no appreciable decrease in the numbers of the enemy. 
As Cyrus looked up from the battle he noticed two more goblins slip into the fight. His eyes followed their path back to the door where Elisabeth had stood moments before, which now was only slightly obstructed by the corpse of an elf – goblins were pouring through in waves. He watched them hit the rear flank of Cass's group at the door. Selene and Vaste were cut to ribbons by ten of the beasts. Another three pounced on J'anda, who was casting spell after spell, trying to stem the tide of foes. He crumpled and Cyrus realized for the first time, as the enchanter's illusion dropped, that J'anda was a dark elf. 
The moment the enchanter died, the noise level in the room exploded as every one of the goblins J'anda had mesmerized – almost thirty by that point – woke from their trances. Cass’s group, focused on the Emperor, was hit by a wave of goblins. Cyrus watched Niamh barely escape in a gust of wind too small to take anyone else with her. Nyad was killed as four Goblins impaled her with their claws from three different directions. Eyes rolling back in her head, she dropped to the ground. 
Cyrus redoubled his efforts, swinging his sword as hard as he could. He was rewarded with three kills in three seconds – two decapitations and he pierced the last goblin cleanly through the heart. Even as the last goblin dropped, four more swarmed to replace it. Blocking their strikes as he retreated toward the wall, he heard Erith’s scream behind him, and watched as two goblins finished her off. Behind her he watched Orion melt into the shadows unseen. 
Time slowed down for Cyrus. He saw Curatio, of all people, swinging a mace, crushing the skulls of three enemies with one swipe. He watched as five goblins swarmed the healer, pulling him to the ground. Cass died, the last of his force, as the Emperor let out a screeching cry of victory. 
His own party decimated, Cyrus moved closer to Narstron, who was now cutting through a pile of goblins attacking him with great intensity. The dwarf's blows were so strong that they were severing limbs and heads with every slash. Andren was buried under the dead, he was certain. Cyrus had his back against the wall, swinging like mad, and could see Narstron doing the same, using his lack of height to evade the enraged goblins that came after him in a swarm.
Cy risked a quick look at the Empress. His eyes froze as a human-sized figure emerged from behind one of the thrones, gliding toward the Emperor, completely covered in a long black cloak, head obscured by the cowl.  
Cyrus felt a sudden, sharp pain in his shoulder. One of the scaly creatures clamoring over him had found purchase in his armor and fully exploited it. He felt the hot blood running down his side, felt his right arm cease working abruptly, and he had one arm left to swing his sword with. 
A strangled victory cry rose from the throng to his right and he caught sight of Narstron lifted aloft on the shoulders of a crowd of goblins. A strange chant rang out over the room, something that sounded to Cyrus's ears like, “Gezhvet! Gezhvet!” He twisted back to deal a killing blow to a goblin in front of him and saw the black cloaked figure reaching a hand out to the Emperor, who pulled a large warhammer from his belt and hand it to the figure somewhat reluctantly. 
Cyrus's senses were flooded with the beasts as his focus shifted to the growing number of goblins attacking him. The strange, pungent smell of them filled his nostrils. It was suddenly hot in the depths of Enterra, and there were more goblins than he could count. He felt another sharp pain, this one in his leg, and it brought him to his knees. As he looked up into the black eyes of Empress G'koal, standing over him triumphant, he tried to swing his sword at her. She swung her blade across his neck, hard, as he watched it, eyes transfixed on her elaborate scabbard. He felt a draining sensation, then lightheadedness, and his last vision was of the goblin Empress, somehow, impossibly, smiling in victory. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 13
 
 
Cyrus awakened, light bleeding into his vision. He saw Selene, badly wounded, shaking and crying, standing above him. He recognized where he was, as he looked up – it was the entrance to Enterra, where he’d fallen over and been helped up by Elisabeth. 
“Selene!” he cried out. “What happened?” He caught sight of Curatio and Vaste moving among bodies, lined up in rows. The invading army, Cyrus realized.
The elf did not respond at first. “Niamh fetched help,” she said, struggling with every word.
Sounds of battle from down the corridor drew his attention. A goblin corpse flew through the air and landed at the edge of the rows of bodies. Alaric Garaunt followed it, anger radiating from the paladin even though his mouth was the only part of his face that was visible through his helm. The knight was flanked on either side by Terian Lepos and Vara, who each wore a neutral expression.
“The corridors in front of us,” Alaric said, voice taut with rage, “are quite clear now.” The Ghost calmed. “We won't be seeing any more goblins in this segment of the caves for some time, I suspect. The rangers are bringing the dead out as quickly as safety permits.” 
Cyrus looked to find Curatio nodding quietly. The healer turned away to another body, channeling powerful magics that lit up the inside of the cave. “If you can bring them to me, I'll resurrect them as quickly as possible.” The healer tensed for a moment. “This would go much faster if not for the fact that Vaste, Selene and myself are the only healers that know the resurrection spell.” Curatio paused for a moment, looking almost reluctant. “Is there no other...aid...for us?”
Alaric's face was hidden behind his helmet, masking most of his expression, but his mouth was drawn tightly in a line. “It would appear you have things under control. If the situation becomes dire, we will do...” the knight paused, searching for words, “...whatever it takes... to resurrect them all before time runs out.”
Vara made her way forward. “I can help. Though my mending spells don't have the power of a healer's, they can at least help relieve the pain.” Curatio nodded and Vara began to move among the wounded, starting as far from him as possible, breathing a few words here and there. Cyrus could hear thanks being murmured to her.
Brevis stood up to catch Vara's attention. “My boot is missing.”
Vara looked at him, calm, cool, uncaring. “This affects me how?”
Brevis looked back at her, expression dull. “Did you take it?”
She blinked three times in rapid succession. “I didn’t touch your corpse except to drag it out of the way to make room for more bodies,” she said in a tone of near disbelief. “Besides,” she told him. “You’re far too ugly to molest when you’re dead.”
A familiar glint found its way into Brevis's eye. “What about when I’m alive?” 
A roll of the eyes. “When you’re alive, you smell too poorly.” Vara continued to work her way through the ranks of the freshly risen, casting healing spells. 
Cyrus sat up, gingerly at first, and looked around. He saw Orion talking to Cass and Erith. None of them had been healed yet, and each was clutching painful-looking wounds. He suddenly understood why he was in such pain. No healer had the magical energy to spare for mending spells when there were so many dead to be brought back. He caught Andren’s eye in the corner and hobbled his way over to him, nearly falling over and catching himself on a cave wall for support. 
Andren handed him a flask. “You look worse than I do,” he said as Cyrus took a drink. “But not as bad as Orion.” The ranger, though uninjured, had a haunted look in his eyes as he and Cass exchanged words with Erith, whose normally dark blue skin was much paler. “Or Curatio, come to that.” Curatio was working feverishly with the other two healers, casting resurrection spells as quickly as they could. “You only have so much time to cast before someone is dead for good.”
Cyrus broke his silence as he took another drink from the flask. It tasted like rum from the islands in the Bay of Lost Souls. Something stirred in the back of his head, making its way through the fog of discomfort from his broken ribs and countless bleeding wounds. At least none of them is gushing blood, he conceded. “Wait,” Cyrus realized, “why aren't you healing the wounded?”
Andren's cheeks reddened. “I'm drained. I tried to cast a heal on myself four times and it sparked out.” The healer took another swig. “I'm surprised that Curatio and the others can manage a resurrection spell – they're supposed to be really draining, and if they just got resurrected themselves...” Andren shuddered. “They're burning their own life energy if they're out of magic.”
“How does that work?” Cyrus was curious.
“Only so much magical energy at a time,” Andren said. “Just like your arms get tired from swinging that meathook of yours, cast enough spells and you run out of magical energy. Resurrection spell brings you back near dead, low on every type of energy – magical, physical, emotional, mental. You need rest.” Another swig as a haunted look crossed Andren face. “They don't have time for rest, though.”
Cyrus looked at him in accusation. “About your healing spells. You gonna try again?” 
Andren glared at him. “Give me a minute, will ya? I dunno about you, but I just died, and frankly it was an unsettling experience for me!” The healer took another deep swig from the flask. “I'm trying to get back on an even plane here.”
Orion was picking his way through the wounded. The healers looked as though they had completed their work, and all the bodies were moving, moaning, some even crying out. Druids and paladins were healing the worst afflicted first, as they regained their strength. The healers looked exhausted; Curatio was bleeding profusely from a gash on his forehead that hadn’t healed. Niamh walked up to him and cast a spell to seal the wound. She gently wiped the blood from his face as she smiled down at him.  
“Cyrus.” Orion approached, looking stricken. “We have a problem.” 
“Oh?” Cy looked at the ranger, and awareness crept back to him. He realized what had been stirring in his mind earlier, a curious absence. “Where’s Narstron?”
Orion looked away. “We don’t know.”
Andren was on his feet in an instant, all other concerns forgotten. “What do you mean you don’t know? Where the hell is he?”
Orion shrugged helplessly before answering. “We don’t know. We’ve been looking for him –”
Cyrus almost bowled Orion over moving past him toward the tunnel down into the goblin city. “Then we go back after him.”
“Cyrus,” Orion said, “I've been into the throne room three times. I sorted through a pile of goblin dead, but I couldn't find any sign of him. Elisabeth is down there right now, left just before Selene resurrected you.” Orion shook his head sadly. “We don’t have much more time.”
Cyrus and Andren sat there, stone-faced, peering down the tunnel. Long minutes passed as they waited, willing a small figure to come trudging up from the depths. The minutes turned into an hour. Then two. The entire force, still recovering from their grievous wounding, waited, murmuring respectably behind them. Niamh had cast a night vision spell on Cyrus again and he stirred as a small shape made its way out of the darkness. A figure, but who…?
It was both of them. Elisabeth moved quietly along the tunnel, dragging Narstron’s body behind her as quickly as she could manage. Her breaths came in ragged gasps and she was bleeding from her side. “Ran into a sentry that didn’t take kindly to me bringing him back.” 
Curatio stepped forward, already casting the resurrection spell. Cyrus held his breath as the magical forces he summoned crackled with energy into Narstron – 
And did nothing.
Curatio began chanting under his breath again, the same effect – nothing happened. He did it again, and again, until finally the elf fell over, completely spent, face blank. 
Andren dropped to his knees over the dwarven body. He was weeping softly. Cyrus saw Niamh gasp and turn away, while Terian, Alaric and Vara stood expressionless. Cyrus bit back the emotion he felt, a deep, burning sensation that grabbed him in the chest. He wanted to take his sword and run through Enterra, killing everything he found. He wanted to take hold of a goblin, and beat it until its bones were no more. He wanted – 
He wanted Narstron to be back. He half expected him to open his eyes, to make a joke about how he had killed more goblins than Cyrus or Cass or anybody.
But it didn’t happen. Cy looked down into the dwarf’s features. He’d been pierced at least a dozen times in the torso. “I found him dragged into one of their sacred places – near their treasure trove. There were hundreds of goblins on the other side of that door,” Elisabeth told Orion. “It's like they were expecting us. There's something else I need to tell you, but more important things come first: the army of the goblins is on the move, Orion – they are assembling and we need to get out of here.”
Orion was speechless; it was Alaric that spoke first. “Get your groups together!”
A clattering came from down the tunnel – the sound of an army on the march. Cyrus’s scowl deepened, as he stepped over the body of his friend. Alaric, recognizing his intent, didn’t fight him, just gestured to Niamh – and the whirlwind of her spell swept him out of Enterra, away from the army, and when the howl of the winds died down…
…his howl could be heard through the Plains of Perdamun. A cry of grief, of rage, of loss and sorrow. It took Alaric, Terian, Vara and three others to haul him back to Sanctuary. By the time they reached the front gates, he was unconscious, still bleeding from the wounds he’d suffered in Enterra’s throne room. Some of them would never truly heal. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 14
 
 
Cyrus looked out his window over the grounds of Sanctuary. He could see the gates, and watched as small figures rode through the entrance. It had been three days since Enterra. He had slept in the Halls of Healing the first night and had not regained consciousness until noon the next day. The rest of the first day and second night he had been restless, not talking to anyone. He had spent most of his time down by the river Perda. No matter what had happened, the river still ran. The world had collapsed around him, but it still ran. Looking from his window across the plains he couldn’t believe it had been three days. Today was the funeral. 
At the appointed hour, he put on his armor, freshly cleaned but still black, and headed downstairs. Walking through the doors and outside, he followed the crowd across the grounds to the graveyard. A raised dais was set up at the far end of the cemetery, with chairs and a podium. In the center of it all was a small casket – the sight of which nearly dropped Cyrus to his knees. 
He took his place to the right of the coffin and Andren sat beside him. Alaric and Curatio sat on the left side of the dais, along with a dwarven priest: a follower of Rotan, the God of Earth. The priest stood first, and delivered his message, followed by a few kind words from Alaric and Curatio and a rambling remembrance from Andren, who was quite drunk. No one stopped the healer, who went on for some time before ushering himself off the dais, sobbing. 
Cyrus didn’t hear a word, lost in his own thoughts. He could tell from Alaric’s motions to him when it was his turn to speak. He walked to the podium, still numb. Scanning the crowd, he saw the entirety of Sanctuary was there, even Vara. Erith, Cass and Elisabeth were there from the Daring. There was a mix of emotions on the faces before him. 
He cleared his throat. “When I was a young warrior, fresh out of the Society of Arms in Reikonos, I was at a bandit camp in the Pelar foothills. I was facing some very poorly trained enemies, some bandits armed with small maces and rusty swords; inadequate weaponry, little strength and no chance against a fighter with any real experience. Unfortunately, I was a fighter with no real experience. I had been cornered by three of the bandits, and my sword broke against one of their blades. I was about to be killed.
“A dwarf came screaming out of nowhere, and distracted them long enough for me to stab one of them with the remains of my blade. I took his weapon, and the dwarf and I killed the other two. We’ve been together ever since.” The sting of the memory halted him in his recollection. “We were inseparable. Along the way, we found another adventurer,” he swept his arm to indicate Andren, who was still weeping, “who shared our vision of exploration, and battle, and the idea of striving to better ourselves. 
“We knew, as warriors, the dangers in the world and we faced it every day. A warrior's purpose is to take the punishment so a healer, a wizard, a ranger doesn’t have to. Narstron lived that mission, every day.” His eyes came to Vara and he stopped for a moment. There was a single tear drifting down the elf's cheek. 
“He served his god, he served his guild, his family, and he fought to his last on a battlefield of his choosing, taking every enemy with him that he could.” 
Cyrus turned to face the casket, strode over to it and placed both hands on it. He lowered his voice. “You were my oldest friend in the world, and I will miss you. I don’t believe in what you believed in, and I don’t serve Rotan – but a follower of Bellarum believes in vengeance. I swear, by the God of War, you will be avenged.” He leaned down and touched his forehead to the casket in the deepest bow he could, then turned on his heel and marched back to his chair, stiffly and formally so that he could focus on something other than the pain. 
They lowered the casket into the ground and the first shovels of dirt were thrown upon it. As the funeral ended, many people tendered their regrets. He took them politely, but his eyes were elsewhere. Vara walked slowly through the graveyard to the far corner, and knelt on a grave. She sat there quietly for a few moments before she stood, dusted herself off and walked back to Sanctuary's entrance. 
After taking the last of the condolences from the Allied envoys he found himself wandering past the rows of tombstones to the grave that Vara had stopped at. Standing over it he found a simple marker. 
 
Raifa Herde
Beloved Healer
and Wife
 
He looked around, startled, seeing a few other names he recognized – Pradhar, Erkhardt the Mighty on nearby tombstones. Each one of them, the names Alaric had mentioned – 
“I see you’ve found the answer to your earlier question.” Alaric Garaunt appeared at his shoulder. “Here lie three of the founders of Sanctuary.”
Curiosity overpowered Cyrus’s weariness. “How did they die?”
Alaric hesitated. “Let us walk. The druids have a garden that you must see to believe.”
Cyrus thought for a moment of protesting but instead fell into step beside Alaric as the paladin walked. Neither made any attempt to speak until they crossed a small bridge over a flowing stream running into a small pond a few feet away. When Cyrus thought he could endure no further silence, Alaric spoke. “I come here, sometimes, when issues weigh upon me.” He paused. “A plant cannot grow without rain – and rain does not come but through a storm - the mildest shower to the most tempestuous thunderstorm. And so it is with us. We grow in times of trial, in storm and rain. I do not think anyone loves the storms of life.” The paladin's face grew serious. “They sweep us to and fro – off the course we had planned for ourselves.”
He focused on the warrior’s eyes. “I have no words to make your grief go away. I would not deny you that pain, as it may define you and make you stronger. In the early days of Sanctuary, the titans were a strong presence in this part of the Plains. They attacked once when we were weak. Since that day, the day we laid Raifa to rest, I have seen thirty-two funerals for our own. I would bring every one of them back were it within my power. But it is not.” 
The paladin looked weary. “I have learned more about what it takes to be a leader in these times than I ever did when things are going well. I do not wish you suffering, but I wish you to learn all the lessons that are only available to those who navigate through the heart of the storm.” He paused for a long time. “Tomorrow will be easier,” Alaric said with great certainty. With a final hand on the shoulder of the warrior, he left Cyrus staring out over pond with much to consider. 
Later that night, Cyrus found himself alone in his quarters. Looking around, he couldn’t help but remember the warmth and chatter of the Kings of Reikonos guildhall fondly. If we were still there, Cyrus thought, Narstron would still be alive. Clutching his pillow tighter, he prayed for tomorrow to come, so he could see the easier day that Alaric had mentioned. When he was still awake at dawn, he realized that while the Ghost had said it would be easier, he didn’t say it would ever be easy. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 15
 
 
A few days after the funeral there was a knock on Cyrus's door in the early hours of the morning. He looked around, startled. The knock came again, more insistent this time. Feigning sleep, he answered the door to find Terian Lepos standing in the hall. “Yes?” the warrior asked, befuddled.
“Let’s go,” Terian said with a directness Cyrus might have found refreshing under other circumstances. After several days with no sleep, Cyrus didn’t find anything refreshing.
“Go where?” 
“Who cares?” the dark elf said, already turning to leave. “Anywhere and anything is better than the sleep you’re not getting right now.” 
Cyrus didn't argue. After arming himself, he followed Terian down the stairs and out the front gates of Sanctuary. They walked in silence to a path that lead into the Waking Woods, an enormous forest that stretched north almost halfway to Reikonos. They walked for over an hour into the woods, not saying anything. The warrior finally stopped at a disturbing sound in the distance – ghouls howled in the darkness. 
“What the hell are we doing here?” Cyrus asked the dark elf.
“Like I said, anything and anywhere is better than your nightly routine, isn’t it?” He uncapped a flask and handed it to Cyrus. A strong odor of alcohol permeated from it. Cy made a mental note to introduce Terian to Andren later, and took a long slug of the liquor. “We’re going to run around in the woods with the dead for a while, I think.” A long, languid scream tore through the night – ghoulish and inhuman. Terian pocketed the flask and took off at a run along the path through the woods. 
“Wait!” Cyrus said. Pondering his options he decided the best course of action was to turn back, walk through the front gate of Sanctuary, go back to bed and forget any of this had ever happened. He quickly discarded that idea, remembering that while he might have been in bed, sleep wasn’t on the agenda. “Great,” he muttered to no one in particular. “A haunted forest.” He took off after Terian, catching glimpses of the dark knight's armor in the moonlight. 
Howls of outrage came from his left, then his right, as the undead of Waking Woods came after them. Not stopping, he ran behind the elf, who Cyrus could swear was giggling in front of him. “You know why it’s called Waking Woods?” Terian shouted over his shoulder.
“I don’t know, but you’re attracting the attention of every undead creature in the area with this shouting!” Cyrus was so irritated he couldn’t keep his voice down. 
“This part of the woods used to be a place where the followers of Yartraak, God of Darkness, and Mortus, God of Death would sacrifice their victims.” Terian slowed down to let him catch up. “See, right there.” Terian came to a stop and pointed to the shape of a pyramid towering above the trees. 
“I’ve heard the legends, and I’ve been told since I was young that you do not stop in Waking Woods at night, because there are sections that are incredibly dangerous… yet here we go stopping in one of those sections.” Cyrus was a step below panic. 
Terian put both hands on his knees, bending over, winded. “It’s a funny thing, that legend about not stopping. I heard it too. You were raised in Reikonos?” When Cyrus nodded, he continued, the screaming of the ghouls very near now. “I'm from Saekaj Sovar, the dark elf capital on the north end of Waking Woods. Funny we’d have heard the same legend, since there isn't that much contact between Saekaj and Reikonos.”
Cy was looking over his shoulder now. He could see nothing in the darkness. “Wouldn’t that mean that there might be some credence to it?”
“You were told to run like hell, right?” Terian asked him, voice calm. “You were young, and new, inexperienced… and they told you to run through Waking Woods, every part of it, even the supposedly safe ones, without stopping, right?”
“Yes,” Cyrus told him, “but in fairness, they didn't just warn us about the undead: they also warned us about bandits and belligerent dark elves – not necessarily in that order.”
Terian chuckled. “Have you ever stopped and faced the ghouls here?” His axe was drawn. 
Cyrus paused. He resisted the ingrained urge to run, and drew his sword. He was a warrior. Fear was something he conquered, not vice versa. He assumed a defensive position, closing his eyes, and listened to the death rattle making its way through the trees to them. He opened his eyes as the ghoul burst into the open. It was a roughly human figure, with only patches of skin and clothing covering its bones. It looked at the two of them, and let out a scream of otherworldly fury. 
“Be careful,” Terian called out from slightly behind him. “I’m not a healer, so try not to get hurt too bad.”
A sick feeling of doom crawled up Cyrus’s stomach. “What am I supposed to do if I get injured?”
Terian shrugged in a very casual manner. “Don’t worry; I’m pretty good at bandaging wounds.” He thought about it for a beat. “Of course, that’s not gonna help you much in battle, but afterward I’ll be able to patch you up real good.”
Burying Terian’s last statement, Cyrus let out a howl of outrage, and putting forth all the fury he’d liked to have directed at the goblins over the last few days, he tore into the ghoul with his sword. It withered under his assault, falling back, blocking halfheartedly. He slashed at it, over and over, pieces of bone chipping off as it weathered his strikes. He cleaved the bone at the wrist cleanly in two, and it lost its weapon. 
Letting out a cry of its own, it made to stab him with its wrist bone, and he knocked it aside so brusquely that it broke the whole arm off at the shoulder socket. Forcing the sword across its jaw, he severed the maxilla from the mandible. The screaming stopped. He moved his right foot between its legs, forcing it to take a step back. 
He brought his hands around and crushed the ghoul’s skull with the hilt of his sword and brought the other arm around its neck, pinning it against his leg. He brought his hands up above his head and hammered them down, shattering the skeleton into pieces, scattering them over the forest’s floor. The bones clattered against each other as they rolled across the wet grass. 
The sound of slow clapping of armored gauntlets broke him out of his stunned silence. “Isn’t facing your childish fears much more fun than staring at the walls all night?” 
His heavy breathing subsided, Cyrus turned to face the dark knight. “How did you know I could best this fiend?”
Terian shrugged again, a noncommittal movement of his shoulders. “I assumed you could because I can. And since it was easy for me, I figured you could at least kill it without dying.” More howls issued through the forest. “If you’d like, we can draw in some more.”
Cyrus thought about it for a minute. He drew his sword to a fighting position. “I’d like that very much.” Seeing the look of hungry anticipation in the dark elf's eyes, he knew that Terian understood the call to war better than anyone else in Sanctuary. 
They slayed ghouls until daybreak. Making their way back to Sanctuary by the dawn’s light, Cyrus's heart felt somewhat lightened. He made his way back to his quarters in a veritable fog, and dropped into bed without taking off his armor. He fell into a deep, restful sleep, and did not wake until the next morning.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 16
 
 
Cyrus couldn’t believe how fast the last six months had gone. He had settled into a routine with Sanctuary – every day he spent adventuring in different areas of Arkaria, participating in the occasional Alliance expeditions and even more occasional (lately) Sanctuary expeditions to break up the regularity of his small group adventures. He was home almost every night at Sanctuary, save for once when he stayed at the old Kings guildhall after a long excursion to the Inculta desert in the far south-east, and with no druid or wizard available to bring him home afterward. That had been a long night, filled with unpleasant memories. 
He, Niamh, Curatio, J'anda and Terian walked across the Mountains of Nartanis, on their way to an outlying goblin outpost on a nearby peak. His most frequent adventures seemed to be with officers of Sanctuary – and he’d enjoyed every minute of it. Curatio had proven himself the most skilled and reliable healer Cyrus had ever worked with, effortlessly casting mending spells that seemed to have more power than those of other healers. Andren had proved less reliable of late, spending the months since Narstron's death in even more of an alcohol-fueled haze than before. 
Coming over a hill, Terian, who was leading the party, indicated for them to halt. He was crouching behind a rock and gesturing for the rest of them to do the same. For Cyrus it wasn’t even a question – he grabbed Niamh and J'anda and moved them bodily to the nearest cover. Curatio was already diving behind a boulder. They made it just in time. 
Sweeping above them, scales as black as obsidian, was a dragon. It was at least as large as Ashan'agar, Cy reflected. It swept over them in a lazy flight, flapping its wings and landing just beyond them, close to the edge of a lake of lava. 
Terian leaned against the rock, facing them. “It’s Kalam. Sighting him here is an incredible find.” The dark knight was pensive for a moment. “I bet he has a lair close by.”
“How did you know his name?” Cyrus hissed. “Terian's Dragon Compendium?”
The dark knight shrugged, and Cyrus watched as Kalam lay down less than one hundred feet from the lake of lava. A series of boulders had been pushed into a circle that was almost nest-like. Even at this distance, Cyrus could see the glint of objects in a corner of it, and he knew that Kalam was a hoarder of treasures, just like every other dragon. 
“What the hell is this beast doing out of the southern lands?” Cyrus wondered.
“And so close to the lair of our friend Ashan'agar?” Niamh said with a smile.
“I would be willing to bet,” Terian changed the subject, “that a great many guilds would love to get a shot at a black dragon.” He looked around nervously. “Only the secluded location is keeping him alive right now. If any of the biggest guilds like Amarath's Raiders, Endeavor, or Burnt Offerings knew where he was, he’d be dead and they'd be picking that nest clean.” He paused. “We can have a hundred people from Sanctuary out here in half an hour.”
Cyrus shook his head. “No,” he said slowly, chewing his lip, “that’s not going to cut it with a dragon like this. Trust me. We need aid from the Alliance if we want a chance of taking him down without losing a lot of people.”
Terian looked at him, nostrils flaring. “We have a shot to take him for Sanctuary, and your first instinct is to turn him over to Goliath?”
“I doubt they're that dishonorable, Terian,” Cyrus said. “If we call for aid, the Alliance rules will bind them; we’ll end up splitting the loot, but it’s better than –” he raised a hand to cut off Terian’s already forthcoming reply – “it’s better than losing guildmates trying to bring this bastard down or having to retreat and leaving bodies on the ground. We need to be careful, and we need more people to succeed.”
Shrugging his shoulders, Terian relented. “Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you if Goliath ends up stealing everything.”
Cyrus turned to Niamh. “We need a Sanctuary officer to get the Alliance involved. Will you get word to the other guilds?”
Niamh nodded. “The Daring and Goliath are both located in Reikonos. I'll take Curatio and we'll go now.” She and Curatio were whisked away on the wind of her spell, leaving Cyrus, J'anda and Terian watching the nest of the dragon. 
“At some point,” Cyrus said with a curious look at Terian, “maybe you can share with me why you despise the Alliance.”
Terian was watching Kalam from behind a boulder. The dark elf stiffened at Cyrus's inquiry, but did not turn back to answer him at first. 
Cyrus exchanged a look with J'anda, who shrugged, wearing the illusion of a dwarf. “Just because I'm a dark elf,” the enchanter said, “don't expect me to understand him.”
“Why do you hide that you're a dark elf?” Cyrus asked J'anda.
“Meh.” The enchanter looked away. “It's not that I'm ashamed, by any means, but let's face it: dark elves are not appreciated in the world outside Saekaj Sovar. After I got beaten in Reikonos twice I decided that my dark elven pride was best displayed elsewhere.”
Terian snorted. “So much for being yourself.”
J'anda smiled. “Why would you ever want to be yourself, when there are so many more interesting people to be?” With a flick of his fingers, the dwarven illusion disappeared and J'anda had become a mirror image of Terian himself. 
The dark knight shook his head in annoyance. “Although your looks have improved in the last thirty seconds, I have no patience for people who are not what they appear to be.” The dark elf looked back at Cyrus. “Which is, by the way, the answer to your question about why I despise the Alliance.”
Cyrus looked at Terian, befuddled. “Huh?” 
There was a long silence. Terian seemed to be pondering the black dragon, but then turned to face Cyrus. “I was there when the Alliance was formed. It was created with the best intentions. Three guilds, all of whom wanted to grow and be of assistance to each other, the heads of which were longtime friends, decided to become formal allies. Sanctuary, the Daring and Goliath each brought something different to the table, but it was a partnership. If one was in need, the others were there. It started nobly,” Terian continued, far off look in his eyes. “Unfortunately, that was a long time ago.”
“I still don't understand,” Cyrus interrupted, “What you mean when you say they're not who they say they are?”
“He's just jealous,” J'anda said, dispersing his Terian illusion in favor of an elven appearance.
“I have no problem with the Daring or even most of the rank and file of Goliath.” The dark knight's eyes grew intense. “But Goliath's officers... they may appear to be allies, but I assure you they are not. Somewhere along the way the ideals of friendship and mutual assistance that was the core of the Alliance at its founding got perverted by their greed and lust for power.” Terian looked back down the slope to check on the sleeping dragon. “Now we're allies in name only.” The dark elf looked back to fix his gaze on Cyrus's eyes. “Or did you think that the lack of attendance at Enterra was a one time occurrence?”
“I have tried not to think about that night,” Cyrus answered, face frozen. 
“Well,” Terian said, “try not to think about this, then. Before Alaric and the rest of us came charging to the rescue that night, he sent a messenger to Goliath asking for assistance. Their whole complement was at their guildhall; one of their officers, Tolada, sent his apologies – he said they were unable to help.”
“Wait a minute,” Cyrus said, jaw tensing. “To opt out of the invasion was one thing. But you're telling me they knew we were in dire need, and chose not to come to our aid?”
Terian's smirk stretched across his face. “Doesn't it feel good to know that you have allies that will be there for you no matter what?” he asked, voice dripping with sarcasm. He straightened. “I believe our first wave of reinforcements just landed.”
Looking up the hill behind them, Cyrus saw Curatio leading the way through the rocky terrain above the dragon’s nest. The elf made his way down the hill, minding his footing. Cyrus could see Vaste standing head and shoulders above the rest of the reinforcements. A blinding flash of light shone off the armor of a female elf, and Cyrus knew by the blond hair that Vara was among them. Andren also made his way down, in the company of Nyad and below her, Brevis. Cyrus felt a tap on his shoulder.
“Orion!” He turned with a start. “Glad you’re here. Look what we found – or should I say what almost found us.”
“I see.” Orion squinted against the sunlight. “Looks like we’re perfectly positioned. He won’t see us forming up from back here.” He turned to Cyrus. “Pretty exciting, isn’t it, leading your first attack?”
Cyrus’s jaw dropped. “What are you talking about? I’m not leading this.”
Orion turned serious. “Of course you are. Niamh issued the call for aid you sent out.”
Cy was shocked. “I just thought we should get an army here, fast. I didn’t plan to lead the attack. He looked at Orion. “Look, you’re Sanctuary's General, why don’t you take over?”
Orion froze. The ranger had been absent from Sanctuary frequently over the last six months and had led only one expedition, a boring and overpowered sweep through the pass of the Heia Mountains to the southern lands. With the exception of a few bandit camps and three titans, there had been no resistance at all during their two day march through the pass. 
“I don’t think so,” Orion said, shaking his head. “You called us together, it seems only right that you get the glory. I’m sure you’ll do fine,” he finished as he faded into the burgeoning crowd, which had filled out with the arrival of the Daring. 
“Cyrus,” Erith greeted him. “How are you?” she asked, dropping her voice so low that no one around them could hear her.
“I'm better,” he answered. 
“Good,” she said, voice loud again. “Now try not to die, will you? I'm in the middle of a good book,” she waved a volume that she held in her hand, “and if I have to heal you mid-battle, I might lose my place.” She paused for a moment. “Or forget to heal you.” A grin split her face. “Either one of those would be bad, but one would be worse for me, I promise you that!” She cackled as she wandered off. 
A dwarf and a dark elf walked side by side with a few others in tow. The dwarf squinted against the sunlight, looking around until his eyes found Curatio. Tapping the dark elf next to him, whose face was hidden in the folds of his brown cloak, the dwarf altered the course of the group toward Curatio.  
“We are here, as called for by the dictates of the Alliance,” the dwarf said, a note of impatience in his voice. “Are you going to organize, Curatio, or are we simply going to sit around and stare at the dragon all day?”
Curatio smiled at him. “Tolada, it's always a pleasure to see you.” Try as he might, Cyrus could not detect insincerity in the elf's greeting. 
The cloaked dark elf reached out with a skeletal hand and laid it upon Tolada's shoulder. “Now, now,” came the dark elf's voice, “let us not be hasty or uncivil.” Throwing back the cowl of his cloak, the dark elf revealed a visage that was as skeletal as his hand. His face was old, desiccated, and thin. His cheeks were sunken, eyes almost like slits. When the dark elf smiled, it gave the appearance of a snake that was ready to coil around its prey. 
Curatio nodded. “Pleased to see you as well, Malpravus. Thank you for bringing Goliath along today.”
The dark elf named Malpravus bowed. “We are pleased to stand with our old allies in so noble an endeavor as striking down one of the dragons. Tell me, Curatio, who among you leads this assault? We should begin as quickly as possible.”
Curatio looked around before his gaze landed on Cyrus, who felt his blood freeze. “This is one of our newest warriors, Cyrus Davidon.” Curatio looked back to Malpravus. “He's the one who called us here.”
“Excellent, excellent,” Malpravus said, almost too quietly for Cyrus to hear. The dark elf's eyes rested on him and a great rush of discomfort filled Cy as he realized everyone around them was staring at him, waiting. 
Curatio waved for him to join them. Shuffling, Cyrus entered the forming circle of Alliance officers. Elisabeth greeted him with a smile from her place next to Tolada. Cass beamed in support, as did Erith when she was certain no one was looking. Malpravus studied him carefully, still wearing the frozen smile. “So, my boy, do you have a plan?”
“Ah...” Cyrus looked to find Curatio, Niamh, Terian and Vara all standing behind him. Vara rolled her eyes and looked away, but the others looked at him with encouragement. “I have a few ideas,” Cyrus said, uncertainty causing his voice to quaver. He blushed.
“I see,” Malpravus said, unconvinced. “Well, having had some experience in facing dragons, perhaps it would be best if I were to... assist you...”
Cyrus heard perfectly timed twin coughing fits from behind him originating from Terian and Vara. They were silenced quickly by what Cyrus assumed was a glare from Curatio. “No,” Cyrus said with a confidence he didn't quite feel, “I think I've got it well in hand.” This prompted a raised eyebrow from Malpravus, who bowed in acknowledgment. 
Cyrus looked around the circle, taking a deep breath before speaking. “The biggest danger we face in using traditional assault tactics is the dragon's fire-breathing capability. In order to counteract that –”
“Wait,” Cass said. “Not all dragons breathe fire. Are we sure this one does?”
Terian spoke up from behind Cyrus. “This is Kalam, one of Ashan'agar's former ministers. He is definitely a fire-breather.”
Cyrus looked back at the dark knight. “Some time you'll have to explain to me your intimate knowledge of the Dragon Kingdom.” The dark elf shrugged and smiled before Cyrus turned back to face the Alliance Council.
“Since he does breathe fire,” Cyrus said, “to approach him with standard tactics would be dangerous.” Looking down the hill to where the black dragon lay, Cyrus thought for a moment. “I believe we can nullify that danger with a little advance action.”
“Excellent.” Malpravus's voice was smooth and hissing. “Then of course you'll be willing to be the warrior in front of the dragon, keeping his attention while the rest of our force engages from behind?” 
“And spare one of your better armed and equipped warriors from having to face this foe?” Vara shot from behind Cyrus before he could respond.
Cyrus answered before Malpravus could respond. “I'll stand before the dragon and keep his attention. It's my responsibility.”
Malpravus looked at him with an expression of undisguised pleasure. “My, my, you are quite brave, aren't you?”
“In Sanctuary,” Cyrus said, “we accept only the brave. Gather your spell casters and place them behind the rocks surrounding the nest. Once I have the dragon's attention, engage with all your forces.” As the group began to disperse, Cyrus gestured for Elisabeth to join him. 
Before the ranger reached him, Cyrus felt a strong hand on his shoulder, hauling him around. He faced Vara, whose normally pale complexion was mottled with rage. “He wants you in front of that dragon,” she said without preamble, “because he knows that whoever is in front is most likely to die and he's trying to spare any of his warriors that fate.” She thrust a finger into his face. “And you,” she said, “were stupid enough to play right into his hand with your stubborn nobility!”
He blinked at the elf before replying. She had said not a word to him in the last six months. “It's my first time being lectured by a paladin about not being stubbornly noble. I assumed Malpravus was trying to do something of the sort. But it is my responsibility: I am the leader.” He studied her, seeing the bottled irritation threatening to boil over. 
“I know you called the attack, you troll-brained sack of meat!” She looked at him with incredulity. “That doesn't mean you have to be the head warrior! Goliath warriors always handle the head warrior duties, because they're the best equipped to take the hits!” She glared at him. “Now, go to Malpravus and tell him you were wrong, that you want him to do what he's damned well supposed to do and put his best equipped warrior in front of that bloody dragon!” 
He met her gaze but did not answer for a long moment. “I won't,” he finally answered. “They may be better equipped, but they won't know how to pull off what I'm going to do.”
She looked at him, eyes narrow, visible skin along her thin neck an angry red shade all the way up her cheeks. “Malpravus has warriors armored well enough to take a blast of fire. What if your plan fails and that dragon sends a jet of flame your way?”
“Then the temperature in my armor will rise rather severely in a short period of time, and you'll be free of one annoying warrior.” She blanched, but his face remained expressionless. “Honestly, why do you even care?”
“Of all the people I've known that have died while battling dragons,” she spat back at him after a moment, “you're the first I've met that fully deserves the fate that awaits him.” She turned on her heel and disappeared into the crowd, ponytail dancing behind her as she stormed away.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 17
 
 
After a brief conversation with Elisabeth, Cyrus set everything in motion. The Alliance army crept down the hill toward the nest. Kalam had begun to snore loudly from within the rocky enclosure. Cyrus waited, staring at the dragon’s closed eyes while he waited for the signal. Cass waited with him. 
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Cass said. “I’ve never heard of anyone using this strategy to take out a dragon before.”
Cyrus nodded. “That's because I came up with it myself and it's unproven.” He saw Terian wave from where the melee fighters were stationed. “What I’m most concerned about is making sure no one gets fried while our army is doing their job.” Catching sight of Elisabeth, waving from the side of the nest, he slapped Cass on the shoulder. “Just be ready to jump in if I die.” Favoring the warrior with a wicked grin as Cass paled, Cyrus left the cover of the last boulder between him and the black dragon. 
His boots crackled in the magmatic rocks as he crossed the ground to Kalam. Cyrus smiled as he saw Elisabeth approaching much more stealthily than he was, and also more quickly. In her hand was an old spear. She approached Kalam’s left nostril as Cyrus reached his position in front of the sleeping dragon. What was that old proverb about letting sleeping dragons lie? Cyrus watched as Elisabeth raised the spear and stabbed it into Kalam’s exposed and snoring nose, puncturing into the nostril on the other side of the dragon's face. 
The reaction was immediate. A screech of outrage and pain rose forth from Kalam as he screamed awake and scrambled to his feet, spear hanging like a tribal nose piercing in the cartilage that separated the dragon's nostrils. Raring back onto his haunches, smaller front legs attempting to grasp the source of the pain, Kalam finally got a glimpse of Cyrus, standing before him. 
“Good morning!” he said as the dragon settled its angry eyes upon him. “Sorry to wake you so unpleasantly, but I needed to get your attention. Do I have it now?”
The dragon didn’t respond verbally, though Terian had mentioned that Kalam, like Ashan'agar, was capable of speech. Cyrus could see the smoke rising from the dragon's mouth, as he prepared to send down a flame that would destroy the warrior. He began to draw in a breath…
…and stopped suddenly, screeching in pain, unable to breathe through his nose. He coughed a small burst of flame that didn’t reach even halfway to Cyrus. The warrior grinned. Now all I have to worry about is a dragon that's fifty feet long and thirty feet tall, Cyrus thought. With claws the size of a dwarf. 
Letting loose a fearsome bellow, Cyrus charged forward at the same time as the Alliance forces began to attack from behind. Spells hit the aggravated and injured beast, but he ignored them in favor of the scornful, agitating human that was taunting him after causing grievous bodily harm. The dragon lunged for Cyrus, and the warrior felt the claws of the beast hit him, too fast for him to dodge. He slammed into the ground, hard at the same time Erith’s mending spell was cast upon him, curing him of all wounds. He staggered to his feet, glaring at Kalam. 
By this time the rangers, warriors and knights were attacking Kalam's flank, carving through his scales bit by bit. Cyrus saw Vara, her sword a blur, opening wounds for the other battlers to exploit. The dragon's neck extended and the head lanced out toward Cyrus, eager to finish his foe so he could deal with the other injuries he was sustaining from the army behind him. 
Cyrus was able to barely dodge but managed to bring his sword around for a glancing blow against Kalam’s face as it shot by. The cut continued down some of the more sensitive tissue on the dragon’s neck. Cyrus could hear an indignant scream from the dragon as it brought its head up; whether from his wound, the frustration of missing Cy, from the fighters tearing into his flanks or the spell casters that were hitting him with damaging magics, the warrior could not tell.  
Spots of dragon blood were hitting the ground all around them now, and every place they fell let out a puff of black smoke as the heat of it burned the ground. “Stay away from the blood!” Cyrus shouted. He knew he was late as someone behind the dragon screamed. 
Kalam twisted again, repositioning himself to get a better angle of attack on Cyrus. This time, the warrior was prepared. The dragon's head dived at him with full force; Kalam had fully committed to this attack. Cyrus thrust his sword skyward and prayed to Bellarum that Erith was feeling charitable. The dragon hit him with the top of its skull, crushing him against the ground. Cy felt bones break, organs mashed to a pulp…and then a cool breeze of another mending spell, this one from Curatio, and the wounds faded and his bones knit back together. 
Kalam’s head rolled to the side, and another small burst of flame issued from his mouth making it look as though his head was on fire. Cyrus rolled to his feet, sword still lodged in the dragon's head. Before Kalam could finish shrugging off the effects of the impact, Cyrus grabbed the hilt and brought the sword downward, lengthening the wound into a gash before pulling the blade out.
At the rear, the fighters had hacked away at Kalam’s haunches enough to allow them to cleave his back legs off while the head was stunned, immobilizing the dragon. With a final roar, Kalam rolled over on his side. Vara soared from the back of the dragon to land a dramatic sword thrust between the scales and into the dragon's heart. With a scream and a burst of smoke, Kalam, the black dragon breathed his last.
Cyrus looked at the body. Tongue hanging out his mouth, the dragon’s face was wrecked: Cyrus's slashes had opened up the dragon's face and the vein down his neck, where hot blood oozed and dripped, searing the ground. Spell damage checkered Kalam's torso, with scales ripped off sporadically from the blasts of spell casters. Rejoining the fighters at the back of the dragon, he saw the rear legs cut off with messy sword strokes, and not a single scale left anywhere on the back of the beast, nor any meat left on its bones in the rear.
“All right!” Tolada's shout echoed through the Mountains of Nartanis. The dwarf's daggers were clean; by comparison, Elisabeth's dripped with steaming dragon blood. 
Cyrus turned to the crowd grouped around the rear of the dragon. “Everyone okay back there?” he asked. 
Terian broke his way to the front of the crowd. “Everyone’s fine. A couple of people suffered burns from the dragon’s blood, but other than that, things went smoothly.”
Niamh and Andren came running up from the spell casters’ group. “That was amazing!” she exulted. “We’re all fine; he never got anywhere near us.” 
Erith, Curatio and Cass trotted up from behind, catching the last bit of Niamh’s statement. “Looks like no fatalities and only a couple minor injuries, already healed,” Erith said. She looked around and nodded, impressed. “When I heard you had an idea for taking the dragon out, I thought for sure that because you were a human and a warrior, it would be a stupid idea. But,” she grudgingly admitted, “that worked well.”
Malpravus approached, entourage in tow. “That was impressively led,” the dark elf said with the same leathery smile. “I’ve never heard of a tactic to hamstring a dragon like that. We’ll be adapting it for use the next time we go to the Ashen Wastelands,” the Goliath leader said.
Elisabeth smiled. “Making it so painful he couldn’t breathe through his nose really did kill his ability to project his fire breath.” 
“Couldn't have done it without your help,” Cyrus said. 
Elisabeth blushed. “Any ranger could have done that.”
“Would you mind,” Cyrus asked her, “helping to divide the spoils between the guilds?” 
“An excellent idea,” Malpravus said. “In fact, we should go now and see what sort of hoard this dragon has left behind for us.”
Dividing the dragon’s hoard took less than an hour. The gold and other assorted treasures were split equally. The dragon had gold and baubles, armors and a variety of other items. How did he carry this? Cyrus thought.
Cy had found a small rock and was sitting on it, watching all the goings-on. Terian approached him from behind and clapped him on the back with a low whistle. “You enriched Sanctuary's guild bank by a considerable amount today.”
Cyrus smiled but didn't move or turn his gaze. “Goliath didn't take everything?” 
Terian's smile faded, replaced by a dark expression. “No, they didn't, but not for lack of trying. There were a few treasures that became points of contention. Malpravus tried to claim that a solid gold statuette was worth only a few coins.” The dark elf shook his head in annoyance. “Even Tolada couldn't find it in his black little dwarven heart to agree with his Guildmaster on that.”
“I thought we were already wealthy as a guild.”
“No.” Terian snorted. “You've seen the little stipend we pay to our members on a monthly basis, maybe a little extra if we have a windfall month – like this month, thanks to you – but we haven't had a month like that in the last few years.” 
Various tradespeople from the Alliance were disassembling the dragon's corpse, taking the usable scales, draining the blood for potion ingredients, and taking the meat for cooking. He saw Brevis squabbling with an elf over a vial of dragon blood and some steaming dragon meat. The dragon was skinless and stripped of all its musculature by this point – which was not a trivial undertaking with a creature so large. Cyrus watched as Brevis and the elf parted ways, the gnome now working on getting a piece of the dragon’s entrails. Shaking his head at the morbidity of picking the corpse clean, Cyrus turned back to the body of the army, talking among themselves in fellowship. 
Orion sidled up to him. “That was an impressive victory,” he said, smiling at Cyrus. “You’re a natural leader.”
Cyrus chuckled. “I had a pretty good example to learn from.”
“You mean Angelique?” The ranger's eye glinted and he grinned.
“Yeah,” Cy laughed. “A fine example of what not to do.” His expression turned serious. “You should lead again.”
Orion nodded, but his smile had frozen, stuck in place and clearly fake. He turned his attention back to the crowd, as Elisabeth had stepped onto a rock and was trying to get everyone's attention. When she had silenced the crowd, she began. “Let’s all take a moment to thank Cyrus Davidon from Sanctuary for today's victory.” 
Enthusiastic applause greeted her statement, and he was forced to stand up and take a bow as the army turned toward him in acknowledgment. Elisabeth waited until the applause had died down. “I have an announcement to make. The Daring have received word through sources that in two days Mortus, the God of Death, will be leaving his Realm for a week to meet with other gods. We will be sponsoring an invasion to enter Death's Realm, defeat the forces guarding it and escape with whatever spoils we can long before Mortus returns. 
“The higher powered guilds do these sort of incursions every chance they get. We will begin in the evening hour, the day after tomorrow.” She looked around, expression tentative. “Can I have a show of hands to see who would be interested in attending?” 
Almost every hand was in the air, some waving around like children in class, waiting to be called on. A smile broke across Elisabeth's face. “The meeting point will be the Gates of Death, on Mortus Island in the Bay of Lost Souls. We will assemble at dusk. I look forward to seeing you there.” There was an excited buzz about the crowd as she finished.
Looking back, Cyrus saw the corpse of the dragon was almost entirely picked clean, with nothing left but a pile of bones. He watched with curiosity as Terian directed Vaste and J'anda, and the three of them worked to pull some of the bones off to the side, including the skull, now stripped of flesh and scale. Niamh and Nyad worked their way over to the others, each carrying armfuls of smaller bones.
Mentally shrugging it off, he turned to find Elisabeth had broken through the crowd of well wishers and curious raiders and was only steps away. “Congratulations!” She hugged him. “That was amazing; even Endeavor couldn’t have pulled this off without a fatality.” She smiled as he blushed. 
“Glad I could be useful.” He brushed aside her compliment. “Death's Realm? That should be a challenge.”
She nodded. “I’m looking forward to it. The 'big three' guilds run these incursions every chance they get – whether it’s the Realm of Darkness, or Death, even the Trials of Purgatory.” She could not hide her glee. “If we do this right, we’ll be announcing to Arkaria that the Alliance is a force to be reckoned with. We’ll be able to attract more powerful adventurers from other guilds that aren’t happy where they are but don’t want to take a step down. It’s a great growth opportunity for the Alliance.”
Cyrus nodded, but had paid particular attention to a few of her comments. “Do you think we’ll be going to the Realm of Darkness anytime soon? Or Purgatory?”
She looked a little puzzled but answered anyway. “Well, Purgatory is godless; just a number of different mystical creatures spread out as you descend through the five trials. The rewards for completing it are amazing, which is why the big three guilds – Amarath's Raiders, Endeavor and Burnt Offerings – share it among themselves and don't allow anyone else in.”
Cy frowned. “What?”
She nodded. “Those three guilds treat Purgatory like farmers harvesting their fields.” She smiled. “The Trials restart when a new group goes through, and all the enemies you face are reborn from the last time someone went through. The entity that runs it gives new rewards every time the trials are successfully completed.” 
Cy shook his head. “But how do the big three guilds keep out others?”
Elisabeth blinked. “The only way to exit the Trials is through portals. And the exit portal after you complete the trials sends you into the middle of the Reikonos guildhall quarter, so everyone knows what you've done. A guild called Retrion's Honor finished the Trials successfully three years ago, and when they exited through the portal, the 'big three' slaughtered them in the streets of Reikonos.”
Cyrus's jaw dropped. “I heard about that! The Reikonos guards didn't even try to stop them.” 
Elisabeth shook her head. “The Reikonos guards couldn't beat any one of them alone: together they're far too powerful. The Council of Twelve was furious, threatened to expel them all from the city, until the three guild leaders came to the Citadel and made 'restitution' with ten million gold pieces. Since then, no one's had the courage to try Purgatory.”
She took a breath. “You asked about the Realm of Darkness? I’d love to go there, but we don’t have any way of knowing whether Yartraak will be there or not, and the God of Darkness is really powerful; not someone we’d like to tangle with.”
Cyrus raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think I’d like to face any of the gods any more than I'd like the three most powerful guilds in Arkaria attacking me.” 
Elisabeth laughed. “You'd stand a better chance against the three guilds. They don't even challenge a plane when the god is actually there; gods can smash mortals into such a pulp that a resurrection spell has no effect. Taking on a god is suicide.”
Cy nodded. “So you’ve heard the tales of the mortals that faced the gods?”
A little sadness glimmering in her eyes, Elisabeth nodded in answer. “I think everyone has. The legend of Requiem, the guild from ten thousand years ago, is the most familiar cautionary tale about tempting the wrath of the gods.” She smiled. “You should probably rejoin your guild; it looks like everyone is about to leave.” 
After exchanging goodbyes, Cyrus walked back to the Sanctuary group, trying to find Niamh. Instead he found Andren. “I found out a little bit more about the Realms. Elisabeth doesn’t think we’ll be able to go to Purgatory or the Realm of Darkness anytime soon. But if I can find what I need from Death, I’ll be making progress.”
Andren grunted. “This sword of yours had better be worth it, for all the trouble it'll take to get it.” 
Cyrus brushed him off. “Where’s Niamh? I need to get teleported out of here.”
“Niamh left a few minutes ago with J'anda, Vaste, Terian, and a hell of a lot of that dragon’s skeleton. I think you’re gonna need to find alternate transport.”
Cy looked at Andren. “Can I come with you when you cast your return spell?”
The elf raised an eyebrow. Every spell caster could use the 'return' spell to take them back to a point that they had chosen to attach themselves to. It was a personal teleportation spell; not nearly as wide reaching as a druid or wizard's spells. Catching a ride with a spell caster that used the return spell meant getting intimately close with them. “No. If you were a pretty woman, it might be a different story,” Andren said, fidgeting. “Or a woman at all. No. Find another way.” Before Cyrus could argue, Andren murmured an incantation and vanished in a twinkle of light. 
“You bastard,” Cyrus said, watching other spell casters teleported back to their respective guildhalls. He caught a glimpse of Nyad disappearing in the burst of magic accompanying her teleportation spell. With her went a group of fighters bound for Sanctuary. 
Getting frantic at the thought of being left behind, Cyrus scrambled to find a druid. He saw Brevis, with Gertan and Aina – two of the gnome's allies – and hurried over to them. “Aina, will you teleport me to the druid portal near Sanctuary?” he asked the elf.  
Aina was a stately woman, tanned in a way that suggested she spent more time outdoors than inside. She wore a shawl that covered her auburn hair, and a cuirass that didn’t quite cover all her abdomen, revealing a flat and muscular stomach. She rarely showed emotion, making it difficult for Cy to get a sense of her. 
Before she had a chance to answer, Brevis leapt in and answered for her. “Of course she’d be glad to teleport you! The hero of the day, the first person to lead a decent adventure in six months? We’d be honored to have you accompany us back to Sanctuary!” Something in the way he said it, the self-serving sneer in his voice, triggered a warning in Cyrus’s head. Aina nodded, affirming Brevis’s answer and allowing Cy to relax about finding his way home. Within moments, the winds were gusting around him; with a blast of air, they left the Mountains of Nartanis behind them. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 18
 
 
As the winds of the teleport faded, Aina was already casting another spell. The power of the Falcon's Essence moved through Cyrus and his feet lifted from the ground once more, floating delicately over the grasses of the Plains of Perdamun. Brevis smiled at him, a snaggle-toothed smile that had no warmth. “Why don’t we run with you to keep you company?”
Cyrus hesitated. “That’s kind of you, but it’s only five minutes back to Sanctuary and you can all cast return and save yourselves some time.”
“Nonsense,” he said. “We would consider it a great pleasure to keep you company. I’ve been meaning to talk with you, anyway, so this is a perfect chance.” Cy kept silent, knowing that whatever kindness the gnome had offered had been with this in mind; the chance to bend the warrior’s ear. 
“Oh, really?” Cyrus nodded, trying to pay as little attention possible to the scheming gnome running alongside him. Aina and Gertan followed a few steps back. 
“Indeed, indeed,” he continued. “It has not escaped our notice that you are involved in helping this guild.” Cy raised an eyebrow. “I believe,” heavy emphasis was placed on the I, “that we have lagged far behind Goliath because we lack in a critical area.”
“What’s that?” Cy said, keeping his voice neutral.
“Why, leadership, of course!” the gnome said, as though it were obvious. “We have experienced adventurers, have grown considerably in recent months in capabilities, equipment and experience, but we don’t have expeditions! Our General is scared to attack so much as a bandit camp!”
“In fairness to Orion, I have heard that bandits in the Plains are much stronger now than they used to be.”
Brevis waved away Cyrus’s statement. “Even that abominable assault on the Heia Pass was at least doing something! It added riches to the guild bank. We have a General, and the Council sees fit to have him do nothing. He's gone more of the time than he's here!” Brevis concluded with a flourish. “And his wife is worse still. Mark my words. I'm certain she had nothing else going on today but failed to show up nonetheless. Support the guild? Ha!” His laugh sounded like a bark. “She’s a selfish one.” His face turned serious. “Someone needs to say something.”
Cyrus could see Sanctuary as they crested a hill. “Orion is scared. He led an excursion that ended in disaster and someone lost their life, which he didn’t anticipate. He blames himself, and he won’t let it go.” Cyrus blew the air through his lips noiselessly. “That’s not something you get over immediately.” He took a breath. “I think, based on my experience today, I’m going to start leading expeditions. Maybe if I do it, and Orion sees how well it’s going, he'll get his confidence back.”
Brevis missed the point entirely. “See?” He gestured to Gertan and Aina. “This is exactly what I’m talking about! This is the sort of leadership we need: someone who’s willing to get things done. We need to be rid of Orion – you should take his place as Sanctuary's General, command our army.”
Cyrus felt his brow furrow. “I will not support removing Orion as General. I’m happy to help the guild, but I’m not going to depose the man.”
“You’re missing the point,” Brevis sai. “When you’ve got someone who has such an attitude of entitlement you have to cut that out of your guild!” The little gnome made an almost absurd chopping gesture that looked as though it would be ineffective on anything, a ridiculous counterpoint to what he was proposing. 
Cyrus studied Brevis with barely disguised annoyance. “Don’t you think Alaric knows what he’s doing by keeping Orion in place?” 
“No! And don’t get me started on what I think should be done with Alaric. He’s never once led a battle that I've seen; rarely does anything. I’ve never seen a Guildmaster gone as much as he is. Almost as if he vanishes into thin air…” Brevis’s words trailed off as they approached the gates of Sanctuary. “Give everything I’ve said some thought, I’m sure you’ll come to the same conclusions I have.”
“I’m sure I won’t.” Cyrus didn’t even try to lie, but Brevis seemed not to notice.
“Of course, we’ll talk again in a day or two.” He scrambled off as though late for an appointment, Gertan and Aina trailing behind, but not before she had dispelled the Falcon's Essence, returning him to the ground. 
Shaking his head at the absurdity of the gnome plotting a coup, Cyrus breezed through the doors to Sanctuary. He watched Brevis walk up to a group in the foyer, greeted with great fanfare. Cyrus knew that Brevis had some influence in Sanctuary, though it was hard to imagine the odd, antisocial gnome having much support. 
From the staircase on the other side of the foyer, Selene entered with an entourage of her own, Celia and Uruk behind her. Cyrus saw it only a moment before it occurred; Brevis and his group casting mutinous looks at Selene, and her completely oblivious expression as she crossed close to them, not noticing the gnome or his circle until he stepped into her path, halting her advance. 
“So, I noticed you weren’t with us when we fought the dragon,” Brevis said. 
“No, Brevis, I wasn’t. So nice of you to notice.” 
“I’m sorry you weren’t feeling well,” he said, voice dripping with insincerity that was lost on Selene.
“What do you mean?” She looked confused. “I feel fine.”
“Oh, then you must have been gone when they called for help.”
“No.” She still had a befuddled look. “Celia, Uruk and I were talking and planning a trip to the Emerald Coast with Orion. They have a little village on the edge of the ocean; it’s supposed to be quite marvelous.” Cyrus desperately wanted to intervene, to tell her to shut up, but he could not find words that wouldn’t cause a scene.
“Oh, I see.” Brevis seemed to relent for a moment. “It must be an important trip.”
“Yes; we’re planning to go there to relax, just the two of us couples.”
A glint of victory shone in the enchanter’s eye. “So, planning a vacation is more important to you than helping guildmates who are going into danger – what kind of person are you?!” The last part of his statement was blurted: it came out as a sort of crazed scream, an indignant accusation that caught the attention of everyone in the foyer. 
Selene’s jaw dropped, skin flushed in horror at his bluntness. “I-I don’t see how it’s any of your business what I –”
Brevis didn’t wait for her to finish. “You’re a member of this guild who doesn’t seem to want to help anybody in this guild.”
Selene was staggered. “That’s not true!”
Undeterred, Brevis went on. “Why did you miss the event today? Don’t you care when your guildmates face mortal danger?”
Selene had fallen into the trap. “Of course I care, but –”
“Actions speak louder than words.” The self-satisfied smile on Brevis’s face indicated he thought he had made a profound point. There were enough nods around the foyer that Cyrus knew others felt the same.
Vara, Curatio and Alaric entered the foyer from the great hall at that moment. “What is going on here?” the voice of the Ghost silenced the proceedings. Selene, on the verge of tears, looked askance at Alaric, who was moving toward her. 
Brevis did not meet Alaric’s eyes as he approached. The paladin’s gaze bored in on the gnome, who suddenly found an excuse to leave. With Gertan, Aina, and a few others in tow, he headed upstairs. Selene looked at Alaric as he approached, eyes brimming with tears, and the Ghost said to her, “I believe Orion was looking for you, m’lady, after we adjourned from the Council a few moments ago.” She nodded, wiped her eyes with her sleeve, and led Celia and Uruk upstairs as well, using a different route than Brevis had taken.
Cyrus watched them go, and felt Alaric’s attention turn his way. “I hear congratulations are in order. Vara told me you unleashed a very successful strategy on the dragon, something that no one had seen before.” The elven paladin blinked twice and then glared at Alaric, but bit back whatever reply she might have made. 
Cyrus blushed. “I suspect Vara would not be so generous in her praise.” He paused for a moment. “Or that she would give praise at all.”
Vara shifted her glare to Cyrus, but it was more annoyed than dangerous. “In point of fact, you chattering pincushion, I did tell Alaric that you were quite brave in your action today, and that the strategy you employed was surprisingly brilliant.” She tossed her ponytail off her shoulder. “I did not, however, expect him to share that assessment with you.”
Cyrus looked at the elf in surprise. “Why not?” 
The annoyance on her face compounded. “Because human warriors, you who have all the magical ability of a head of lettuce and the aggregate brainpower of a cabbage – which your skull mightily resembles – in my opinion, should not be in front of any monster, demon or beast we ever face in any adventure, anywhere, at any time. Since your kind seems to be not only front and center but the ecstatic choice of our leaders, I at least do my part to make certain that you lot – the few, proud, the idiotic – don't walk into said battles with an overinflated sense of your own infallibility.” She crossed her arms.
“So,” Cyrus said, keeping his expression as straight faced as possible, “you're concerned about the possibility of warriors getting killed?” He smiled. “How sweet.”
Vara's nostrils flared. “I am more concerned with you, you tuber-headed narcissist, getting me and mine killed with your human arrogance.”
Alaric looked on with amusement at their exchange while Curatio wore an uncertain expression. “I trust,” Garaunt said, “that you are not concerned about human arrogance from all of us?”
Vara's expression of indignant annoyance calmed at Alaric's words. “No, I've never known you to be arrogant,” she said in a hushed tone. Turning her eyes back to Cyrus, fury burning in them, “But this one, since the day I have met him, has consistently tried to overreach his potential.”
“Yes, but that's because you view my potential as being capped at using a knife and fork.”
“I've seen you eat in the Great Hall,” the elf shot back. “Perhaps you should find a more thoughtfully chosen argument to refute with next time.”
“If we may come back to my original point,” Alaric said. “Cyrus has done a masterful job of leading the assault using innovative tactics that saved lives.” The paladin surveyed Cyrus carefully through his helmet, one eye looking directly into the warrior's.
“Anyone else would have done the same,” Cyrus mumbled.
“Nonsense!” Curatio interrupted him. “We took on a very powerful dragon without a single death.” His eyes grew intense. “I’ve faced many dragons and seen them cause numerous deaths.” He turned back to Alaric. “I would echo Vara,” he said, causing her to cringe behind him. “It was a very unique stratagem, and it paid off beautifully.” 
“I agree, Curatio. It seems the warrior is being modest.” He regarded Cyrus with some interest. “Walk with us: we have matters to discuss.” Alaric, Curatio and Vara turned toward the door to the grounds, Cyrus following behind them. As they descended the front steps to the lawn below, Alaric began to speak. “It has been a while since last we talked, Cyrus. How are things going for you in Sanctuary?”
Cyrus thought for a long moment. Always on the move, or in Council chambers, no one could fully account for Alaric’s time. On the few occasions Cyrus had seen him at dinner, he tended to greet the warrior with enthusiasm, ask him how things were going, and then proceed to the next person he had to converse with. But occasionally the Ghost of Sanctuary sought him out, taking him on a walk and talking with him, like this. 
Shaking off his thoughts, he focused on Alaric’s question. “It’s been good.”
“Good enough that you'd consider running for officer?” The paladin looked at him with a guarded expression. 
Cyrus felt the heat in his cheeks again. “I don’t know that I have that much to offer Sanctuary.”
“Nonsense!” Curatio dismissed his modesty again. “You’ve shown yourself to be a capable leader. With the growth of the guild, we're considering expanding the officers’ Council. We believe you to be the best candidate for that post.”
Cyrus demurred as the quartet turned the corner to the side yard of Sanctuary. “What about Brevis?”
“What of him?” 
Cyrus looked at Alaric quizzically. “He’s quite popular. What you walked into earlier was him, taking Selene to task for not coming to our aid.”
Alaric was slow to respond. “Neither was I at the battle. Should I be ‘taken to task’ as well?”
Vara looked mutinous and Curatio remained silent as Cyrus answered. “In Brevis’ eyes, all of us should probably be slapped around for some offense or another.” Two of them laughed at his statement while Vara continued to keep her peace, irritation etched on her face. “I’m serious, Alaric,” Cyrus said. “Brevis is dangerous for Sanctuary right now. He’s aggravated and he’s got several targets for his resentment – Selene, Orion and – you.”
The Ghost removed his helmet, placing it into the crook of his elbow. Alaric Garaunt was not a young man by any means. His face was stern, but handsome; his brown hair, streaked with grey, was long enough to reach the top of his neck. His left eye was covered by an eyepatch that wrapped around his head. A thin beard and mustache covered the face of the Ghost. Leveling his gaze on the warrior, Alaric looked at Cyrus with his good eye, and the warrior would have given one of his own to be elsewhere. “Me?” 
Cyrus nodded. “He feels that Orion is wasting the General post since he’s not leading anything, that Selene is too selfish to help anybody but herself, and that you’re allowing them to do whatever they want because Orion is an officer.”
Alaric stopped walking as they reached the archery range. “And what do you believe?” His eye bored into the warrior, and Cyrus could feel a ghostly chill in his stomach that might have been the basis of Alaric’s nickname. 
It came out in a rush. “I think Orion feels so guilty about Enterra that it’ll be years before he willingly leads another expedition on his own. I think Selene has been acting selfishly, as people are wont to do, and I think you’d back them both to your death, because they’re members of Sanctuary. You’ve got the kind of loyalty that means more to you than your very life.” He stopped, breathless. “And while we’re being honest – Curatio, I thought all elves other than low-born were a bunch of uptight, arrogant tightasses like Vara until I met you.” 
The healer barely suppressed a laugh. Alaric was not so able, and he let out a roar so deep and loud that it startled Cyrus. Vara, for her part, glared at him but did not argue.
Alaric’s laughter died down, and Curatio’s smile was diminishing when the Ghost next spoke. “Well, you certainly didn’t hold back your opinions.” His joviality began to evaporate. “You are correct, I believe, in your assessment.” Alaric cast a knowing eye to Vara. “Not about you.” Returning his gaze to Cyrus, he continued, “Orion is somewhat damaged in terms of his confidence, and Selene has become wrapped up in herself.” Alaric tapped his fingers on his armored greaves, drumming them several times, creating a deep rattling noise of metal on metal as Vara ground her teeth in irritation. “This brings us to an interesting conundrum.
“Although I have had very little use for expeditions, they are an activity that many adventurers wish to participate in. This is good: it certainly prospers the guild bank, and is no more dangerous than any other adventure one might pursue. Our problem is, how do we continue to offer these benefits to our members when our General doesn’t want to schedule or run any expeditions?”
Cyrus shrugged. “It’s quite a challenge.”
“Indeed, it is, but I believe you hold the solution.” The oblique smile on his face hinted that Alaric had an agenda. 
“What did you have in mind?” Cyrus asked, caution infusing his tone. 
“I told you before: I think you should run for officer,” Alaric replied.
“Won’t Orion get upset you’re stripping him of the title of General?” 
Alaric shook his head. “You’re getting the wrong idea, perhaps because the guild seems to misperceive this. There is no formal ‘General’ title. Every officer picks duties that they feel best fit their strengths. Whether it be dealing with applicants or running the Halls of Healing,” he nodded at Curatio, “Orion felt his abilities lay in the direction of leading expeditions.” He frowned. “His change of heart does leave us with a rather sizable hole in our Council.” Alaric cast a sidelong glance at Vara. “And since my most knowledgeable leader won't lead any excursions and Orion is scared to...”
Vara bristled. “I didn't say I won't lead any.” She smoldered for a moment. “But people don't respond well to my leadership style.”
“Hard to imagine, that,” Cyrus quipped. “I can see it now: 'You! I hate you, go over there and die, okay?'”
Vara looked daggers at the warrior but when she spoke it was with an icy calm. “After all my searching, you've found the exact sentiments I've been wanting to express to you since the day we met.”
Brushing off the paladin's repartee, Cyrus asked, “How long do you have to be in Sanctuary before you can become an officer?”
Curatio and Alaric exchanged a confused glance, while Vara looked annoyed. Curatio answered, “According to the charter, one year.”
“Then this is a moot point. I am ineligible to be an officer of Sanctuary.” Cyrus tried to put on a disappointed look, but honestly felt a bit relieved at not having to go through a popularity contest that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to pass. Vara, surprisingly enough, did not look any happier at the revelation. 
Alaric nodded. “Time loses its meaning for me. It feels like you have been here longer.” Not sure his meaning was taken, the Ghost corrected, “I hope you realize I mean that in the best possible way: that your loyalty seems like that of someone who has been here since the beginning.”
“I appreciate the sentiment. But I don’t think even having a new General that leads excursions every night of the week to the most interesting locations in Arkaria would satisfy Brevis. He’s got a burr under his saddle and I don’t think it’s going to be settled until someone is gone. Whether it’s him or Orion and Selene, mark my words,” he said, “Sanctuary isn’t big enough for all of them. At least not in Brevis’ eyes.”
“We'll have to discuss this in Council.” Alaric surveyed the grounds before him. “Though I wish we could fix Orion’s broken spirit, I cannot – at least not immediately.” He turned back to Cyrus. “But I intend to have your word on something before we part. Our Council needs leadership. You are a leader.” 
Cyrus shook his head. “I was only leader in my last guild because no one else wanted the job. I'm not a leader.” 
Alaric nodded over Cyrus’s shaking of his head. “Yes, you are. Curatio, Vara, can either of you see any reasons, anything in this warrior's character, that would prevent him from being an honorable and useful addition to the Council of Santuary?”
Curatio answered immediately. “Absolutely not. I believe Cyrus to be a guildmate of the highest caliber and that he would be an excellent officer.”
Cyrus looked at Vara expectantly, waiting for her to add a negative critique, to say something that would reflect her disdain for him, his skills, his abilities, his character or even his personal hygiene. None was forthcoming. After a long moment's pause, Vara turned her gaze back to Alaric. As her eyes passed over him, Cyrus saw something nearly indefinable in her expression, that same something that he had noticed the first day they met. “No,” she said without emotion. “I can't see any reason he shouldn't run for officer.”
Alaric nodded. “Then it is settled.” The paladin turned back to Cyrus. “I want your word that in six months, when you are eligible, you will submit your name for candidacy and do your duty to Sanctuary by becoming an officer.” He held up his hand to forestall protest. “I will not allow any argument. I want your word.” 
Though Alaric’s voice and manner had issued a command, Cyrus knew in his heart that he could tell the paladin no, if he really wanted to. He shifted his gaze from Alaric to Curatio, who was hopeful; a warm and encouraging smile upon the elf's face. Cyrus desperately wanted to say yes… to be an officer, right now. Protests aside, he wondered what happened in Council meetings, wondered how he could help, if he could help. Long minutes passed, none of them speaking, all waiting for his answer. 
Vara would not meet his eyes, and her gaze was fixed in the distance, giving him a look at her profile. Her mouth was set in a hard line, keeping whatever emotions she had tightly bottled. The hair stretched in a ponytail over her shoulder, the sun shining on her spotless armor. He looked at her for a few minutes, silence still hanging in the air. She never turned to him. 
As all these thoughts were bubbling in Cyrus’s head, one solitary phrase slipped through his lips, a whisper, barely audible: “You have my word.”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 19
 
 
It was not yet four o’clock when the crowd began to gather at the portal to the Realm of Death. Cyrus came with the bulk of the Sanctuary army, who had hiked to the edge of the Bay of Lost Souls, only a few hours southeast of Sanctuary's gates. Nyad and a team of wizards had conjured a boat that they sailed on across the bay to the Island of Mortus.
Cyrus could tell the island was small: he could see the entirety of it from where they had landed. In the middle of it all was a gateway that looked like a portal – a stone arch that crackled with black energy. No light escaped from it and the area around seemed dim even in the late afternoon sun. Alliance members were gathered about it in very casual groups. 
The Daring were already waiting when they arrived. Erith was seated atop a little black and white pony, and when she saw Cyrus she giggled. “What’s going on, meat head?” she shouted.
“How the hell did you get a horse over here?” Cyrus asked her, bewildered. The dark elf shrugged and smiled at him.
A few of Goliath's members flew to the island on winged mounts. Cyrus fixated on a warrior riding a griffon, a creature with the beaked head of a bird of prey and heavy, matted fur with a four-legged body. Claws jutted from its paws, digging into the ground as the creature landed and the warrior dismounted. I'd like one of those, Cy thought.  
Cyrus waved at Elisabeth when she arrived. Any thought of striking up a conversation with her was forestalled: she was swamped with well-wishers and people seeking instruction. Cyrus knew how she felt: leading an invasion of this magnitude couldn’t be easy – at least not based on his experience. She went to work with a scroll, studying plans carefully.
She was all smiles as she stepped onto a rock in front of the army. “We have quite the assemblage tonight,” she announced with great pleasure. “I’m going to be reorganizing you into different elements in order to form a cohesive fighting force. We expect guardians by the entrance to the Realm and additional forces at certain key points which we’re going to be hitting. 
“Opposition will be tough,” she continued, “but we have very good numbers on our side. Our main warrior for tonight will be Kilgar from Goliath,” she announced, making a sweeping gesture toward a hulking human as Cyrus rolled his eyes, “but we’ll also need some backups to ensure that if an enchanter can’t control an enemy, it doesn’t wreak havoc by killing our spell casters.” Lack of armor made spell casters easy prey for strong enemies. Even with a quick resurrection spell, it could take thirty minutes to an hour for them to regenerate enough magical energy and shake off the sickening effects of death to effectively cast spells again. 
“Cyrus from Sanctuary, Cass from the Daring and Yei from Goliath will be our secondary warriors.” Cyrus blinked in surprise. He cast a sidelong look at Cass and then Yei. The Goliath warrior was a massive troll, bigger than Vaste. Yei had recently painted his armor into a bizarre, multicolored scheme involving deep purple, bright red and some strain of yellow. Terian had remarked during the assault on Kalam that it “defiled his eyes” to even look at the warrior. 
“We'll need our enchanters focused on occupying additional monsters, beguiling them by use of your charms or simply mesmerizing them.” Her voice turned serious. “We are outnumbered here, and we will be facing wave after wave of foes.” She proceeded to break the force into elements assigned to support each warrior. 
“By the time we get this entire force facing the right direction, I’ll be older than Curatio,” Andren said under his breath. Niamh overheard him and giggled. Cyrus said nothing, but privately he agreed; leading this force of several hundred was going to be like trying to lead a herd of cats from the front. 
When they had organized, the combined army lined up in formation before the portal. It was wide enough for only a few people to enter at a time. They lined up in order as best they could; the space around the portal was completely packed – as was the island itself. 
“On my mark, I want a full charge into the portal and out of the way, as quickly as possible – without trampling any gnomes,” Elisabeth added. Cyrus heard a squeak of appreciation from somewhere in the crowd in front of him. 
It was a tense moment. The portal glared at them, almost defying them to enter. Cyrus could hear the heavy breathing of Vaste next to him, and caught sight of J'anda ahead, his now elven features fixed in a look of intense concentration. Yei was scratching himself. 
The seconds ticked away, and nerves were chewing at Cyrus. He could hear his heart pounding; he’d never before set foot in the domain of any god. At least I'm not challenging Bellarum, Cyrus thought. The God of War had to be at least as intimidating as the God of Death, he conceded, missing the irony of that thought in the intensity of the moment. 
Looking sideways in the moments before the order was given, Cyrus's gaze fixed on the smiling visage of Malpravus. The cowl of the Goliath Guildmaster's cloak was once again covering his head, leaving the dark elf's face shadowed but for the dim sunlight playing on it. His expression was bizarre, triumphant. His eyes flicked to the side and saw Cyrus looking at him. With a nod, Malpravus bowed toward the warrior. 
“GO!” Elisabeth’s shout boomed across the island and in a blink, Kilgar and his group were in the portal and fading, the second group charging in behind them. Cyrus thundered forward, felt a twisting sensation in his stomach as he stepped into the darkness and his vision distorted like he was underwater; all trace of the world he had left behind on the island had disappeared.
When Cyrus's feet hit the ground he was already moving forward, sword in hand. The sky was blood red, like a sunset that had never quite finished. Spread out before him were rolling fields, as far as the eye could discern, spreading out in every direction but one. His eyes alighted on an enormous structure in the distance. It had a gigantic base, miles wide, and gradually drew to a point on top. It was the single biggest tower he had ever seen.  
Cy felt a thump as someone ran into him from behind. He realized he had stopped along with everyone else and turned his head to see Cass peering around him. “Frankly,” the Daring's chief warrior said with a slightly disgruntled expression, “I was hoping for a little more combat on this side of the portal.”
Cyrus snorted. “I hope Mortus isn't lingering to give you your fondest wish.”
Elisabeth made her way to the front of the army. “I was told to anticipate more resistance at the entryway.” Lines knit across her face as she scanned the area around them. 
“More resistance?” Andren said from just behind Cyrus. “How about any resistance?”
Cyrus did not stop scanning the horizon, even as the rest of the Alliance force began to relax. “These must be the Fields of Paxis,” Cyrus said under his breath.
“Indeed they are,” came the reply from Vaste, startling Cyrus. “The Realm of Death is broken into many parts to reflect the fate awaiting the worst of us.” The troll smiled. “Did you know that Mortus, even as God of Death, doesn't get all the dead?”
“I'd heard that,” Cyrus said, still looking for trouble. 
“He only gets the really bad eggs; those who have done horrific things.” The troll shuddered all the way to the top of his enormous frame. “The Fields of Paxis are the entry point or sorting area for the newly arrived. The least of the offenders are sentenced to wander these fields eternally without guidance or hope of escape. The worst are judged here and sent elsewhere.” The troll gestured into the distance to the tower. 
“The Eusian Tower,” Cyrus said without inflection. 
“You got it,” Vaste confirmed. “Three main areas within, places of torment for the dishonored dead...” The troll's voice drifted off.
“I hate waiting.” The warrior turned his eyes back to the horizon. “I hate waiting for possible death even more.”
“You should never go on a date with Vara then,” the troll said. “Not only does she take forever to get ready, she is the very definition of 'possible death'.”
Cyrus laughed. “I don't think there's much danger of that.”
“Her killing you or you going on a date?”
Cy raised an eyebrow. “The latter. I'd actually lay odds on the former.”
The troll looked at him, face unreadable. “More than you probably realize.”
“Hah!” Cyrus laughed out loud. “The woman can't stand me.”
“An all-too-familiar experience in your dating life, I'm sure.” Ignoring Cyrus's rude gesture, the troll pressed on. “But in Vara's case, you have to understand her.”
“Do I really want to?” 
“Can't answer that for you,” Vaste replied. “But I can tell you that Vara was nearly married once – to a human warrior, of all things.” The troll looked around before finishing his statement. “I heard it ended badly.”
Cyrus raised an eyebrow. “The fact that she'd ever consider marrying a human is laughable. The idea that she'd have any involvement with a warrior puts your story well into the realm of fiction. She hates –”
 “Yes, yes,” Vaste cut him off. “Haven't you ever wondered why she can get along with me or Nyad, or Curatio – any one of a number of other guildmates – but not you?”
“I'm gonna go with... because she's a heinous bitch.” 
Ignoring him, Vaste went on. “I'd have thought you, genius of the umpteenth order, Mr. Strategy and Tactics and 'Assessing the Battlefield', would have figured it out. She doesn't like you because you remind her of someone.”
“I don't buy it.” 
“Very well then,” Vaste said, still inscrutable. “Far be it for me to disagree with the mighty Cyrus Davidon, who knows the hearts of all whom he meets.”
“Not all of them,” the warrior said. “But there's no room in that heart for love; past, present or future.”
“Perhaps not,” Vaste said and let the matter drop. 
At the front of the army, Elisabeth had been consulting with Malpravus and a few others. Shaking her head, she turned from the Goliath Guildmaster to address the army. “We're going to move to the Eusian Tower now. I expect whatever enemies that aren't here but usually would be are in the tower.”
The army of the Alliance moved forward through the tall grass of the fields. The journey to the Eusian Tower took a little over an hour, during which time the color of the sky changed not at all. As they approached, Cyrus felt several times that they had to be close to the entrance, such was the size of the tower. When they finally reached the entry, he had to admit that even the Citadel in Reikonos, the tallest building he had ever seen, would easily fit into the shadow of the Eusian Tower. They marched through the doorway, and Cyrus once again found himself in near-complete darkness. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 20
 
 
Upon entering the Eusian Tower, the Alliance force paused. Vaste cast a spell next to him, and a veil lifted from Cyrus's eyes, allowing him to see in the darkness. They were in the middle of the largest open indoor space Cyrus had ever seen. It seemed to stretch for miles up and down. They crossed a massive bridge to a central platform that had three additional bridges spanning out in each direction of the compass. 
As no foes were in sight, Elisabeth addressed them. “There are three wings to the Eusian Tower: one is the personal chambers of Mortus and his guards.” She looked up and gestured straight ahead from the direction they had entered, indicating a mammoth door made of solid metal, large enough that it would not have looked out of place in Kortran. “It is also where his treasure trove is. In order to gain access, we'll have to go through the other two wings of the tower,” she said, brimming with confidence. “Defeating the guards in both wings will draw out the reserve in his private chambers. We'll start with this direction.” She pointed to their right. 
“How does Mortus have any treasure left if guilds are constantly stealing from his Realm and killing his guards every time he leaves?” Cy frowned.
Vaste shrugged. “If you're a god, I guess you can make more treasure.”
“His followers pay him tribute in their temples,” Cass said from behind them. “And he can recreate his guards with ease.”
“Yeah, but if someone stole all your possessions every time you left your house, wouldn't you stop leaving?” Cyrus asked.
“They don't get all of Mortus's possessions,” Cass said. “He keeps the best of them sealed under magical barriers that only the power of a god could breach.”
They stopped talking as they crossed the bridge and entered an archway. As they progressed down a dark corridor, Cyrus felt a deep-seated chill run through him. It took him a moment to realize that it was not internal; the temperature had dropped significantly as they continued along the corridor, which had also begun to slope downward. 
They emerged into a cavernous area – not nearly as tall as the entryway but which extended so far into the distance that Cyrus could not see the opposite wall. Stretching down the middle of the cavern was a frozen lake, with blocks of ice stacked around the sides. 
Cyrus said with surprise, “I expected to see more dead people in the Realm of Death, y'know?”
“I know what you mean,” Vaste said. “Where's the fire and brimstone? Where's the damnation?” The troll looked at the frozen lake and shook his head in disappointment. “I was expecting more damnation.”
“Damnation is here,” a rattling voice breathed next to them. Cyrus jumped in surprise before he realized that the words issued from Malpravus, who was at his elbow. “The damned are all around you,” the dark elf said with barely contained glee. “You cannot see them.” Malpravus inhaled deeply, as though he was enjoying a particularly pleasant scent. “There is a great deal of torment present here – many, many damned souls, enslaved in the ice.”
Cyrus looked at the Goliath Guildmaster, eyes wary. “Why can you see the dead when we can't?” 
Malpravus looked into Cyrus's eyes and the warrior could see a hollow blackness in the dark elf's sunken sockets that reminded him of the portal leading into Death's Realm. “I am a very powerful necromancer, boy. The dead are mine to wield; it is only natural I would be able to see them.”
“I don't think there's anything 'natural' about what you just described,” Vaste said.
A smile lit the features of the necromancer as he steepled his fingers. “Those of us who study the nearly lost art of necromancy are very misunderstood.”
“I could stand for your 'art' to get a bit more lost.” Vaste bristled. “Manipulating the bodies and souls of the dead and deriving power from them is a far beyond morbid practice.”
Malpravus remained calm in the face of Vaste's criticism. “Someday you will understand that however you must acquire it, power is the most important thing in this world.” The necromancer held a bony hand up to stay Vaste's reply. 
Malpravus fixed his gaze on Cyrus, giving the warrior sudden cause to squirm internally. “I see great potential in your leadership, lad. I expect to see great things from you after the battle yesterday.” Without another word, the necromancer glided away, his cloak sweeping against the ground. 
Vaste and Cyrus exchanged a look. “That was... disconcerting,” the troll said, perfectly capturing Cyrus's sentiments. 
“I get the feeling that he's even creepier among his own guild.” 
Whatever reply Vaste might have made was cut off by an inhuman wailing. Seeking out the source of the cacophony, Cyrus's eyes were drawn to figures moving in their direction across the frozen lake. The first of them was barely visible; a thin figure, emaciated, with skin of the grayest pallor and sunken eyes. Bloody, cracked lips uncovered sharp teeth and a nasty, nausea-inducing smell of decay preceded the shadowy beasts. The first of the rotting creatures leapt into their midst, reminding Cyrus of the first time he had met Vara. 
He jumped into action, pushing through the crowd to engage the creature. “Wendigo!” he heard someone cry out. Cyrus brought his sword to bear as the wendigo's claws swiped into the crowd and sent three spell casters flying, dead. 
Horrified, Cyrus struck with his sword into the grey flesh, leaving the wendigo with an enormous gash from shoulder to waist. Seeming not to notice, it lunged at him, teeth exposed, missing him by mere inches as the warrior dodged. He aimed a counter blow at the wendigo as it passed, but missed. The wendigo sliced him three times in rapid succession. Two glanced off his armor but the third landed perfectly between the joints on his left arm, digging into the muscle of his forearm. 
Cyrus grimaced and dropped his left hand from his sword, holding it in his right to fend off the wendigo's advances. The point faced directly into the heart of the creature, which was keeping its distance, circling to his left to evade the tip of his blade. Cyrus pulled his injured arm against himself until he felt a spell mend the wound; he looked down to see the gash healed, but blood still trickled from beneath his armor and the painful sensation did not immediately cease. 
Cyrus feinted at the wendigo, not returning his left hand to the hilt. The beast overreacted to the warrior's bluff and dodged to the side, running into three rangers who stabbed the exposed back of the creature. Cyrus smiled as the wendigo turned to face the new threat and he drove his sword with both hands into the back of its head. A piercing scream filled the air and the wendigo went limp. 
“No time for a victory dance!” Andren said from behind him. Cyrus scowled and turned to face the healer. Numerous wendigos were making their way through the ranks of the army. Cyrus saw J'anda's arms sweeping about, casting spell after spell. The wendigos were halting, sunken eyes rolling back in their heads, mesmerized. 
An attack from behind caught him off guard and knocked Cyrus to his knees. He felt claws grasping at him, digging into his sides just below his armpits in the vulnerable seam of his breastplate and back plate, penetrating the chain mail beneath his plate armor. The stabbing sensation increased as the wendigo that had grabbed him dug its claws in further.  He reversed the grip on his sword and stabbed backward at the creature, gagging at the sickening stench of decay that filled his nose. A howl of pain told him he had not missed, and Cyrus stumbled forward, feeling the claws withdraw from his flesh. 
He turned back to engage the wendigo, fighting past the agony in his side, and lunged forward, catching it on the arm with a sword thrust. A yelp filled his ears and forced a grin to the warrior's lips, even as he ignored the pain. Other fighters – rangers, paladins, dark knights – were attacking the wendigo that was focused on him. 
Every time the creature started to turn, changing its attention to the others behind it, Cyrus would bellow a warcry and leap forward, hacking and stabbing, turning its attention back to him. The first three times he scored gashing blows, leaving jagged cuts in the flesh of the undead-looking beast. The fourth, as soon as he yelled at it, the wendigo immediately refocused on him, not allowing him to get a strike in. 
Elisabeth brought her daggers to bear in a powerful backstabbing blow that brought the wendigo to its knees. Cyrus swept forward with all his speed and decapitated it. When it dropped, Cyrus appraised the area around him for the next fight. 
J'anda stood only a few feet away, the enchanter's face a mask of concentration. “If you're looking for something to do,” the dark elf said, eyes closed and illusionless for only the second time since Cyrus had met him, “you could try killing that one before my spell breaks.” His finger rose to point at one of the gray fiends that was standing close to the ice. 
“How many of these do you have mesmerized right now?” Cyrus asked him, incredulous. There were at least forty wendigos standing completely still throughout the army, as if the cold had frozen them. 
“Well,” J'anda said, voice straining, “we have eight enchanters and each of the other seven has one wendigo mesmerized. So if you subtract seven from however many there are, that would be the number that I have under control.” A tight smile made its way across J'anda's blue lips. “It takes quite a bit of concentration and magical energy to create the illusion that mesmerizes these fiends, so forgive me if I stop speaking now.”
Cyrus shook his head and trotted with the rest of his element to the wendigo that J'anda had indicated. Positioning his group around it he struck with an impaling attack at the same time that his other fighters did, making short work of the wendigo, which died with a feral scream. 
A quick look at J'anda showed the enchanter pointing in the direction of another of the frozen beasts.  He and his group moved through the wendigos one at a time, along with the other elements of the army, until all the gray-skinned fiends had been killed. Kilgar drove his sword through the last as a sigh of relief ran through the cavern. From behind them came the sound of very slow clapping. 
Cyrus turned to see J'anda Aimant, eyes half-lidded, bringing his hands together in applause. “Well done. Perhaps someday soon we can find an enchanter with enough talent to take at least two foes at any give time?” J'anda ignored the glares of the enchanters surrounding him and snapped his fingers to become a gnome. 
They stood by the edge of the frozen lake while Elisabeth again consulted with Malpravus, Tolada and a few of the other Alliance officers. Cyrus stood with Andren and Vaste, looking across the ice into the darkness. “Andren,” he asked the elf, “Malpravus told us that the dead are all around us, and being tormented. Do you suppose that's true?”
Andren did not respond at first. “Yep. There are tormented souls all around us right now.”
“Why can't we see them?” Cyrus asked, puzzled. 
Andren looked at the ice at his feet and pointed down. “Do you see anything at all? A shape, a specter, anything?”
The warrior peered at the ice. “It looks a little darker, like smoke or something.”
Andren nodded. “That is one of the dead. A necromancer can see them as easily as I can tell the difference between an ale and mulled mead. Which is no great difficulty for me, but most can't. The training one goes through for his branch of magic makes him more sensitive to the spirit emanations that you can barely perceive. What looks like a faded specter to you appears to me as an old elf, buried to his face in the ice, screaming in agony and unable to see anyone around him.”
Cyrus looked at Andren, eyes wide. “That's what you see? And it looks as clear as if he were alive?”
“I can see a bit better than you can but that has more to do with my age and magical training. I would imagine it would be clear to a powerful necromancer. What I see is a bit of a distorted image – as though smoke is obscuring the lines of their faces, and their words were being spoken through a waterfall.”
Any further questions were drowned out by Elisabeth's order to move the invasion force back into the center of the Eusian Tower. As they walked back up the tunnel the temperature returned to a bearable level. The chill, however, failed to leave them. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 21
 
 
As they mulled around the center of the tower, Cyrus passed Erith, still riding on her horse, as he strode to the front of the army. Catching his eye, she spoke. “I miss healing you today. Any other day, I wouldn’t, but today I’m healing a dark knight, and he takes two hits and crumples like a ranger in a windstorm.”
“Hey!” the dark knight and ranger in Erith’s group chorused in unison, outraged.
“What?” she snapped back over her shoulder. “It’s not my fault that the two of you can't get hit without dying.” She turned back to Cyrus. “I’d have better luck keeping an ant alive while a child stomped on its anthill.” Rolling her eyes at the dissenting opinions behind her, she tossed another insult over her shoulder. “The ant would probably be more grateful, too,” she grumbled. “Your fighter dies one or three times…”
Elisabeth rallied their army into the tunnel opposite the one they had just left. As they descended, there was another dramatic temperature change – this one turning the air brutally hot. 
“It's like an oven-heated punch to the face,” Andren said. 
“Feels kinda like home,” Vaste said. The tunnel opened to another large cavern, this one again having a deep gash in the middle of it – but instead of containing ice, there was a lake of bubbling, boiling oil stretching into the distance. 
“You think there are more lost souls in there?” Cyrus asked.
Vaste nodded. “Mortus is not a benevolent god. Those worthy of torment in the afterlife are subject to him, and remain with him for eternity.” 
Andren took a swig of liquor from his flask. “Any guesses as to what it takes to land yourself here for eternity?”
Vaste's eyes narrowed. “It's all speculative, but there is the traditional range of sins – murder, thievery, intemperance...” The troll looked at Andren. 
“Intemperance?” Andren asked, eyes wide. “You mean drinking?” An almost imperceptible nod from Vaste sent a visible shudder through Andren. “I reckon I'll be quitting drinking, then.” Cyrus raised an eyebrow at the healer, who looked offended. “I can quit any time, you know.” Cyrus held his hands up in a gesture of surrender, at which point Andren began to nervously eye the boiling oil again.
A few of the adventurers wandered closer to the edge of the bubbling lake; Cyrus remained leery and kept his distance. In an instant the surface of the oil erupted in several places around the bank of the pool as something shot out of it. Whatever it is, Cy reflected, looks a hell of a lot like snakes held by their tails out of the oil. 
With a reptilian head atop a long, twisting segment of scaled neck, seven of the creatures burst forth and attacked those that had wandered too close to the shore. Cyrus watched as several adventurers were grasped between the jaws of the snake heads – or in the case of one of Goliath's rangers, grasped by the ankle and flung into the oil. Cyrus caught a glimpse of Malpravus, among those standing close to the shore, calm in the midst of the storm of action. 
Cyrus rushed toward the shore, but before he could get there, he heard an elven voice behind him proclaim, “I can handle this.” Something in the way it was said caused him to turn around. Nyad was already casting a spell, flames forming around her hands. 
“No!” he shouted, but to no avail – the fire spell burst from her fingertips and blasted past the snake heads to hit the oil behind it. Flames began to spread across the surface of the lake. 
“Oops!” Nyad said. “I'll fix it!” Once more, she began to cast a spell, this time with a whiff of what looked like smoke as a warning, something flew from her hand to the edge of the pool of now flaming oil, expanding into a cloud and raining on it. 
Cyrus did not even have time to react. An explosion rocked the cavern, sending a burst of fire surging in all directions. The warrior dropped to his knees and covered his face as a wall of flame washed over the Alliance army. It dissipated quickly, but not before catching a few people on fire, including Nyad herself. He tackled the wizard, rolling on the ground to suffocate the flames. 
Turning his attention back to the lake, the seven heads remained above the thick, flaming liquid, unaffected by the fires around them. Smaller pools had also caught on fire, making the cavern look like the den of Ashan'agar.
“Ah,” Vaste said from the ground next to Cyrus, “there's the fire and brimstone I was looking for and... damnation.”
“I think,” Cyrus said, running his fingertips over the scorch marks on his already blackened armor, “I'm going to have to cut the heads off some snakes now.”
“Do run along then,” Vaste said from a prone position. “I'll be here, watching in case you get hurt.” 
“Much appreciated,” Cyrus grunted as he lifted himself to his feet. 
“Thank you,” Nyad said in a muffled voice, face in the dirt as the warrior ran past her to the edge of the pool.
He looked to the lake of fire, seven snake heads still dancing back and forth within it, trying to grasp at any poor soul close to the edge. Malpravus stood by the shores, ignored by the waving heads. Cy dived to avoid two of them as they swept toward him. They missed him narrowly and with such force that one of them drove into the ground and did not move after the impact. 
Rolling to his feet, Cyrus grasped the hilt of his sword in both hands, and swung it from over his shoulder into the unmoving neck. The beast screamed and flailed, but could not muster enough strength to break free. The warrior stomped on the hilt of his sword with a plated boot, driving the blade the rest of the way through the neck. The head screamed and the neck retracted into the pool of fire. As it entered the flames, the severed head screamed and stopped moving. 
Two more heads swept in with a violent attack on the warrior, who dodged one of them but was caught flat-footed by the second, knocking him into the dirt. A healing wind ran through him, repairing the arm he knew had been broken. Rolling from his back to his hands and knees, he stood and charged past Vaste (“You're welcome!” the troll shouted, still laying on the ground) to be greeted by the same two snake heads, writhing at the end of their reach, snapping their teeth at him. 
“It's a hydra,” came the calm voice of Malpravus, who was gently stroking the neck of one of the snakes. “The heads are all part of the same beast.” 
Cyrus stayed out of the reach of the hydra heads, thrusting forward with his sword to strike a stinging blow to one of the heads, which hissed and withdrew. “Two questions come to mind – one, why isn't it attacking you, and two – could you help me out?”
A wide, almost malevolent grin split the necromancer's face. “Yes, I can help you, I suppose.” Reaching into his robes, the dark elf pulled a long dagger from a scabbard on his belt. Whispering something too low to be heard over the fire and screaming in the cave, Malpravus drew the dagger back and thrust it into the neck of the hydra that he had been stroking only moments before. The neck stiffened and dropped to the ground, great tongue lolling out of its scaly mouth. Malpravus cackled and brought the dagger to his lips. 
“That is not normal,” Cyrus said before he lunged to strike at the remaining head. Malpravus made another bow to the warrior, arms extended out from his body, wide smile still fixed on his face. Then the dark elf turned on his heel, and swept away from the lake of fire, gliding back to where most of the Allied army was recovering from the explosion and avoiding the heads of the hydra. 
Cyrus lunged once more, committing all his weight to the attack, and caught the hydra head off guard; he rammed his sword into the mouth of the creature. It screamed and tried to flee, but to no avail – close enough now to engage the beast physically, Cyrus threw his legs around the hydra's neck and jammed the sword further into the mouth, pushing it until it burst through the top of the hydra's head. The neck went limp, and the snake head dropped, pinning Cyrus to the ground. 
“Yes!” exulted Tolada, who rushed up with a hammer and began to pound on the head that lay across Cyrus. 
“Hey!” the warrior shouted, unpleasant impacts to the head reverberating through him. “It's dead already! Why don't you either pick a live one to attack or help get it off me?”
“It's all the same beast!” Tolada said, face alight with glee. “It can still feel this!” 
“Tell you what,” Cyrus said, eyes narrowed in irritation. “I'm gonna stab you through the hand until you can't move it anymore. Then I'm going to pound what's left of it with a hammer, and you let me know if you can feel it!”
Muttering something about a lack of allied cooperation, the dwarf put aside his hammer to help roll the hydra head off of Cyrus. By the time the warrior got to his feet, the Alliance force had engaged the other heads. Spells were flying through the air, bringing the waving heads to the ground one at a time, where they were greeted by vicious attacks from the melee combatants. Within a few minutes, the hydra was defeated. 
“All right,” Elisabeth said, “let's drag it on shore.” 
“Drag it out?” Cyrus sputtered. “I vote we toss it back into the flaming oil.”
She smiled at him in understanding. “Do you know how valuable the bodies of the creatures we kill are? That's some of the real wealth of these Realms – the same as it is with dragons. Sure, there's a hoard of treasures around here somewhere, but there's gold in selling the skins, the scales, things that yield high prices. That's the reason why guilds like Amarath's Raiders, Endeavor and Burnt Offerings are wealthy. They have access to materials no one else does and trade agreements with shops and companies that make them more money.”
“I don't care if his left buttcheek is worth a million gold; let's toss this thing back in and be done with it.”
Elisabeth frowned. “His butt isn't worth anything. Hydra testicles, however, are worth a few hundred thousand gold each.” She brightened. “Let's hope this one is a boy!”
Once they had finished extracting the most valuable of the materials from the corpse of the hydra (including three testicles, to the delight of Elisabeth and Malpravus), and those that had been tossed into the flaming oil had been recovered and revived, the Alliance army moved back up the long tunnel and into the platform of the entryway once more. Casting a sidelong look at the door to Mortus's chambers, Cyrus saw they were still sealed. 
“I'm not sure what's going on here,” Elisabeth said. “I was told that defeating the enemies within both caves would get the attention of Mortus's guards...” 
A loud noise filled the entryway and the enormous doors split and began to open, sweeping wide to reveal an army within. A moment of panic set in among the allies. “We need to face them outside!” Elisabeth shouted. “Retreat to the Fields of Paxis!” 
The Allied army broke and ran, retreating over the entry bridge and down the steps. Once outside, Elisabeth commanded once more, “Stop! Hold position here!” For the most part, her command was obeyed and they reformed at the bottom of the hill outside the Eusian Tower. A few adventurers continued beyond the rally point and up the hill, stopping once they reached the top. 
The first rank of the army of Mortus appeared in the doorway to the Eusian Tower; four rows of the horrific wendigos, followed by demons with red skin, bulging muscles and fearsome teeth. Pointed ears stood atop their heads, giving them all the appearance of a devil. There were fewer of them than there were wendigos, but each of the devils stood one and a half times the height of a human and was armed with a weapon. 
“The hell of it is,” Cyrus heard Andren say from somewhere behind him. “There are actually more of us than them.” He paused. “But I suspect they might pack a slightly nastier punch than most of us.”
J'anda called out, “Those demon knights – I cannot mesmerize them; their will is too strong.”
A few of the gray-skinned fiends halted their advance, bedazzled by the enchanters' spells. The remaining wendigos broke ranks and charged, demon knights following behind. 
The first wave of foes hit their front line warriors hard. The sheer numbers forced every Alliance fighter and some of the spell casters into one-on-one combat. The wendigos were strong and vicious, creating a poor match for most of the allied combatants. Cyrus swung his sword with all his strength, dispatching two of the bloody creatures in a row. By the time he had killed the second wendigo, the battle had turned into a complete melee. A demon knight waded toward him, accidentally killing a wendigo on its way.
Cyrus brought his sword up in time to block the first blow from the demon knight, which wielded a blade that looked like a massive meat cleaver. The strength of the demon knight's strike chipped some of the steel from his sword where the blow impacted. Guess I'll be needing a new sword soon, Cyrus thought. I'm sure Belkan will be pleased.
He successfully dodged the next attack and drove his sword into the leg of the demon knight which elicited a grunt and a backhand slap that sent Cyrus reeling, dragging his sword out of the wound. A small geyser of blood shot from the hole in the demon knight's leg, but the grotesque face of the creature displayed no reaction beyond a strange slurping sound as its tongue danced outside its lips. 
The demon knight jumped forward with no warning, knocking aside Cyrus's sword and burying its teeth into the veins of his neck. Cy brought his sword down, burying it through the eye of the demon knight, which relinquished its biting grasp and fell over, dead. 
Cyrus felt himself fall, warm blood rushing through his fingers as he tried to staunch the bleeding. He looked up to see Niamh, fingers glowing with a small healing spell, and he felt a swell of vitality as she kept him alive until he felt the spell from a healer that completely mended his wound. 
Pushing back to his feet again, Cyrus ignored the agony from the now-healed wound as all battle around him stopped. A commotion came from atop the hill behind them. Something was thundering on the other side, and when it crested the ridge, Cyrus's jaw dropped in shock. 
It was the bones of a dragon, but not just any dragon. The crests and gnarls of the skeleton, the jutting spikes and fearsome teeth, left no doubt which dragon the skeleton belonged to. Kalam, Cy thought in astonishment. Shit. Shooting a searing glare at those around him, he yelled, “Who helped Terian resurrect that thing?”
Vaste shouted over the crowd. “It's not resurrected. Kalam must be on his merry way to the afterlife or else he got co-opted by Mortus to defend this Realm. It's probably his penance.”
A rumbling came from the skeletal jaw of the dragon's bones. A hot rush shot through Cyrus, flushing his face and spurring him into action. A demon knight in front of him had turned its back to see the events unfolding on the hilltop. Behind the demon knight, Tolada stooped down to pick up the hammer that he had dropped in shock at the sight of Kalam. 
With two long strides, Cyrus used the dwarf as a step to launch himself through the air and bury his sword in the neck of the unsuspecting demon knight. As it fell, Cy pulled the sword as roughly as he could, decapitating the demon, and dropping the head to the ground. He reached down to retrieve it and ran toward the base of the hill. 
The battle had resumed, wendigos and demon knights hacking at the allied army. Shuffling his way through the fight, stabbing wendigos and knights as he passed, Cyrus finally broke through the battle and climbed to an elevated position on the hill. From the height it afforded him, the warrior could see J'anda working to mesmerize the wendigos. “J'anda!” Cyrus yelled. “Can you charm the wendigos and use them to battle for us?” 
The dark elf did not respond for a moment, eyes closed, but then nodded. 
“Do it!” Cyrus shouted. The dragon corpse lingered at the top of the hill, cutting off any chance of retreat for the Alliance army. Cy let loose a bellowing warcry that caught the attention of everyone, even the fiends. Thrusting the head of the demon knight into the air above him, Cyrus taunted them. “You over-bulked, under-brained servants of Mortus don't even have the stones to take on a real threat – you're content to wade in among spell casters and rangers who can't give you a taste of real combat – COWARDS!” 
Without waiting for reply, Cyrus threw the head at the nearest demon knight, only a few paces away. It caught the head and stared at it for a brief moment, shocked. Cyrus slammed into the demon full force on a downhill charge – his sword pierced it and he jammed the edge of his right vambrace into the mouth of the knight, breaking its lower teeth and cutting open its lip. A squeal of outrage filled the air as it attempted to push the warrior away. Cyrus gripped tighter, bringing his sword down again and again. His final blow penetrated the heart of the demon knight, ending its resistance. 
Howls of outrage came from the forces of Death's Realm. Cy ran back up the hill. His speed and quick action by two of J'anda's charmed wendigos were the only thing that saved the warrior from being hauled down by the entire army of Mortus, now solely focused on him and following him up the hill. 
Cyrus could see a faint light in the bone-dragon’s eye sockets as it thundered down the hill toward him. How the hell do I fight a pile of bones? he wondered. And a battalion of these damned demon knights at the same time? The dragon's enchanted... and even if it's a magical creature, it can take damage...
The dragon's skeleton let out a hiss as he approached. Its head swung down, jaws open and extended. A rattling voice could be heard: “I am Kalam, defender of Mortus, the God of Death.” 
Cyrus grunted as he ducked the dragon's first attack. “I am Cyrus, warrior of Sanctuary. I piss on you and your god!” Bringing his sword around, he struck as hard as he could at the bone of the dragon’s front right ankle. A small crack appeared in the bone. He ran under the dragon, beneath where the belly would have been, and rattled his sword along every rib until he reached the tail, laughing all the way. 
Dodging from behind the back leg he turned, and with a savage grin raised his hands above his head for a double-handed swing of his sword. He landed the strikes on the cartilage midway down the skeleton’s tail, and severed it at the halfway point. “I killed you yesterday,” he smirked at Kalam. “Today I'm going to dismember you.”
Five demon knights crested the hill, a small cluster of wendigos close behind. Somewhere down the hill was the Allied army. The dragon's skeletal remains now had no tail – but it still moved around to face him. Cy didn’t wait to be within biting distance – he charged back under the dragon, and took aim at the same ankle he’d already cracked, landing another crushing blow in the same spot, widening the crack, then moved as the dragon repositioned and landed another and another until the crack was large enough that he could jam his sword into it. 
There was no howl, no outrage, no sign that the dragon's remains even felt the damage. Rather than chase the bone dragon, he grasped at the knee joint and held on while the undead monster thrashed about. Using the blade of his sword as a pry bar, he wedged it into the fracture he'd made in the ankle and applied all his weight to the hilt until –
CRACK!
Kalam’s foot broke loose and the bucking, heaving skeleton wobbled as it landed on its shin bone, losing its balance and toppling down the hill toward the tower. Cyrus rolled clear as it came crashing down, tons of bones onto the ascending demon knights – at least eight of which were smashed immediately, along with more than a few wendigos. He saw a gray-skinned torso fly through the air and land in the bony debris. With only a few exceptions, the allies escaped harm. 
Wasting no time, Cyrus charged into the wreckage, ignoring his arriving Allies and hacking at the rear knee joint of Kalam, who was attempting to rise. He was joined by Orion and Tolada, surprisingly, and they snapped the leg free and moved on to the next. The third was removed with a bit more effort, leaving the skeleton of Kalam thrashing. 
Cyrus scaled the dragon rib by rib as it jerked to get upright but couldn’t. Moving with care in case it began to roll over and turn him into mush, he reached the neck, flailing in the air. He wrapped his legs around the base of the neck, and brought his sword down again and again on the vertebrae until finally it gave a sickening crack and splintered. One more massive blow broke it into slivers and dust, and sent him, along with the dragon’s neck and skull, crashing to the ground below, where he heard a great many cracking bones, a few of which were his own.
Cyrus jumped to his feet as soon as the healer's spell hit him and charged at the nearest demon knight, which was already on its knees, and finished it. The wendigos that weren’t charmed were now falling, one by one to mesmerize and to death at the hands of the allies. The last demon knight was brought down by a stunning blow from Cass that cut it in half at the waist. They finished killing the wendigos and within an hour the Realm of Death was silent but for the cheers of the Alliance army.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 22
 
 
The Alliance members waited in the Fields of Paxis while the officers of the Alliance split the treasures in Mortus's chambers among themselves. After a half hour, Elisabeth stormed down the steps with something in her hand. Her eyes were narrowed and every step exuded irritation. She stopped in front of Cyrus and paused for a moment before she spoke, composing herself. “You must have really wanted this pommel,” she said. “I've never seen you ask for anything from an excursion before.”
She opened her hand to reveal a circular piece of metal with the carving of a skull at its center. “I do,” he said, voice desirous.  
She handed it to him with care, then crossed her arms. “I didn't expect us to have to kill the same dragon two days in a row. You really saved things from getting ugly.” She paused. “Uglier than they're getting among the Alliance officers right now, anyway.”
He pulled his gaze away from the Death's Head. “Doesn't look like you had much fun in there.”
She sighed. “We're not. When I planned this, there were a few things that we swore we weren't going to do. Foremost among them was not stealing Letum.”
Cyrus looked at her with a blank expression. “Letum?”
She stared past him, her mind on something else. “Mortus's Staff of Death. It's supposed to be on a pedestal in there, protected by enchantments, but it's not.” She shifted her gaze to him. “I guess it's lucky that it's not, because your pommel would have been under the protection of the enchantments as well.”
“Lucky for me, I guess.” He shrugged. “Never heard of this Letum. Maybe Mortus took it with him when he left?”
She waved her hand. “You think he dissolved the barrier he set up to protect his most treasured possessions before he left, when he knows that every time he leaves his Realm gets ransacked? I doubt it, but it doesn't matter. It's causing quite a stir among the other officers, though; quite a few accusations flying around –”
“Elisabeth!” Cass's voice drifted down to them as he descended the steps, Erith beside him. “We're leaving.”
“Did you get everything resolved?” She looked up at the warrior in grey, face expectant.
“I've resolved not to punch Tolada in his aggravating face, but that's about it.” Cass pointed back up the steps. “We can argue until Mortus comes back, no one's going to confess to taking Letum and we're not going to search everyone here to figure out if they've got it. Especially,” he gritted his teeth, “since there are no protective barriers around the pedestal.”
“Couldn't someone have broken through the barrier?” Cy looked at them, face blank.
Erith laughed. “Through a barrier erected by a god? Unlikely.”
Whatever else might have been said was halted by Malpravus, gliding down the steps with the officers of Goliath and Sanctuary trailing behind. Niamh's face was suffused with rage, Curatio's eyebrows were arched in irritation, and Orion looked annoyed. 
“I would call that a successful endeavor,” Malpravus said, coming to a halt beside Cyrus. “Once again, your bravery has been instrumental in our victory.” The necromancer's eyes drifted to Cy's sword and armor. “I can only imagine what you'd be capable of if you were wearing the armor and wielding a sword of the power Goliath provides to our warriors.” He leaned in close to Cyrus's ear. “You should imagine that as well.” Leaning back, he grinned at the warrior. “Let us away, my friends.” He and his entourage swept down the stairs.
The entire Alliance army teleported out of the Realm of Death moments later, each to their respective guildhalls. Cyrus found himself back in the lounge at Sanctuary, sitting alone, mulling over what he'd heard. 
An armored figure eased into the chair across from him, jolting him out of his reverie. “I heard there was a ruckus in Death's Realm today,” Terian said. 
“You mean among the officers?” Cyrus looked at him. 
“No, I mean with the remains of a dragon that we killed yesterday coming back to take another swipe at you.” Terian's eyebrow raised. “How did you hear about the Alliance officers getting into an argument?” 
“Gossip.” 
“Ah.” The dark elf nodded. “So, you got your pommel?”
Cyrus's jaw dropped. “How did you know about my sword? Andren was the only one I told!”
Terian shrugged. “When he drinks too much, he talks too much.” The dark knight paused. “Which is pretty constant, come to think of it.” He smiled. “Don't be paranoid. You can tell your guildmates about things you're working on. This is an honorable group; they're not going to steal something from you. They might even help.”
Cy stroked his chin. “I'll need their help as I get closer to putting it together.” He paused for a moment. “Terian, have you heard of Ferocis?” Terian shrugged. “You know, the Warblade of Bellarum?”
Terian frowned. “How did you know about it? Did Alaric tell you?”
Cyrus looked at him in confusion, but before he could ask another question, shouts interrupted them from behind them. They sprang to their feet and entered the foyer to find a crowd gathered; raised voices reached their ears as they made their way toward the center of the disturbance. Cyrus bumped into Nyad, and when she turned to him there were tears streaking down her face. 
“What's happening?” Cy asked her, Terian at his shoulder.
She blinked as she looked past Cyrus to Terian. “Brevis ambushed Selene again. He called her selfish and when Orion stepped up to defend her he told him the only thing more useless than a selfish healer is a General that won’t lead. Please, stop it!” She focused on Terian. “You’re an officer. Please, you have to stop this!” Her face was flushed, and the tears were flowing freely. 
“You didn’t even take command when the invasion force was ambushed in Death's Realm! Cyrus had to win the battle because you don’t even have the guts to marshal us in an emergency –” Brevis ranted, but was suddenly cut off. 
“SHUT UP! JUST SHUT UP!” Orion exploded. “What do you even know about leadership, you pointless hole?”
Cy turned to Terian, “You have to stop them.”
Terian folded his arms. “I don’t think I do.” 
Cyrus was stunned, blinking at him in disbelief. “Are you kidding me? You’re an officer. You have to intervene in this: it’s a dispute between guildmates!” He kept his voice low enough so that Terian was the only one that could hear. 
“No, Cy.” Terian shook his head. “He’s not saying anything that’s untrue. He’s not saying it in a nice way, but I don’t think I should stop the truth from being spoken.”
Brevis’s voice drowned out any further comment at that point. “– know more about leadership than you do at this point, I’d wager. Not that it would take much. Larana would make a better officer at this point than you do, and she never says a word!”
Larana squeaked loudly in muffled outrage from somewhere in the crowd, but did not say anything. 
The argument stopped for a moment before it started again, full force, with both sides yelling at each other. “Don’t you call her that –” 
“Afraid to tell it like it is, typical of a coward –”
“DON’T YOU CALL ME A COWARD, YOU KNEE-HIGH PILE OF SHIT!”
“WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?!” A voice like thunder rocked the room, overriding any other sound. Alaric strode down the stairs, commanding the attention of both parties. The crowd parted for him to make his way through. When he reached them, they launched into their stories at the same time. 
“– attacked Selene and myself –”
“– said nothing but the truth, one hundred percent –”
“SILENCE!” Alaric commanded. “Are there no officers present besides Orion?”
The crowd moved aside as Terian approached. “I saw the last few minutes of it. Sounds like a dispute between the two of them. Maybe we should send them outside and let them duel.”
Alaric held his tongue, and his enormous helm contained most of his expression, but his mouth was etched into a thin line. “Did you not intervene, Terian?”
The dark elf shook his head. “I did not.”
Cyrus could see the narrowing of the Ghost’s eye, the clenching in his jaw, but he breathed not a word of critique on the dark knight’s handling of the matter. He turned back to Brevis and Orion. Selene stood behind her husband, shoulders shaking as she cried quietly. “What prompted this, Orion?”
Orion looked shocked. “Terian, you were here and you didn’t step in on our behalf?” He looked at the dark elf in amazement. “You left me twisting in the wind?” The ranger's brow furled. “I'm a fellow officer!” 
Alaric clapped his gauntlets together, catching everyone’s attention. “Orion, I asked you what happened.”
Orion blinked and his attention shifted back to Alaric. “We were coming into the foyer and Brevis just started attacking us – telling us we’re awful guildmates –”
“Because you are –” the gnome said.
“SHUT UP!” Orion cut him off again. Alaric raised his hands to restore order, and Orion continued. “He verbally attacked us – insulted us – called me worthless as an officer and a General.”
Alaric turned to Brevis. “What caused you to verbally assault your guildmates?”
“I have seen them continue to slide, month after month, into a spiral of selfishness,” the enchanter began, chin high, eyes defiant. “I have seen them turn their backs on guildmates that are going into mortal harm and do things for their own self-aggrandizement that risk lives, like that Enterra incursion. Narstron died, and for what reason?” He sneered. “I haven't heard of the goblins marching on the warpath! It was a smokescreen, an attempt to get us to go somewhere that was pointless and unprofitable for us.”
A few nods and words of agreement answered him over the crowd. Orion looked around, stunned by the condemnation, while Selene put her face in her hands, sobbing. 
Brevis turned back to Alaric. “I said nothing that others weren't thinking. I just had the courage to speak up. Neither will I apologize; someone needed to say it.”
Alaric Garaunt shook his head. “Brevis, this is not the way. In Sanctuary we treat each other with courtesy and respect. While you may have a disagreement or a conflict with Selene and Orion, you should have addressed it behind closed doors, or to the Council.” He continued to shake his head. “This ambush is unworthy of you and your guildmates and will not be tolerated. You will apologize to Orion and Selene,” Brevis looked as though he’d swallowed something particularly bitter, “if not for the content of your message then for the method of delivery.”
“That’s not enough, Alaric,” Orion said. “He should be cast out for what he did.”
Alaric was still for a long moment. “That is a matter for the Council to decide. With Vara on leave of absence attending to family matters,” Cyrus blinked in surprise, having not heard this, “Niamh and Curatio away for the day and yourself involved in the dispute, it leaves only Terian and I capable of rendering a decision.” He straightened. “That is not enough for a disciplinary matter. I will not settle this without more of the Council involved. All I will do for now is demand Brevis apologize. Any consequences will wait until we have a quorum –”
“I will not apologize.” Brevis’s comment was lost in the shuffle of what happened next.
“– until the Council rules on the matter,” Alaric finished.
Orion looked evenly at Alaric. “And what of Terian, who stood by and let this happen? You are the leader of this guild, and you don’t seem concerned at all that one of your officers committed a total dereliction of his duty.” Terian was silent, but his eyes burned into Orion’s until the ranger was forced to look away first. “What are you going to do about him?”
Alaric watched the ranger, eyes betraying no emotion. “We will discuss it in the fullness of time.”
Orion shook his head, lower lip jutting out. “That’s not good enough.” He looked around the foyer. “All this time, all this effort, and this is how you would treat us? We’re leaving.” He took Selene’s arm and led her to one of the staircases. 
Alaric moved closer to Brevis, and the two of them began a discussion in hushed tones. The hall was silent, the crowd still present, waiting to see what happened. A few minutes later, Orion and Selene emerged from the stairway again, laden with bags, a host of large trunks hovering behind them. 
“This is your last chance, Brevis,” Alaric said to the gnome, low enough that only Cyrus and a few others could hear him. The enchanter shook his head like a child refusing to eat his vegetables. 
Orion and Selene reached the entryway and he looked back, across the crowd one last time, seeming to take in the whole view of the scene assembled, turned on his heel and walked out, Selene at his side. 
Alaric waited until they had descended the steps, then took a step back from Brevis as though he were a plague victim. “Brevis, you have failed to keep a civil interaction with your guildmates, and now you have refused to apologize. We will debate this disciplinary matter in Council, and decide on the consequences.”
“No need,” Brevis replied. “I said what no one else had the courage to say, and I won’t be hung out to dry for it.” The little gnome set his chin high. “I will leave as well.” Gertan and Aina behind him, he walked toward the stairway and out of sight. 
On their way up, they passed Celia and Uruk coming down, laden similarly to Selene and Orion, everything they owned on their backs or magically following them. Nyad let out a great sob at the sight. They made their way through the crowd, exchanging hugs and saying a few farewells, but avoiding Alaric, whose gaze watched them from the center of the foyer. 
For the next thirty minutes, a steady flow of guildmates in ones and twos came down the stairs, carrying with them all their worldly possessions, saying goodbye and walking out of the enormous doors of Sanctuary. One by one, Alaric watched them all go, strangely silent the entire time. When nightfall had come, and the outpouring had stopped, they had lost nearly a hundred members of Sanctuary. 
“Terian,” Alaric spoke, breaking his silent vigil. “We must confer.” He turned, heels clicking on the stone floor and walked toward the stairway. Terian followed behind him, a little slower. 
Cyrus looked at the faces of those around him – J'anda, Vaste and Andren. In them he could see indifference and determination. Nyad and Larana were crying, clinging to each other for comfort. But in other faces, he saw a different sort of determination, another decision being made, and he knew that those who left today would not, by any means, be the last. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 23
 
 
It had been only a few days since the ‘explosion in Sanctuary’ as Alaric had taken to calling the exodus, and Cyrus's instincts had proven correct. There had been a steady flow of exits in the days following the departure of Selene, Orion and Brevis. When the final tally had been done, they’d lost one hundred and thirteen guildmates, two of them officers. 
One of those departures had been particularly painful. Cyrus had come back from a walk around Sanctuary's grounds to find Terian on his way out the door, a knapsack on his shoulder, axe slung behind him. “Terian!” he’d shouted. “Where are you going?” 
The dark elf had looked up at him and waited before replying. “I’m going to roam the world for a while.”
“What does that mean?”
Only the trace of a smile showed on Terian's lips as he answered. “It means I’m going to roam the world for a while. Wander.” He gestured over his shoulder. “I left a note for you, with a gift. It’s in your quarters.” 
Cyrus had run up the stairs and into his room, only to come to a sudden stop. His leg hit the side of the bed – not his old, regular sized one; it was gone, replaced by another made from the bones of Kalam, the ones he’d seen Terian and the others carrying away on the day of the Alliance call to arms. It had been framed with four enormous elephant tusks as the posts, and took up most of the quarters. It was big enough that three trolls could comfortably lie in it, and had been crafted beautifully. There was a small note lying on the sheets, which he picked up and read. 
 
Cy,
 
You should always celebrate your triumphs and keep something around to remind you that when things are bad, they weren't always bad. I’d feed you a line about how although I’m gone, I’ll always be in your heart, but we both know that’s all a bunch of crap that girly elves and pansy-ass dwarves would say to each other to keep from crying. Here’s a bed: use it a lot, and not just for sleeping if you can find a woman who won’t run screaming from you – gold might need to be involved. You’re a hell of a warrior, but I’m a way better fighter. I’ll see you around the world. 
 
– Terian
 
In spite of himself, Cyrus couldn’t help but laugh at the words his friend had left behind. Though not filled with profundity or a sorrowful farewell, they were the ones Terian Lepos would have wanted said to him if Cyrus had been leaving. Looking around, he realized that with the bed in the room, there was no floor space. “What the hell am I going to do about this?” he murmured. Looking back at the parchment, he saw a small postscript.
 
By the way, if you’re worried about having this bed in your quarters, I wouldn’t sweat it. I doubt you’ll be in them much longer.
 
Raising an eyebrow, Cyrus turned in the doorway and bumped into the Ghost of Sanctuary. Although Alaric Garaunt was half a foot shorter than him, it mattered little to none. He was still intimidated by the man, though not in a physical sense. The Ghost did a double take upon seeing the bed, and looked at the warrior. “How many women sleep in there with you?” A slight frown creased his face. “Where do you change out of your armor?” He paused. “Do you change out of your armor?”
Cyrus looked back into the room, and closed the door behind him. Alaric seemed to regain his concentration. “Odd to see you down here, Alaric. Did you need something?”
The paladin refocused on Cyrus. “Yes, I need to speak with you in the Council Chambers.” The Ghost turned and extended his hand toward the staircase, indicating that Cyrus should go first. They walked in silence up to the Council Chamber. Cyrus had not been to this floor since the day he had met Alaric. 
The Ghost opened the door to the Chamber, and inside was a massive round table with eight seats. A stack of parchment waited at a chair in front of set of double doors that led to a balcony, framed by windows on either side. Alaric marched to the chair and sat down, gesturing for Cyrus to join him. 
The Ghost studied him for a moment before he began to speak. “Though it has taken many days, and many conversations, I think we have turned the corner on this dramatic explosion within our guild.”
Cyrus sat back in the chair, thinking before answering. “I hope this exodus is winding down.”
Alaric nodded his agreement. “I believe the worst losses have been our officers. Here is my conundrum. I’ve sent a few druids and wizards looking for Niamh and Curatio, but in all likelihood they are fine and decided to spend a few days out of contact, in some elven village or another looking for some obscure artifact. Under normal conditions, that would be fine.” Alaric ran his hands over his helmet before resting them on the back of his head. “Unfortunately, we are by no means operating under normal conditions. Although I am confident they will return soon, Vara could be gone for an indeterminate length of time. We have things to accomplish in the interim.”
Cyrus blinked. “That is a problem.”
“It was.” Alaric smiled. “I believe I have it solved. Are you still willing to serve Sanctuary?” 
“I am, but –”
“Then I hereby promote you to Officer of Sanctuary.”
Cyrus was stunned. “According to the charter, don’t I have to go through an election? And be in the guild for a year?”
Alaric exhaled heavily. “Under normal conditions, yes, but frankly I have no time for this. We have work that needs to be done. You will not be the only one dragooned into service. I will also be placing Vaste and J'anda into the service of the Council.”
Cyrus looked over the parchment at him, which were summons to each of the individuals he had just named. “You said there’s work to be done. What do you mean?”
Alaric broke into a smile. “We have to rebuild.”
Cyrus felt the excitement from Alaric’s words, and leaned forward in anticipation. “What do you need me to do first?”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 24
 
 
Vara returned from her mysterious leave that night in a bad temper, speaking to no one. The next day they were arrayed around the Council table for his first meeting. Alaric headed the table, with Cyrus sitting next to Vaste, and on the other side of the table, J'anda, wearing no illusion today. A soft cough brought their attention to the Ghost and he began to speak.
“I hereby convene the new Council. We are here on urgent business, but the two of us in the ‘old guard’ would like to welcome the new officers –”
“Ahem,” Vara interrupted him. “I would prefer not to welcome the new officers. I am still wishing the old officers were here, along with the other guildmates we lost.” The paladin folded her arms. “I can't leave for a week without everything going to hell.”
Cyrus smirked at the elf. “You think your diplomatic skills would have mitigated our losses? I suspect that your absence was fortuitous in aiding our retention.”
Alaric wiped the grin off his face and moved on before Vara could respond to the warrior's jibe. “Our first order of business is our wayward officers. We haven’t sent a full search party yet –”
The door to the Council chamber opened, interrupting him. As Niamh and Curatio walked in, he finished his thought. “– and apparently we won’t have to.” Without his helm, Alaric’s emotions were much easier to discern: he glared at them like an angry mother. “Where have you been?”
Niamh’s face was suffused with excitement and even Curatio looked more lively than usual. “You would not believe what’s happened!” Niamh began, ignoring the new faces around the table.
“I have a feeling they’ll say that about what happened here, too,” J'anda said under his breath. 
“They've discovered the entrance to the realms of the gods – they're open to mortals!” 
A moment of silence greeted this pronouncement. Cyrus looked left, then right, to see if anyone else was going to say it. They didn’t. “Uh, Niamh… we were just in the Realm of Death last week…”
Her eyes flared and her red hair swished back over her shoulder. “Yes, I know that. But before we only had access to Death, Darkness and Purgatory. There’s a new gateway opened and it leads to all the others: Love, Wilderness, Storms, and the Realm of War…”
Cyrus’s spine straightened. Alaric looked around the table before focusing again on Curatio and Niamh. “What effect do you think this will have immediately on Sanctuary?”
Curatio scrunched his face in consideration. “Every major top-tier guild is scrambling to explore the new realms. They've abandoned their excursions to Purgatory and other locations so they can focus on these new realms because they believe the legend – that there's a path to the upper realms: fire, air, water, earth, good and evil.”
Alaric shifted his gaze to Cyrus. “Can we hit some of those realms?” 
Cyrus looked down in contemplation for a moment. “With the forces we have? I doubt it.”
Curatio looked around the table at the new faces. “Not that I’m sorry to see you all in here, but where are Terian and Orion?”
The story was told as the two of them took their seats. Niamh’s face became a horror-struck mask. Curatio took it better, reserving comment until the end. “We’ve spent the better part of two years building to have more than half our number blown out the door because of this sort of stupid, petty squabble.” 
“Agreed, it is unfortunate,” Alaric said. “However –”
“Unfortunate?!” Niamh shrieked. “Unfortunate is when you go to bed with an elf after a night of drinking and wake up with a troll. This is a disaster, Alaric! Two years of effort lost in one day!” 
Vaste leaned close to Cyrus and murmured, “I want to know where she’s been drinking.” Cyrus looked at the troll and nodded in understanding.
“As I was saying,” Alaric began again, “this is an unfortunate setback.” He pointed to Cyrus. “We have an officer capable of leading excursions, which is the most attractive factor in growing a guild.”
“You had an officer capable of that before,” Vara said with only a trace of annoyance.
“Yes, but willingness is key,” Alaric said, causing Vara to narrow her eyes. “Now we merely require a larger army. Our first priority is recruitment.” He looked around the table. “Ideas?”
J'anda raised his hand, causing Alaric to look at him pityingly. “You’re an officer now, J'anda. You may freely speak.” 
A look of embarrassment crossed the face of the dark elf. “We should do a recruitment drive like we did in the past when numbers were low. Send officers to the major cities of Arkaria and hold a series of meetings to get across to anyone interested what we’re looking for in guildmates. We talk to members of the city's armies, we talk to other adventurers, to anyone who's had any experience.” He leaned back in his chair. 
“An excellent point,” Alaric said. “We have stopped those because we felt fairly ‘on-target’ for growth. We will need to re-institute those recruiting practices to grow. I recommend we send delegations immediately so we can find candidates to begin the process.”
Cy raised his hand. “What exactly goes into the application process?”
Alaric looked sideways at Curatio, who fielded the question. “Officers engage with applicants, adventuring with them in smaller groups, trying to get a sense of who they are, what they stand for, and what type of guildmate they’re going to be when their back is against the wall. The officers have final say and vote either yea or nay once per month on the applicants.”
Cyrus frowned. “That seems labor intensive for the officers.”
Curatio nodded. “That was the reason we suspended those type of recruiting events. Our members were bringing in people they’d met while adventuring and we had no time to evaluate the ones that we were bringing in through other means.”
Cyrus leaned forward with a frown. “We’ll run into the problem again within six months if we don’t change that practice.”
Alaric raised an eyebrow. “You have a suggestion?”
Cy thought for a moment. “Instead of relying on officer feedback to make the decision, we give our guildmates a say in who is Sanctuary material.”
“We need to be careful about who we let in here,” Vara said, voice filled with disdain. “We prize honor above all.”
Cyrus fired back at her, “Do you have such a low opinion of your guildmates that you don’t think they can determine for themselves if a potential member is dishonorable or not? Do we officers possess some special skill I’m unaware of?”
“In the order of your questions,” Vara snapped back, “I have a low opinion of only one of my guildmates, and as he's the walking cesspool that made the suggestion, it makes the entire idea suspect.” Leaning back in her chair with a smug look on her face, she continued, “As for special skills, yes, I possess a few that you're unaware of but that doesn't say much; I'm sure you could fill many volumes with things you're unaware of.”
“Yeah,” Cyrus said, cheeks flushed, “and the title of those volumes is 'How to Be a Pretentious, Arrogant Elf With a Huge Chip on Her Shoulder for No Apparent Reason, Part One through Four Hundred' by Vara.”
“Cyrus, that is unnecessary,” Alaric said, ending the verbal sparring match before the elf could riposte. “Old friend,” he said to Vara, who was glaring at Cy, “this idea has merit. We, the Council, serve our members, but that doesn’t mean they are stupid or easily fooled. Taking advantage of their insights means we can grow faster.”
Somewhat placated, Vara stopped speaking. When put to a vote, after a moment of delay, she voted in favor. 
“So that’s settled.” Alaric cleared his throat. “Next, we have an Alliance officer’s meeting tomorrow, and we’ll need to send representation.” He coughed. “Naturally, I will be attending, simply because I have no choice in the matter.” The sour look on his face was evidence enough for Cyrus that he cared little for that idea. “Curatio, I trust you will be there?” A nod of affirmation came from Curatio. “Very well, and as senior officer remaining, Vara, you as well?”
Vara's mercurial temperament showed again. “I am not going to deal with those vultures.”
Cyrus raised his hand. “I volunteer.”
Alaric looked around. “Very well. Cyrus, Curatio and I will attend the Alliance summit at Reikonos Coliseum. Other business?” 
Vaste leaned in and looked around the table. “Who should we send on the recruiting mission?”
Curatio spoke up, “We should send a mix – dark elves can cover some areas the rest of us can’t reach without getting attacked, whereas elves, dwarves, gnomes and humans can cover other ground.” He paused for thought. “Obviously, no one who isn’t gnomish should go to their domain…”
J'anda furrowed his brow. “So even you supposedly ‘good’ races aren’t welcome in the gnomish city?”
Curatio laughed. “No, their city is built so small, we shouldn’t send anyone taller than a dwarf.” Assorted laughter greeted that remark, and even prompted a smile from the Ghost of Sanctuary. “They have a city where they handle their commerce with outside races, and that's built large enough for others, but there are two other major cities and countless villages in the Gnomish Dominions that are built to gnome's scale.”
“Very well,” Alaric said. “When next we meet, we'll lay out specifics for this 'recruitment drive.'” With that, the paladin called the Council meeting to a close. As they filed out one by one through the main door, Cyrus took a few minutes to look around the Council Chambers and noticed a door he hadn’t paid any attention to before. 
Alaric was the last one still in the room, and caught his eye. “It’s the Council Archives. All the records of our decisions, meetings, and history are kept in there along with some tomes and spells that are very dangerous, as well as some records of incidents best forgotten.” He paused, giving it a moment of thought. “Rather like recent events we’ve experienced, I suppose.” Shifting his focus back to Cyrus, he started to speak again after a moment of consideration. “I’m glad you stayed after the meeting – I have something I want to talk to you about.”
Cyrus regarded him with a perplexed expression. “What?”
Alaric finished shuffling the parchment he’d used during the meeting into a manageable stack and favored Cyrus with a penetrating look. “I want to talk about your purpose.”
“I thought you wanted me to recruit for the guild and lead them into adventure?” Cy asked, puzzled.
“Not what I meant,” Alaric waved him off. “What I mean is what you hope to achieve being a member and officer of Sanctuary.”
After a moment of thought, Cyrus answered. “I’d like to recruit a bunch of people, attack tougher enemies and increase the wealth of our guild.”
Alaric looked at Cyrus, expression neutral. “Assuming we were able to create an enormous army and explore increasingly challenging places, would that make you happy?”
Confused and looking at Alaric with a slightly incredulous expression, he nodded. “Yes, I believe it would.”
“So all you want out of life is wealth and battle?” Alaric raised an eyebrow. “You don’t need Sanctuary for that; you could find all that with Endeavor or any of the high level guilds…” His voice trailed off. 
Cy felt his cheeks burn with shame. “Well I don’t want to forsake all the bonds of friendship to get to the top.”
Alaric walked around the table. Cyrus suddenly felt smaller than the paladin. “If all you believe in are the things you can achieve by battle alone, you will do anything to anyone in order to get what you want. There are many who feel that way. There are those in this world that would kill anyone who got in their way, would destroy any who opposed them to advance their own ambitions.” 
The stare continued. “I know that is not who you are. Your ambition is checked by your beliefs. So I ask you again: what is your purpose? Because you can achieve those aims, but doing them the Sanctuary way, with honor, your goal becomes a pure aim, to advance yourself and your fellows, but with respect for others instead of desire for self alone.”
The shame consumed Cyrus. “I’ve always wanted to be more, to do more, to have more than I had before, Alaric. I was raised in the Society of Arms in Reikonos, and I’ve never had much to call my own.” He felt the warmth reach his eyes. “I gave everything I had to the Kings of Reikonos, to keep them in the best guildhall I could afford, to keep us fed and together. I held us together with the promise that someday we’d have more, that someday I could go for greatness.”
Looking out the window, Alaric crossed his arms. “What is greatness to you?”
Confused, agitated, impatient and almost wishing that this man he respected more than any he’d ever met would simply give him the right answer, he blurted out, “I don’t know. I always assumed it was being the best – having the best.”
Lowering his head and sighing, Alaric still did not look at him. “Are those two things one and the same?”
Cyrus shrugged his shoulders in exasperation. “I don’t know. I always assumed they were. In order to face the greatest threats of Arkaria, you need to be powerful.”
“We come to it at last. Power.” Alaric, turned, arms still crossed, and faced the warrior again. “There are two uses for power. You may use it to fulfill your ambitions and whims, both gross and tame – or you may use it for the good of others. Your purpose directs how you gain power and what you do with it.” 
Alaric became lost in his thoughts for a moment. “A true officer of Sanctuary is driven by honor and self-sacrifice, knowing that service is its own reward.” The Ghost’s focus shifted back to the warrior. “Of this I can assure you – if you do not decide now what you believe in, what you stand for, and what you will do with the power and influence you acquire, then you will eventually leave Sanctuary just as Orion, Brevis, or any of the countless others that came before have.” Alaric moved his hand as if to forestall any response. “Think about it for a time.”
Cyrus thought about it intently for a moment. “What's your purpose?”
A smile cracked the knight's lips. “My purpose is what I have assembled Sanctuary for – to create a force capable of defending against threats to Arkaria.”
Cyrus's brow furrowed. “Then why all this interest in excursions? In adventures?”
The Ghost sighed. “Armies do not function well in idleness – they need challenge and things to accomplish. Great threats do not present themselves every day. People as individuals also do not function well in poverty – with the exception of a paladin, of course. A constant series of explorations keeps our fighters sharp, lets us earn money and better positions us to fulfill my primary purpose.”
“I admit,” Cyrus said with a nod, “while honor has been emphasized since day one here, this is the first I've heard of a greater mission of Sanctuary.”
“That would be the result of Orion's singular focus on expeditions at the time you were recruited. We help those who need it and protect against grave dangers to Arkaria.” Alaric sighed deeply. “Although I cannot prove it, I suspect one of those dangers is on the horizon at this moment.”
“What is it?” Cyrus asked with concern.
“I cannot say for certain; I have only suspicions based on fragments of information.” Alaric cast his eyes downward. “And now,” he turned back to the window, “I sense I must take my leave of you.” There was a hissing and Alaric was covered in a mist, which faded, leaving nothing behind.
Cyrus looked at the spot where Alaric had been, alarmed. “That was... ominous.” Cyrus looked around the room. That did not look like any teleport spell I've ever seen – and paladins can't teleport anyway!
“He faded into the ether, didn’t he?” 
Curatio’s voice startled Cyrus, who was already on edge, realizing that the ‘Ghost of Sanctuary’ might not be a nickname.  
“Into the what?” Cyrus asked the elf, still astonished.
“The ether,” Curatio said. “When he appears, it's like mist taking shape. Same thing when he disappears.” 
Cyrus's mouth was suddenly very dry. “How does he do that?”
Curatio shrugged. “I'm not certain,” he said, expression neutral. “He’ll be back in time for the Alliance meeting.” Changing the subject, he moved on. “Now that you’re an officer, have you moved into your new quarters yet?”
“No. I haven’t been an officer very long, after all.”
“Let’s get you set up, then.” 
Cyrus followed Curatio up to the next floor and waited as he unlocked a room. Stepping inside, Cyrus was impressed. The officer’s quarters were easily four times the size of his previous quarters – and as if that weren’t enough, there was a door on the far end of the room to his own private bathroom, complete with running water – something that many cities in Arkaria didn’t have. 
Looking around, he tried to imagine the placement of his new bed, but dismissed it as Curatio spoke to him again. “We’ll have your possessions brought up from your quarters, unless you’re dying to do it yourself. The Alliance Officers’ meeting will be taking place tomorrow afternoon at the Coliseum in Reikonos. We’ll set off after breakfast. A wizard will transport us to Reikonos Square. We'll go on horseback from there.”
Cyrus looked at him skeptically. “And Alaric will be back by the time we leave?”
Curatio smiled. “Trust me.”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 25
 
 
Alaric appeared for breakfast the next day, looking the same as he always did. “What happened yesterday?” Cy asked.
“We will discuss it in great detail... someday,” Alaric said under his breath and returned to greeting other guild members.
When they departed, Cyrus was paired with a white horse named Windrider, who responded to him affectionately. Nyad brought them to the portal in Reikonos Square. Cyrus looked at the portal, an ovoid ring of rock that looked like a door. 
They crossed under the shadow of the Reikonos Citadel, ignoring the hot, stuffy air that did not seem to be moving at all. They passed most of the journey conversing about a myriad of topics.
“Do you know how Lake Magnus was formed?” Curatio looked at the warrior as he asked the question, assuring Cyrus that he was not talking to Alaric.
Cyrus shook his head. “I’ve only been there once.”
Curatio nodded. “Most people don’t. Long ago, there was a war...”
It dawned on Cyrus that he knew what Curatio was talking about. “Yes, I've heard this. The gods were meddling in the affairs of mortals, pitting them against each other in wars, basically along classic good and evil lines – the titans, goblins and trolls against an alliance of dwarves, gnomes and elves. As the war spread all over the world, it also crossed into the Realms of the gods, as lesser gods tried to eliminate each other – the only stability in the pantheon was the six highest gods. The Elementals – Fire, Earth, Air, Water – and Good and Evil.”
Curatio smiled, pleased to have such an engaged pupil. “The names for the gods of Good and Evil have long been lost to the winds of time, but we know the lesser and elemental gods because some still interfere in the affairs of mortals. Sometimes literally,” Curatio said with a knowing look. 
Cyrus snickered. “You're referring to Yartraak's dark elven harem in Saekaj Sovar, or perhaps the myth that Vidara, Goddess of Life, had a child with a human?”
The healer blushed. “Those are two of countless rumors spread through the ages. I was speaking of interference in mortal events – and of the war that consumed the world and spread to the Realms in ancient times. Bellarum, your god, gathered his mortal armies and sent them into the Realms of his enemies, causing all sorts of havoc.”
“Until one day,” Cyrus interrupted, “his army killed Eruditia, the Goddess of Learning, with Ferocis, his Warblade, and he was set upon by all the gods, even his allies, and he was punished.”
“Quite so,” Curatio said, clearly impressed. “The God of War's reputation suffers to this day because of that. You probably know that, if you tell people you're a follower of Bellarum.”
“Once or twice, it nearly got me killed,” Cyrus said, voice tight. 
“Anyway,” Curatio went on, “Lake Magnus was a crater that filled with water after Ashea, Goddess of Water, sent down Amnis, the Spear of Water, for her truest follower to use during the war. Like all godly weapons, it was imbued with a portion of Ashea's godhood, making it more powerful than mortal magics.”
“I've heard legends of godly weapons,” Cyrus said. “I wasn't sure they existed outside the drooling stories of legend told by covetous warriors in the Society of Arms.”
“Oh, they exist,” Alaric said. “Reikonos has one, though it is not widely known. They have the aforementioned Amnis under heavy guard in the Citadel.”
“The Elven Kingdom is in possession of the Ventus, the Scimitar of Air,” Curatio said. “It rests in Pharesia and has been there for thousands of years.”
“How many are there?” Cyrus pulled the reigns of Windrider to keep pace.
Curatio shrugged. “Each god has at least one, but there are only five on Arkaria that we know of. The four elemental weapons are the most well-known. Amnis, Ventus, Terrenus, the Hammer of Earth – the Goblins in Enterra have that one – and Torris, the Scepter of Fire.”
“And Ferocis, the Warblade of Bellarum?” Cyrus asked.
“Yes, and that one,” Curatio nodded.
“I forgot to mention at the time,” Cyrus said, “but after everyone left Kortran, I was alone for a few minutes taunting Talikartin and Razeel, and they mentioned that Ferocis was stolen the night before we got there.”
“What?” Alaric stopped his horse suddenly, eye wide through the slit of his helm. 
Curatio stopped his horse as well. “Are you certain?”
“Fairly certain,” Cyrus said. “Talikartin offered me a painless death if I returned it.”
“And you are certain,” Alaric enunciated every word, “he said it was the Warblade of Bellarum?”
“Oh yes.” Cyrus nodded heartily. “I wouldn't forget. I do worship Bellarum, after all – I had heard of the Warblade... I was wishing I had it.” Cyrus looked more carefully at Alaric, whose mouth had drawn into a tight line. The rest of the Ghost's emotions were carefully hidden by his helmet. Curatio, on the other hand, had downturned lips and his eyes were wide and haunted. 
Cyrus thought for a moment. “I might have seen Terrenus as well, now that I think about it... I saw a cloaked figure receive a hammer from the Emperor of Enterra the night we were there, just before I died.”
“Did you see who the figure was that took the hammer?” Curatio and Alaric shared a look of great significance.
Cyrus shook his head. “It was dark and their cowl was down; it could have been anyone.”
Alaric frowned. “I cannot imagine the circumstances under which the Emperor of Enterra would freely part with a weapon created by their god.”
Cyrus shrugged. “I only know what I saw.”
“We should continue.” Alaric spurred his horse forward. “I appreciate your bringing this to our attention. It is cause for great concern when coupled with certain... other information.”
“Care to share?” Cyrus asked.
“Soon,” Alaric said.
They came through the city gates, and Cyrus’s eyes fell upon a coliseum constructed some distance from the city proper. An enormous entrance with post and lintel architecture, it was large enough for the biggest troll to walk through on a horse without difficulty. As they brought their steeds through the gates, Cyrus saw an expansive dirt floor, ideal for large battles. A group of people were at the entrance to the arena floor, sitting and standing around. As they rode closer, he started to recognize some of the figures, partitioned into two groups.
On his left side stood the officers of Goliath. Elisabeth was talking with Tolada and Malpravus as well as one of the other officers of Goliath that Cyrus had never learned the name of. Standing almost opposite of them was Erith with Cass. They seemed to be in good spirits, though somewhat sterner than in the past. 
Greetings were exchanged after the trio had dismounted. Tolada began to speak. “Welcome, Alliance officers. As always, it is a great pleasure. We have several items on the agenda today, and we’d like to cover them quickly, so as not to delay our passage home to our guilds.” He launched into the first item on his agenda. “Last meeting, we entertained a proposal which I feel has merit: the idea of a regular sequence of expeditions with mandatory attendance for all Allied guild members –”
The dwarf didn’t get any farther than that before Alaric was standing. Rather than wait to be addressed, he butted in, talking over Tolada. “Sanctuary vetoed that idea and will continue to veto it every time it is brought up.” Unlike at Sanctuary Council, Alaric had his helmet on. Cyrus could see his mouth curled in irritation. “It is not our policy to compel people to go to places they have no interest in going.” He looked around the assemblage. “That is something best left to the guilds like Endeavor, Amarath's Raiders or Burnt Offerings. It is unworthy of those of us who profess to believe in the bonds of fellowship more than conquest.” 
Tolada looked ready to rebut when Erith intervened. “The Daring also veto. Since any proposed changes require unanimous agreement before passage,” she began to smirk at Tolada, “I’d say you got your wish: three minutes into the meeting and we’ve already scratched one dumb idea off the list of crap we have to go through.”
If the nettle bothered him, Tolada shrugged it off. “Very well. Malpravus has an interesting proposal. We have all heard the news that there are new Realms open to mortals. We have also seen a great departure by the guilds that Alaric mentioned – and it brings us an opportunity to follow them into these new Realms and see what awaits us there.” He nodded self-importantly and continued, “We do, however, need a structured force. To that end, Goliath would like to bring forth a proposal to make us more powerful. Malpravus?” 
Tolada led the meeting in a smattering of lukewarm applause. Casting a glance, Cy found Curatio clapping politely while Alaric abstained, arms folded. Erith looked mutinous. Elisabeth applauded while Cass did not.
The Goliath Guildmaster seemed not to notice any of this as he glided into position to speak. “We will have a manpower problem going into these new Realms,” he pronounced. “Early rumors circulating from the contacts we have in the higher guilds all say the same thing. These excursions require either enormous groups of people, trained reasonably, or a smaller, elite group equipped with the best training, weapons and armor.” The dark elf stopped to favor them all with a snake-like smile. “Either path requires a different organizational structure than we have now. We miss opportunities on a consistent basis because scheduling excursions or attacks is of such great difficulty that none but the exceptionally experienced,” his hand waved toward Elisabeth, “or the naïve would do it.” His hand gestured toward Cyrus. 
“In order to form a more consolidated command structure, I propose we combine into one guild.” The necromancer paused, looking around for reactions. Stunned shock filled Cyrus’s mind. Curatio's lips were pursed. Erith had rolled her eyes again and Cass was stone-faced. 
Cyrus heard a faint sound he couldn’t quite place; looking down he saw Alaric’s hand rattling in his gauntlet, shaking. Cy could see the paladin’s jaw was clenched and the muscles on his neck stood out, giving his skin a stretched appearance. “Just where,” he asked in a tone that belied his true emotions, “would you anticipate headquartering this new guild you’d like to form?” The question was directed at Malpravus, who was looking befuddled at Alaric’s odd posture while asking it.
“Excellent question,” Malpravus began smoothly. “Of course, accommodations large enough to house such a... Goliath,” he said with a grin, “are difficult to come by. However, I do recognize that one guild present possesses quarters large enough to handle our... modest needs.” Every word that came from the dark elf's mouth positively dripped with oil as Cyrus heard them. “Naturally, I speak of Sanctuary's guildhall... oddly placed, true, but large enough...”
“He's been after our guildhall since before we joined the Alliance,” Curatio breathed, so low only Cyrus could hear him. 
“Veto.” Alaric’s voice was strained; it sounded as though every muscle in his body was exerted. Cyrus raised an eyebrow at him, wondering if that much pressure could result in all of the Ghost’s innards exploding out his back. He furrowed his brow, a question occurring to him after seeing Alaric's disappearing act the day before: did the paladin have innards? Or was he a legitimate ghost?
Erith interjected again. “Yeah, I veto too.” Her eyes went back to Tolada. “This might be our quickest meeting ever if the topics keep coming like this.”
The dwarf took over for an emotionless Malpravus as the Goliath Guildmaster resumed his seat. “Those were the two topics I had in mind. Does anyone else have anything to cover?”
Erith raised her hand. “I have a proposal for a new Alliance rule.”
Tolada looked down at her. “Very well, you may present your suggestion.”
Erith walked to the place where the speakers had stood. “I propose that any member of an Alliance guild who leaves that guild must wait at least three months before applying and being accepted at another Alliance guild.”
Silence greeted this proposal. Tolada began to shift his weight from foot to foot, studying his boots. Malpravus had the cowl of his cloak back up to obscure his face. 
Curatio whispered to Cyrus and Alaric, “We’re missing something here.” Cy was about to ask him to clarify when Erith continued. 
“As we all know, Goliath greatly profited in the last few months from the Daring's struggles. Now, with recent Sanctuary departures going to Goliath, I feel we need something to curb this tendency –”
She said more, after that, but Cyrus didn’t hear a word of it for several seconds. His vision blurred, so stunned was he by that admission. His hand went up, completely dumbstruck, and he asked his question before Alaric or Curatio could stop him, assuming that they would have if they could. “I’m sorry, who from Sanctuary went to Goliath?”
Erith was clearly not someone used to being cut off in mid-sentence. “Orion and Selene joined Goliath along with a few others,” she told him. Looking her in the eyes he saw a glimmer of empathy.
Cyrus heard a snap next to him, and he was certain that Alaric had just broken at least one bone in his hand, which also answered Cyrus's earlier concern about innards. While Cy focused on the Ghost, he missed Goliath vetoing the proposal. 
Tolada took the speaking position once more, with less enthusiasm than before. “Does anyone else have any other business to bring forward?” He hesitated, waiting for anyone to say anything, looking around for comment.
Erith piped up, “No other business. Let’s call this meeting quits and get out of here.” She turned to Cass. “Wasn’t that the best Alliance officer meeting ever? Not to mention the shortest. I wonder,” she said with her trademark sarcasm, “if those two factors are in any way linked?” A glare from Tolada did not seem to faze the dark elf. 
Alaric grasped the harness of his horse, and started toward the gates of the coliseum. He did not mount the horse, instead walking slowly as the other delegations saddled up and rode away after saying their goodbyes. Cyrus waved to Elisabeth, Cass and Erith before following his Guildmaster. The other delegations had outpaced them by the time they reached the gates, and Curatio had walked beside Alaric, with Cyrus following close behind until finally the Ghost exploded in a tirade unlike anything Cyrus had seen from him before. 
“It is absolutely unfathomable to me that these people can even consider us allies, then profit from our troubles. Vara was correct in her assessment: they are vultures!” He almost screamed the last word in frustration. “We put everything we have into growing and they act as though we're a sick relative; instead of them wishing us well they sneak into our bedroom and choke the life out of us so they can get their inheritance!” 
He paused for only a second before heading in another direction. “And did you hear Malpravus's proposition? Yes, we can all become one guild, when the guild’s name is Sanctuary, and yes we can all use our guildhall, when you all fill out applications and I kick into the gutter the ones of you I can’t stand!” He calmed after the last words flew out. 
Curatio, sensing that the worst was over, chimed in. “At least none of those measures passed. And in fairness, if Orion and the rest hadn’t gone to an Alliance guild, they would have gone somewhere else; somewhere that they would be of no benefit to anyone in the Alliance.”
Alaric shook his head. “We need to be independent. No more Goliath, no more treachery, and no more diplomacy with people who are constantly making your blood boil. I have weathered this so-called Alliance,” he said, looking directly at Cyrus, “in order to provide opportunities to those in our guild that desire a challenge without leaving the home that we’ve built. Now,” he continued, almost snarling, “the allies that are supposed to share our best interests are compromising ours to advance their own agendas.” 
His gaze was powerful, and his words sent a rush of motivation through the warrior that would keep him moving for the next six months. “We face a grave threat, from a source unknown. Build our strength, get us powerful enough so that I can get us free of this wretched Alliance and convince our guildmates that we don’t need these vultures any longer.”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 26
 
 
“Burnt Offerings has inducted 1,152 people in the last month,” Niamh told the Council, reading from a roll of parchment. “Amarath's Raiders have 911 new members; Endeavor has added another 783.” The elf looked around the shocked faces at the table, biting her lip. 
“Holy Bellarum,” Cyrus breathed. “Where did they find that many people?” 
“The armies of the major cities and empires, from other guilds a step below them on the food chain, from mercenary companies – from anywhere they could. The short answer,” Niamh said with a look of grave disappointment, “is they did everything we were intending to do. I heard they even sent envoys to the troll homeland.”
“This does not bode well for our impending recruitment drive,” Curatio said, eyes downcast.
Vaste spoke up. “This changes nothing.”
“I don't know about that,” Niamh said. “They've put out feelers in every major city in Arkaria, letting everyone know that they're looking for new members, that they're not necessarily worried about how well equipped these people are, and they've temporarily suspended their membership dues. They've captured a lot of potential candidates that might have been looking.”
“True,” the troll said. “But we have something that they don't.”
Alaric raised an eyebrow. “And what might that be?”
Vaste leaned forward, eyes burning. “We only care about the content of their character, not how experienced or equipped they are. In short, when it comes to their effectiveness as a fighter, we have no minimum standard. They do.” He looked around the table. “Right?”
Cyrus leaned forward. “It's true. They might have dropped equipment requirements, but they will still require at least two years of combat experience, whether in an army, in a guild, or somewhere else.”
“Let me see if I understand this correctly,” Vara said. “You want to solve our strength problem – the problem we have with a lack of experienced candidates for our army – by recruiting inexperienced candidates for our army?” She rolled her eyes. “Brilliant. In fact, so brilliant I wonder how he,” she said, nodding in Cyrus's direction, “didn't come up with it first.”
Cyrus let the remark pass. “I think Vaste might have a good idea here.”
Vara froze. “Not that I think this will ever be a problem in your case, but I must insist that you don't breed,” she said to Cyrus. 
“Are you sure?” he replied, burying his annoyance in an ingratiating smile. “I think a few practice attempts at breeding would solve a great many of your attitude problems.”
“Oh,” Vara said, “I think I'm going to be quite ill.”
“If we could focus on the problem at hand?” Alaric appealed to them. “Cyrus, you were saying?”
“Right,” the warrior said, “what Vaste says has merit for two reasons: first, we can train rookies. Second, Niamh said that those guilds – and I'm sure countless other guilds a step or two down the food chain from the big three – have been recruiting in every major city.” The warrior's eyes were alight. “But most of the people in Arkaria don't live in a major city.”
Curatio nodded. “Most of the populace lives in towns, in the villages, on farms, and so on – which are usually not very close to a portal.”
“Which means it takes longer to get to them,” Cyrus said. “We can go to them, to every village in the countryside and seek out people that might be looking for adventure, young and old – and we can train them ourselves. We won't get many magic users because of how the Leagues scoop them up to train them from childhood, but we can train anybody to use a sword or a bow or a dagger.”
“We could build an effective army with warriors and rangers at the core,” Vaste said.
“So, again,” Vara said, “your plan is to drag in any seamstress or pig farmer with visions of adventure and delusions of grandeur, give them a sword, and place them in the front lines of our continuing battle with the forces of evil and... what? Use their corpses as shields for those of us that can actually fight?”
“Anyone can learn to fight if they want to learn badly enough,” Vaste said. “I say we give them a chance and see who among them wants to.”
“It won't be easy,” Cyrus said. “But if we focus on finding people who do have, as Vara so eloquently put it,” he shot her a dazzling but fake smile, “'visions of adventure,' and show them some success, we'll find new recruits that we can grow with –”
Niamh jumped in. “And we have enough equipment; the Armory is full. We could give them swords and armor without any difficulty; we have plenty of spares lying around that we aren't even using.”
“These potential recruits,” Cyrus said, “get a shot at adventure, something everyone dreams about, and we get new soldiers for our army.”
“You mean a barely-trained rabble,” Vara said. 
“I'm impressed at your ability to constantly come up with creative insults and ways to criticize but never an idea to fix the problems we're dealing with,” Cyrus said. “Tell me, does your myopia extend to all areas of your life, or just your duties as Council member? Because that would explain why you're unable to see why no one likes you.”
“Myopia? I see quite clearly, thank you,” Vara returned as the color left her face.
“Please. You're so narrow-minded you could wear the finger of my gauntlet as a helm.”
“That's no difficulty; your fingers are the size of sausages,” she stammered.
“The better to... never mind.” Her eyes narrowed, as though she could sense the reply he'd discarded. “My point is, do you have anything to contribute that would help us or are you just here to piss on every idea we come up with?”
The elf said nothing for a long moment. Her eyes remained narrowed, but she did not meet Cy's gaze. 
“As long as we emphasize,” Curatio spoke up, breaking the tension of the moment, “that honor is of paramount importance to us.” The elf looked around the table. “So long as we remember that, we'll be fine – forget it, and we are lost.”
“I agree, Curatio,” Alaric said. “I would rather have ten honorable comrades at my side that don't know which direction to point their blade than a thousand skilled mercenaries that I can't trust to turn my back on.”
A small sound followed as Vara cleared her throat. She had grown paler still since Cyrus's last insult, and when everyone turned to her at the sound, she nodded without meeting anyone's eyes. “Agreed. Honor above all else,” she said, her voice breaking ever so slightly.
“Very well,” Alaric said. “We have an agreement about what must be done. Let us adjourn.” 
Alaric halted Cyrus as he began to head toward the door, and waited until the rest of the Council filed out. Vara was the last to leave, and cast a stricken look at the Ghost before she exited. She was still pale as she shut the door. Alaric Garaunt turned his full attention to Cyrus, who was waiting nervously for the Guildmaster's rebuke. 
“As the presumptive General you will need to spearhead this recruiting effort,” Alaric began without preamble. The knight looked up at the warrior, meeting his gaze with his one good eye. “I doubt you will be back for several months, if you're to go to all the far off places that other guilds won't.”
Cyrus blinked. “Are you sending me because I'm the best person for the task at hand or are you trying to put some distance between myself and Vara?”
Alaric leaned back in his chair, studying the warrior. “Your internecine squabbles do not concern me – at least not at their current level of intensity.” The paladin smiled ruefully. “Should they grow to be much more tempestuous, I may become concerned, but we are not quite at that juncture yet. No,” he finished, “I believe that when it comes to communicating the vision of the road we have ahead, both pitfalls and possibilities, you will be best for the job.”
“Very well,” Cyrus nodded. After a moment's pause, he asked, “Has she always been this... difficult?” 
Alaric thought carefully for a moment before he answered. “Her skill with a sword is almost equal to her skill with her tongue – but the latter is sharper, I fear,” said Alaric. “In you she has finally found someone who will neither be intimidated by her forceful personality nor wear down from the constant sustained attack that she can muster.” 
The paladin cast a sidelong glance out the window, gazing at passing clouds. “Vara,” he said without expression, “is the closest I've seen to somebody embodying the essence of a storm.” The paladin held up his hands. “Do not read more into that than what I have said. She is very much like a daughter to me since the day I found her, wounded and on the verge of death.” 
“So that's why she dislikes me so much? Because I'm not intimidated by her and because I won't back down?” Cyrus chuckled. 
“No,” Alaric said with a smile. “You assume too much. I never said she disliked you.”
“If that's what she does to people she likes,” Cyrus said, brow furrowed, “I don't want to know how she treats her enemies.”
“Nor did I say she likes you,” the paladin continued. “Let us focus on the task at hand. It would be best for you to travel with another guild member and leave tonight.”
“Here's your helm, what's your hurry?” Cyrus said with a touch of sarcasm. “Who should I take with me and where should I begin?”
“For the next thirty days you should head north, stopping at every village along the way. I will send druids and wizards in advance of you, to give word that you will be coming, and to set up times that you will be there to meet with interested parties. In a little over a month you will be in Reikonos. From there I want you to head east to the dwarven capital of Fertiss, then south into the Gnomish Dominions. Go through the Mountains of Nartanis and along the northern edge of the Inculta Desert, seeing the people of the villages along that line.” 
The paladin stopped for a moment, considering. “That will take a further three months. Once you reach the village of Taymor, at the far western edge of the desert, on the shores of the Bay of Lost Souls, you will teleport to the oasis in the middle of the desert and you can visit the settlements of the tribes there before teleporting to the Elven Kingdom in the west. It will take you a month to make your way through the Kingdom properly.” 
“That...” Cyrus said without emotion, “...is an aggressive schedule.”
“I will send aid to you throughout but it needs to be done and I know of no one better than you to carry out this mission,” the Ghost said. “As you leave these villages we will set up times for a druid or wizard to pick up potential candidates and bring them back to Sanctuary, where we will work with them in your absence on basic training and getting to know them and their character.”
Cyrus frowned. “What's the hurry?”
Alaric brought his hands together and steepled his fingers. “The news that Ferocis has been stolen from the titans, by itself, would be of no great concern. People steal things of value on a regular basis. However when two godly weapons are stolen and a third changes hands mysteriously in a short window of time I become concerned.”
Cyrus's brow furrowed in concentration. “Let's say someone was stealing these weapons. What would they use them for?”
Alaric was lost in thought for a moment. “They are weapons that bear immense power. The fraction of godhood that imbues each weapon would bring the wielder greater strength, speed, dexterity – mystical shielding to absorb damage they would take.” Alaric sighed. “In short, a fighter equipped with one of these weapons would be able to take on an army and emerge victorious if they were skilled in battle. If it were possible, I should like to put one of these weapons in your hands and turn you loose on the Goblin Imperium.”
“If these weapons are that powerful, why didn't the titans or the goblins have their most skilled warriors wielding them?” 
“It is a double-edged sword, if you'll forgive the metaphor.” Alaric pulled his hands apart. “Yes, it increases the strength of the fighter using it, but should that person fall, the weapon can be lost and you would face a much worse foe.” Alaric sighed. “The fear that it would be used against them has kept the Scimitar of Air and the Spear of Water under very close guard by their respective kingdoms for a long time.” He shuddered. “I do not care to consider the consequences should someone retrieve all of these weapons.”
“Why does it matter?” Cy asked, confused. “They've got one god's weapon; didn't you say that's enough to defeat an army?”
“Yes,” Alaric said. “So far they have acquired three of six. Can you imagine they will stop halfway to getting them all?”
“How many do you really need?” 
“It would depend on your ultimate goal. One would suffice for a loner; someone only looking out for him or herself. They would be able to win any duel they fought, commit any crime, escape from any lawful authority that decided to pursue them. But consider what you would be able to achieve with six superior fighters, each holding one of these weapons. If they fought together, as comrades, it is possible they could even conquer the world.”
Cyrus shuddered at the thought of facing six skilled and nearly invincible combatants. “Where is the Scepter of Fire – Torris, I think it's called?”
Alaric nodded. “That was last said to be possessed by the dragons in Hewat.” The Ghost smiled. “Any fool that would steal from a city of dragons is unlikely to survive the attempt.” Alaric turned his gaze to the window. “But not knowing the foe that we face makes that assumption rather foolish, doesn't it?”
“What should we do?” A steely determination filled the warrior.
Alaric turned back to Cyrus. “Our purpose remains unchanged. We are in no position to fight even a group of six that possess these weapons. They are imbued with the magic of the gods, and in order to face an enemy of this magnitude, we will need a true army. Your mission must begin as quickly as possible.”
Cyrus nodded. As he turned to leave, he looked back. “You still didn't answer about who I should take with me.”
The Guildmaster looked at him, face inscrutable. “I think it would be best to have different people with you throughout the journey. For the first leg, between here and Reikonos, I would suggest J'anda. It will make things go smoother in your efforts to recruit dark elves.”
Cyrus nodded. “Then I will take J'anda, so long as he's willing.”
“Before you go,” Alaric stopped him as he turned to leave, “I am certain you are fully capable of doing this. Are you certain you are willing? Because this will not be easy; it will tax you and only one who fully believes in the purpose of this mission will succeed in swaying others to our cause.”
Cyrus looked at the Ghost, eyes burning. “I'm willing to do whatever it takes to get the job done.”
A smile creased the knight's worn features. “Then go, my friend, and let us make Sanctuary strong once more.” The Ghost took a deep breath. “Because if we are right, I suspect that soon we will need that strength.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 27
 
 
Cyrus set off the next morning on horseback with J'anda as his travel companion on the road toward Reikonos. Every day, they would stop in at least one village, following a plan drawn out by Alaric. They had large meetings to drum up interest and then follow-up talks with a number of locals throughout their journey, and as soon as they were done, they would leave. 
The meetings always seemed to take longer than the time Alaric had allotted for them, and by the second week they were exhausted, having traveled through the night regularly to make their next destination on time. 
One night, they had found themselves about to be attacked by a group of highwaymen outside of a village called Prehorta, between Sanctuary and Reikonos. The enchanter had caught the bandits with his mesmerization spell and they stood motionless as Cyrus killed them one by one. 
“How does that spell work?” Cyrus asked, curiosity overcoming his fatigue. They had moved down the road and set up camp for the night. They sat around the fire, and he looked at the dark elf, who merely smiled back. 
“Would you like to see?” J'anda said. 
“Yes, I would.”
Before J'anda could raise his hand, there was a cracking of twigs in the underbrush behind them. The warrior leapt to his feet, sword in hand. Cyrus could feel his pulse racing, all trace of tiredness gone as he peered into the darkness, trying to see what was coming their way. The sounds grew louder and closer, soft footsteps walking through the wet grass – whoever it was drew near. 
With a start, Cyrus lowered his sword. “You,” he said, irritated at being startled, words almost an accusation. 
“Me,” Vara said, striding slowly out of the darkness, armor glinting in the light of the campfire. 
Cyrus regarded her with suspicion. “How did you find us?” 
She pointed at the campfire. “It's not difficult when you set out a beacon that says, 'Here I am! Come slit my throat and steal my belongings!'” Instead of favoring him with a look of usual disdain, it was a bit more impish. “It's a bit of a mystery to me how you've survived to the ripe old age you have.”
He snorted. “Says the she-elf. What are you, a thousand years old?”
“Hardly.” She took a step closer to him. “If I were human, how old would you guess I am?”
“I would assume you were a teenager,” he shot back. “And that's based on maturity.”
“What makes you think,” she said, voice soft, “I'm not?”
“I'm waiting for the insult,” he said. Where had J'anda gone?
“I've grown tired of insulting you. It's far too easy.” She walked past him, and he felt her hand land on his side, putting a gentle pressure on it, even through the layers of armor.
A chill ran down his spine at her touch. “What are you doing?” he said, alarmed, fighting his instinct to take a step back. 
“Shhh,” she told him, and he felt her other hand land on his side, undoing the strap of his armor and reaching under the chain mail beneath, finding his flesh and caressing it. “Aren't you tired of fighting? It's all just masquerade.” She slid around to his front as his breastplate and backplate hit the ground. Her fingers found their way into his hair, running through it as she brought his mouth to hers. 
Cyrus put aside his shock, completely wrapped up in her kiss. She was soft and it had been... over a year, at least. Another surprise hit him: he found he wanted her desperately. He returned her kiss with a passion he could not have imagined, and he felt her other hand working, heard pieces of armor hit the ground and then he felt her pull away from him. Cyrus opened his eyes to see her standing before him, expression filled with the same almost indescribable look he had glimpsed on the day they met.
He drank in the sight of her, eyes dancing, hair gleaming in the firelight. Her hand came to rest on his chest and he felt a rush as she leaned into him. Their kisses were hungry and she continued to undress him, helping him slide the chain mail over his head and then he felt his skin against hers. He pulled back from her embrace, reflecting that Andren had been right in what he'd said so long ago; that what he saw now might be the sweetest sight known to man. Her arms wrapped around him and pulled him close once more; now there was nothing between them but the cool night air as they sank onto his bedroll. 
A sudden shock ran through Cyrus, and a feeling that he was spinning, then he was sitting upright once more, next to the campfire, J'anda looking at him with pity. “Sorry,” the enchanter said with a little embarrassment. “I apologize for bringing you out of the trance at such a moment, but you were resisting the spell.”
Cyrus's breath was ragged, coming in gasps. “That... was what being mesmerized is like?”
“Yes,” the dark elf said. “It shows you the deepest desires of your heart and brings them to you in a way that seems plausible to your mind. The spell keeps your mind trapped in your dream so you are unaware of the world outside. The stronger the enchanter,” he said with a smile, “the stronger the effect of the illusion.”
“Does it feel different than when you are charmed?”
“Much,” J'anda said with a smile. “It takes a much stronger will to resist mesmerization. You broke out of it, which is... unusual.”
The warrior had caught his breath. “Can you see what is happening in the mind of the person you've mesmerized?”
“Yes,” J'anda said with reluctance after a moment's pause. “I don't create the illusion but I help give it form. The magic exposes their heart's desire, and I help craft the illusion to give it to them.”
Cyrus stared straight ahead, stunned. “So the deepest desire of my heart is...” His words trailed off and they sat without speaking. Cyrus finally looked up after being lost in thought. “Did you know?” he asked J'anda. The enchanter raised an eyebrow. “What I would see? Did you know before you cast the spell, before it told you my 'heart's desire'?”
The enchanter smiled. “As they say in Saekaj, where there is heat, there is fire, no?”
“We've certainly had a fair exchange of heat.” 
“You maintain your free will during the course of the enchantment. Your reaction was genuinely yours.” The dark elf shrugged. “If you'd like, you could simply say to yourself that you are a man who has been without the company of a woman for far too long, and she was likely the first woman on your mind.”
Cyrus's hands covered his face. “This must happen often if you're that skilled at coming up with a lie people can tell themselves to feel better after they find out...” Cyrus's words drifted off as he pondered the implications of what came next, “...what they truly want.”
J'anda laughed, cutting himself off abruptly after Cyrus sent him a pitiable look. “Ah,” the enchanter said, coughing, and turned serious. “It happens more than you think. The greater danger is that there are people in Sanctuary that ask me to mesmerize them so that they can have that moment of bliss, and they don't want to leave the illusion.” The dark elf looked a bit downtrodden for a moment. “I've had to tell someone before that I cannot do this for them, ever again. It was... heartbreaking,” the enchanter said in a tone that left no doubt that it was just as he had described. “If you want my advice about Vara...”
“I don't think that would be wise,” Cyrus said. “Vara and I are not a healthy match for each other. It would be best if I just buried it.” 
“You never know,” J'anda said. “Perhaps her ire for you is cover?”
“I doubt it,” Cyrus said with certainty. 
“As you say.” 
They did not speak of it again until the night J'anda returned to Sanctuary. They were in the Great Square of Reikonos, and had said their farewells. “Tell whoever is coming to join me that I'll meet them here at midday. If they come before that, tell them to come to the old Kings of Reikonos guildhall in the slums.”
“The slums?” The enchanter raised an eyebrow, one of his favored expressions. “Hardly the place for so skilled an envoy to spend his night.”
Cyrus smiled at the enchanter. “Couldn't have done it without you. Your illusions give you great adaptability when it comes to finding common ground with whoever you're talking to.”
“Ah, but you see,” J'anda said with a glint in his eyes, “that is not the illusion; that is simply me.”
“I believe that,” Cyrus said with sincerity. “Take care, my friend. I know you'll do your best to take the people we've recruited and help turn them into a capable force by the time I get back.”
“You take care as well,” J'anda said. “If Alaric is correct, we shall need all the help we can get to deal with whatever danger awaits from these weapons.” After a moment's thought, he said to the human, “About your illusion, your 'heart's desire'...”
Cyrus shook his head impatiently. “I won't dwell on it. It will never happen.”
“I see,” J'anda said, with sad eyes. “You should always be careful when saying the word 'never.' Such an ugly word; a killer of all possibilities. In the dark elven tongue, 'never' is a word that doesn't exist – we would say, 'It's an unlikely thing,' or 'It seems improbable,' but there is no word for 'impossible' or 'never', because the things you decide are never going to happen,” the enchanter said with an undisguised smile, “have a way of happening when you least expect them to.” 
With a flourish, J'anda cast the return spell and vanished in a burst of light. While the light of the spell receded from his eyes, the enigmatic smile that the enchanter had flashed him as he left and the words that he said echoed in the warrior's mind for the rest of the night.  
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 28
 
 
Cyrus blinked the sleep out of his eyes as he fought his way to consciousness. For a moment he was confused, awakening in the Kings of Reikonos guildhall. The sun was barely showing through the wood panels that made up the building. Due to the canyon-like nature of the slums, the appearance of sunlight meant that it was close to midday. Cyrus fought the urge to return to sleep and strapped on his armor and scabbard before bolting out the door. 
The clock in the square showed 11 o'clock when he arrived, and Cyrus settled himself by the fountain after filling his cup from it twice. It tasted much, much different from the water he had been drinking from the rivers and springs of Arkaria over the last month, he reflected as his horse, Windrider, came up and dipped his face into the water for a drink. Cyrus shrugged and turned to scan the square, blinked and did a double take. 
“Hello old friend,” Orion said from a few paces away. 
Cyrus nodded. “Hello, Orion. How goes it?”
The ranger smiled. “Quite well. What brings you to Reikonos on this beautiful day?”
“I'm just passing through, but I'm waiting to meet another Sanctuary officer here.”
Orion couldn't hide his pleasure. “So the rumors are true: you're an officer now. Good for you.”
Cyrus returned the ranger's smile, a bit more guarded. “Yeah. Doing our best to rebuild after the debacle.”
Orion's eyes fell and his face turned grave. “Rebuilding is going to be a long road for you, brother. I'm sure you've heard: the big guilds of Arkaria have gotten most of the talent and everyone else has been scrambling to get their hands on as many new recruits as they can. There's not much left at this point.”
Cyrus smiled. “We'll see.”
Orion walked closer, sitting himself beside the warrior on the fountain. “Listen, when I brought you to Sanctuary, it was because you're a great warrior with the potential to be one of the best – if not the best – in Arkaria.” Orion smiled again, but with a hint of insincerity. “But that was when Sanctuary was rising, when they were a force to be reckoned with. Because of – all that,” the ranger said, glossing over his defection, “Sanctuary is going to struggle as a fighting force for some time. 
“You're a great leader,” Orion coaxed him. “Goliath could use your talents.” Orion looked around the square. “Your only hope of successful expeditions with Sanctuary in the near future is going to be small actions, little invasions. With what you've got left you won't be seeing any of the realms without the Alliance.”
“So what you're saying,” Cyrus's eyes focused on the dirt at his feet, “is I should leave Sanctuary behind, like you did, so I can move up to Goliath?”
“Right,” Orion said. “Isn't your purpose to be the best? Don't you want more?”
“I do.”
“Then follow me,” Orion's eyes were alight with possibilities, “instead of wandering to the four corners of Arkaria in search of a farmer whose skill with a rusty pitchfork translates into swordsmanship.” The ranger smiled at him. “You'll spend the next four or five months in the countryside, working your ass off so you can find a few good people, and the rest will be chaff that gets blown away by the next strong wind.” 
Orion's hand landed on the warrior's shoulder, reason filling his soothing voice. “Come with us. No need to rebuild, and with your skill and with the equipment we would give you, you could step into the role of Goliath's number one warrior, and be an officer candidate in no time. Malpravus likes you; he says you have great potential.”
“Oh my,” Cyrus breathed. 
Orion did not hear him. “Bypass the next few months or years of hell you're gonna put yourself through to build an effective fighting force – your odds of success are very low. You'll end up frustrated and Sanctuary will still be in the same spot in a year.” Excitement filled the ranger's voice. “This is not a time for building strength. You can't compete with Endeavor or the others; they've got a lock on recruiting. You need a guild that's already got strength, that can step up and take you where you want to go.”
“Well,” Cyrus said, voice flat. “You certainly paint a grim picture.”
The ranger shrugged. “It's reality. What do you say?”
“To your proposition?” Cyrus asked, voice again devoid of emotion. “Thanks, but no thanks. I haven't forgotten what Goliath did at Enterra, even if you have. If I'm to fight to the top, it should be in a place where I can trust my guildmates.” 
“So you've fallen into the trap of Alaric's 'noble purpose'.” Orion shook his head. “Instead of wanting to be the aggressor, the victor, you want to be a defender? Spend your time helping the helpless instead of getting more powerful? You're going to be sorry a year from now, when Goliath is exploring the realms of the gods and you're still struggling to fight off bandits in the Plains of Perdamun.” Acid dripped from the ranger's words.
“Perhaps,” Cyrus said. “But at least I'll know that if I have a guildmate at my back, I need not fear they'll put a knife in it.”
With a tight smile, Orion offered his hand to Cyrus once more, who shook it. “Best of luck, Orion,” Cyrus said.
“To you as well,” Orion said, but the words echoed with a certain hollow quality. 
Curatio had shown up in the square a few minutes later, all smiles. “Good to see you, brother! Let's see if we can make the next leg of this journey as productive as the first.” 
They headed out the eastern gate of Reikonos and followed the road past the coliseum on a frantic schedule much like he had followed with J'anda, with too little time between meetings and times to talk with candidates on a one-on-one basis. Once again he found himself traveling late into the night, he and Curatio shorting themselves on sleep to meet Alaric's schedule. 
“When you get back to Sanctuary,” Cyrus had quipped one day as they were leaving a village, “please do give Alaric my thanks for his attempts to kill us.”
“Aye,” Curatio said with a smile. “I don't think he believed J'anda when the enchanter told him that you were run ragged on the first leg, but I'll make sure he knows it when I return.”
“Assuming that by the time we get done there's anything left of you to return. Any news on the weapons?”
Curatio shook his head. “Nyad and I went to Pharesia to warn them and Alaric personally went to Reikonos to speak with the Council of Twelve that rules the Human Confederation. We were informed that both weapons are still there, and safe as they can make them.”
“Did they take you seriously or brush you off?” 
Curatio raised an eyebrow. “I know we were taken seriously in Pharesia. I suspect Alaric has enough credibility to get his message across in Reikonos as well. How many people do you know who go before the ruling Council of Twelve?”
Cyrus thought about it for a moment. “That would be the first. Not many people get an audience in the Citadel.”
Over the next days they found the ground and the air around them getting colder, snow beginning to pile up as they trudged from the summery beauty of the Pelar Hills into the frozen tundra of the north that surrounded the mountains of the Dwarven Alliance that was north and east of Reikonos. Their destination was Fertiss, the dwarven capital, but they made stop after stop at human and dwarven villages along the way. 
The humans of the northern clans were dramatically different than the dwarves that populated the frigid lands. Somewhat furtive and suspicious, the dwarves largely kept to themselves. The men of the north, on the other hands, welcomed them with open arms and Cyrus and Curatio had far too much ale in the days that followed. 
“Next time we come this way I'm sending Andren in my stead. I cannot recall a time when I've had that much to drink,” Cy said one morning after a long, boisterous night at the inn with several potential recruits. His head was still swimming.
“There's a reason for that,” Curatio said, looking a bit green. “You're yet young enough to make these sort of mistakes. I'm old enough that I should know better.”
In village after village Cyrus made his plea for people to join them, always closing his argument with the same words: “Some of you have wanted adventure from a young age, have wanted to live life on your terms and not reliant on what the soils would give you or the nobles would hand you or what money would come in. Many of us believed that that life was not possible, that we had not the skill nor the ability to live in such a way.” 
His eyes scoured the crowd, trying to make contact with every person in whatever place they were meeting. “I know this because I have felt the same – that perhaps life had passed me by, that I was always destined to be poor and stuck in a life I cared nothing for. I tell you now,” he said, fire in his eyes, trying to pass it on to the others in the crowd, “that this is lies. Adventure still awaits!
“You can have whatever it is you desire, but we must fight for that life. I can train anyone who wishes to learn to be an adventurer, who wants to learn to live for themselves instead of their lords, their masters. I can train them to live a life of adventure, with a purpose greater than living just for themselves.”
By the time he got to that point, he had already talked for several minutes about Sanctuary – who they were and what they did, where they wanted to go. His call to action got responses from his audiences. By the time he and Curatio reached Fertiss, they had actually outdone what he and J'anda had achieved in the first thirty days. 
Cyrus and Curatio said their farewells in the halls of Fertiss, a city built into the mountains, combining dwarven love of cave architecture with the tacit acknowledgment that many outsiders did business in the dwarven city, and as such, half the town was located outside. 
As Curatio disappeared in the light of his return spell, Cyrus reflected that although a genuinely decent elf, the healer was not much for conversation. Cyrus had only successfully engaged the healer about Sanctuary and their efforts. Whenever asked a personal question, Curatio would simply smile, shrug, and move on to another topic; usually an evaluation of one of their potential recruits, leaving the warrior frustrated. Curatio also refused to discuss members of Sanctuary, greatly curtailing their ability to find common ground. “It's not my place to say,” was the elf's response when asked about anyone, from Vara (most commonly) to Alaric.
Cyrus settled down for the night in an inn nestled in Fertiss's foreign quarter, where the next person from Sanctuary to accompany him was to meet him on the morrow. He enjoyed a long soak in the inn's hot springs, and it was five o'clock in the evening when he fell asleep in the extra large (to dwarves) bed. He did not wake up until he felt a gentle caress on his cheek at ten o'clock the next morning. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 29
 
 
Cyrus awoke to find Nyad smiling down at him from the edge of his bed, hand gently stroking his face. He blinked three times in surprise before he sat up. “How did you get in here?” he asked in shock. “I locked the door!”
The elf smiled back. “Locks are no great difficulty for a wizard.”
“Especially when the innkeeper opens it for you,” said a dwarf from the door. “You know this elf? She said she was to meet you.”
Cyrus looked down at the dwarf. “Yes, thank you.” The innkeeper nodded and shut the door behind him. Cyrus turned back to Nyad in surprise. “I thought they were sending an officer?”
She shook her head. “There are only so many of you to go around, you know. They sent me instead; the Council is busy making preparations for war and training the candidates you've sent.”
He yawned. “Sorry, I'm a bit tired; was just trying to catch up on my sleep.”
“You'll need it. Alaric has set an aggressive schedule for us,” she said, handing him a piece of parchment with dates and times written on it.
Cyrus studied the parchment with a frown. “This is worse than the last two parts of the journey.” He looked up at Nyad. “Curatio told me he was going to get Alaric to loosen up the schedule.”
Nyad looked back at him. “Yes, Alaric said you might demur. He said to remind you that time is not our ally.”
“I suppose,” the warrior said. The sleep he had gotten had not cured his chronic sense of fatigue and malaise, but it had helped somewhat. 
“Very well then,” Nyad said, jumping to her feet. “Let's make a start on our mission.” She clapped her hands together like a child and looked at him expectantly, still wrapped up in the covers. 
He looked back at her. “I'll be needing to get dressed before we can go.”
“All right then,” she said, still staring at him. “Get to it! We have not a moment to waste!” 
He blinked at her. “Nyad, I'm not wearing anything under the covers. I'd like you to leave so that I can dress.”
“Feh!” She brushed him off. “I'm two hundred and eighty-five years old, and spent more than fifty years of my life in Termina. I promise you,” she said with a smile, “there's nothing you have that I haven't seen before, many, many times.”
“You haven't seen mine,” he said and refused to move. 
Calling him a prude, Nyad finally acceded to his wishes and left, slamming the door behind her. Once he was dressed, they mounted their horses and rode out the front gate of Fertiss, making their way down the mountain paths.
“So you were... uh... with humans in Termina?” Cyrus said, uncertain how to broach the subject.
“With? You mean in bed with?” she said with a cackle. “Oh, certainly. Humans, dwarves,” she said, voice turned wistful. “A gnome one time – that was very unsatisfying. Even a dark elf or possibly five – that was a strange night,” the wizard said, lost in thought. “Termina is a very different place from – well, from where I was raised, which was in Pharesia, of course, but... even more so from the environment in which I was raised.”
“How so?” Cy's grip tightened on Windrider's reigns. 
“Not that people don't have sex in Pharesia, they do – what's the point of living for thousands of years if you can't enjoy yourself, right?” she said with a sly grin that made him remember that she was older than any human woman he'd ever met by almost two centuries. “In the Elven Kingdom relations are governed by caste. There are promiscuous elves in Pharesia, but if you wish to retain face, you must stay within the boundaries of the proper social behavior and not associate with someone in a lower caste than yourself. In Termina,” she smiled at the memory, “anything goes.”
Cyrus's eyes were wide, having learned more in the last few minutes about elves than he had ever really wanted to know. Nyad, catching sight of the look on his face, cackled. “Prude,” she called out again, louder this time, echoing across the snowy road and through the mountain peaks beyond, mocking him.
“I am... not,” he said without feeling.
“You are,” she said with another laugh. “Your whole society is.” She turned her clear blue eyes on him. “It's not as though everyone doesn't do it. But humans get so caught up in talking about it, as though there's some righteousness to ignoring such a fun practice. And when you do talk about it, it's gossip. So-and-so slept with such-and-such.” She snorted. “And don't get me started on the delicate practice of saying 'slept with' instead of –” 
“That's enough,” Cyrus interrupted, uncomfortable. “I get the point.”
She laughed again. “I doubt it, but we've reached the edge of your comfort zone.” She looked back at him, eyes dancing. “We'll keep working on that. I've got thirty days to despoil you.”
They followed the mountains south to the river Mussa, leaving the frozen tundra and turning inland to follow the river south-west, stopping in the fishing villages by its edge. It was a wet country, with many streams feeding into the river, and a near-constant rain. They met with a succession of farmers and fishermen until they reached the shores of Lake Magnus, the largest lake in Arkaria. Taking a ferry across at the mouth of the river, they headed southeast into the Gnomish Dominions. 
Along the way, Nyad would chatter for hours about a variety of topics, most of which seemed to lead back to sexual matters. He could safely say that compared to her, he was a prude. She spoke at great length of her ‘conquests’ and would not hesitate to throw aside her robes at a moment's notice with nary a consideration to propriety, fording streams in the nude with her robes carried safe and dry above her head. 
The third time in a morning that it had happened, Cyrus was fighting against the current in his heavy armor, teeth chattering from the cold, and the elf shook her head like a mother, already on the other side of the stream, redressed and mounting her horse. “Now your prudishness is going to cause you to catch a chill,” she clucked at him. Fortunately he did not catch a chill, but when they reached the fourth stream, he at least removed his armor before they crossed. 
“Better,” she said as he strapped the metal coverings on his wet body. “But you're still going to be cold for a while.”
His eyes lingered on her body when she undressed at the next crossing. As a human, she would have looked to be no more than thirty years old, and pretty enough, he thought. He reflected a bit too long, and she caught him looking. With another loud laugh, she pronounced with undisguised pleasure that he was beginning to come around to her way of thinking. Cy blushed but did not argue with her assessment. 
He stripped his armor off, and his underthings as well, and crossed in the same manner as she. Upon reaching the other side of the stream, he did not shy away from her eyes as she looked him up and down in appraisal. She moved closer, still in the nude, rain falling down, and wrapped her arms around him, pulling him close in a strangely comfortable manner, and put her hands on his face, drawing it to hers.
She met the heat of his gaze, and did not break off. Her look was sly, though, and there was something else to it. “Let's be completely open with each other before I completely open to you,” she said, pressing her naked flesh against him. “If I were to give you the relief you seek...” her eyes studied him, “would you be thinking of me? Or of another blond-haired elf of our mutual acquaintance?” He looked away and her face fell. “I feared as much,” she said as she pulled away from him and began to redress. 
His cheeks burned with embarrassment and he began to dress, slowly, frustrated. He heard Nyad's voice behind him, formal in spite of the fact that they had just been pressed naked against one another. “You were married, yes?” 
“Yes,” he said, voice hollow. 
“But it didn't go well.”  
“No,” he said without further explanation. 
“How long ago?” she asked, now fully clad in her robes, standing behind him. 
He struggled as he pulled the wet chainmail over his head. “She and I parted ways over two years ago.” He did not meet the elf's eyes. 
She whistled, a low tone that seemed completely out of place coming from her. “So now I know from whence your desperation is born.” She knelt beside him, carefully adjusting her robes to avoid the mud. “I suppose I would not be wrong in suspecting you have not felt the touch of a woman since then?” She kept her hands away from him, folded in her lap. 
All trace of shyness removed, he shook his head. “I see,” she said, eyes downcast. “I fear that I may have provoked you to action without knowing the facts.”
He turned his head toward her sullenly. “It seems like you knew all the facts already; perhaps someone told you; perhaps you're just exceptionally discerning. No matter what, you've guessed accurately.”
The elf looked embarrassed for a change. “I did not know or suspect any of those things until the last few minutes; the only thing I guessed at before was your desire for Vara, but that was obvious to anyone who had watched the two of you for more than a few moments. I did not see the depth of it before I read it in your eyes just now; I thought it might have been a passing fancy.” 
She blushed. “I am a relentless tease, of course I joke, and as you are a handsome man – yes, I said it – with all the desire inherent, I thought it would be fun to enjoy ourselves to the fullest in our time together. But I cannot,” she said, crestfallen, “now that I know about your feelings for Vara.” She held up a hand to forestall his protest. “I do apologize, especially in light of the facts of your case. Two years is a long term to serve, but I would be doing you no favors if I were to 'give in' to your desires.”
She stood up and looked down at him and he could see wisdom in her expression; it permeated her being. “You are in love with Vara,” she said. Though there was no accusation in her tone, it felt like it to Cyrus, who had thought of almost nothing else since his night by the campfire with J'anda.
“Yes,” he whispered, hoping for it not to be heard.
“It wasn't a question,” she said. “You must resolve these feelings, one way or another – it is unhealthy to be in such a state as they would demand.”
He looked down, still seated on the muddy ground. “Can't you just... I think it would be better if we...”
She shook her head. “That way lies madness.” She extended her hand and with a surprising amount of strength helped draw him to his feet, armor and all. “You think,” she said, looking at him with intensity, “that in all my years I have not tried that? Burying myself in the arms of another willing partner to avoid feelings I prayed to Vidara would pass?” 
She shook her head again. “No, I'm afraid until you resolve this one way or another, my answer will remain 'no'.” Her hand found his cheek, and brought his mind back to the day, two weeks earlier, when she had awakened him at the inn. She favored him with a sad smile and after he helped her back up on her horse, they rode on in a silence that did not lift until the next day. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 30
 
 
In the days after, the rain stopped as they entered the Gnomish Dominions and Nyad was much more restrained in her topics of conversation. Any time Cyrus steered their talk in a direction that could potentially lead to anything sexual, Nyad would change the subject to another matter. Toward the end of their journey, Cyrus finally brought up the one subject that he knew would be of interest to her. “Fine,” he said in response to a diverted inquiry into her time in Termina. “Why don't we talk about Vara?”
Riding ahead of him, he could see Nyad smile. “You know I'm not at all reluctant to talk about others,” she laughed. “Although I have to confess, I don't know Vara terribly well; we aren't the closest of confidantes – not that anyone is with her,” she added with another laugh. 
“What do you know about her?” he asked. “Why does she have such an attitude?”
“Well,” Nyad began, “I think that comes from her age.”
“Her age?” the warrior said with a furrowed brow. “Do you know how old she is?”
“Everyone – at least every elf – knows Vara's birthday and age,” Nyad said. “She's only twenty-eight.”
“Twenty-eight?” Cyrus said in shock. “I thought maybe you'd say one hundred and twenty-eight.” He paused in thought. “Why would every elf know Vara's birthday and age?” The warrior looked alarmed. “Is she royalty?”  
Nyad's face turned dark. “No,” she answered in a voice that did not invite further inquiry, something uncharacteristic of the usually bright and cheerful wizard. 
They did not speak about Vara again for the rest of the day. Sunset found them south of the Gnomish Dominions, which they had fully explored, stopping at a great many villages. Without sufficient-sized places to meet, Cyrus had taken to addressing their crowds in the streets of the gnomish towns, which got him yelled at on more than a few occasions for disturbing the peace and he had been kicked out of one village. 
“Ornery enclave of necromancers in that village, if you ask me,” Nyad had said, rather nonplussed. 
On the last day of their journey they climbed into the foothills of the Mountains of Nartanis, stopping in a human settlement called Montis along the northern edge of the mountain range. After meeting with people throughout the day, Nyad followed him to the inn that night. “Successful endeavor all the way around, wouldn't you say?”
“Yeah, that was pretty successful,” Cyrus said, yawning. “It would appear we're going to swell the gnomish population of Sanctuary by a considerable margin.”
“That's good,” Nyad said. “Gnomes don't get a great deal of respect in the world at large; if you picked any race that's likely to be a slave, it'd be gnomes. There are as many gnomish slaves as there are free gnomes.” 
“I've heard that somewhere before,” Cyrus said without much enthusiasm. He looked around the inn. “I suppose this is where we say our farewells.”
Her face was locked a grimace. “No hard feelings.” Her eyes widened in alarm as she realized what she had said. “I mean...” she paused, calming herself. “You know what I mean.”
He grinned. “I know what you mean.” He waited a beat. “And for what it's worth, thank you. For... almost everything.”
She smiled, and once more her wisdom shone through. “I suspect,” she said with a mysterious smile, “that at some point you'll be glad that things did not play out here as they could have. I suspect I'll be sorry that they didn't.” Without another word, she summoned the energies of teleportation and vanished in a burst of green energy. 
A moment after she vanished, the inn door swung open and a red-haired elf strode in. A flash of recognition crossed her face and Cyrus smiled at her. “Hello, Niamh. You just missed Nyad.”
“I wouldn't say I missed her,” the druid said. “Ready to go?” 
“Not really,” Cyrus replied. “I usually get at least one night to recover before the next leg of our mission. Which is fortuitous, because I haven't had more than three hours of sleep per night in a month.”
“I'm sure you haven't,” she said, “But tonight is not your night. We're assembling an army, remember? Grave threat hanging over our head and all that?”
“It is uppermost on my mind, when I'm not too tired to think.” He shrugged. “Any news?”
“No news is good news,” Niamh said with a smile. “The weapons are still in place in Reikonos and Pharesia, and we've sent a detachment of our people to both cities to keep an eye on things. Now.” She clapped. “We've got a lot of ground to cover, and the terrain between here and Taymor is very rugged; lots of mountain paths and then hundreds of miles of near-desert.” Niamh brightened. “Which is actually why they sent me to you now – my spell to imbue you with the essence of the falcon should come in handy.”
Cyrus nodded. “That is fortunate, but I'm still concerned about falling asleep and falling down a mountain.” 
“No need to worry about that, silly ass, I'll guide you. Come on,” she said. “We're already running behind.”
Grumbling, Cyrus climbed back into the saddle of his horse and tried to keep his eyes open as the lulling of the spell that allowed them to float rocked him to sleep. Niamh had the reins of his horse gripped in her hand as she led the way out of town down a rocky path. So tired was he that Cyrus did not remember arriving at the next village, but was awakened by a shock of cold water on his face and sat up to realize he was laying on a bed of straw.
“You're really heavy,” Niamh said in annoyance, standing at his feet with an empty bucket. 
“What?” he spluttered. 
“You fell asleep on your horse and I couldn't get you in to the inn we were staying at so I just let you drift to the ground in the barn.”  
“Couldn't you have found some... more pleasant way to wake me up?” he asked, wiping the water from his face.
“Bah,” she said. “This was much more amusing. Besides,” she blinked her eyes innocently. “I tried shaking you, but like I said, you're heavy, and I couldn't get you to move much with all that armor.”
He pulled himself to his feet. “What's on the agenda for today?”
“Well,” she said, unfolding a piece of parchment and handing it to him, “we've got early meetings in this town, and then around midday we'll be out of here and into the next town by evening for another meeting.”
“If I survive the next two months,” Cyrus said, “I will not leave Sanctuary again for a very, very long time.”
“Right,” Niamh said. “Well, let's get on that surviving business.”
The next few days passed in a blur. They crossed the mountainous terrain for a day or two at a time, then spent a half day in a small village or town, Cyrus speaking as usual, and then left as quickly as they had arrived, with a time and a list of names of people who would meet their druid or wizard later for passage to Sanctuary. 
At some point, after about two weeks of travel, Cyrus and Niamh had entered into an easy rapport. Back and forth, and able to venture into the realm of personal inquiries. 
“You're in love with Alaric?” Cyrus said with just a hint of skepticism after the druid's admission. 
“Yeah,” Niamh said after a moment. “I don't really know what to do about it, though.”
Cyrus blinked in confusion. “I thought you and Curatio were together?”
“Oh, heavens no. He's a lot older than me. And an elf.” 
Cy's eyes narrowed. “You're an elf.” She sputtered for a moment, unable to respond. “If it makes you feel any better,” he said with a sigh, “I found out a few months ago that I'm in love with Vara.”
“Wow,” Niamh said with a laugh. “You might be the only person in Sanctuary with less of a chance at love than me.”
“I'm glad you find this so amusing,” he said in a sour tone. 
“Misery loves company. Or at least a sympathetic ear.” 
“I've got a question for you. Are you older or younger than Nyad – if you don't mind my asking.”
“I don't mind. I'm six hundred and twenty-three. So, yes,” she said with a smile, “I'm older than Nyad by a bit.”
“Nyad said that every elf knows Vara's age and birthday, and when I asked her if Vara was royalty, she said no but got tense and wouldn't speak any more.”
“Vara's not royalty,” Niamh said. “Nyad, on the other hand, is – which might be why she got so testy about it. She's a princess of the royal family; the King's youngest daughter. Not only a part of the massive royal family, but a Princess, no less – one of fifty or so, and being the youngest, she's more honored than the older ones.”
“They respect youth more than age in the Elven Kingdom? Interesting,” Cyrus said with surprise. “Never heard of a race that does that before. But that also leads me to the next question I have – which is, if Vara isn't royalty, why does everyone know her birthday and age? Nyad made it seem like she was famous throughout the elven world.”
“She is,” Niamh said. “But... I can't really talk about it, I'm sorry,” she said. “Vara's history is tied up in a pretty sensitive topic to elves, one we don't discuss with outsiders.”
“Not at all?” 
“No,” she said, red hair whipping in the wind.
The next two weeks passed more quickly than the first, and Cyrus felt progressively worse as they went. This was compounded by Niamh's steadfast refusal to discuss the topic of Vara's mysterious history with him. “I'll tell you anything you want about Vara since she joined Sanctuary,” the red-haired elf told him. “But don't ask me about anything before that, because I'll give you the same answer: it's a sensitive matter, one we don't talk about among outsiders.”
As the days passed, the Mountains of Nartanis gave way to flat land on the edge of the Inculta desert: sparse, desolate terrain broken up by small villages at least a day's ride from each other. When they reached the village of Taymor at the far edge of the desert and on the shores of the Bay of Lost Souls, they stopped for the night. 
The next day, Niamh transported them to a portal on the edge of the oasis, a lake in the middle of the desert. They spent the next five days traveling to seven villages that ringed the body of water. Each of the villages belonged to a different tribe of desert dwelling humans. Wild men and vicious fighters, the tribes of the south catered to travelers passing through as well as a few mining operations but were feuding with each other. The heat of the desert gave Cyrus a feeling of perpetual feverishness and even when they reached the end of their time in the desert and left, the feeling did not depart. 
On their final day together, Niamh teleported them to a town in the Elven Kingdom, on the other side of Arkaria. They appeared at a portal not far from a village called Nalikh'akur close to the edge of the Great Dismal Swamp. 
“Nalikh'akur,” Niamh explained with the knowing voice of someone who had lived through more history than most humans had read about, “is an elven military outpost on the frontier of troll territory. During the war it was first to fall to their invasion but once they were defeated the Elven Kingdom rebuilt it, complete with a garrison to watch troll activity. Nalikh'akur means 'Last Bastion' in the human tongue.”
“Hmh,” Cyrus said, still feeling warm and flushed from their time in the desert. 
“You don't look well,” Niamh said. “I can't believe you've done this for the last five months.”
“Neither can I,” Cyrus said without energy. He pulled tighter on Windrider's reins. His arms felt heavy, as did his helm. “But 'time is of the essence',” he parroted Alaric for the umpteenth time.
“Getting close,” she breathed. “We're meeting in the tavern.” She guided her horse to a stop. Dismounting, she walked through the door. 
Cyrus did not notice; he nearly fell off his horse in his dismount attempt. Struggling to put one foot in front of another, he made his way through the door to the elven tavern, and discovered a sight that under normal circumstances might have shocked him: Vara, sitting at a table with Niamh, drinking an ale and waiting with an air of impatience. 
“Took you long enough,” she harrumphed as he walked through the door. 
“I made it as fast as I could,” he said as forcefully as he could muster – which wasn't very forceful at all. 
“We'll be leaving this town at midday tomorrow” Vara began, “after a meeting tomorrow morning. We'll ride south and west, to the Emerald Coast, and visit three villages there before we cross to the east and start meeting with some of the elves of the woods. From there we'll head south, wending our way toward the capital, Pharesia, where we'll conclude our business and teleport to Reikonos for a last meeting.”
“I thought...” Cyrus said, fighting to squeeze every word out, “...Reikonos had already been picked clean by every other guild in Arkaria.”
“They have. But Alaric believes that you may in fact be able to offer the last few unguilded souls in Reikonos something that no other guild can offer.”
“What's that?” Cyrus said. 
“A sense of honor and purpose,” Vara answered in annoyance. “You know, these basic principles upon which we stand, that you are supposed to be emphasizing as you go across the land bringing word of our efforts?”
“He's telling everyone, trust me,” Niamh said before Cyrus could try and formulate an answer. “He's doing a magnificent job of it. We managed to find another 165 potential recruits in the last four weeks.”
Vara straightened. “Not bad. That's almost five hundred since you left, outside of our other efforts.”
“Other efforts?” Cyrus's words sounded slow and distorted. Everything that was being said sounded as though he was listening to the conversation under water. 
“Yes, we've not made you our only hope. Is there some reason,” she nearly spat at him, “that your head is laying on the table?”
“I'm tired.”
“Could you, for once in your time with Sanctuary, at least try to represent us with a spirit of dignity?” she snapped. 
Cyrus was beyond caring. A moment after she spoke he slid from his chair and landed on the floor. There were interruptions in what he saw after that – Niamh and Vara, both looking concerned over him, talking quickly.
“He's burning up and my healing spells aren't doing anything,” Niamh said, breathless.
“Some sort of natural fever then,” Vara said from above him, looking down. “How long has he been ill?”
“I don't know; he hasn't complained about feeling ill – only about being tired.”
“Can you hear us?” Vara asked, turning her attention back to him. Cyrus saw but did not feel her slap his face. He heard the impact echo in his brain. She was there, hair shining in the dim lamplight. 
“I think... I should tell you,” he said, focusing every last bit of his concentration on Vara, “I think you... need to know...” Gods, she looks beautiful, he thought. Even a bit concerned – a new expression to him. 
“What?” came the elf's reply, distorted, slow. 
Blackness claimed him. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 31
 
 
“I don't care!” Vara nearly shouted. 
Cyrus awoke to the sound of an argument, still feverish. He clutched at the blankets that surrounded him, trying to pull them closer to his damp skin. 
Niamh was standing in the corner, very near to a door, and Vara was facing her, back turned to Cyrus. The paladin was not wearing her armor. She was clad in a simple cotton shirt and pants, which was unusual for a woman – even an elf. 
“Alaric wants it done now,” Niamh said. “He sent me to tell you.”
“If Alaric wants it done, then tell him to get off his etherial arse and do it himself!” Vara said, voice crackling with rage. 
“I will tell him that,” Niamh said with a trace of a smile. “If for no other reason than it will bring him a laugh.” The druid brought her hands together and disappeared in a blast of wind. 
Vara faced away for a moment, still looking at the spot where Niamh had teleported. He heard a sound come from her, something that sounded almost like a choked sob, and she turned to face him. His eyes were blurry as he stared at her. 
“Ah,” she said with a sniff. “There you are.”
“Here I am,” he whispered, straining to string words together.
“How are you feeling? I only ask,” she said, “because Alaric is concerned that we are falling far behind on our mission.”
“I've felt better.” 
“I should think so.” Vara stepped to the foot of the bed and adjusted the blankets around his feet. “You are still feverish. Healing spells will not improve your condition, which means that if you die of whatever illness you seem to have contracted, we will be unable to resurrect you.”
“Thanks,” Cyrus said without emotion. “That's reassuring.”
“I am merely trying to be honest,” she said, eyes flaring in anger and – he might have been imagining it – fear?
“I see,” he murmured and passed out again. When he woke, she was beside him in a chair. She had changed into something that looked like a nightgown, and she was sleeping. The only light in the room came from the lanterns and candles. He watched her for a while, then drifted off again. 
When next he awoke, he felt something cool and damp on his forehead. His eyes opened to a vision of Vara, cloth in hand, dripping cold water onto his head. “I'm trying to bring down your fever,” she said when her eyes met his. 
He coughed and motioned for water, which she brought to his lips in a small dish. 
“It's been very difficult to get you to take water,” she said as he was drinking. “I'm glad you're awake, because trying to get you to drink when you're semi-conscious has been no mean feat. Niamh left a few days ago to let them know at Sanctuary that we wouldn't be making our scheduled appointments. I'm told they have managed to cover for our absence.”
“It's a shame,” Cyrus said. “I was looking forward to seeing the green elven country after the last weeks in the desert.”
“Oh, really?” she said without turning back to him. “And here I thought you had decided upon seeing me that night in the tavern that you would rather collapse and lie in bed for the next four weeks instead of tour the Elven Kingdom with me as your companion.”
“I'll admit,” Cyrus said, shifting in the bed, “upon seeing you, I did have a momentary concern about working together. It felt as though as very big object was rushing at me, very quickly. But just moments later, it was replaced by the actual sensation of the tavern floor rushing up at me very quickly.”
She laughed, a genuine, hearty laugh that turned into a somewhat girlish giggle partway through before she managed to choke it off. She turned her head; by the look in her eyes it was clear she hoped he hadn't heard her slip. A hand covered her mouth in semi-shock.
“Hah.” Cyrus laughed at her. “You actually found humor in something I said – and we've exchanged a few sentences without bickering.”
“I often find humor in what you say.” She turned away from him again. “Unfortunately for you, it's rarely from things you intended to be humorous.”
“Ah,” Cyrus said with a little disappointment. “There you are again.” 
She frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Nothing,” he said with a trace of sadness. “I'm tired. I think I'm going to rest now...” He felt a sudden pressure from his head hitting the pillow as his neck muscles gave out, and he was unconscious again.
He awakened again at night, but something was different. The world around him was blurred, and lights seemed to streak in his vision. Urgent voices filled the air around him. 
“My spells are still ineffective,” came the voice of a man that seemed very familiar. “He's getting worse.”
“No doubt,” came Vara's reply. “The fever is going to kill him if we don't do something.”
“I'm not sure what else we can do, here. If this were Sanctuary –” the man's voice came back. 
“You're a healer, for gods' sakes!” Vara exploded. A moment passed with nothing said. “Fine,” she continued, and Cyrus felt he might have imagined her gritting her teeth. “Help me get him out of bed.”
“A walk would be nice,” Cyrus said, but what came out was completely unintelligible. He felt strong hands grasp him under each arm and lift him out of the bed. The cloth nightshirt he wore was soaked, clinging to his skin and chest hair. He heard and felt the door to the room open as Vara and the man carried him between them, one arm on each of their shoulders and dragging his flailing legs behind him.
“Stop trying to help us,” she snapped at him. “You're making this much more difficult.”
“Okaaay,” Cyrus said again, once more making a complete hash of his words. He turned his head to look back at what he could have sworn was Narstron, waving at him from the side of the street, but a flash of insight revealed that it was, in fact, a shrub. 
“I had assumed,” Vara said, voice strained, “that relieving him of his armor would make him considerably lighter but in fact I cannot tell a difference.”
“Heh,” came the man's voice next to him. Cyrus's head swung around, feeling a bit loose on his shoulders. He realized with a start from the carefully groomed hair that it was Curatio.
“Curatio!” he shouted, barely sensate. 
“Sounds like he's at least conscious enough to recognize me,” came a grunt from the elf. 
“Marvelous,” Vara said with sarcasm. “If only he were conscious enough to assist us in transporting his considerable bulk.”
“I tried to help,” Cyrus said, once again squeezing the words out, “but you told me to stop, and I did as you said.”
“Why does it take being feverish to the point of near death and being dragged around to get you to listen and act on reasonable suggestions? All right, we're here. Curatio, wait on the shore; there's no reason for both of us to get completely soaked.”
Cyrus felt water splashing around his feet, then ankles and knees, felt muddy dirt between his toes as their pace slowed and Vara took up more of his weight on her shoulder as Curatio relinquished his grip on the warrior. After a half dozen more watery paces, Cyrus could feel water up to his waist. Adjusting her grip on him with a hand across his chest and back, Vara kicked his legs from beneath him and dropped him onto his backside in the water, submerging him up to his neck. The water was cold and his teeth began to chatter immediately. 
“Don't thrash about like a gutted fish,” she said, voice stern. 
“But it's really cold!”
“It's not cold. It is summer and this pond is warm. You are feverish.” She clutched him tighter to her. 
He felt her warmth – the only warmth he could feel in the freezing water and pulled nearer to her as well. His teeth knocked together and he hugged her so tightly that he feared for a moment he would crush her. When he went to loosen his grip, she pulled him closer. His face lingered over her shoulder, and he could feel her wet hair, hanging in tangles on the left side of his face. In spite of the chill, it felt good being this close. 
“I always suspected you were trying to kill me,” he said, “but I assumed it would be swordplay, not drowning, that you would do the deed with.” 
“If I were to truly try and kill you,” she said with fake annoyance, “I would certainly use a sword, if for no other reason than it would not involve me having to carry your overmuscled arse across a village to 'do the deed', as you so eloquently put it.”
“Overmuscled?” he said, drawing back to look at her eyes. They were such a bright blue, catching a glimmer of the lamps hanging on the streets of Nalikh'akur. “You noticed.”
She flushed and her face softened. “It would be impossible not to notice, being pressed against you like... like...” He could tell, even in his weakened state that she was searching for an appropriately insulting analogy. “...like this.” 
He felt her hand slapping him on the face and realized his head had lolled back and disorientation had taken him. “Please...please...wake up!”  
“You can stop slapping me now.” His voice was a whisper. He lifted his head and steadied himself, looking once again into her eyes and found concern within them.
“Just... don't do that.” 
“I promise I'm not trying to.” 
Another giggle escaped her, then a slightly deeper laugh. She wrapped both arms around his neck to hold him upright and drew him close, keeping his head above water until dawn.
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After the sun came up, Curatio helped them out of the water. “Your fever is broken,” the healer pronounced with a smile. Cyrus could barely stand under his own power. “You should be fine for now.” 
“I'm hungry,” Cyrus said. 
“Let's get back to the inn and I think we can settle that problem,” Curatio said as he assumed a carrying position on Cyrus's left. Vara moved to his right and grabbed his arm, more gently this time. He looked at her, and she looked back at him, but there was no venom in her eyes. She blinked at his gaze and looked away first. They walked back to the inn in silence but for the groans of the two elves, who were still carrying most of the warrior's weight. 
“You could at least help us!” Vara's tone was all irritation, the moment of calm gone.
“I'm trying,” Cyrus said. 
They deposited him in a chair at the tavern, where the owner proceeded to bring him platefuls of fresh eggs, beef, pork and chicken as he dripped on the floor.
Vara looked at him with a cocked eyebrow as he finished his fourth plate. “I don't wonder anymore why you were so heavy to lift,” she said shortly after Curatio had left them to retire to his room upstairs. 
The warrior looked back at her with a sly smile. “I bet you couldn't go five minutes without throwing a verbal barb my way.”
“I could and I have, in fact, over the last few days – largely during times when you were sleeping.” She smiled. “But I usually don't wish to defer such excellent ripostes to your often deserving statements.”
“I rest my case – I don't think you could go a day without throwing some sort of jab my way.” He grinned. 
She feigned shock. “You assume because you lack the self-discipline to control your tongue that I do as well. I could easily go a year without verbally abusing you for being an incompetent oaf with poor habits in your swordsmanship and hygiene.”
“Perhaps you could start with a week,” he said with a raised eyebrow. 
“I think...” she said, slowing the pace of her words, “a month would do nicely for a test, don't you?” 
“A month it is. But if I win, I want something from you.”
“What's that?” Her brow furrowed, curiosity in her eyes. 
“I don't know yet. But traditionally, when you bet, there's something to wager.” He sat back in his chair. “We'll have to agree on something later; I'm too tired to come up with something creatively punitive right now.”
The next days passed in an agonizing mixture of quick moments and slow recovery. The fever lingered for two more days, hampering Cyrus's ability to move about. As soon as Curatio had pronounced him healthy, he jumped from the bed, eager to go anywhere else. 
“You probably won't feel like yourself for a week or two,” Curatio beamed at him. “Glad to see you're feeling better, brother.”
“Thank you. It can't have been easy to leave Sanctuary right now, especially with everything that's going on.” The warrior looked at Vara, who was reserved, but the ice normally present in her eyes had melted somewhat. Turning his gaze back to Curatio, he asked, “So, where do we go from here? I'd like to finish my mission in the Elven Kingdom.”
Curatio raised an eyebrow. “For the last couple weeks J'anda and Niamh have been covering your absence. If you're feeling that much better, you could take over for them.”
“I'm not opposed to you killing yourself in principle, but we just nursed you back to health.” The fire was back in Vara's eyes now. “You could at least do us the courtesy of waiting a few weeks before undoing all the good we just did.”
Cyrus laughed. “There's only two weeks left. I could handle two more weeks of that schedule, given what's at stake.”
“You're mad,” Vara said, pointing a finger at him. “Barking mad. Howling at the moon mad!” 
“I need to finish this,” Cyrus said, urgency permeating his voice. 
“Why?” she asked. 
“Because I feel this need to complete a task once I've started it. And before you answer,” he said, interrupting her already forming reply, “remember that you just wagered me that you could go a full month without insulting me. Calling me crazy was close to the line.” He wagged his finger at her. 
She looked at him through half-lidded eyes, considering her response. She opened her mouth as if to speak, then shut it. Finally, she said, “Very well. But I want a lighter schedule that will allow you to take your time.”
Curatio chuckled. “We can work something out. In any case, I'm needed back at Sanctuary to deal with the influx of new blood. Can I do anything for you before I go?”
“Yeah,” Cyrus said. “What's the word on the weapons in Reikonos, Pharesia and Hewat?”
“No idea about Hewat.” Curatio shrugged. “No one has contact with the dragons. We have a few people lingering outside the Citadel in Reikonos and the Museum of Arms in Pharesia.”
“They keep the Scimitar of Air in a Museum?” Cyrus shook his head. “Elves are bizarre.”
Curatio cast his return spell and disappeared into the burst of light that accompanied it, leaving Cyrus alone with Vara. “Back to bed with you,” she said in a voice that left no doubt that it was not a suggestion.
“I've been in bed for days,” he said, irritable. 
“And you'll be in bed for a few more if you want to be able to travel in good order. Take a nap,” she said, “and later we'll work on getting your strength back up by going for a walk. We leave the day after tomorrow, and we have a long ride ahead of us.”
They left the inn two days later, setting out on horseback at a pace Cyrus would have found more appropriate for walking alongside an elderly grandmother. “We're not going to push you to your limit,” Vara said. “I want you to be in good condition to talk to these potential recruits, else we might as well go back to Sanctuary.”
“Fair enough,” the warrior grumbled. 
They settled into a silence that was only broken when Cyrus asked Vara a question. “I've heard about how busy things are back at Sanctuary but I haven't heard much about Alaric lately. How is he?”
“Alaric is fine,” she said. “He was here, in Nalikh'akur. He came to check on you the day after Niamh left. We had...” her jaw tensed, “...a marvelous conversation, he and I.” She did not elaborate further.
Three days journey south placed them in a town called Traegon. Filled with exquisite elven architecture, the city had towers and minarets on almost every building. They ventured into a local inn and found Niamh sitting next to J'anda, who was wearing an elven illusion. After exchanging pleasantries over drinks (“Ale for us, water for him,” Vara had told the innkeeper, pointing at Cyrus), J'anda and Niamh departed. 
They met with many elves that day, and Cyrus could feel his vitality return as he spoke, telling them of the direction Sanctuary was headed, and of the opportunity they had to be a part of that movement. He shook a great many hands while Vara stood back with her arms crossed. A few looked as though they wanted to ask her something, but none ever said what was on their minds. They left Traegon the next morning, southbound once more, this time heading for a smaller village only a half day's ride away. 
“When did you first start learning to cast spells?” Cyrus asked her in the midst of one of their increasingly common civil conversations. 
“All holy warriors learn to use basic magics early in their training with the Holy Brethren,” she answered. “I suppose it was somewhere in the first year or so after I began my studies.”
“Holy Brethren?”
“It's the paladin's version of your 'Society of Arms'. They train us in the Crusader's path from an early age.”
“Hm,” Cyrus said aloud. “I wonder if I could learn any spellcasting ability. It'd certainly come in handy from time to time.”
“You have all the magical talent of a silkworm. If you'd had any, it would have been identified by one of the magic-using Leagues and cultivated from childhood.” 
He regarded her with suspicion. “Sounded like an insult.” 
“No... ah...” she fumbled, “silkworms create a silk thread, you know. Spin it into fabric – it's really quite... magical.” 
He laughed at her, and she smiled at him. “You know,” she changed the subject quickly, “I admire the effort you've put into this recruiting drive; especially how much fortitude it must have taken to do this.” She shook her head in disbelief. “I doubt... no, I know that I could not have handled this as well as you have.”
“It's not that bad; I haven't been in combat.” 
“No,” she said with a grimace, “you've been dealing with rubes, which is infinitely worse.” He shot her a look of confusion and she explained, “In combat, at least you get to strike down those who offend you. You can't kill a rube simply for being stupid, no matter how much you'd like to.” 
He laughed. “You're certainly not the patient sort.” 
“I would say that I have never been one,” she said with an air of sweetness, “to suffer fools gladly.”
“The problem with that approach is that you so loosely define 'fool' to encompass anyone whose name isn't Vara.”
She feigned shock, mouth comically agape. “That's simply not true! It would also encompass Alaric and Curatio.” The smile widened, mocking him. 
“I see. Then I suppose there's no room in your heart for a certain human warrior to join that definition.”
“My heart?” She stuttered, a bit caught off her guard.
He grimaced and cursed to himself. “Sorry, poor choice of words.”
She seemed rattled by his comment, and they proceeded in silence to the next town, where they met with people throughout the day and at night retired to the inn, where they enjoyed a quiet meal next to the fire. Vara had removed her armor and was wearing her cotton pants and shirt. As she came down the stairs, the firelight glinted on her fair hair and a smile covered her lips, pushing up the edges of her mouth and making Cyrus realize for the first time that she in fact had very slight dimples in her cheeks. He rose to greet her, and kissed her hand in an oddly formal manner that brought a blush to the cheeks he had just been studying. 
They chatted pleasantly through dinner, avoiding any serious subjects. He got her to laugh three times, aided by a very good wine suggested by the innkeeper that came from elven vineyards close to Amti in the southern lands. By the end of the evening, the blush on her cheeks was permanent, and in his somewhat weakened condition, he too felt the effects of the spirit. 
“I think I've finally come up with an idea for our little wager,” he said with a smile.
“Oh?” Her eyes bored in on his. “Do tell.”
“I think that if I win, we do this,” his hands moved in a sweeping gesture to encompass her and the room, “again. Except next time, you have to wear a dress.”
She frowned. “I have never cared to wear a dress.”
He grinned. “I'm sure it interferes with your ability to swing a sword.”
A small laugh escaped her. “In point of fact, it does.” 
“And if you win...?”
“When I win, you mean? I haven't given it much thought. Perhaps I'll have you fetch my slippers in the morning and bring them to my bedside.”
His grin grew wider. “So I'll be the first thing you think of when you wake up?”
Her eyes rolled. “Alas, Brevis could not have come up with a more pitiful response than yours.”
“I am feeling a bit short on wit lately.”
She snorted, almost spitting her wine back into the glass. “Terrible, that was.”
“I have to know,” he said after another sip of wine, “something that I've been wondering for months now...”
“What is it?”
“One of the other elves told me... that every elf knows your birthday and how old you are.”
She pulled the glass to her lips, stalling. “Is that so?” she asked when she had returned the glass to its position on the table.
“Yes, that is so,” he said, narrowly avoiding slurring his words. “So I asked... this elf, the one that told me that about you, and she said you're not royalty. What conclusion should I draw from that?” he asked with what he thought was an endearing smile. 
She met his smile with one of her own that twisted her mouth as she considered his question. “I think you should presume that elves are very funny people with a culture unlike your own and that putting together the pieces of the puzzle you just described would be very difficult... without further information.” Her smiled turned a bit wistful at the last. 
Cyrus regarded her in seriousness. “Would Alaric know the answer to my question?”
She laughed. “Alaric might, but it would not be from me answering it. I suspect he and Curatio would have discussed that bit of elven trivia at some point.” 
“Elven trivia?” he said with undisguised curiosity, made all the worse by the heat of the wine. “Niamh said it was an internal matter, and you don't discuss it with...” he leaned across the table toward her, “...outsiders.”
“Oh, Niamh said that, did she?” The hint of a smile graced her lips. “We're very private people, the elves. We keep a very intimate inner circle. What a human would call a friend, elves have a much deeper word for – covekan. It denotes an intimacy than humans can't experience because elven relationships can last millenia.” She sipped from her cup once more. “Our closest covekan are with us throughout our lives, and the bond that entails means that once someone is part of your inner circle, you can truly share yourself with them. There are no barriers to communication, no withheld thoughts.”
“The elven version of a circle of friends, but more intimate?” Cyrus asked. 
“Yes. The fortunate human lives between eighty and one hundred years. In that hundred years you would meet literally thousands of people and have a few good friendships – but most of them would start in your twenties or so. A quarter of the way through your life – and they take at least a few years to build true depth.” Her smile faded and her eyes became a bit lonely. “The average elf lives over five thousand years, some as many as six thousand. It takes over a hundred years for an elf to become covekan in the traditional sense of the word.” The light in her eyes grew dimmer still. “Imagine how close you could grow to someone in a hundred years.” 
“You never did answer my question about you,” he said. 
“My point is, elves do not let people into their confidence all willy-nilly. I hope you don't take it as an offense, but I don't think it's something I'm ready to discuss with anyone.”
“So there's no one yet that is covekan to you?” he asked. 
She laughed. “No. As you pointed out, I am young by elven standards – at twenty-eight, I have not lived long enough to form that sort of attachment to anyone.”
“By your very actions you seem to try very hard to discourage any sort of attachment at all.”
“Yes,” she said, voice filled with regret. “There is that too.” She did not say anything for a few moments after that, but did not look away. She blinked a few times, then seemed to recover her newfound cheer. “So tell me,” she said, eyes alight, “what's this I keep hearing about a sword you're working on?”
Cyrus was overtaken by a sudden coughing fit. “There are no secrets in Sanctuary, are there?” She shook her head. “It's just something I'm working on.”
“You're blushing,” she said with great amusement. “You're actually embarrassed!” She stopped, perplexed. “Why would you be embarrassed?”
“It's a grand quest, but it's ultimately fairly selfish for me to want a new sword so badly I'd try and drag our guildmates to some fairly dangerous locations,” he explained with a shrug.
“I don't think it's selfish,” she said. “We all want things.”
“Even paladins?” Cyrus grinned.
Vara laughed. “Even the holiest of holy warriors wants something, although in most cases it's to complete their crusade.” Her eyes refocused on his. “If you're providing service to the guild, I don't think it's selfish unless you don't tell anyone what you're doing. Then you'd be very selfish to drag your comrades at arms into danger unknowingly.”
He chuckled. “And what is it that you want?”
She bristled for a moment and then relaxed. “That remains to be seen,” she said, almost as though she were pondering whether she should tell him more. “I think I should retire for the evening. It's been a long day, and we have a longer one ahead of us tomorrow.” She stood up and he joined her out of gentlemanly reflex. “Goodnight.” 
He leaned in close to her and felt the pressure of her hand as she deflected him gently to a kiss on the cheek. “Goodnight,” he said with a whisper of sadness. As her back retreated up the stairs, he watched her go. 
“What changed?” he called out. Blood hammered in his temples, filling him with a sudden recklessness. “A month ago you hated me. You would have danced on the day I left Sanctuary if you had heard I was never to return.” He shrugged. “I'm the same man I was a month ago, so what changed?” 
She froze in the middle of the stairs, pondering for a moment in silence before she turned to face him. She stared at him, eyes brimming with a silent sort of despair that he had never noticed in her before. “I think... that in seeing you vulnerable, I saw the real you. Not the blustering warrior who'd jump into the middle of a battle at the drop of a helm; not the dashing and confident – sometimes arrogant – human who was quick with an insult – I think I saw you,” she said, words tumbling out. “And it was... different from what I had expected of you.”
He closed the distance between them, finding himself on the stairs next to her. “What do you see now?”
She blinked and turned away from his intense gaze. “Something different.” Looking back for just a moment, she added, “I see a good man, someone who won't lead us into foolish action or abandon us when things become difficult.”
“Us?” he said, drawing closer. 
“Yes. Us. Sanctuary.”
“What about you?” His hand rested on her back, so close he could feel her breath.
“Me?” she whispered. She pressed her forehead to his for just a moment before he could feel the change in the air. “I'm not ready yet,” she breathed, and pulled from his grasp, taking a few slow steps up the stairs, turning her back on him once more. 
He stared at her receding back as she walked slowly up the stairs. “Just keep in mind, I don't live as long as you do – if you wait too long, I'll likely be dead.” Though he meant it as a jest, to lighten the moment, she did not laugh or look back. Upon reaching her room she shut the door and he did not see her again until morning.  
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The next day, they did not speak of their conversation and Vara's guardedness had returned. Although she admitted after a few hours that her head ached from the wine, she did not return to the more pleasant mood exhibited the night before. The next two weeks passed in much the same manner; Cyrus's repeated attempts to return to a more intimate and friendly conversational style failed. Although Vara remained pleasant, she also remained distant. 
By the end of the week, Cyrus attempted to quicken their pace, striving to finish early. Every time he tried to get ahead of schedule, Vara would interfere with a demand that he take a rest, or that they stay an extra day in some out-of-the-way town. He did not argue, and they ate their meals in relative silence. Once, on the last night, he could have sworn he caught her looking forlorn. 
They met Nyad outside the elven capital of Pharesia at the appointed time. The elf greeted them with silence and a stricken look.
“What happened?” Cyrus asked her while dismounting.
“I've just come from a meeting with my fa-” she looked flustered. “From meeting with the King of the Elven Empire.”
Cyrus grinned. “Your father.” 
Nyad rolled her eyes. “He informed me that the Museum of Arms was broken into last night, and that Ventus, the Scimitar of Air, was stolen.”
Vara's jaw dropped. “Did any of our detachment report seeing anything?”
Nyad shook her head. “There was no sign of anyone entering through any of the doors: the intruder appeared to have entered through a skylight from above.”
Vara blinked. “Can we speak to our guild members from the detachment?”
“No.” Nyad shook her head. “They are in the process of being released from the jail – it will be several hours.”
“Jail?” Cyrus said with a start.
“They were all in proximity to the Museum at the time of the theft,” Nyad said with a deep frown. “I've spoken with my father and he's agreed to release them on my request, but it will take time. Alaric ordered me to transport you to Reikonos. We've doubled the size of our detachment and he'd like the two of you to join him there.”
“He's there?” Cyrus said. “Where can we find him? Around the Citadel?” 
Nyad shook her head. “There's a contingent there, but they've set up a headquarters at your old guildhall in the slums.” She looked at Cyrus as he blinked in surprise. “Andren is helping to lead the effort in Reikonos; he offered it.”
“We need to go now,” Vara said. “Who knows how much time there is before they strike Reikonos and takes the Spear?”
“Assuming they can. And assuming they're going for it,” Cyrus said. “Who knows how many of these things they're really after?”
“They can,” Nyad said grimly. “The Museum of Arms is one of the most well-defended buildings in the Elven Kingdom, complete with mystical barriers and a variety of other spells for defense, in addition to housing a large contingent of troops. If they can steal a weapon from here, they can take it from Reikonos.”
“In any case, would you care to bet the survival of our world on the idea that this nameless, faceless enemy is going to stop before collecting 'the whole set'?” Vara glared at him.
“No.” Cyrus shook his head. “All right, Nyad, take us to Reikonos Square.” 
Without a word, the wizard cast a spell that filled Cyrus's vision with light and landed him in Reikonos Square. He and Vara exchanged a quick goodbye with Nyad as she disappeared in a blast of energy. Cyrus looked to the north to see the massive Citadel filling his view. 
“Ever been inside?” Vara asked, not looking at him.
“Never.” Cyrus shook his head. “Let's find Alaric.” 
They made their way to the slums and Cyrus lashed Windrider at a hitching post outside the door of the old Kings of Reikonos guildhall. 
“You actually lived here?” Vara said, voice high in disbelief. 
“Yeah,” Cyrus said without meeting her eyes.
There was a long pause. “I cannot believe I made that stupid wager,” she said in a low tone. “The comedic possibilities here are endless.”
“Hush.” 
Cyrus opened the door. Though the interior still contained the old bunk beds, they had been pushed against the walls and their old table had been set in the center of the room with a scale model of the Citadel sticking out from the middle. Clustered around it were Andren, Curatio, J'anda, Vaste and Alaric. Upon seeing them, the discussion halted. 
Curatio greeted them with a smile. “Good to see you both – Cyrus, you're looking much better.”
Alaric stood before him, helm placed on the table. The paladin's good eye surveyed the warrior, and a slight smile creased the lines on the Ghost's face. “It is good to see you, brother. I feared that I might have sent you to your death.”
“It'll take more than a few months of hard work to kill me.” Cyrus smiled as he strode in, Vara at his side, to join them at the table. “What's our plan?”
“As I was telling them, we have people here and here.” Vaste pointed at two spots around the Citadel. “A few more are spread out in something of a roving patrol, and we'll increase our activity tonight.”
“Do we have any idea how they penetrated the security at the Museum in Pharesia?” Cyrus asked as he looked around the table. 
“Other than entering from the roof?” Vaste quipped.
“I mean the mystical security Nyad mentioned? Barriers and whatnot?” Cyrus said with a sigh. 
“No.” Curatio shook his head. “Although with their hands on the number of godly weapons they have, it would not be difficult for them to breach any mystical barrier, regardless of size.” The elf looked sick. “I hadn't considered that.”
“What do you mean?” Cyrus looked at him blankly. 
Curatio steadied himself on the edge of the table, suddenly very pale. “All the magics of our world can be harnessed and used by spell casters to varying effects. Whether it's a druid, wizard, healer, dark knight or paladin, they all have different spells that harness the magics inherent in our world.” 
The elf looked around the table, pupils dilated, eyes wide. “The weapons that they've been capturing have an advantage because they're not from our world – they're from the gods. Those weapons can cut through any barrier put up by anyone on our planet. They were created by the gods transferring some of their own power – their own godhood – into the weapon. Our magic is no match,” the healer finished with a sad finality. 
“So why didn't they just cut their way through the front door if the weapons are so powerful?” Vaste asked. 
“I doubt that whoever is gathering these weapons would dare to risk any of their acquisitions in a frontal assault when they now have the power to bypass the mystical barriers and the stealth to avoid a confrontation.” Alaric leaned forward over the table, scouring the miniature streets.
“What's the point of having these weapons if you're not going to have a confrontation?” Andren mumbled. 
“I'm sure they will,” Alaric said with a rueful smile. “But at a time and place of their choosing, not ours.”
“So the defenses for Reikonos are weaker than Pharesia's?” Cyrus looked at Alaric and Curatio in turn. 
Curatio nodded, still pale. “Correct.”
“So why take that one first?” Cyrus asked. 
“No idea,” Alaric shook his head. 
“Should we consider sending an envoy to warn the dragons?” Vaste asked. “They may have the only other weapon still out there.”
“They do not,” came a familiar voice from the doorway. Cyrus turned to see a dark elf, axe slung behind him. The familiar smile was not present on the face of Terian Lepos as he crossed from the doorway to the table. 
“I have asked for Terian's assistance in this matter,” Alaric said, diffusing the surprise around the table. “He is well informed when it comes to the affairs of dragonkin; much more informed than anyone I have ever met.”
“Yes, I'm still wondering how that is,” Cyrus said with a smile.
“I'm friends with a few wurms – that's w-u-r-m,” the dark elf said with a dazzling smile, aimed directly at Vara, who had already opened her mouth to say something and looked crestfallen. “The Scepter of Fire was stolen from them months ago, disappearing at roughly the same time as our old friend Kalam.” 
“What are the odds?” Cyrus said. 
“Very good odds,” Terian said, “when you consider that he was still highly placed in the dragon government, and would have had access to the weapon in question.”
Andren looked around the table. “So did he have it when we killed him?”
Terian shrugged. “I don't know. When I checked his hoard with the other Alliance officers, I didn't see anything that resembled it.”
Cyrus froze. “Wait. The Hammer of Earth was traded during an Alliance invasion, the Staff of Death disappeared before or during one, and now possibly the Scepter of Fire? I'm not a big believer in coincidence.”
Alaric folded his arms and deep creases knotted his forehead. “This does not bode well for the Alliance if someone from within is involved in this plot.”
Terian snorted. “As though you trusted them to begin with.”
Vara slammed her fist onto the table. “I have never seen clearer evidence of Goliath's treachery!”
“We don't know for certain that Goliath is involved – or even if any of their members are involved,” Curatio said with alarm. “After all, the Warblade disappeared the night before our strike on Kortran. It could be someone from any of our guilds.”
Vaste raised an eyebrow, and for the first time Cyrus looked close enough at the troll to realize he had a new scar running down his forehead, a little dash of angry green standing out from the rest of his skin. “Or the entirety of one of the guilds.”
Alaric looked around the table, trying to meet the eyes of each of them in turn. “Or it could be none of them. I prefer to give them the benefit of the doubt on this occasion.” The paladin cracked his knuckles. “Assigning blame would be pointless at this moment. We need to spend our time and energies on defending the last of the weapons.”
Vara crossed her arms. “There is a limited amount we can do, is there not? Can we place sentries inside the Citadel?”
Alaric shook his head. “No. The Council of Twelve is unwilling to let us involve ourselves in their internal security matters. They will not bar us from placing our people outside the Citadel, but neither do they wish us to 'step on their toes'.” 
Vaste stared at the diorama on the table. “How many people can we place around the Citadel?”
Curatio answered. “We have about a hundred in Reikonos right now; another fifty from Pharesia once they're out of jail some time this afternoon,” he added. “We've got about fifty or so still back at Sanctuary, trying to get our new prospects up to speed. Which is going slowly because we're spending so much time on these endeavors.” 
Alaric stared hard at the Citadel model in the middle of the table. “I think I can safely say that regardless of the outcome here we will need those new recruits soon.” His eyes looked up to Curatio across the table. “Old friend, I need you to return to Sanctuary and speed up the training of our new adventurers. Don't bother to have our comrades that are leaving Pharesia join us here: I want them back at Sanctuary aiding you.”
Curatio nodded. “I'll leave immediately.” With a nod from Alaric, the healer cast the return spell and faded away. 
“You're not giving up on protecting the spear, are you?” Vara asked the Ghost. 
Alaric shook his head. “No, but we are unprepared for the next step and I doubt we'll need an army here.”
“What is the next step if we fail to protect Amnis?” Cyrus asked. 
Alaric's jaw tightened and he remained silent for a long moment. “The next step is facing whoever has these weapons when they make themselves known. And for that,” the knight said with some reluctance, “we will require an army.”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 34
 
 
They debated a course of action until sundown, when Alaric ordered everyone out of the old guildhall and to their stations around the Citadel. Cyrus knelt on a rooftop facing the towering spire. Vaste sat behind him a few feet, as did Andren and Niamh. Vara and J'anda were to either side of him. Cyrus surveyed the streets around the Citadel, his eyes seeing nothing but the city guards and members of Sanctuary. “Thanks for the frost stone,” he said to J'anda. “I wish the moon would come out from behind the clouds.”
The enchanter nodded. “All the better if it actually helps you see the thief.”
Vara turned to glare at them. “Maintain silence,” she hissed. “Our success is entirely predicated on the enemy not knowing we're here, so shut up!” 
“You'd think someone in Pharesia would have thought to station someone on a roof watching their museum,” Vaste said in a low rumble from behind them.
“High-born elves don't possess a great deal of what you would call 'common' sense,” Andren said between swigs. “They rely on us lowborns to move their society forward while they watch. Amazing they're still in charge of anything, really.”
Vara said nothing but Cyrus could see her roll her eyes. 
Long moments passed in silence as the five of them scanned the nearby rooftops. Cyrus looked at the horizon, but the structures of Reikonos created an uneven skyline. 
The Citadel was a spire that reached into the sky with a base as big around as any ten shops, perfectly rounded in structure. It stretched into the air to the height of thirty stories or more, the tallest building in Arkaria. At the top of the Citadel a bulbous expansion jutted out, wider than the tower that supported it, giving it the look of an exceptionally long neck with a rounded head at the top. Cyrus knew from rumor that within the top floors was contained the meeting room for Council of Twelve that ran Reikonos and the Human Confederation.
“How old is the Citadel?” Vaste said. “It's so unlike the other buildings in this city and so much taller.”
“It's older than Reikonos,” Andren said. “And older than me. The humans built the city around it.”
“Am I right in thinking that the spear would have to be on the top floors?” Cyrus said, refocusing their attention on the matter at hand.
Vaste grunted, but Vara answered before the troll could. “Seems likeliest, doesn't it?”
Cyrus turned to face them. “If you were going to get someone into the top of that building, how would you do it?”
A moment of silence preceded the answers. “I'd take a flying mount, like a griffon,” Vaste answered first.
“Falcon's Essence,” Niamh said.
“Invisibility spell.” Andren took the flask out of his mouth to answer.
“We can see through invisibility, you knucklehead,” Vara shot back.
“Hopefully we can see someone flying toward the tower or a griffon if it approaches as well,” Cyrus said. “Any other ideas?”
“An invisible person on an invisible griffon flying toward the tower?” suggested Andren half-seriously. Vara did not respond.
“If the Citadel were smaller,” J'anda said, “perhaps a rope to climb.” The enchanter looked at the structure. “But I think that even the strongest of warriors would have great difficulty ascending that height without falling.”
Cyrus looked at the Citadel with skepticism. “I'd have to agree. Any elf, human, dark elf, gnome, dwarf or other race would have a hell of a time climbing a rope to the top.”
They lapsed into silence. Something about that last exchange bothered Cyrus, tickling at the back of his mind. As he was considering it, the moon finally appeared from behind the clouds above them. A glint of something caught his eye in the moonlight. He looked closer. A strand was shining from one of the higher rooftops, leading up to the top floors of the tower and ending at one of the windows. Before he could say anything, a shadowed figure appeared from the window and began to descend in a line toward the rooftop below.
“There!” Cyrus hissed, finger extended to the rapidly descending shadow. An elongated rod was visible from the silhouette. “Whoever it is, they've got the Spear!” Changing his focus to Andren: “Get down to our troops on the street; get the rangers on their bows. Niamh, imbue him!” Without a word the healer ran toward the edge of the rooftop, running off just as Niamh's spell took hold. “J'anda, see if you can mesmerize –” Cyrus tossed over his shoulder as he and Vara charged over the edge of the rooftop, Vaste and Niamh following on their trail.  
“ALARUM!” came a shout from the street below. “ALARUM!” Lamps were shining up toward them now, and other voices were taking up the cry of, “ALARUM!” 
Cyrus sprinted as hard as he could, legs pumping and feet carrying him forward as he jumped from rooftop to rooftop. He kept his eyes fixed on the silhouette moving down the rope, much more quickly than he could have imagined. He jumped and his hands caught the edge of the last rooftop, pulling himself up as the silhouette reached the end of its crawl. Cyrus drew his sword and heard Vara behind him doing the same. The silhouette unfurled from the rope and a sudden realization filled the warrior's senses: it was not human-shaped at all. Eight legs set down upon the rooftop and two pincers clicked on the spear they grasped between them as the spider before him evaluated Cyrus. It was half his size and looked damnably familiar.
Cyrus charged and the spider bolted, crossing the rooftop in the opposite direction, spear clutched between its pincers, slung back over its torso. It slid across to the next rooftop on another thread of silk, and descended another after that, moving so quickly down the thread that Cyrus had difficulty keeping up, leaping from building to building. Vara was breathing heavily at his side, and considerably behind him the panting of Vaste was audible, as was the THUMP whenever the troll jumped to the next building. They crested another rooftop to find the spider descending from a one-story building into an alleyway. 
Eight legs scampered along quickly, and Cyrus jumped to the street, bouncing off a wall and rolling to his feet. The spider turned a corner and dashed into the slums, but cut the corner a bit too short; Vara managed a slice that took off one of the furry legs at the second joint. The arachnid screeched in pain but did not slow. 
“Seven legs to go,” Vara said under her breath. 
“ALARUM!” Cyrus heard shouted behind him as he pounded through the dark of the slums, dodging merchant carts that were closed for the night. The spider was desperate now, and skittered into one of the open plazas in the heart of the slums. A cloaked figure stood waiting, hand extended toward the spider, which raced toward it and threw the Spear of Water from its pincers toward the figure, who caught it deftly and swirled into the magical current of a return spell. 
The spider turned to face them, hissing as he and Vara circled the arachnid. They both attacked at the same time and the spider turned to meet him, driving its large pincers into the joint of his armor as he slammed his sword into its exposed thorax. He let out a grunt as the pain hit him. Searing, it climbed up his side as he drove his blade deeper. His eyes locked on Vara, who was attacking the spider with her sword from behind, taking advantage of Cyrus keeping it pinned in place. Her eyes did not meet his, so focused was she on dismembering the arachnid one slice at a time. 
Cyrus felt his legs buckle and he fell over from the weight of the spider and the pain in his side. He twisted his sword, trying to carve as much damage as he could. The pounding of plated boots to his left ended with an axe and a sword perforating the crawler. He barely felt it when the spider's pincers relinquished their hold on him and he fell to the ground. Vara was at his side, hand glowing. “It's all right,” she said, eyes rimmed with concern. Alaric and Terian stood behind her, throwing the spider's remains off of him. 
Vaste and Niamh rounded the corner then, walking on air, and the healer muttered a few words. The blood stopped flowing from Cyrus's side, but the pain did not disappear. Vara helped him to his feet and he looked at the dead arachnid with the others. 
“Next time you're going to do a rooftop chase,” Niamh said, eyes flaring, “wait until I give you Falcon's Essence first?” 
“Unbelievable,” Vaste said. “We actually catch the thief, in the act of the escape, and it turns out to be a spider.” The troll frowned. “What's a spider going to do with a weapon forged by the gods?”
“Not a damned thing,” Terian said, voice bitter. “They can't even use it.”
“We saw the spider hand it off to some figure in a cloak,” Vara said breathlessly.
“Did you get a look at them?” Vaste's eyes widened in hope. 
“No.” Vara shook her head. 
“Doesn't matter,” Cyrus said, his face a mask. “I know who's gathering them now.” His head swiveled to Vara. “Go find our people around the Citadel and get them out of there before we have a repeat of Pharesia. Tell them to meet up with Niamh here within the hour.” He turned to Niamh. “I need you to get us back to Sanctuary immediately: we have preparations to make.” He bit his lip. “It's going to be much worse than we thought.”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 35
 
 
An hour later Cyrus and the rest of the officers of Sanctuary were seated around the Conference table. Alaric stared at the warrior, fingers steepled in front of him. “Are you finished being dramatic?”
Cyrus smiled. “You want to know who it is, don't you?”
The paladin's eyebrow raised in amusement. “I do.”
Vara sat to Alaric's left, arms on the table. “I'm puzzled as to how you supposedly figured this out.”
Cyrus looked at the elf, his eyes locked onto hers. “I'm surprised you haven't.”
She spread her arms. “Enlighten me.”
“Remember the day we met?” he asked with a smile.
She blew air from her lips. “I do. The sun was shining, the trees were swaying in the breeze, sulfur filled the air and I saved your arse from a dragon.” 
“And a horde of spiders,” Niamh said with a note of surprise.
“Exactly. The Dragonlord was served by a horde of spiders like the one we killed in the slums.” Cyrus leaned forward. “The day we faced Ashan'agar, he offered me whatever I wanted if I would become his servant. He showed me a vision of the Serpent's Bane, the hilt of my sword along with some of his other treasures. One of them was a flaming staff.”
“Torris?” Terian said from the end of the table. “So he had it even then?”
“He did,” Cyrus said. “Kalam gave it to him and was waiting around until Ashan'agar had the other pieces he needed.” 
“I still don't understand what a dragon is planning to do with all those weapons,” Curatio said with a blank expression. “It's not as though he can use them, can he?”
“Not in the physical sense, no,” Cyrus said. “But you were the one who gave me the reason for why Ashan'agar would be collecting them.”
“I did?” Curatio said with a confused look. 
“You did. Remember when you told us that the godly magic within the weapon could be used to breach the magical barriers that the elves had set up in the Museum of Arms?”
“Which they did so they could collect the Scimitar of Air.” Curatio nodded. “I still don't understand.”
“The barrier,” Terian said in a choked voice. “The one that the dragons erected; the one that keeps Ashan'agar imprisoned.”
“You got it,” Cyrus said. “Dragon magic versus the essence of the gods – who wins?”
“That barrier is going down,” the dark elf murmured. 
“Why would he need more than one of the weapons?” Niamh looked around in confusion. “Wouldn't one be enough to drop the barrier?”
Terian shook his head. “Maybe not. Dragons are the longest lived creatures in Arkaria –”
“With the exception of the elvish old ones,” Niamh teased. 
Terian ignored her. “Their magic is ancient, and Ashan'agar was sealed in by not one but thirty of the wisest and most powerful dragons. Some of the spells they used included charms to warn the dragons should Ashan'agar attempt to breach the barrier. One of the dragons – Ehrgraz – is the chief of their army, and every dragon fears him.” 
“Because he's afraid one dragon might be warned he puts off his escape by six months until he can collect all the weapons?” Vara looked at Terian with undisguised skepticism.
Terian looked around the table. “He would have been the first to be warned if Ashan'agar was trying to escape and I promise you that the Dragonlord was trying to avoid confrontation with Ehrgraz. Six months is nothing to a dragon; he would have waited sixty years if it meant being able to escape without facing Ehrgraz.”
“So the Dragonlord has plotted an escape,” Alaric mused. “What will he do when he reaches the surface?”
“Without Kalam to act as his herald,” Terian said, suddenly thoughtful, “he's going to have to go to the southern lands and marshal his loyalists.” The dark knight shrugged. “After that, I would guess his followers will move north and create a new kingdom.”
“Why wouldn't he fight for control of Hewat?” Vaste said. “I mean, he was in charge before, wasn't he?”
“He was,” Terian said. “But he wasn't interested in starting a conflict with the other dragons. They don't war amongst themselves; it's anathema to them.” He looked around the table. “With a hundred dragons on his side, he could destroy the all the major northern cities and make his own kingdom here.” Terian leaned back. “The only one keeping things in check in the dragon kingdom is their new leader. He's a moderate in that he's not totally focused on annihilating all life but dragons.”
“All right.” Alaric nodded. “I think we get the idea of what the threat is and where it will be coming from. Now what do we do?” He turned to Cyrus. 
The warrior took a deep breath. “We need every single person in Sanctuary for this one.”
Alaric raised an eyebrow. “You will have the support of every able body.”
The warrior took another deep breath. “We also need our allies if they're willing.”
A grimace lit the Ghost's face. “We will send messengers. I do not think we should wait for responses to move into action.”
“Agreed,” Vara said. “The northern lands could be in flames before Goliath decides to move.”
“True.” Cyrus nodded. “We move our entire force into the Mountains of Nartanis, now. All our veterans we bring down into the fire caves and leave the new inductees up top.”
Curatio blinked. “You don't think we'll need them down below?”
Cyrus shook his head. “With the head start Ashan'agar has, I doubt we'll be down there for long – assuming he hasn't left already. We need to move now.”
Alaric nodded. “So ordered. Niamh, get the word to our allies and meet us in the mountains.” 
They broke from Council and an alarm sounded, blowing horns and voices filled the corridors as the entire force of Sanctuary mobilized. Cyrus found himself next to Alaric on his way down the stairs.
“I would have you lead the force that is going into the caves,” the paladin said, taking the steps three at a time.
“I assumed you would,” Cyrus said, voice tight. 
“I trust you to do your best,” Alaric said. “You have my full confidence. Curatio and I will shepherd the inductees above ground until you return.”
Cy blinked. “Thank you, Alaric. I'll do my best to make sure your confidence is well founded.”
“It is,” the Ghost muttered, so low Cyrus could only just hear it. 
Within ten minutes nearly everyone was assembled in the foyer. Alaric stood before them on the balcony above the entryway and addressed them all.
“We face now the Dragonlord, a treacherous foe. Our time is short so I shall not belabor the point: our most experienced fighters will go into the depths of his den while the rest of our army remains above in case the battle should spill onto the surface. Cyrus?”
The warrior stepped forward. “Our worst case scenario involves the Dragonlord making it out of his den. If that should happen, we must keep him contained in the mountains and engaged in battle continuously. When the barrier goes down, the dragons of the south will receive a warning. Our objective is to kill him if possible but at least keep him occupied until they can arrive to deal with him. Should he escape...” The warrior's words drifted off. “Say goodbye to your homes and families.”
A burst of alarm ran through the crowd. “Let us away, my friends.” Alaric gestured toward the sky. Druid teleportation spells filled the room and the forces of Sanctuary disappeared in a hurricane of sound.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 36
 
 
The Mountains of Nartanis appeared and Cyrus felt the hot air around them. He looked to the army appearing at his back. “Veterans, this way. New folks, stay here.” Without waiting for a reply, he headed west, boots crunching on the volcanic gravel. 
“Not wasting any time, I see,” came a voice from his right. He turned to see Vara, long legs straining to match his pace and jogging every few steps to keep up. 
“We don't have any to waste,” he replied. A look back confirmed that the force had split and part of it was following him. On the horizon was the cave entrance, nestled in the shadows of a cliff. “I need someone to help me see in the dark,” he said and felt a flash of light enter his vision. “This way,” he gestured and was on the move again. 
“Short walk from the druid portal,” Vaste said from behind him. “I'm surprised this cave doesn't get more visitors.”
“Would you want to stumble into a dragon's den for entertainment?” Andren said.
“Of course I would. It's the reason I'm here.” He paused. “Besides saving your sorry asses from imminent death. And possibly the world as well,” he added.
“You seem a bit different since you got back from troll country,” Andren said. “What happened?”
“You mean other than being beaten to the brink of death by my own people for trying to recruit some of them to come to Sanctuary?”
Cyrus could hear a momentary stutter in Andren's reply. “Yeah... other than that.”
“I was saved by a shaman, one of the few magic users still among our tribe, and he taught me a few things.”
“Such as?” J'anda's voice entered the conversation. 
“I suspect you'll see very soon,” the troll said. 
“Love the suspense,” Andren grunted. 
Cyrus motioned for quiet behind him as they reached a fork in the path. He knelt as his eyes focused on each of the two tunnels before them. 
“Do you remember which way to go?” Vara whispered in his ear. Her hand rested on his shoulder, and her breath washed over him in a warm wave. 
“I do.” Cyrus frowned. “But where does the other path lead, and might it be faster?”
“Time is of the essence,” she whispered back. “Perhaps explore some other time.”
“Very well.” He nodded. He charged down the passageway without further comment, bursting into a wide cavern with webbing in the corners of the chamber. 
“All too familiar,” Vara said from behind him.
“Yeah. Go stand in the shadows over there and it'll be just like the day we met – except this time I can actually see you.”
“You couldn't see me that day?” she asked, surprised.
“Not until you jumped on the dragon,” he said, watching for danger in the four corners of the cavern. He pointed at his eyes. “Human eyesight. Not as good as yours.”
She nodded. “I didn't think about that.”
“I'm surprised we haven't run into any resistance yet. But we didn't last time either.” He frowned at the hole in the ceiling. “Better move quickly to the bridge ahead.” They exited the room and found themselves on the bridge leading across the lava. “Where are the rock giants?” Cyrus chewed his lower lip. “Keep moving forward,” he ordered with a shout over his shoulder. 
“I hope our new recruits are all right,” Nyad said from behind Cyrus. 
“With Alaric and Curatio leading them, I'm sure they'll be fine,” Andren said. 
They crossed the final bridge into the chamber of Ashan'agar without incident. Nothing stood between them and the entrance to his platform. Cyrus stuck his head around the archway and breathed a short sigh of relief. The dragon stood beyond, along with the black-cloaked figure. Six weapons floated around the mysterious figure as chanting filled the air. There was a crackle of magic between the weapons, and Cyrus felt it before he saw it: a flash as a wave of energy filled the cavern, emanating from the cloaked figure. Cyrus dropped to a knee and grasped at the edge of the bridge to avoid being knocked off his feet. 
“Unless I miss my guess,” Vara said under her breath, “we were about ten seconds too late.”
Cyrus gritted his teeth. “He's not out yet.” Stepping out into the open of the Dragonlord's platform, Cyrus yelled at Ashan'agar. “How far you have fallen – from Dragonlord of Hewat to a petty thief, stealing other people's treasures!”
The dragon's red scales stood out against the darkened cave walls around them. “I steal to garner my freedom,” the Dragonlord bristled. “And I am far from petty in my thievery.” The dragon's face turned toward Cyrus, as did the black-cloaked figure. “Petty thieves steal trinkets and purses; I have engineered the theft of priceless relics of the gods.” The face of the dragon honed in on Cyrus, and the warrior could see the dragon's right eye was missing, an angry scar running between the scales toward the Dragonlord's snout. 
“I see better than you do since last we met,” Cyrus taunted. “You've become a low form of life, trying to warp the minds of others to your will so you can escape this well-deserved prison.” Cyrus nodded to those behind him and the forces of Sanctuary began to spread out, encircling the platform. 
“I have not needed to bend the will of my most recent servants,” came the near-indignant reply. “They,” he gestured to the figure in the black cloak, “have come to me willingly, offering their services for a price. 
“You should have joined me.” The Dragonlord looked back at Cyrus. “Today is the dawn of a new order, one which will see me as Dragonlord of the northern lands, and soon enough, all Arkaria. Dragonkin,” Ashan'agar's eye narrowed, “are a superior race, and those of you who survive will be ruled by us.” 
“Where are your spiders and rock giants to defend you now?” he taunted the dragon. 
“They are dealing with your rabble on the surface,” the dragon said. A cold chill ran up Cyrus's spine and a cackle filled the cavern as the black-cloaked figure climbed onto the back of the dragon and the wings began to flap. 
“Attack!” Cyrus shouted. The force of Sanctuary assaulted Ashan'agar from all sides. Vara leapt forward through the air as Cyrus experienced a moment of deja vu – brought to a halt when the dragon's wing extended, blunting her sword thrust and blocking her landing. She impaled the dragon's right wing, stabbing through the shallow tissue and out the other side. Her feet failed to find purchase, leaving the paladin hanging in mid-air, holding onto her sword.
Cyrus rushed forward, plunging his blade much more skillfully than he had a year prior, finding purchase between the scales of the dragon's foot. Spells crackled in the air around him and the dragon roared. A burst of flames shot past Cyrus and across the chamber. I hope that didn't hit anyone, he thought. He looked back to see people scurrying out of the way, a few narrowly dodging the fire. 
He twisted his blade and pulled up, dislodging one of the scales as the dragon let out another shriek. Cyrus sheathed his sword and dug his gauntlets into the space between the scales of the dragon as he began to climb the Dragonlord's leg. A quick look over his shoulder confirmed Vara was still hanging from the wing. 
The ground began to recede as the dragon flew toward the top of the cave. “Wizards! Evacuate to the portal!” Cyrus shouted to the army below. He scrambled, climbing up the dragon's shoulder. Upon reaching the wing, he wrapped his arms around it and clutched as hard as he could. “Vara!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Hang on!”
A jarring shook the warrior as the Dragonlord struck the ceiling of the cavern, claws digging in. Cyrus could hear the crumbling of the roof as the dragon smashed against solid rock at the ceiling of the cave. The sound of cracking stone filled his ears and boulders began to drop as the dragon hung upside down and clawed, throwing aside dirt and rock. Cyrus held onto the wing, protected from the falling rock by it.
A burst of sunlight filtered down and Ashan'agar's head snaked toward it. A roar of triumph filled the air as the Dragonlord wrenched himself through the hole he had created, widening it and dropping more and more rocks into the chamber below. 
Cyrus could only bear to look down for a moment, but in that moment he saw the ceiling of the cavern beginning to collapse. The platform below was strewn with rubble. Please, Bellarum, let them all have made it out, Cyrus thought. The ground shook around him and Ashan'agar burst into the air, flapping his mighty wings and tasting the sky for the first time in years.
Cyrus climbed the shoulder of the Dragonlord, hoisting himself onto the back of Ashan'agar as Vara worked her way along the wing toward the back of the dragon. The black-cloaked figure was clutching the dragon's neck. Without much thought, Cyrus grabbed the edge of the cloak and tugged on it as he drew his sword. The dragon bucked and inverted, costing Cyrus the grip on his sword as he struggled to find something to hold onto. He saw Vara, hanging on the wing and a black cloak fluttering as he fell to the ground below. 
There was a sickening crunch as Cyrus hit the rocks and bounced a few feet in the air, only to come down on his right arm. A snapping noise came beneath the armor, drawing a cry of pain. He rolled down a slope of magmatic rock and dust to come to rest at the bottom of a hill. He blinked and looked up. The Dragonlord was gone, having flown out of sight. The black cloak was fluttering through the air; the figure it was enshrouding nowhere to be seen. 
“Hail,” came a voice from above him. Orion was on the hilltop, looking down. 
“Ah, there you are,” Cyrus said. “Wondered when you'd turn up.”
Orion grinned. “Knew I was coming, did you?” 
“I did.”
“Because of the call to the allies?” 
“No,” Cyrus grunted as he rolled over and used his good arm to boost himself to a sitting position. “Because you're a servant of the Dragonlord.”
The smile disappeared from the ranger's face and his bow was out and raised. “How did you know?”
“Not so fast,” Cyrus said with a grin, holding his bad arm with the good. “I'm not the only one that fell from your master. Selene fell with me, and I saw where she landed. If she died and you kill me you'll never find her in time to revive her.”
The bow was drawn back, pointed at Cyrus's head. “Tell me where she fell.” The ranger drew his bow back further. 
“I can show you. Why don't we take a walk?” Cyrus grimaced from pain in his ankle as he forced himself to his feet. “I do have to ask... why?”
Orion scoffed. “You know why.” The ranger kept the arrow pointed at Cyrus as the warrior began a slow shuffle up a nearby hill. “Because the Dragonlord can give me everything I've ever wanted. He will rule our world.”
“He will wipe out every living being in order to make way for a new dragon kingdom,” Cyrus said. “Ever heard of the Ashen Wastelands? Hundreds of miles of dust and fire? That's their home.”
“He can't wipe out every living thing,” Orion said. “But you're right: the major cities, like Reikonos, Pharesia, Saekaj – they'll burn. There will be nothing left of them as he builds his empire.”
“I guess millions of dead don't matter as long as you have a new pair of chainmail pants.” Cyrus shifted his weight from his left foot to the right to alleviate his pain. “The night I ran into you in the markets, that was from what he paid you – after you liberated Ferocis from Kortran for him?”
Orion raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You're good at guessing today. How did you know?”
Cyrus shrugged. “I've been with Sanctuary for a year now and I know what our stipend is. I also know that the only bonus you've seen from spoils of war was after I led the assault on Kalam. I've never seen the kind of money that would pay for chainmail like that. So after leaving me in Reikonos Square that first day, you caught a ride back to the square with a Sanctuary teleporter, paid someone for a lift to the mountains and strolled right into the lair of Ashan'agar and offered your services. He didn't even have to coerce you with magic like he tried to do to me.”
Orion smiled. “What can I say? I'm motivated, and the price was right.”
“And the price was?”
The ranger's smile widened. “The best equipment that money can't buy and all the gold I need for what it can.”
Cyrus grunted. “Not enough. So why stick with Sanctuary after that? Why go to Goliath later?” The warrior shook his head, trying to brush out the cobwebs from the fall. He was having trouble seeing straight and he began to sway. “Why not just leave and follow your Dragonlord full time? You might have gotten him free even faster.”
The ranger's eyes looked left to right. “And what if he didn't?” Orion shook his head. “No, I had to keep my options open until I knew we could deliver all the pieces. If we had failed, the reprisal would have been stiff and I'd have needed allies to help protect me.”
“So how did you convince the goblins of Enterra to part with the Hammer?” Cy's eyes narrowed. 
“I didn't.” Orion looked around. “One of the Dragonlord's other servants struck a deal with them and also delivered the Staff of Death.”
“Who was it?” Cy stopped as he felt his throat go dry. 
“It's not my place to tell.” Orion grimaced. “I didn't know about that servant until after Enterra.”
“Would you have still led the expedition to Enterra if you had known the other servant would get the Hammer?” Cy eyed the ranger, measuring every word.
“Yes,” Orion said, expression neutral. “The Dragonlord's other servant only acquired the Hammer because he betrayed us and gave the goblins...” His voice trailed off. “...what they were looking for.”
“Which is?”
Orion's eyes narrowed. “Where's Selene?”
“This way,” Cy resumed walking, pushing the thought of Narstron aside for a moment. “And in the Realm of Death? The Staff?”
“I told you, I didn't take it,” Orion snapped. “Information was not forthcoming. The Dragonlord kept us in the dark.”
“But you managed to steal Amnis and Ventus from two of the most guarded locations in Arkaria?”
Orion's eyes lit up. “Do you know how difficult those were to mastermind? Two of the most difficult sites in the world to break into, and we stole from both flawlessly. 
“Reikonos was the toughest,” the ranger said. “That's why we saved it until last. The elves, they're so arrogant and sure of their magics, they left their barriers as the only line of defense. And they should be proud – their barriers were much more powerful than the ones in Reikonos – not that it mattered.” He chuckled. “Once Ashan'agar finally told us to use one of the weapons to breach the barrier, it was easy. Selene went in with the spider, broke the barrier and teleported herself out.
“In Reikonos, it was a different story,” Orion said, relishing his superiority. “We both had to be there – I had to sound the alarm so you and the Reikonos soldiers would follow the spider, allowing Selene to escape and retrieve the spear from our eight-legged distraction.” He chuckled. “It would have been a lot easier if I could have cast the return spell like Selene can.” A grim look filled the ranger's eyes. “Where is she?”
“Close,” Cyrus said. “I'm just trying to draw things out a bit, because once you find her, you have no reason to keep me alive.”
Orion's face relaxed, and an expression of regret filled the human's features. “I wish you'd have joined us in Reikonos when I asked you to. You are the best warrior I've ever seen and with the power that Ashan'agar's gifts would grant you, we could have formed a guild that would be unstoppable. You would have had the best armor and weapons on Arkaria. The warriors of Amarath's Raiders and Endeavor would have begged at your feet for you to tell them how to be as great as you.” 
Light filled the ranger's eyes, and he lowered his voice. “These weapons, they could give us the power to slay the dragons – we could literally save the world, and no one from our guilds would have to know.” Orion smiled. “We'd be heroes. We could write our own ticket – to Burnt Offerings, to Endeavor, Amarath's Raiders, our own guild, whatever. People would follow us. Those weapons grant power undreamed of in this age – enough to allow you to satisfy whatever ambitions you might have.”
“You mean the weapons buried at the bottom of a hundred tons of rock and mountain?” Cyrus said with a hint of a smile. 
Orion blinked. “No. You're kidding.”
“The Dragonlord broke the barrier and charged out through the ceiling of his cavern, like some sort of crazed bird hatching out of the ground.” Cyrus raised his hands in surrender. “He left them behind, buried.”
The ranger's face contorted in seeming pain. “I guess the only way left is –”
“An eternity of service to the Dragonlord?” Cyrus said in a mocking voice, still trying to climb in spite of the pain in his extremities. 
Orion's face hardened. “I didn't think you'd be wise enough to accept my bargain after refusing the Dragonlord once and me once, but now,” a smile creased the tanned features of the ranger, “I cannot let you live. I warned you about falling into the trap of Alaric's nobility and where it would lead. You could have been the most powerful warrior in the world; instead your corpse will rot undiscovered in the mountains.” 
The crunching of gravel behind the warrior heralded the arrival of Selene. Pale and waxy, she looked like she had barely survived the fall. 
Cyrus felt a sudden rush as his wounds healed. The blood that had been oozing out of the joints of his gauntlet stopped, his arm knitted together and his head cleared. Without a moment's hesitation he lunged forward, slapping aside the arrow pointed at his head as it flew from the bow and missed him by centimeters. Selene screamed at his side as Cyrus drove his head forward, knocking the ranger's helmet aside. A satisfying crunch told him he had broken Orion's nose. 
He brought his head down again and again, both hands restraining the ranger's as he drove the edge of his helmet into the ranger's face. The crack of bones breaking, the sickening sound of flesh being hit by metal registered over and over again in his ears. Orion's arms went limp in his grasp. 
Cyrus stood, blood dripping down his face and locked his gaze on Selene, who charged him, arms flailing in mute rage. He dropped his shoulder, catching her in her breastbone. Another cracking sound filled his ears, then the wheezing sound of Selene struggling for a breath. He flipped her easily over his back and she hit the ground with a satisfying THUMP!
“You could have put Orion down a little faster,” came a voice from behind him. He turned, wary. Vaste's hands came up in surrender. “Or you could have lied to him and told him you wanted to join him. That would have been smart; maybe even saved your life.” The troll frowned. “Why didn't you tell him what he wanted to hear?”
Cyrus smiled blankly. “I'm just a warrior. I don't have much use for lying. Thanks for the mending spell. It was well timed.” A sound from behind him drew his attention back to Orion and Selene. The healer had crawled to her husband and they both disappeared in the light of her return spell. “Damn...”
Vaste shrugged. “We have a dragon and an army of his cronies to deal with. Settle personal scores later.”
“They're responsible for letting that dragon out!” Cyrus said. “They set this whole mess in motion!” 
“Focus on the threat to the world, man!” the troll shouted. “Vara's still riding the Dragonlord. I saw them fly over a few minutes ago –”
A whooshing sound overhead surprised Cyrus. “Good timing.” The scales of the dragon flew low over his head. “HEY!” he shouted at top volume. “HEY, ONE-EYE!”
Ashan'agar tilted his head back to peer at the warrior. Vara was holding onto her sword, which was plunged between scales in the dragon's side, her legs wrapped around the dragon's wing. The Dragonlord swept down, coming to a dramatic landing in front of Cyrus, forcing he and Vaste to dodge to the side to avoid being trampled. 
“You again.” The Dragonlord flung his wings up and down, finally dislodging Vara. She flew to the side, ricocheted off a nearby boulder and came to rest, unmoving. 
“Me again,” Cyrus said. “I'm like a bad case of the dragon pox; you just can't get rid of me.” His eyes fixated on Vara's sword, still stuck between the scales of the dragon. He dodged forward, rolling under the dragon's wing before Ashan'agar could strike. With a quick reverse, he climbed the back leg and hopped up to grab hold of Ashan'agar's back. “Let's go for a ride.” 
A frightening laugh filled the air around him. “As you wish,” the Dragonlord said as he lifted off from the ground. “I must ask,” Ashan'agar said with a quick flick of his head to look at the warrior, now climbing his back. “How did you resist my charm magic? It has been a long time since it has failed to dominate one of your kind...” 
“I'll let you know when I figure it out,” Cyrus said, pulling Vara's sword from the Dragonlord's back and thrusting it into his belt. Ashan'agar had shifted direction and was flying almost straight up. 
“Disappointing,” the dragon fired back over the howling wind. “I had assumed you had powers unknown, but perhaps you were just lucky.” 
“I'm a lucky guy,” Cyrus said. “Where are we going?” He was only a few feet from the neck now, but was forced to climb using entirely his upper body strength. One arm length at a time, he scaled the dragon until he reached the neck and wrapped his legs around it, taking some of the weight off his hands. He climbed faster now, hand over hand, up the dragon's long neck, Vara's sword hanging from his belt. 
“To your death,” the dragon answered with another unsettling cackle. “I will take you where there is no air to breathe. Worry not,” he said, soothing. “We'll be there soon enough.” The dragon turned his head around to glare at the warrior, who had almost reached his head. The red eye glared at Cyrus. “Where do you think you're going?”
“Getting a closer look at my death,” Cyrus said, pulling Vara's sword from his belt and stabbing forward as the dragon dodged out of the first strike and wheeled to the left. Now you see me, he thought, a grim smile covering his lips. Cy's fingers dug between the scales and his second thrust penetrated the dragon's single remaining eye. A scream rent the air around him, drowning out the howling wind. And now you don't.
Sliding Vara's sword back into his belt, Cyrus grabbed both sides of the dragon's writhing neck and turned him – just a bit – to the right. 
Unintelligible howls flew from the dragon, along with staccato bursts of flame and curses in the dragon language. The ground whirled beneath them as Cyrus tightened his grasp around the dragon's neck. 
Ashan'agar entered a desperate end over end spin toward the ground below. The Dragonlord's wings flapped to little effect; they were going down. “You fool! You will die too and no one will ever find your body!”
“Small price to pay to defend the world.” Cy braced himself against the neck of the Dragonlord. 
During the descent, Ashan'agar did not cease screaming. The mountains below them were spinning. Cyrus could see masses of people, an army, moving in the hills. It was like he was watching ants. They kept getting bigger and bigger – the Dragonlord flapped his wings – and then they hit the ground –
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 37
 
 
The Dragonlord roared somewhere in his mind. Curses rained from Ashan'agar's mouth as Cyrus drew back to consciousness. The warrior blinked, sick to his stomach. He rolled over and surrendered to the nausea, throwing up violently. 
“How charming to see you again,” came Vara's voice from above him. 
Cyrus buried his face in the volcanic ash. “I don't feel well.” He rolled to his back. “Resurrection aftereffects, I presume?”
“I assumed you were greeting me in the traditional manner of your people,” came Vara's voice once more, laced with equal parts sarcasm and relief, unmistakable even in Cyrus's diminished condition. 
“You do make me rather sick sometimes.” Cyrus pulled himself to a sitting position. “Alaric,” he said in surprise.
“What about him?” Vara replied with irritation.
“He is here,” came the deep voice of the Ghost of Sanctuary. The crunching of his feet upon the rocks behind them had been drowned out by the thrashing and cursing of Ashan'agar. 
On the ridge above them a ragged cheer could be heard; the Army of Sanctuary began flowing down the hillside en masse. Cyrus picked Elisabeth, Erith, Cass and Tolada out of the crowd of them; the allies had arrived. Curatio was a few steps behind Alaric, as were the rest of the officers of Sanctuary and Andren. 
Alaric extended his hand to Cyrus, who took it. The paladin pulled the warrior to his feet with power that the Ghost's wiry frame did not indicate. “I am pleased to see you have survived, my brother.”
Cyrus blinked, a bit unsteady. “Not half as pleased as I am.” The warrior stared into the army massing behind him. “How did we do?”
Alaric smiled. “We did very well. The forces of the Dragonlord were no match for the reforged Army of Sanctuary and its allies.” 
Malpravus glided to them from behind Vara. “Most impressive,” the necromancer whispered, eyes fixated on the writhing dragon. “Bringing down the Dragonlord by yourself – I did tell you I expected great things from you.”
Alaric cleared his throat but Cyrus met the necromancer's gaze. “Two of your guildmates were aiding the Dragonlord in his endeavors. Selene and Orion assisted him in stealing the weapons of the gods and Selene cast the spells that allowed him to break his barrier.”
“That is... disconcerting,” Malpravus said, so low that Cyrus had to concentrate to hear him. “I will look into these allegations immediately.”
“While you're doing that,” Cyrus said, “you might look into who stole Letum during our attack on the Realm of Death.”
“All in good time. We have a more pressing problem to deal with,” Malpravus whispered again. “The Dragonlord yet lives.”
“Ah, yes,” Alaric breathed. The Ghost strode to the downed dragon, rasping. “Any more venom to spew, Ashan'agar, before the end of your days?”
The dragon stiffened. “Whose voice is that? I know you...”
“I doubt that,” Alaric said with a tight smile. “Have you any last words, Dragonlord?”
The mountains were silent for a long moment, and only the rasping of Ashan'agar could be heard. Cyrus stood a few paces behind Alaric, and watched the Dragonlord's side; ribs shattered. In every breath the scaly flesh heaved up and down only with monumental effort. 
“Yes,” came the rasp of Ashan'agar's voice. The dragon's head turned and Cyrus found himself looking into the pits where the dragon's eyes had been. “I offered you all; you would have been my Sovereign and ruled all the lesser races of Arkaria.” A tinge of sadness entered the dragon's voice as he gasped for breath. “I would have given you purpose.”
The weakness in Cyrus's knees faded. His jaw set and his spine straightened. “I have a purpose,” the warrior intoned. 
Without warning, Alaric leapt forward, sword drawn so quickly it was almost imperceptible, and thrust it through the scales of the Dragonlord's head. Cyrus blinked in surprise; the strike had been perfect, sliding between the scales and strong enough to break through the dragon's thick skull. One final scream tore through the Mountains of Nartanis, and then Ashan'agar, the Lord of the Dragons, was finally silent. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 38
 
 
The day after the final battle had dawned especially bright at Sanctuary. Cyrus saw it through the window in the Halls of Healing, where Curatio had urged him to stay overnight. At sunrise, having had his fill of rest, he had argued with the healer until the elf had finally given in and let him leave.
He entered the Great Hall before the usual breakfast time to find a cluster of members sitting around a table in the corner, new faces by far outnumbering the old. Andren waved him over. Amidst handshakes and congratulatory slaps to his back, the warrior made his way over to his oldest friend. “Did we just save the world yesterday?” Andren asked him with a smile. 
“I believe we did,” Cyrus said with one of his own. “I think we're still wanted in Reikonos, though.”
“Bah.” Andren waved him off. “We're heroes now; they'll drop the charges.”
Cyrus's smile turned sardonic. “I'm sure that's been said a time or two.”
Andren's expression turned downward. “I heard Ashan'agar's den got buried – treasure trove and all.” The corners of the healer's mouth drew tight, giving him a pained expression. “I guess you lost your sword hilt.”
Cyrus sat back and adopted a pensive expression. “The Serpent's Bane?” He frowned. “I didn't even think about it until now, I was so focused on stopping the Dragonlord.” A roiling torrent of emotion poured through him; hot regret tempered by a cool realization. “I'll be all right,” he said and meant it.
“Did you hear?” Andren looked at him with an expression of wonder. “We captured one of Ashan'agar's rock giants! It talks and everything. They're keeping it in the dungeons below until you Council lot,” he waved in Cyrus's direction, “work out what to do with it.”
The warrior's eyebrow raised. “A rock giant? Why don't we just kill it and be done?”
Andren shrugged. “Alaric said no. Not sure why.”
Cyrus shook his head. “Damn, I am hungry.”
“Killing a dragon works up an appetite, eh?” 
The two of them laughed their way through breakfast, their first together in months. 
“I almost forgot,” Cy said as their meal drew to a close. “Orion told me that someone betrayed us to the goblins in order to get the Earth Hammer. I guess the goblins wanted something from our expedition.” His jaw tightened. “The same person stole the Staff of Death when we were in Mortus's Realm. They're in the Alliance.”
Andren blinked several times. “Do you know who it is?”
“No,” Cy exhaled, expression grave. “But I will find out. We owe them – for Narstron.”
“For Narstron,” Andren said. “And for us.”
With a nod, Andren strode out the doors of the Great Hall. Cyrus was congratulated over and over again by mostly familiar faces; people he'd recruited in the last six months who had proven themselves in the crucible of the battle the day before. Their excitement was palpable, their hope for the future buoyed by the realization that they had played a part in saving the world.
Seeking solitude, Cyrus exited through the front door, wandering the still quiet grounds in the light of early morning. He found himself near the gardens and saw a familiar figure on the bridge. Today, her shining armor was once again missing, as was the ponytail. Vara stared at the waterfall across the pond. She was clad in something remarkably close to her attire on the night they had dined together in the elven realms. Her hair shone in the sunrise and a slight smile graced her face – which evaporated to neutrality upon notice of his approach. 
“I am pleased to see you are up and moving again,” she said with a nod. “I was concerned,” she coughed, “that you might not have survived your encounter with the Dragonlord.” 
His eyes met hers, and she looked away first. “I was more concerned with you. I'd have gotten back to Ashan'agar sooner if I hadn't gotten bushwhacked by Orion.” He scowled at the memory. 
Vara's brow knit with concern. “I didn't get a chance to ask you, but you and Selene fell quite a distance when the Dragonlord threw you off his back. How did you manage to beat both Orion and Selene? I assume you were,” she coughed again, “badly injured,” she finished with downcast eyes. “And I know you lost your sword.”
“I was injured.” Cyrus nodded. “And unarmed. I bought some time by telling Orion that Selene was either injured or dying and telling him that I knew where she was. It bought me enough time for Vaste to find me, right about the time Selene came wandering up. Vaste healed me and I jumped Orion.” The warrior paused in thought. “I beat Orion pretty badly. I think I killed him – I'm not sure.”
“You held Selene's whereabouts hostage,” Vara said, voice neutral. 
“You don't approve.” 
“No, it's not that. My code would prevent me from doing such a thing – deceptive means and all that – but it was quite brilliant. I give you credit for thinking on your feet, injured and unarmed as you were.” She frowned. “One thing I don't understand: how did Orion and Vaste find you, in the midst of the mountains?” She thought about it for a moment. “And again, after you fell from Ashan'agar, Vaste found your body.”
Cyrus shrugged. “Orion must have seen me fall; he was lurking in the area for some reason.” The warrior blinked. “Odd that he would see me fall and not see Selene.” Cyrus shrugged again. “Don't reckon I'll get a chance to ask him anytime soon.”
Vara still frowned. “But what about Vaste? He was in the middle of the battle with the rest of the army. How did he know where to find you?”
“I don't know.” Cy smiled. “I appreciate how hard you must be trying to discuss my actions over the last few days and not come up with something critical and insulting to say.”
“I don't mind not insulting you,” she said with a deep breath. Her hair hung loose around her shoulders. “It seems to be the sort of habit that grows on you after a while.”
“The wager ended yesterday.”
“You're aggravatingly daft. I can't believe the best stratagem you could come up with to defeat the Dragonlord involved running him into the ground at terminal velocity.” She exhaled, fury spent. 
He cocked his eyebrow in deep amusement. “Actually, I lied: the bet ends tomorrow. I win.” 
“You bastard,” she hissed. She glared at him for a moment before a laugh escaped her lips. Her expression softened. “Don't change the subject. You took a very great risk in bringing the Dragonlord crashing to the ground with you on his back.”
“First of all,” Cyrus said, “he told me he was going to take me up to where there was no air to breathe and kill me – so I really didn't have much of a choice. Second,” he said with a tremendous and self-satisfied grin, “I didn't know you cared. You are so up and down – first you seem like you hate me, then you tell me you don't, and that I'm 'a man Sanctuary can rely on' and then you go cold again. Could you find some stability in your reaction to me?”
“I will... try,” she said with a thin smile. 
“That will do for now.” He returned her smile and felt a flush color his cheeks. “I'm still feeling a bit weak...”
“I'm not surprised,” she returned, blue eyes locked on his. “You did plummet to your death yesterday. Perhaps you should rest for a while.”
He did not break her gaze. It was pleasant, looking into her eyes. “Before I go,” he said, and reached into his belt, drawing her sword with a flourish. “I couldn't have done it without this.” He turned the sword so that he gripped the blade, pointing the hilt toward her. 
She flushed. “Thank you for returning it to me. Could you leave it outside my quarters? I think I'll be out here for a bit longer and I don't want to carry it up when I go.”
“Sure.” He nodded, waving it in the air to the side of them. “Heavy, but perfectly balanced.” He peered at the elaborate carvings on the blade. “It looks old.”
She smiled. “It is. You really should rest.”
“I think perhaps you're right. I'm going to go sleep for a bit longer.” With a sweeping bow that made her giggle behind her hand, he walked away. He looked back once to find her still watching him. Her cheeks blushed and she looked away, back toward the waterfall. 
When he reached his chambers, he opened the door to find the lamps already lit. He shut the door and unstrapped his armor, fitting it piece by piece onto the shelves and bust set aside for it. “Where's my helm?” he wondered, then saw it on the bed next to a small parcel. Eyes narrowed in curiosity, he picked it up and unwrapped the small silk ribbon that encircled the box. He pulled the top off of it to find –
– the Serpent's Bane. His eyes widened, and he turned it over and over in his hands, scarcely believing it to be the real thing. He looked into the box once more to find a small note in unfamiliar handwriting that was neat but nondescript.
 
Just because you give your all
doesn't mean you have to lose it all.
 
One hand stroked his chin as he stared down at the unsigned note. A smile crept across his face; deep, sincere and spreading from the corners of his mouth as he contemplated the possibilities in front of him. 
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Epilogue
 
 
Sanctuary stood before him, massive and foreboding. A fog had crept over the plains, blown by the wind. He looked at the ancient gates as he walked through them, feeling like a man stepping into his past, something he’d left far behind. Crumbling stones greeted him on the path to the entrance and the tall wooden doors had been torn from their hinges in the last attack. 
The hallowed halls were silent when he walked through them. The foyer was abandoned, dark and filled with shadow. Each footstep was measured, every sensation was catalogued. Remembering the happier times, he cast his eyes to the lounge; scorch marks were all that was to be found there. He strode past the grand doors to the Great Hall. Massive tables overturned, the stained glass windows broken. He felt a pain deep inside and knew it was not physical. 
Walking to the staircase, he climbed to nearly the top. Stepping out in front of the Council chamber, the ghost of a smile flitted across his features as he shouldered his way into the room.  
It was more damaged than he could have imagined. The table, the rectangular one that had replaced the round one of old, was splinters. Chairs were completely upended or destroyed entirely. Tapestries had been torn from the walls, and the few remaining were not without damage. The windows were completely destroyed, flooding the room with fog and a brilliant view of the shrouded Plains of Perdamun. 
Quelling his emotions, the warrior picked his way through the wreckage to far side of the room. He opened the door to the Council Archives, and beheld the smell of old parchment. This was the most intact room he had seen thus far. “Maybe the gods are with me,” he said, mocking voice echoing in the empty room.
He rifled through the books until he found one that interested him. Dragging one of the surviving comfortable chairs from the Council Chamber into the Archive, he sat down, opening the book to the first page. 
 
The Journal of Vara – An Account of My Days With Sanctuary
 
Cyrus browsed the book, skipping through large parts of it, eventually finding what he was looking for. 
 
Today I attended a dragon expedition gone horribly wrong. I was approached while in the markets of Reikonos by one of the most annoying disgraces to the title of paladin that I have ever observed. This bejeweled buffoon observed me in close attendance to Niamh and Orion, as well as Selene and asked if we would assist in mounting a strike upon a dragon in the Mountains of Nartanis. 
“I don't think so,” I sniffed. I confess, this highborn piece of flotsam irked me, as all do who measure themselves by class. One of the benefits of being born and raised in Termina is a healthy disrespect for the accoutrements of the elven caste system beloved by the rest of our dying kingdom. 
There was a flicker in her eyes as she recognized me. “Vara?” she said. “You're Vara!” 
“I'll thank you to keep your voice down,” I ordered. Funny image: me, a Terminan ordering a highborn elf to shut her mouth. She did. I looked around, a bit embarrassed at being recognized. I could tell by Orion's reaction that Selene had told him about me; he was utterly unsurprised. 
“Where are you planning to attack?” Niamh intervened. 
The elf's chin jutted out. “We're planning an assault on the den of Ashan'agar, the former dragon king. There will be much in the way of treasure...” She prattled on and on for several more minutes, but when Orion offered her counsel on defeating the Dragonlord, her ears were suddenly deaf to even my entreaties. 
I eyed her army as she walked away after we had told her we were uninterested. There were a large number of them, many fresh faced and innocent looking. As an emotion, I find pity most annoying; you cannot feel pity for someone who is at the same level as you. It requires you to look down on someone and consider yourself their superior in some way. I felt a great swell of pity for that army of hers. The odds were against them in their experience, in their leader – they seemed destined to die. 
I caught a glimpse of a warrior, clad in black armor, across the mass of people. I hate human warriors. I find their arrogance to be nearly unmatched – in fact, only by my own. This human, however... there was something so familiar about him. He reminded me so of... you know who. I tried to look closer, but I couldn't. Not without stalking up to him in the middle of Reikonos Square and grabbing his face so I could examine it. 
It was for he I felt the greatest pity. I am young, but as an elf, I will look young when that warrior turns one hundred. He was young in appearance and fact. He was familiar to me in a way I can't describe. Call it elven intution but I knew that I had to save his life.
“I cannot abide such a waste,” I said under my breath.
“It's a shame,” Niamh said. “They'll all be dead soon enough.”
“We have things to accomplish today,” Orion said. 
“We should go along and save all we can when things go awry,” I said. It was not one of my better ideas. If you had asked me in that moment why I was suggesting this, I could not have defined it for you. If you had picked that warrior out of his group of friends, dragged him over to me and forced me to explain exactly, precisely, what it was about him that was causing me to (somewhat uncharacteristically, even for a crusader) lead my party into gravest danger against such odds, I could not have told you in that moment why.
“Are you mad?” Orion said, amazed. “This is certain death! Even a noble paladin must recognize such a hopeless cause.”
“I recognize no cause as hopeless,” I said, surprised to find it true. Perhaps I was not as cynical as I believed.
“They will die and they will take us with them,” Orion said. Selene stood at his shoulder, expression neutral. “That interferes with my other plans for today.”
“Niamh can stand ready to teleport us out when things go wrong.” I exhaled, annoyed at having to convince this tree herding so-called officer of Sanctuary to behave with honor. “We can save at least some of them.”
“No.” Orion shook his head. “We're a group and I say we vote – and I vote nay.”
Niamh looked at him. “I vote we go. This is our purpose in Sanctuary, remember? We help those who can't help themselves, and I don't think I've seen a more obvious group in that department.”
“I think it's obvious I vote yes,” I said. All of us turned to Selene, who had frozen in place. Her expression was peaceful, but her eyes were closed in deep contemplation. After a moment, she spoke.
“We follow shelas'akur,” Selene whispered. Orion's face fell, but he gritted his teeth and came along.
When we reached the depths of the cave, Orion introduced himself to several people, trying to make inroads to save us time when the moment came that we had to take over to save their lives. When he began a conversation with the warrior, I was in a position to look at him, observe him. I fear I might have stared a bit too much, however.
He really did look a bit like... you know.
In battle, he was brave. I'm not reticent about fighting, but the warrior killed a rock giant singlehandedly through brilliant positioning. He's a bit more action than brains, and I let him know that, but in truth... he is strong and skilled. He fought the Dragonlord from underneath with me and survived. More than that, he somehow resisted the Dragonlord's coercion spell, his hypnosis. I had been told that it never failed against our races, that if you looked into the eyes of Ashan'agar, he would own you down to your very soul, forever.
The warrior not only shrugged off the coercion – he struck the Dragonlord's eye from his body. Impressive. I have no idea how he managed to avoid becoming a slave to Ashan'agar's will.
Naturally, I did not let the warrior know I found any of this impressive in the least. When it comes to a warrior such as this, too much reckless confidence can lead to quick death. Orion began to fawn over this warrior, Cyrus, begging him to join Sanctuary. I, on the other, was much more reserved in my reaction. I suspect he may even have found me to be a bit cold. 
If only he knew.
 
Cyrus looked up from the journal. The script was beautiful, flowing. He flipped ahead, finding a passage of great interest, and stopped to read. 
 
Alaric gauged my reaction carefully. “If you say there is something... special about this warrior, I believe you.”
“There is,” I said. “He is... he reminds me of... but he's not the same as...” My voice trailed off. My thoughts were chaotic, annoying. My mind was so firmly under my control until he showed up on that damned dragon expedition. “He somehow broke through Ashan'agar's mind control.”
Alaric's reaction was immediate. “How?” the Ghost demanded. 
My eyes fell in embarrassment. “I don't know.”
He leaned forward, hands crossed in front of him on the table in the Council Chambers. “Very interesting. I confess, I had met one other with that particular strength, but that was...” a smile crossed his face, “...long ago.” He stood. “Very well. This warrior bears watching, then.”
 
Cyrus frowned and looked up from the journal. The skies had begun to darken, lengthening the shadows in the room. The fireplace sprung to light, followed by the mystical torches, one by one around the room. With a smile of appreciation, Cyrus continued his reading by the firelight. He skimmed until another passage caught his eye. 
 
“He's going to die!” I shouted at Alaric. The innkeeper in Nalikh'akur was a man of great discretion, and had shown me the utmost respect since our arrival, having known I was shelas'akur on sight. I heard the back door open and shut as he left me to my conflict with my Guildmaster. “He's going to die right here in this inn, and there's not a damn thing any of us can do about it!” 
“This one has great strength: I doubt a simple fever will claim him.” Alaric studied me, his eye fixed on mine. 
“While I will agree he is easily as stubborn as twelve mules, that does not make him immune to the laws of nature, Alaric.”
Alaric eyed me carefully. “Your conduct toward this warrior is most bizarre, my friend. You spar, you attack, you remonstrate and verbally eviscerate the man, yet in private you defend his conduct, his character and praise him with words that, were they to come out in public, would make you blush.” He folded his arms. “I am quite used to defending you for your verbal tirades but I am quite unused to you being less than candid with someone in this way.”
I looked down, unable to meet his gaze. “I... my history, as you know, is somewhat complicated.”
A nod. “I know.”
“I cannot... explain what it is about him,” I said, searching for the words.
A twinkle filled the old paladin's eye. “I believe I could find a word, if pressed into choosing one.”
“Oh, shut up,” I told him, a bit cross. 
“You will continue to attend him?” Alaric gazed at me with that eye that bored into my very soul.
“Until he's fully recovered,” I agreed without hesitation.
The Ghost pursed his lips as he pondered his next words. “I will send Curatio to aid you as soon as I can spare him.” His hand came up to forestall the protest already making its way to my lips. “He is a healer. He can help. Cyrus's life is at stake.”
I nodded in surrender.
Alaric turned to leave, placing his helm back on his head. As he turned to go, he paused and looked back at me. “I offer you this final piece of advice in the spirit of our longstanding friendship. Since the day we have met, I have had nothing but the utmost respect and affection for you…”
I blinked, not quite sure what to say.
“I tell you this now: however you feel about this man, know that the way you are treating him is driving him down the road of hating you.” I bit my lip. “You cannot spew the venom that you do and then be sweet and kind behind his back and expect to have any sort of relationship – friendship or otherwise.” The Ghost's eye narrowed. “If you ever mean to be closer to him than you are, you must stop,” he sighed, “or at least try to cut back – on the biting repartee.” He left without another word. 
I hate crying. And yet, after he left, I sat in the chair next to Cyrus and wept for the next three hours, staring at the warrior the whole time.  
 
Cyrus blinked in astonishment as he pictured Alaric and Vara sparring at the inn in Nalikh'akur. Flipping a few more pages he found an entry that looked as though it had water spilled on it, then dried. Streaks had caused the ink to run. 
 
I am actually crying as I write this. Damn the man. Damn him for scaring the hell out of me. When he vanished out of sight on the back of the Dragonlord, Vaste and I scanned the sky continuously. I confess, with great difficulty, that I was worried. 
A small speck caught my eye first. “Over there!” I shouted as it grew in size.  I realized it was the Dragonlord spiraling to the ground. “My gods, he's actually done it,” I breathed. 
“It would appear there's more to our warrior friend than meets the eye,” Vaste said. 
“Or less,” I said without any conviction. “It could be less,” I said in reaction to Vaste's look. He didn't believe me. Hell, I didn't believe me. I took off toward the nearest peak, crossing hills for a closer look as the dragon continued to plummet. The descent slowed at the end but a tremendous crash could be heard throughout the mountains. 
As soon as the impact was assured, I began an immediate descent of the slope in the direction of the sound, panic filling my senses.  It took long minutes over the uneven ground of the Mountains of Nartanis, as well as much grumbling from Vaste (“Couldn't we have just fought the dragon on the Plains of Perdamun?”) before we reached the site of the Dragonlord's landing. 
When I crested the last hill, my breath caught in my chest. Ashan'agar was stretched on his belly across the small valley, one wing ripped from his body and the other twisted at a sickening angle. The Dragonlord was breathing, a sad, rattling sound, and both his eyes were now missing. Without thought to my own safety, I ran down the hill, tripping several times and cutting my hand on one boulder. 
I reached the dragon, who had moved only slightly since I had started my descent. Forgetting myself and that I had no weapon, I ran to the Dragonlord's neck. “Where is he?” I asked, only then remembering I had no sword. 
“Dead,” came a rattling pronouncement from the blinded Dragonlord. “I am triumphant.”
“Triumphant? You are blinded and dying!” I spat at him. Rage filled me. “Know this, Dragonlord: you were bested by a human warrior who fought you without assistance from any other. If that is your version of triumph then I would hate to be defeated under your definition.”
“I am not dead yet,” Ashan'agar rumbled. “And I am free. I have tasted the sky once more.”
“If I had my sword, I would kill you now,” I said, fury shaking my hands. 
“For him?” the dragon needled. 
“I would kill you for my own account.”
The dragon's jaws snapped together and his head twisted toward me. Bones cracked as he moved. “Step closer; I will reunite you with your lover.”
“He's not my...” My voice trailed off. “...lover,” I finished, inflection flat. 
“He's over here,” Vaste said from behind me. 
I abandoned my conversation with the dragon and ran toward the troll, who stood above Cyrus's shattered body. 
“No no no no no.” I hit my knees by his side, grasping at him. I tore the helmet from his head and flung it aside, lifting his face to mine. I pressed my forehead to his, clutching him tightly, praying that the breath of life would be on his lips. He hung limp in my arms, tears falling from my eyes and splattering on the fallen warrior's face. 
“Would you like to compose yourself first or should I revive him now?” Vaste asked with a slight smile crooking his green face. I must confess, in my anguish I had quite forgotten about the resurrection spell. Seeing him lying there, I had only the thought that he might never speak again, that I might never argue with him... or tell him... I can't even say it. I can't even write it.
I sniffed and ran my hand across my eyes, dislodging the tears resting there. “Yes,” I said. “Please, do revive him.” I stood and dusted the ash and dirt from my greaves as the magical effect touched him and his pale skin flushed with the breath of life. 
 
Cyrus blinked. He had known Vara for a long time, and to read her innermost thoughts was almost disconcerting. It did not fit well with his memories of the events in question; he had always ascribed her motives to hating him somewhere deep inside. To find it might not be true... he stroked the paper and closed the book, listening to the quiet shuffle of the pages brushing against each other. He set it aside and stood up, walking to the window. 
Recalling the certainty he'd felt in that first year in Sanctuary, that strength of purpose, gave him pause. The feeling of confidence reached across the years and touched him where he stood, in the wreckage of this place he had called home, although it no longer had the power it once did. A tear ran down the warrior's cheek at the memory of all that had been lost in the interceding years. 
Out on the plains, the wind continued to whip under the gray skies and that same feeling came once more, the uncertain mixture of fear and regret, and the warrior in black looked across the horizon in hopes that soon – very soon – that feeling would be gone. 
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Prologue
 
On one cool afternoon when the rain fell in gentle, glittering droplets and the ground underfoot was spongy with moisture, nine-year-old Llandry Sanfaer walked with her mother beneath the trees far to the south of the Glinnery forests. They were gathering mushrooms, diminutive little fungi with stems fat with juice and caps painted with colour. Llandry crowed with delight each time she found a new mushroom ring, picking the fattest or the most colourful specimens with nimble fingers. Their baskets were growing heavy with gathered produce when Ynara began to speak of returning home.
'Not yet, Mamma, just a little bit longer!' Llandry loved these excursions, loved the hours they spent in close companionship, just her and Mamma. She gazed up into her mother's face with her most hopeful smile, and of course Mamma relented.
'All right, little love, but don't pick too many more mushrooms, or we'll never be able to carry them home.' Llandry promised and was off once more, her small form a whirlwind of activity. 
Then a faint melody reached her ears and she came to an abrupt stop, her keen eyes searching the mossy slopes for the source.
'Ma, what's that sound?'
'What sound, love?' Llandry looked up to find nothing but incomprehension in Mamma's face. She frowned and dismissed the thought, dancing onward once more.
There; again, a hint of music. Not a sound at all, in fact, more of a feeling of spiralling harmony, drawing her onward through the vast, pale trunks dotted like serene guardians over the meadow. In the shade of a particularly broad-capped glissenwol tree was a glade encircled by tall, variegated fungi. The mosses that carpeted the circle of ground were not of the customary colour. Instead of the deep blue that matched the eventide sky, these were lavender touched with green. Golden sunlight drenched the clearing, bright and glittering in spite of the glissenwol cap that rose above. And the drifting motes of light that filled the air of Glinnery were thickly clustered here, twinkling far more brightly than their paler cousins, sparking with energy and laced with colour. Llandry stood, mesmerised by this scene. She was distantly aware of her mother's voice calling her name, but she was unable to answer.
The thin sound of an animal in distress reached her sensitive ears. Something moved in the centre of the glittering circle: she saw a flash of grey, heard the faint wail of unhappiness repeated. 
Mamma had caught up with her. Llandry was aware of her footsteps approaching, then halting a short distance behind her. She could imagine her mother's reaction to this place; she must be filled with wonder and delight, just as Llandry had been. She was surprised, then, to hear a note of horror creep into Ynara's voice as she called.
'Llandry! Llandry, stop there. Don't move, love.' The footsteps approached, and Mamma's arms closed around her. To her dismay and confusion, she was lifted and carried backwards. 
'No! Mamma, there's an animal, don't you hear it? It's hurt.' The movements of the mysterious creature had ceased, but now Llandry saw it again: a small body, long and thin, with sleek, pale grey fur. She struggled out of her mother's arms and ran forward.
When she stepped into the circle, she felt the golden light bathing her skin as if it was a physical thing, like water. The effect was beautiful, soothing and warm, but not wholly pleasant, for a feeling of tension hung heavy in the air and Llandry's skin prickled with unease. For a moment she forgot about the sleek-furred creature, but another squeak of distress drew her eyes downward into the centre of the strange lavender-hued moss. 
The animal stood on short, shaking legs, its pointed face lifted to the winds as it keened in despair. It was so small, so obviously feeble, that Llandry quickly realised it must be a baby. A baby without its mother. She picked it up, carefully cradling it against her chest.
She turned to show it to Mamma, but Mamma was gone, hidden behind a curtain of light that had fallen between her and the familiar glissenwol forests of home. It was like a wall of rain, cold and shimmering pale; she could see nothing beyond it.
'Mamma?' Fear stole her voice and the word emerged as a whisper. She screamed her mother's name and heard an answering call, thin and distant as if Ynara stood on a hilltop far away. 
Llandry ran towards the curtain and tried to pass, but it was like walking through treacle; a strong pressure beat upon her limbs and her face, threatening to smother her. She fell back, sobbing. 
Then the curtain rippled and pulsed, as if struggling against something. Ynara broke through the wall, her face pale and her eyes sparking with anger and fear. She picked Llandry up and marched back through. The sensation of suffocation was the same as before, and it grew worse as Ynara bore forward with Llandry in her arms. The pressure intensified until Llandry thought she must explode like rotten fruit. Then they were through the curtain. All of the strange sensations, good and bad, faded and Llandry was herself again.
Ynara did not stop. She marched onward without looking back. Llandry could feel her mother's body shaking; her arms were trembling so badly that Llandry feared she would drop her. She pressed her face against her mother's and kissed her cheek.
'Ma,' she whispered. 'I'm sorry.'
'You're safe. That's all that matters.'
'What was that place?'
'The Upper Realm.' 
'What's that?'
Ynara sighed and stopped at last, easing Llandry down to the floor. She frowned in puzzlement at the little soft-furred body Llandry still held in her arms, quiet now and questing through Llandry's clothing for food.
'It's called the Dreamlands, sometimes, because it's like a dream, isn't it? It's another place, far from here, beyond the Seven Realms that make up our world. Sometimes a gate is opened and you can pass through. What we saw was a gate. The Upper Realm is beautiful beyond belief, love, but you must remember that it is dangerous.'
Llandry remembered the feelings she'd experienced as she stood in that glittering glade; the way the light had caressed her skin and the dancing motes clustered around her as if she was a friend. 'How can it be dangerous, Mamma?'
'There are dangers everywhere, love, and the Upper Realm is no different. But beyond that, there is something else. It is too beautiful a place, perhaps, too enticing; people go there, from time to time, but they very rarely return. Now, promise me you will not do such a thing again. Promise me, Llandry.' Mamma dropped to her knees to bring her face level with Llandry's. Her eyes were serious, and Llandry sensed renewed fear in the way her mother clasped her close.
'I promise, Ma.'
'Good. Now, who is your new friend?'
The creature had begun to shiver. Llandry showed it to her Mamma, who smiled in spite of herself.
'Gracious. It's an orting, love. It must have come through the gate.' She stroked the orting's round black nose and it shivered anew, this time with apparent delight.
'May I keep it?'
'We'll see. Now, are you ready to fly?'
Llandry unfurled her growing wings and flexed them. At nine, she was big enough and strong enough to fly for a few miles at a time. She smiled at her mother and nodded.
'Time to go home, then; Papa will be worried about us by now.' Mamma was wearing a coloured sash around her waist, as she often did; she removed it, and wrapped it around Llandry's torso, fashioning a sling. She smiled fondly at Llandry.
'I used to carry you this way, when you were small.' She took the orting from Llandry's arms and placed it gently inside the sling, securing it with deft movements.
'Now you may carry him home. He won't fall.'
 
***
 
Papa was not at home when they arrived, but his measured step was soon heard climbing the stair that wound around the trunk of the lofty Sanfaer home. He patted Llandry's hair as he passed, and she shot up in excitement and ran after him.
'Papa, you must come and meet Sigwide!'
'Oh? School friend?'
Her face darkened at the word 'school'. 'No, Pa. He's my new pet. Look!'
The orting had been lovingly installed in his own box, padded with the best blankets from Llandry's bed. He had gone to sleep with his head under the thickest of them, his stubby tail twitching as he dreamed. Aysun Sanfaer tilted his head curiously, trying to get a look at the creature.
'Sigwide is what you've called it?'
'Yes. I chose it myself.'
'What is it?'
'Ma said it's an orting.'
He said nothing at all in response. Llandry looked up, puzzled. His face was set and his eyes glittered with some fierce emotion that looked like anger. Ynara came back into the room at that moment and went straight to her husband. 
'Aysun, it's not as bad as-'
'It's an orting?'
'Yes-'
'Summoned?'
'No. Wild.'
Mamma drew her husband away and lowered her voice, and the conversation passed beyond Llandry's hearing. She sensed her father's anger, feeling his eyes on her as her mother spoke. She sat down next to Sigwide's box, confused and a little afraid. Her parents' voices grew louder, and she overheard snippets of conversation.
'...as stubborn as your father.' That was Mamma.
'...nothing like my father!' Papa sounded quite upset, and Llandry began to feel sick. 
'The similarity is obvious. You take an idea, no matter how irrational, and refuse to be moved.'
'Because my father couldn't accept you, you persist in assuming-'
'This isn't about me! This creature is harmless and it will be good for Llan to have a companion. Why can't you see that?'
'If she wants a companion we will get her a pet. Something safer.' 
Mamma snorted at that and walked away a few steps. When she turned back to Pa, she spoke too quietly for Llandry to hear any more. Llandry could only sit near Sigwide's box, crouched and miserable, and wait.  
At length her parents' conversation was over. Papa approached and knelt down before her with a sigh.
'Llandry. Your mother's already received a promise from you, but I need you to promise me as well. If you ever see anything like that again, you must keep away from it. Understand?'
He was stern but no longer furious. Llandry was so relieved she would have promised anything at all. She nodded her head solemnly. 
'I need you to understand why, Llandry. It's dangerous. You could be drawn away from us, and you wouldn't be able to come back very easily. We might not be able to find you. And the creatures you would meet there are not all as harmless as this one.' He frowned at the tiny grey body curled up in the box. Llandry bit her trembling lip, suddenly anxious.
'Papa! I may keep him, mayn't I?'
'I would rather you didn't, but yes. He must be trained, though. I'll get a summoner to come to the house tomorrow.'
Llandry beamed, expressing her gratitude with an enveloping hug. He patted her head a little awkwardly, then swung her up onto his wingless back.
'Let the little beast sleep.'
 
 
 
 



Chapter One
 
The stone polishing machine rattled its last and the barrel stopped spinning, its cycle complete. Opening it up, Llandry slipped a deft hand inside and extracted a few of the gems. They lay in the palm of her hand, glittering darkly indigo under the light-globes that hovered over her head. Smooth and perfect, they were quite ready for use.
She never cut the istore stones. It seemed wrong, somehow, to break these perfect jewels into pieces, so she merely gave them a day or two in the polisher to bring up the brilliancy of the surface. It was a pleasing test of her ingenuity as a jeweller to find ways to set them as they were. 
She selected one of the smaller pieces, tucking the rest away in the top drawer of her work table. A setting was already prepared for this one, a large, handsome ring designed for a man to wear. Wrought from silver, her favourite metal, she had lightly engraved it with a pattern of tiny stars. This motif echoed the tiny points of light that winked in the depths of the stone.
In fact, Llandry had named it for the stars. She had discovered the gem by accident, walking one day under the glissenwol trees with Sigwide darting ahead. Thoughts lost in daydreams, she had drifted away from their usual route. Her reverie had been suddenly interrupted by the sensation of falling as she tumbled down a hole hidden beneath the bracken. The hard earthen walls of the underground grotto sparkled ferociously in the thin light beaming down from above. The gems fell easily into her hands when she touched them, shining like shards of night fallen from the skies. She had taken to calling them "istore", after the Old Glinnish word for star. 
Not that she was particularly familiar with the night sky. The permanent sun of the Dayland Realms hid the stars from her sight, and the moon only occasionally appeared as a pale and feeble disc in the heavens. Therein lay the nature of her fascination, perhaps. Llandry picked up her lapidary tools and bent over the ring, carefully and skilfully working the gem into its setting. Intent on her task, she barely noticed the faint scratching of Sigwide's feet on the wooden floor as he wandered in. She distantly sensed an air of speculation about him as he paused before the table, haunches bunched to jump. But no: he knew better than to disturb her when she was working. He pattered off again, finding the blanketed basket she left for him on the other side of the room.
'Just a few more minutes, Siggy,' she murmured without looking up. He grumbled in reply, sending her a plaintive series of impressions: hunger, emptiness, imminent starvation. She stifled a laugh.
'In theory, Sig, you are a wild animal. A feral beast, part of brutal, brilliant nature. You could go forth and forage for your own food. In theory.'
Sigwide ignored her. His claws scrabbled on the wicker as he turned in his basket, curling up with an offended air.
'All right, fine. Food.' She put down her tools and wrapped up the ring and the precious gem in soft cloth, unwilling to leave them lying abandoned on the table. Sigwide jumped joyfully out of his basket and wove his thin grey body around her feet, beating her to the door. She stepped over him with the nimbleness of long practice, chuckling.
Sigwide's favourite food was a complex, carefully balanced mixture of dried bilberries, fresh rosehips, assorted nuts and a scattering of pungent mushrooms. He was completely spoiled, dining like a king on this rather expensive mixture every day, but she didn't begrudge him his luxuries. He had been her faithful companion - her only reliable friend, other than her parents - for the last eleven years. He ought to be slowing down now that age was catching up with him, but so far he had never lost his inexhaustible energy. 
Llandry leaned against the kitchen table, watching him eat. She tried to keep her thoughts focused on Sigwide, but as usual her mind betrayed her. Tendrils of nerves snaked through her belly and began to grip, clutching hard. She hadn't wanted to stop working because as long as she was fully occupied, she was safe from apprehension. Now, though, her treacherous thoughts turned to tomorrow. Tomorrow.
It had been her mother's idea to take the istore jewellery to the market. Ynara thought it would be popular. Doubtless she was right; the istore never failed to interest and attract those who saw it. Short of the money to cover the rent on her small, but pleasant tree, Llandry had allowed herself to be persuaded about the market; after all, it was preferable to having to ask her parents for help.
She had begun to regret it immediately. She was to have her own stall at the next Darklands market, which was held every full moon in Glour. It was a popular event attracting thousands of shoppers, which of course was why it was so suitable a venue for her glorious new jewellery. That fact also made it a prospect of pure terror for Llandry. Thousands of people pushing and shoving and jostling each other, staring at her jewellery, her stall, her face. She would have to talk to some of them. Talk, comfortably and persuasively, to a succession of complete strangers. The only saving grace about this hideous prospect was the opportunity to stand for a while under the stars and the light of the full moon. It was not nearly enough to balance out her fear.
Feeling the tell-tale tingling sensation beginning to creep up her arms, Llandry tried to pull back her thoughts. She walked about the room briskly, swinging her arms. It was no use. Within minutes her fingers had cramped and curled with tension and her whole body was tingling uncomfortably. Soon afterwards she began to shake uncontrollably, hyperventilating, growing dizzy and faint. She sat down with her head between her knees, trying to breathe deeply. Sigwide abandoned his repast and trotted over to her, thrusting his nose against her legs. 
'I'll b-be fine, Sig. Just... give me a moment.' At length the dizziness faded and her shaking eased. She stood up carefully, stretched and shook her befogged head. Her face was wet with tears; these attacks always left her feeling intolerably shamed and humbled. She patted her face dry on her sleeve, then picked up Sigwide. It comforted her to have him close for a time afterwards, the warmth of his little body soothing the vestiges of her fear. 
'Why did I agree to this, Siggy?' She sighed. Hidden in her top kitchen cupboard rested a bottle of dark brown glass, containing a rather repulsive mixture her mother had purchased from one of Glinnery's foremost herbalists. It tasted revolting, but it was effective. She took a small measure of the stuff, welcoming the feeling of lassitude that gradually swept over her afterwards. She would just have to keep herself dosed up on it until the market was over.
Furthermore, her mother had offered to accompany her. Llandry had refused, wanting to prove - to herself, more than anyone else - that she could  manage it alone. Now she felt differently. Dosed or not, she knew she would be suffering more of these attacks on the morrow. She was going to need her mother's help. She slid her feet into her boots, lacing them up tightly, and placed Sigwide into the carry-case she slung over her hip. Locking her tree, she launched herself into the air, letting her strong wings carry her in the direction of her parents' residence. 
 
***
 
'Oh, love. It's nothing to be ashamed of.' Llandry stood in the circle of her mother's arms, inhaling her familiar, comforting scent. Ynara held her for some time, rocking her gently the way she had done since her daughter was a small girl. Then she seated her firmly at the table and plied her with food. Somehow her mamma always seemed to have Llandry's favourites on hand: fragrant white alberry tea with a pinch of freyshur spice, a bowl of creamed mushroom soup and a plate of tiny berry cakes appeared before Llandry in quick succession. She didn't feel inclined to eat, but she forced down a few spoonfuls of the soup, unwilling to disappoint her mother. As always, the food began to make her feel better and she ate with a little more enthusiasm. 
Ynara sat down opposite her and took a cake, breaking it into small pieces and eating them elegantly with her fingers. She watched Llandry affectionately, her expression soft. 'You know, Pa would come as well, if we asked him.'
Llandry shook her head. 'Bad enough that I have to drag you along, Ma. Pa's busy.' Pa, an engineer and inventor from Irbel, was always busy. He was remarkably good at his job and was high up in Glinnery's well-regulated guild of Irbellian expatriate engineers. Llandry's parents had always lived comfortably, even after Ynara had given up her position as an Enchanter to join the somewhat less well-paid Council of Elders. 
Ynara wrinkled her delicate nose and smiled. Even such an inelegant gesture did nothing to dampen her remarkable beauty. She did very little to encourage it: her tumbling black hair was often a little disordered, and she often wandered absent-mindedly about in clothes dotted with the stains left by her regular adventures in cooking. None of it mattered a bit. Llandry often felt something of a crow beside her magnetic mother, though this was a feeling she ruthlessly stifled whenever it threatened to emerge.
'Just you and I, then, love. It'll be like the old days. Do you remember when we used to visit the Darklands Market when you were a child?'
Of course Llandry remembered. Shy even then, the bustling market had unnerved her, but she had clung to her mother's hand and felt reassured. Ynara used to go regularly in search of some of the rarer ingredients she used to create her edible delicacies. There were several fruits, grasses and mushrooms that would only grow under the endless night of the Darklands, and all of them were abundantly available at the Darklands Market. Mamma would buy new gems for Llandry's collection each time they went, and return home laden with packets of unidentifiable objects for Aysun. Llandry had always enjoyed this quality time alone with her mother. She smiled, now, trying to weld that idea into her mind in place of her extreme trepidation. 
'Thanks, Ma,' she said at last. 'I'd better go and finish up that ring. It's the last piece for tomorrow.'
Ynara kissed her cheek and gave her a brief hug. 'I'll be with you early in the morning, love. I'll bring breakfast.'
Llandry made herself smile again and waved, trying to suppress the forlorn feeling she always suffered whenever she flew away from her mother's house. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Two
 
Her carriage may be the best that money could buy, but Lady Evastany Glostrum was still lamentably cold. The chill seeped through the plush upholstery inside the vehicle, nimbly evaded the best attempts of the fitted glass windows to keep it out, and assaulted Eva's pale and shrinking flesh in spite of her heavy fur wrap. It was really too detestably cold to step beyond the door of her handsome and thoroughly comfortable house, but today's errand was too important to be missed. She was on her way to see her tailor.
Naturally she had wardrobes full of delightfully sumptuous gowns, but this was different. Something of an emergency, in fact. In a week she was to give a ball at her own house, at which she would be announcing her engagement. Such a momentous event in Glour society called for very careful treatment indeed. Eva knew she would be subjected to the closest scrutiny. The gossips and the reporters would be there in approximately equal measures, ready to tear apart every aspect of her appearance, her house, her entertaining. Most of all, they would be examining her behaviour towards her fiance. The speculation had been running high for weeks - would the elusive Lady Glostrum finally fall to matrimony? - and she had allowed for a rumour to leak out about the purpose of the ball. It was imperative that she was looking at her best.
That being the case, it was of course inevitable that the gown she had had made for the day had been ruined. One of her maids had managed to stain it with furniture polish while cleaning Eva's dressing room. She hadn't scolded the girl - the maid had been devastated enough - but nonetheless this created an unwelcome problem. As High Summoner, Eva was in the middle of interviewing candidates for two high-ranked positions within the Summoner organisation. She didn't really have the time for any more complications.
Her carriage came to a stop and Eva drew back the curtain that covered the freezing glass window. Her coachman opened the door for her and she stepped out with a smile, pulling her wrap as close around her shoulders as possible. She stepped quickly into the tailor's shop, shuddering with cold. Baynson was in the back, but he came running quickly enough when she rang the bell.
'Good morning, Mr. Baynson. I'm afraid there's been a small incident regarding the gown I purchased last week, and I'll be needing another. Before the ball.' She didn't smile. Baynson wasn't the type to appreciate it. He regarded her with an air of grave disapproval as she delivered this piece of bad news, his thin eyebrows careening up his face towards his nearly bald head. 
'You'll forgive my saying so, your ladyship, but summoner or not, you ought to keep them animals away from your wardrobe. Ten to one something'd happen to your finery sooner or later.'
'Sage advice, Mr. Baynson, but in this case the culprit was one of my maids. Not her fault; these things do happen. Naturally I will pay you a considerable bonus if you are able to make me a replacement in time.'
Baynson tutted and tossed his head, muttering unflattering observations under his breath. Eva waited. The man was rude, uncouth and unpleasant but he was the best tailor in Glour City. 
'I'll get it done,' he conceded at last. 'It'll take a lot extra, though. I'll have to pull my girls off a couple of other orders.'
 'Fine.' Eva untied her purse from her waist and opened it. She had to count quite a large number of coins into Bayson's hands before he was satisfied, but this was to be expected with him.
'Same as before, I take it?'
She thought for a moment. 'Yes, but perhaps you could drop the neckline just a little. On the last one it was practically demure.'
Baynson tutted some more. 'Don't want to make a spectacle of yourself, your ladyship. A low neckline's the province of a woman who's not fit for polite company.'
Eva laughed. 'On the contrary, making a spectacle of myself is precisely my intention. I'm no debutante at her first season. On me, "demure" would look unforgivably coy.'
Baynson grunted. 'Reckon you could get away with it, praps,' he conceded, eyeing her figure in a manner devoid of all but dry professional interest.  
'I'm certain of it. If there is an advantage to being barely shy of forty, it is that I am a mature woman quite able to carry off a hint or two of the provocative. And I'm quite determined to, while I still have the figure for it.'
'Forty, ma'am? You don't look a day over thirty-two.'
'That is my official age, Mr. Baynson, naturally, but I trust you not to give me away.' 
Baynson flicked his hands at her in a shooing gesture. 'Very well, get thee gone. I've a deal of work to do. Come back in four days. It'll be ready.'
Eva smiled warmly. 'Thank you, Mr. Baynson. I can always rely on you.'
 
***
 
Later, Eva sat dejectedly in the large wing-back chair in her office, her feet tucked under her skirts and her hands thrust into her shawl. Was it completely impossible to keep warm in this cursed chill? Interviewing was one of her least favourite duties: she had gone through six applicants in the last three hours and none of them had been suitable. She now awaited the seventh, wondering whether she could get away with pulling her chair a little closer to the heating pipes.
A knock came at the door before she could put this plan into action, and her seventh interviewee appeared. This one was a woman she didn't recognise, apparently a little older than Eva herself. She wore plain, unaffected clothing and an air of cool capability that seemed promising. The previous six had been mostly men, mostly young, and mostly cocky. They had also mostly tried to flirt with her. Eva looked on this with the stern eye of decided disapproval. There was no place for flirtation when she was at work.
'Oona Temble,' the woman introduced herself. 'I'm from the Summoner Guild in Orstwych.' She didn't curtsey, or even bow: instead she approached the desk and offered Eva her hand. Eva shook it. It may have been a departure from protocol, but she rather liked Oona's straightforward manner.
'Sit down, Ms. Temble,' Eva said. 'Thank you for coming all this way to talk to me. I'd like to be able to offer you some cayluch, but my last interviewee seems to have been something of an addict.' She tapped the cold cayluch pot sitting on her desk, which rang emptily.
'That's quite all right, Lady Glostrum. I'm not thirsty.' Oona sat down in the chair Eva indicated. Her hair was short, rather against the prevailing fashions, and threaded with grey. The unpretentious style suited her strong face. 
'You'll be aware that the position is a new creation. When new summoners come out of the Academy, they're still woefully ill-informed about the reality of a summoner's work. We're in desperate need of someone to take them in hand and give them a bit more practical education in animal acquisition and training. I'm looking for somebody to head up this proposed department.' 
 Oona nodded. 'Your notion was it, Lady Glostrum?'
'Yes, I believe it was.'
Oona raised her brows sceptically. 'I see.'
'Does that surprise you, Ms. Temble?'
'Somewhat,' said Oona blandly. 'You don't strike a person as made for practical measures, if you'll forgive my mentioning it.'
'Excellent. Plain-speaking is exactly what I need for this role.'
Oona lifted her brows again. 
'Ah, you expected to find a pampered and temperamental noblewoman, good for nothing but the ornamental and essentially incapable of useful activity. Well, that's understandable if you read the papers. Let's just agree that appearances can be deceiving and leave it at that, hm?' She stood up, smiling down at Oona's eminently capable face wreathed in an expression of mild surprise. 'I'd like you to begin in two days, Ms. Temble. Your first task will be to choose your department members. I've budgeted for up to five to begin with. You'll inform me if that's insufficient.'
Oona pulled herself together. 'Thank you, Lady Glostrum. I'd best make my preparations.' She smiled then, unexpectedly. 'I've a feeling it may be interesting working with you.'
Eva chuckled. 'Let's hope so, indeed.' 
 
***
 
Eva had a desk at home as well. She had resisted getting one for a long time after her appointment to the role of High Summoner, preferring to keep her professional and private lives separate. But at last she had capitulated. She was too often obliged to carry paperwork home with her, and she needed somewhere to keep it. At least she could keep her study as warm as she liked. 
Her agenda was becoming complicated. Her working hours for the next few days would be occupied with introducing Oona to her new role and setting up the department. She anticipated some extra hours at the Summoners' Hall, a prospect which sank her spirits. No power in the Darklands could keep that place even remotely warm.
On top of that, there were still preparations outstanding for the ball. Fortunately the Darklands Market was scheduled for the morrow. Eva knew she could send servants to do her shopping for her, and certainly she would take some of them along as her assistants. She liked to visit herself, though. The Market always had an air of jovial confusion which delighted her, and its sheer variety of wares was no less enthralling. She planned to go in search of some rare curios and delicacies for the ball. She wondered, briefly, whether to take her fiance with her, but she decided against it. There was more than enough speculation circulating already.
Eva worked until her fingers grew cramped from holding her pen and her eyes refused to focus. At last she retired to bed. As she sank gratefully under her blankets, appreciating the warmth of the stone hot water bottles that warmed the layers, it occurred to her that she would not have this space to herself for much longer. In a little over a moon, she would be bound to share her free time, her personal space and her body with one man for the rest of her life. As if in defiance of this thought, Eva positioned herself in the middle of the bed and stretched her limbs out as far as they would go. She smiled. At least she could enjoy the vestiges of her freedom in the meantime.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Three
 
Llandry stood on the edge of the Darklands Market, watching the surging crowds of Daylanders and Darklanders who gathered to admire and purchase its myriad wares. Held on the southern edge of Glour, its position within the Seven Realms was nearly central, and it attracted visitors from most of the realms. She saw many Glour citizens browsing the stalls, dressed in full gowns or tailored coats, their hair typically dark brown or black. Many small, slender Glinnish folk were present, honey-skinned and winged like herself. She saw a group of Orstwych Sorcerers, their draping robes painted in every imaginable colour. Nimdrens filled the air with their musical tongue, their chatter mingling oddly with the precise, clipped speech of Irbellian shoppers. Llandry regarded them all uneasily, hiding herself within the folds of her dark blue cloak.
Every single one of these people represented a threat. She knew that if any of them spoke to her, she would freeze and stammer, unable to string sentences together under the pressure of their expectant gaze. And yet, she was here as a vendor. It was her job to be communicative. 
How she wished she had her mother's easy way with strangers. Nothing ever fazed Mamma. She had all the confidence that Llandry had never known; she conducted herself in company with a combination of easy friendliness and quiet, firm dignity that enchanted people. Llandry loved her with a fierce pride and loyalty, but she could not help suffering envy. How she wished she could learn that skill. As it was, she had reached the age of twenty without developing so much as a shred of it. 
She gathered her courage and stepped into the throng. Threading her way carefully through the crowds, she clutched her cloak close to herself as if it could protect her from their glances, their curiosity, their words. Her stall was near the outer edge of the market - she had chosen a location near to the relatively open spaces of the Glour woodlands, in case she should feel the need to escape. Her lips quirked involuntarily at the thought. As if she should feel the need? It would be a miracle if she survived more than an hour of this nightmarish experience without disintegrating. 
The market was always held during the natural night hours, and the moon shone full overhead. But the skies held a scattering of thick clouds, stunting the progress of the moon's gentle light. To correct this, the market organisers had set floating light-globes drifting low overhead, illuminating the stalls with a cool white glow. The effect was gentle to Llandry's eyes, just sufficient to see by; but she noticed that many of the Darklanders wore spectacles with dark lenses in them, as if the light conditions hurt their eyes. She'd kept the lights on her own stall to a minimum in response. As a result, she could barely see the expression of anxiety on her mother's face as she stood guarding the stall.
'Mamma? Is something wrong?' 
'Goodness, no. No, love, nothing's wrong. I was wondering if you are all right.' She smiled, but Llandry could still see the shadow of concern in her face. She sighed inwardly. If her social inadequacies were a source of pain to her, they were a still greater source of anxiety to her parents. The thought added guilt to Llandry's troubled mixture of feelings about herself. She hid it behind a smile and hugged Ynara.
'It's kind of you, Mamma, but I'm really all right. I have to learn, don't I?'
Ynara shrugged slightly, bending to assist as Llandry began to unpack her boxes. They worked quickly, and soon her table was covered with Llandry's jewellery. Gems in rich colours sparkled and winked in the light, polished metals gleaming with a cooler sheen. The best went in the centre, her prize pieces: pendants, rings and circlets of pale silver set with her precious istore stones. They seemed to swallow the silvery light and throw it back out, gleaming pale and twinkling under the moonlight. Truly they displayed to their best under the night time conditions. 
As a new vendor, Llandry had expected - nay, hoped - to go largely unnoticed at her first market. To her extreme surprise (and terror) she soon found that her wares were attracting considerable attention. Most of those who passed her stall stopped to admire her work, and many bought. They exclaimed over the richness of the colours, the intricacy of her metalwork, and most of all they pored over the istore stones.
'I've never seen anything like this before. Where did it come from?' 
'By the Lowers, there's a sight. Like night itself caught in the metal. Remarkable.'
'What's this dark one, the one with the silvery sheen? What's it called? Istore? Never heard of it! Where does it come from?'
Llandry wanted desperately to answer all of these questions, but when she tried her lips trembled and she felt a constriction in her throat. It was all she could do to force a few words out. She was frowned at, less in irritation than in puzzlement at her odd silence. Words circled dizzyingly through her thoughts, words she would never be able to articulate. She hovered on the edge of panic, only the soothing warmth of her tonic keeping her largely under her own control. This was a very bad idea. Why did I allow myself to be persuaded?
Still, those whose questions went unanswered still bought, and Ynara's conversation satisfied the more persistent ones. The moon still shone high in the sky when Llandry's wares were almost gone. And still a stream of market-goers visited her stall, asking about the stones they'd seen their friends wearing. The word istore was repeated, over and over. Llandry's head swam. She brought more and more pieces out of her boxes until they were almost empty, and at last she found herself with only one of the istore items left: a silver ring set with a large oval of the dark, beautiful gem.
There was a little bustle as she brought it out, a stirring and a muttering among the crowds around her table. She looked up to find a tall, richly dressed woman in front of her, a native of Glour judging by her pale hair and dark blue, slanting eyes. Her clothes, her bearing, her manner all revealed her to be of considerable wealth and probably of high standing. Llandry inclined her head and the woman returned the gesture, smiling. 
'Elder Sanfaer. I may have expected to see you in front of a stall, but not, I confess, behind one.' Llandry stiffened, but the woman's face betrayed no malice. Rather, she seemed amused. Ynara laughed, taking no offence at all.
'Lady Glostrum, what a pleasure. I am assisting my daughter.'
The lady's gaze flicked back to Llandry, studying her quite intently. 'So this is Llandry. You've spoken so highly of her.'
'Never highly enough, I assure you.'
'I've been hearing the buzz about a certain night-coloured gem. Your work, is it, Miss Sanfaer?' She pierced Llandry with a direct, uncompromising gaze. There was no getting out of giving a response.
'Yes, Lady Glostrum.'
Is that the best you can do? Pathetic.
'Very, very impressive. I don't say that merely because I know your mother.'
Llandry swallowed, trying to dislodge the lump that occupied her throat. 'Thank you.'
'Tell me about... this one.' She reached out a slender hand and picked up the istore ring, the very last one. Llandry sensed a renewed tension in the crowds around her as they watched her movements, listening for the response.
Don't panic; just talk to her. Llandry focused on Lady Glostrum's face, pleasant enough in expression and bare of judgement. 
'Istore. I mean, that's what I call it. The stone.'
'I see. I have never seen it before, and I am quite an experienced collector of jewels. Who do you buy it from?'
'I - I don't buy it. I collect it myself, from - from -' 
'Oh? Is it local?'
Llandry nodded. 'There is a cave, not far from - near to where I live. It's in the walls.'
Lady Glostrum nodded thoughtfully. 'If I were you, I would keep the location quite a secret, Llandry. I think this will prove to be very valuable.' She opened the elegant reticule she wore on her wrist and withdrew a handful of coins. Handing them to Llandry, she turned to the admiration of her new ring, sliding it onto one of her long white fingers.
'There. That is quite my favourite purchase of this moon's market.' She smiled at Llandry, then looked at Ynara.
'Why don't you visit me sometime soon, Ynara? Bring your daughter. I'd love to visit you, of course, but the light of Glinnery would probably kill me.' 
Ynara chuckled. 'We'd love to visit, Eva. Soon, certainly.'
Lady Glostrum nodded and left the stall, leaving a quick, gracious smile as she turned away. Llandry let out a long breath, feeling weak and drained.
'That's enough, Ma. I can't bear any more.' She quickly packed away the few items that remained, ignoring the mutters of those still trying to shop. 'Who was that, exactly?'
'Eva Glostrum. High Summoner in Glour. She's a friend, though I haven't seen her for a few years.'
'I sometimes think you know everyone, Ma.'
'I meet most of them through the Council.'
'I suppose you would.'
 
 
 
 



Chapter Four
 
Images flickered across the bulletin board in the centre of Glour City, headlines repeating themselves on a rotating schedule. Eva Glostrum browsed through to the society pages, seeking her own name. She didn't have to search long: the story was the first to flash up onto the board.
 
This Author has often remarked on the inability of any Gentleman to capture the lasting interest of the celebrated Lady Glostrum. The High Summoner's independent status is to come to an end at last, however, as it has just been confirmed that she is to wed Lord Vale on the eleventh of the Seventh Moon of the year! Lord Vale also revealed his intention to resign as Chief Investigator immediately after the wedding. Speculation is rife as to who will take over the coveted role...
 
The article was accompanied by portraits of the couple. Eyde's was respectable enough, but Eva winced when she caught sight of hers. It was not particularly flattering. Her hair was a little disordered and shadows smudged the pale skin beneath her eyes. When had that image been taken? She hadn't noticed anybody with an image-capture in the last day or two. The bulletin team was getting very good. If only they had used an image from last night's ball, she would have been rather happier with the report.
The article had a great deal more to say about the matter, not resisting a comment or two about Lady Glostrum's 'reputation' and the suitability of the match. Eva smiled to herself. Yes, it was a highly suitable match; she had made sure of that.
'What an unusual picture.' Eva's friend Meesa Wrobsley stood at her shoulder, studying the board with the closest attention. 'Wherever did they get that?'
Eva shrugged one slim shoulder carelessly. 'Probably somebody caught me on my way home the night before last. I was a little tired.'
'More importantly, you were disordered. I'm sure there's at least one hair out of place in that picture. Maybe more.'
Eva gave a mock shudder. 'I know. Unthinkable. I'll have to make up for this lapse somehow.'
'Don't get too much more perfect, I beg you. An occasional lapse in you is comforting for the rest of us.'
'Perfect? Nonsense. I just like things to be in their proper places, that's all.'
'I know it well. That's why I'm surprised you let that pretty ring out of your sight. Its proper place was firmly on your finger, I thought.'
Eva glanced down at her slender white hand, bare of jewellery. 'It had to be resized. It kept sliding off my finger.'
'But you lost the ring anyway.'
'How could I know that the jeweller would be robbed?' Eva turned and began to walk slowly back towards the carriage that awaited her nearby. The theft of her ring had disheartened her more than she was prepared to admit. More than that, it troubled her. She had left the ring with the jeweller overnight, and by the time the Night Cloak lifted at moonrise, the ring was gone. The jeweller, poor man, knew himself to be the obvious suspect, but the sight of his broken windows and disordered shop convinced Eva that he told the truth: someone had broken in during the darkest hours with the specific purpose of finding that one item. How had anybody known that it was there? The notion that someone had been watching her actions was disturbing. 
'Isn't she a friend of yours, the maker?'
'Her mother is.'
'Well, maybe you can get a new one made.'
'I'm not sure I want one.'
Meesa blinked at her, her mouth dropping open in surprise. 'Don't want an istore ring? Everyone wants an istore ring, including you. I hardly saw it off your finger until yesterday.'
'Yes, but now it's an official trend I can't possibly have anything more to do with it.'
Meesa rolled her eyes. 'True; nobody ever caught you following a trend.'
'Setting them, maybe.'
'Well, set a trend for something new then. I'm getting an istore piece of my own, and I don't want everyone to think I was just copying you.'
'What? I didn't know you were even interested.'
'Of course I am. It's far too beautiful to be ignored. Numinar ordered it for me. It's an anniversary gift.'
Eva found herself with nothing to say. She felt a vague sense of foreboding that puzzled her. A few days ago she might have sincerely congratulated her friend on the acquisition of a prized piece, but now she was changing her mind. Barely a week had passed since the Sanfaers had turned up at the Darklands Market with their unusual bejewelled wares, but enthusiasm for the strange gem had circulated with astonishing speed. Everybody wanted an istore piece. A popular fashion paper had rushed through a special article about the jewellery and its enigmatic maker, doubling its readership virtually overnight. Eva had been interviewed three times in as many days for the society pages, finding herself the subject of some unusual interest for being among the first to acquire an istore item. With each new article she received a fresh storm of requests to borrow or offers of purchase. Demand had risen so high that the prices had swiftly doubled, then quadrupled as the Sanfaer girl fought to keep up. 
And now it seemed some had taken to theft in their pursuit of this new status symbol. In light of all of this, Eva could not feel entirely pleased about her friend's anniversary gift. 
'Just be careful with it, Meesa.'
'No worries there. I shan't take it off my finger.'
 
***
 
In the coach, Meesa sank back against the comfortably cushioned seats, smiling. She loved Eva's coach almost more than Eva did herself.
'You know, I can hardly believe what's become of you.'
Eva glanced round, surprised. 'What? You speak as though I've become some kind of delinquent.'
Meesa grinned. 'Stopped being, more like. At school you were the rebel, always breaking the rules and pushing your luck. Now look at you. A model peer, a member of the government, and now you decide to get married. And just like that, you'll turn your favourite lover into your husband and become the perfect married woman. No doubt with a perfect brood of children on the way in due course.' Meesa wrinkled her nose. 'I can't decide if you're still the same Eva under all that perfect conformity.'
Eva rolled her eyes. 'Wisdom comes with age, or something. I was stupid when I was at school. It took me some time to understand why the rules are there, that's all.'
'And somehow, two decades later, this translates into a sudden urge to get married and reproduce.'
'Oh, stop probing.'
'Sorry, can't help it. I'm curious. I still can't believe you're actually going ahead with it.'
Eva sighed. 'I was fifteen when I inherited my father's title. He spent his whole life working towards it, and then he died within a year of being appointed to the peerage. And me? I was just throwing it all away.' 
'I thought you didn't even like your father.'
'I didn't, but that's not the point.'
It isn't?'
'A peerage is more important than my personal feelings for my father. Anyway, I feel like maybe my mother would've been disappointed in me.'
'You didn't even know your mother. I suppose this is your idea of explaining, but it isn't making any more sense.'
Eva shrugged. 'I tried. It makes sense to me, anyway.'
'Fine. I just hope you won't regret it. I'm pretty sure it isn't really... you.'
Eva turned her head and stared out of the window. She wouldn't dream of admitting that she had doubts, but Meesa knew her well. These, however, were unproductive thoughts. Her decision was made, for clear, rational reasons, and she wouldn't be dissuaded from it now.
 
***
 
Eva's coachman dropped Meesa off at the house she shared with her husband, and Eva rode the distance to her own house in solitary silence. Her thoughts wandered away from her own concerns and returned to the curious stone. She remembered Llandry's face, so like her mother's, completely guileless as she answered Eva's questions. It was hard to believe that such a thing merely lay in a cave in Glinnery, for anybody to stumble over, and yet nobody had; even now, it seemed that Llandry alone knew of its location. She knew that Llandry had been implored to give interviews; for days the papers had been printing hearsay about Llandry Sanfaer along with regretful statements about her lack of availability. She hoped the girl had the sense to keep her head down, but she feared for her. Something about Llandry had struck her as a little odd, even a little bit fey. She'd performed her role as if she viewed the market and her customers from a great distance, her mind elsewhere. Did she realise what had become of her presence at the Market? Any second appearance must be highly inadvisable. The girl would be mobbed. 
The coach was moving at a steady pace, just passing a mail station. Eva called for a halt and went inside, assuaging her unease by dispatching a note to Ynara. She watched the pale-winged bird fly away into the night, her note forming a neat ring around its leg. She remembered her own words to Llandry at the market: If I were you, I would keep the location quite a secret. I think this will prove to be very valuable. Apparently Llandry had followed her advice. Had she been right to suggest it? No doubt the profits were princely by now, but Llandry would not be left in sole possession of the gem for long. 
Eyde was waiting for her when she arrived home. He greeted her with delight, enfolding her in an embrace. She submitted to it for a few moments before pulling away, gently but firmly. She allowed him to kiss her, briefly, then busied herself pouring a drink for him. 
'Is the announcement up?' 
She blinked at him, confused. 'What?'
'Of our engagement.'
'Oh. Yes. It's all over the bulletin.'
He nodded. 'The boys'll know about it by now, then.' The 'boys' were his team of investigators; almost all men, because the job could be a dangerous one. Women didn't often sign up. Eva had met very few of them, but those she encountered impressed her with their earnest manner and intensity of focus. On the other hand, they did tend to seem horrifyingly young. It made her feel old. 
She realised she hadn't answered him. She gave him a distracted smile as she donned a silk shawl, wrapping the fabric closely around herself. She curled up in her favourite chair, conscious of his eyes on her.
'Any news on the robbery at the jewellers?'
'I'm afraid not. I've got a couple of people working on it, though. We'll get your ring back.'
'I'm not that worried about the ring, Eyde.'
'No? You seemed very attached to it.'
'I shouldn't have been. It's not healthy to be so fascinated by a stone.'
He frowned at her quizzically. 'What's brought on this change of heart?'
'Don't you think it's odd, how people are behaving over it?'
He chuckled. 'No more so than any other trend. Remember when you wore that gown with one shoulder missing? I don't think any seamstress in Glour got a proper night's sleep for a whole moon afterwards.'
She laughed. 'And that's hardly the only time it's happened. Perhaps you're right.'
'Of course I am. What happened to that gown, by the way? I liked it.'
'Oh, I have it somewhere.'
'You should wear it again. Maybe at our wedding.'
'That would be far too cruel. Those poor tailors need time to recover.'
'Maybe a new gown, then, in a similar style. In blue. I like you in blue.'
She tugged her shawl closer around herself with a sharp movement, feeling unaccountably irritable. 'It's too soon to be thinking about the wedding.'
'It's barely a moon away. We ought to begin planning it soon.'
'Only a moon? No, surely not.' She frowned, silently counting the days. He was right. A sigh escaped her at the prospect, and she avoided his eyes. 
'Eva, darling.'
Obliged to look up, she arranged her features into a cool expression.
'Are you quite sure about this?' 
'This?'
'The wedding. Marrying me.'
'You have asked me that already, Eyde.'
'Yes, but still, you don't seem...' He floundered, groping for the right word. 
'I don't seem what? In love?'
Her bluntness made him blink. 'I- yes. I suppose that's what I intended to say.'
'We've discussed this.'
He sat down opposite her, running a large hand through his close-cropped grey hair. 'Why did you ask me to marry you?'
'I believe I explained that at the time.'
'Tell me again.'
'It makes sense. You are of a similar social standing; of a suitable age for me; we have known each other for long enough to have a comfortable friendship. A partnership between us is likely to be beneficial.'
He looked at her sadly. 'Beneficial? Sense? Friendship? Eva. That cannot be all that you expect from a marriage.'
'Why should anybody expect more?'
'You've heard of love, I presume.'
Her lips twisted. 'I've heard of it. I've also heard of a few other things that don't exist.'
'Love doesn't exist?'
'Not in the way people describe.'
'If you believe that, why marry at all?'
'It's time.'
'I see. And these are your reasons for choosing me.'
She sighed, growing impatient. 'Why wait until after the announcement to question me about this? It's going to be awkward to change your mind now.'
'Oh, I've no intention of changing my mind. I've drawn the greatest prize in Glour, you realise.'
'Only you wish it was different.'
'No.' He paused, thinking. 'No. But I might hope you'll come to think differently in time.'
She looked at the ceiling. 'If anyone can change my mind I daresay it will be you.'
He didn't answer for a while. When she looked back at him, he gave her a tiny, tenuous smile. 'Maybe.' 
He stood up suddenly, breaking the tension. He smiled down at her. 'I ought to be going. Oh, how's my shortig coming along?'
'Well. He's almost ready.'
'I hope he's getting on well with that gwaystrel of yours. They might be working together someday.'
'Rikbeek bites.'
'Surely Rikbeek doesn't bite everyone.'
'Everyone and everything. Your hound is not exempt from the biting, I'm afraid.'
'Ah well. He's too small to do much damage.'
Eva inspected her scarred hands. 'Not for lack of trying.'
Vale chuckled. 'How long before the dog finishes training?'
'Half a moon, maybe? Certainly no more.'
He nodded, then swallowed, jangling his hands nervously in his pockets. 'Kiss me before I go.'
She grinned, amused. 'Don't say it as if I'll bite you for asking.' She rose, letting the shawl drop onto the chair. 'After all, we agreed on the merits of kissing a long time ago.'
He eyed the expanse of shoulder and bosom revealed in the absence of the shawl. 'True, but a few things have changed since then.'
She slid her arms around his neck, smiling. 'Some things haven't changed.'
Eva felt the anxiety drain out of him under the kiss, replaced by a new kind of tension. He drew her close, stroking her bare shoulders. She grinned.
'Do you really have to go this very moment?'
'Not at this exact moment, perhaps, no.'
 
 
 
 



Chapter Five
 
The letterbox rattled loudly as letters began to tumble into Llandry's hallway. The sound was intrusive, a metallic clatter that frayed her nerves as she tried to work. She braced herself, knowing that the disturbance would take some time. She was receiving more and more mail every day, ever since the Market. Orders for jewellery came in so fast she couldn't fill them all. She hated having to raise prices - it made her feel greedy - but it was the only way to reduce the clamour. Even so, she was working at a ferocious speed day and night trying to keep up. The craze for her jewellery was completely astonishing, but she knew it wouldn't last. 
The letters that bothered her more were the solicitations from other jewellers, enquiring after her supply. She'd considered writing back with the full details, until she recalled Lady Glostrum's advice. Her mother's friend was perfectly right: a true businesswoman knew better than to give away the source of her success. She'd refused the requests - politely, of course - though more recently she'd taken to ignoring them. It seemed as though every jeweller in the Seven Realms was petitioning her for information. 
The letterbox shrieked again, loudly, as something large was forced through it. The sound shattered her concentration and she quickly placed down her tools before she could damage the ring she was working on. She padded through to her tiny hallway, Sigwide at her heels. If she answered the door she could accept all the mail in one go and silence that abominable racket. Stepping over the small mountain of paper on the floor, she unlocked the door and opened it.
A young man stood on the ledge, struggling with a sack of mail. His arms were full of envelopes, some of which threatened to spill over and sail away to the floor far below. She stepped forward, extending her arms.
'I'm so sorry. Let me take those.'
The boy looked harassed. He muttered a thanks as she relieved him of his burden, then glanced around nervously. 
'I wouldn't hang about, miss. Get back inside, quick.'
She lifted her brows. 'Why?'
'Um, because-' 
'Miss Sanfaer!' A woman's voice broke in as a slight figure swooped down from the skies, landing so swiftly that she almost knocked the mail boy off the ledge. She held up an image-capture and light flashed in Llandry's astonished face. 'Miss Sanfaer, I'm from the Herald here in Waeverleyne. Our readers are anxious to hear more about your remarkable jewellery. What can you tell us about the istore?'
Llandry was too amazed to speak. She stared as more figures appeared behind the reporter, many carrying image-captures and notepads. They hovered in the air around Llandry's front door, and more flashes of light assaulted her eyes. More figures appeared on the staircase below, wingless men and women from the other Dayland realms and even one brave (or desperate) man from Glour, his nocturnal eyes completely enclosed inside black-lensed goggles.  
Stunned, Llandry felt panic racing through her as this swarm of people converged upon her. The mail boy saved her, shoving her gracelessly back into her house and slamming the door behind her. The stacks of mail fell from Llandry's numb arms as she fumbled with the key. 
A knocking sounded at one of the windows. She darted through her house, breathless and shaking, slamming each window shut and barring the shutters. Only when each possible entry into her house was firmly closed did she slow down. She slumped to the floor, fighting with herself for every breath of air. She felt ready to asphyxiate. Stumbling through to her kitchen, she found her cordial and took a long swallow, her hands trembling so badly she almost dropped the bottle.
It took her an hour to calm down, an hour that she spent curled up on her kitchen floor with Sigwide in her arms. The orting was alarmed, too; her latent summoner senses caught his fear, but she was too thoroughly disturbed herself to do more than hold him close and wait until they both felt soothed. At length her breathing eased and she felt stable enough to brew tea without shattering her teapot and cups. She rose to her feet a little shakily, tucking Sigwide into the carry sling she always wore around her waist. He would be happier kept close. 
The letters were more of the same. She perused a selection of them as she sipped her tea, choosing several at random. There were forty letters today, half of them containing orders for jewellery together with money in several currencies. Many of them had vastly overpaid her, even though her prices were already (so it seemed to her) extremely high. She laid a cool hand against her hot forehead, her thoughts buzzing. She had fifteen orders already outstanding, so that made thirty-five, and she had only enough istore left to fill approximately ten of them. But with that swarm of bodies outside her house, how could she possibly reach her cave without being accosted, questioned, petitioned, detained, or possibly worse?
She thought briefly about giving the whole thing up. It was a tempting thought, but would it bring the desired results? Would the letters stop coming? Would the pushy petitioners stop crowding her doorway? Doubtful. It was too late for that.
Besides, if she was honest with herself, the prospect of giving up her istore was painful. No matter how much trouble it brought her, she still felt soothed when she held a nugget of that stone in her hands. Wearing it made her feel stronger in some way, calmer, more in control of herself. She lost some of that feeling of dislocation, that sense she always carried of being out of place and out of sync with the rest of the world. Spending her days working with it, running it through her fingers, polishing its beauty and setting it into a succession of equally beauteous items made her satisfied, proud, happy. She couldn't imagine just abandoning it.
 
***
 
Her supply of raw gems ran out three days later, but the crush of bodies outside her house had not diminished. She'd stopped going anywhere near the door, not even to collect the mail that continued to pour through her letterbox. Every time she approached the front of her house she could hear them talking, sometimes shouting, banging on her door. She stayed near the back of the house.
But now she had ten completed items to mail, twenty-five more to make (not counting those orders that were probably lying, unopened, in her hallway) and no more istore. She would have to find a way to leave her house undetected.
She waited until the late hours of the Eventide, a time when most people across the city of Waeverleyne were asleep (usually including herself). Creeping to the front of her house, she found that everything was blissfully quiet. She packed her tools and her packages in a pack slung low on her back beneath her wings. Then, eschewing her front door, she slipped out of her kitchen window and climbed onto the roof. 
Waeverleyne lay in the soft, low eventide light that was artificially created by Glinnery's sorcerers. That meant it was night time beyond the Dayland enchantments, a time when Daylanders were not usually roaming abroad. On the other hand, the muted light was more favourable for the Darklanders. She would still have to be careful. She took to the skies, angling up and up until she was flying just beneath the vast, spreading caps of Glinnery's signature glissenwol trees. She reached the nearest mail station without encountering anybody, and slid her collection of small packages into the secure box one by one. Then she was away once more, aiming this time for the outskirts of Glinnery and her cave in the ground. Nothing reached her eyes or ears save the usual soft sounds of eventide, and she finally began to relax. 
Then three figures appeared in the air before her, cutting her off. She stopped, startled. Her wings beat slowly, holding her aloft as she studied the three. Two men and a woman, all clearly citizens of Glinnery, though the features and clothing of one suggested some Nimdren blood. They smiled pleasantly enough at her, but their intention to detain her was clear. She said nothing, waiting. The woman spoke first.
'I sent you a letter.'
'So did I.' That was the Nimdren.
'You never answered.' 
'So we thought we'd ask you in person.'
The third man approached, looking her over. His eyes lingered on the belt at her waist, the bag hanging from her shoulders. 'On your way there now, are you? They said you only come out of your house for more istore. That's true, isn't it? We've been waiting for days.' He spoke lightly, trying to smile, but there was an intensity about him that unnerved Llandry. She shook her head, mute.
'We're going with you. That's probably easier for everyone, isn't it? No doubt you're too busy to write letters.'
Llandry shook her head again, searching futilely for her voice. The man frowned, and all three fluttered closer to her.
'We understand you want to keep it for yourself. Who wouldn't? But don't you think that's selfish? We do.'
She angled her wings, retreating a little further backwards with each slow beat. They followed her, inexorable.
'All right, you're not going there now. That's fine. Why don't you just tell us where to find it?' 
Llandry blinked, one word circling around her mind. 'Selfish?'
'That's right. Don't you want anyone else to benefit from it?'
Guilt worked at her, eroding her certainty. Maybe they were right. Should she have ignored the letters? Was she behaving like a good businesswoman, or was she being greedy? 
She opened her mouth, intending to tell them everything. Perhaps they sensed her weakening, for all three of them descended on her, circling her eagerly. Their proximity, their urgency, silenced her again and all she could think about was escape. 
She dropped, flying hard. She heard them behind her, calling out to her as she wove through the tree trunks, trying futilely to lose them. They dogged her all the way to the balcony of her home. The doors were locked and barred from the inside, she remembered with chagrin. She darted around the building, threw herself back through her kitchen window and slammed it closed. Knocking came from different parts of her house in succession, signalling that her pursuers were seeking a way in. She stood frozen, gasping for breath, terrified. What did they mean to do if they did get in? There had been an air of desperation about them, as though they strove to act rationally but something spurred them relentlessly on. What was it about her pretty istore stone that created such fervour? 
 
***
 
Exhausted from her eventide activities, Llandry slept late the next morning. She rose to find her parents seated in her living room, though the atmosphere was strained. Her mother looked up as Llandry entered. She was unusually pale, her face drawn and her eyes hard. 
'Ma, Pa...' Llandry stopped in the doorway, unwilling to approach her livid parents. 'How did you get in?'
'You mean past the hordes of intruders swarming around your house?' said Ynara icily. 'I sent them away, of course. I could have done so earlier, had it occurred to you to contact us.' 
Llandry winced. Her mother only spoke so formally when she was truly angry. 'I'm sorry, Ma. I didn't want to worry you.' She felt suddenly silly. It certainly hadn't occurred to her that her mother might be able to get rid of them. 
Ynara snorted. 'Did it occur to you that you might be in danger of worse than having your picture taken?'
'They were just reporters, Ma.' Llandry risked a glance at her father. His face was closed, unreadable.
'You're sure of that, are you?' Ynara slammed her book down onto the table and stood, advancing on Llandry. 'Yesterday I received a note from Eva Glostrum. You remember her from the Market, I'm sure. She tells me her istore ring was stolen. It was sent to a jeweller's, apparently, for some small adjustment, and lifted overnight. Just that ring.' Ynara lifted her brows and gave Llandry that stare, the one that expressed her extreme disappointment. It never failed to reduce Llandry to a miserable bundle of apologies. 
'Furthermore,' continued Ynara, 'My jewel box is missing. Naturally my beautiful istore bracelet is missing with it. What that means, I'm sure you'll gather, is that somebody has entered our house in the last couple of days and walked off with my jewellery. Nothing else, you understand. Only the jewellery. The implications of that are obvious enough. We came at once.' Llandry squirmed under her relentless stare. 'I don't know how you've avoided a break-in here, Llan, but remarkably you seem to be in one piece.' 
The use of her nickname suggested her mother was beginning to relent. Llandry drew in a breath, her eyes blurring. Ynara was rarely angry, but she was truly terrifying when her ire was properly aroused.
'I'm sorry, Mamma,' she managed around the lump in her throat. 'I'm okay, really.'
'Nice job with the barricades,' Aysun put in. She smiled lopsidedly, glancing at the furniture she'd piled against the large window when she'd returned last eve. 
'Thanks, Pa.' 
Ynara sighed and embraced her. Llandry clung to her, weak with relief. 
'Nobody's hurt you, have they?' her mother asked, fiercely. Llandry shook her head. 
'Fine, well. Your “friends” are in custody overnight. They'll be released tomorrow. They'll be facing prosecution if they bother you again. Meanwhile, Llan, I want you to come home for a while. We need you under our eye, where we can keep an eye on you.'
Llandry stiffened. 'But, Ma, my house. I'm happy here. I can manage.' 
Ynara cast a meaningful glance at the shuttered window and its leaning barricade of furniture. 'I'm sure you can.'
'It worked, didn't it?'
'Please, Llan. If anything happens to you...' Ynara didn't need to finish the sentence. Llandry knew that her parents wouldn't sleep unless they knew she was well. Sometimes the intense love they had for her could be stifling. She suppressed a sigh and nodded her head.
'All right, Ma. I need today to clear up a few things, then I'll come home tomorrow.'
Ynara hesitated, then nodded. 'Then I'm requesting a guard for you for tonight. Just to make sure.' Ynara steered Llandry to a seat and pressed a cup of tea into her hands, stroking her hair.
'Llan, you have to give this up.' Her father, hitherto uninvolved, now fixed her with a stern stare. 'This is out of control. Your safety is more important than your career.'
Llandry winced inwardly. He was right, too much so for her to argue with him. Truthfully she'd begun to drown under the weight of her sudden success; she wouldn't much regret being freed of the burden.
Except in one particular. Her istore was gone, entirely so. She'd used up the last pieces, fully expecting that she would soon be retrieving more. Not a single stone was left for her to keep. That part was intolerable.
'I agree, Pa,' she said aloud. 'I'll make an announcement - no doubt there's a reporter or two still milling around somewhere - and the boards can pick it up. I suppose all those letters can simply be returned.'
Ynara narrowed her eyes, suspicious. Llandry kept her face carefully blank. If she could satisfy her mother and father with her easy capitulation on this point, perhaps they wouldn't think to extract any inconvenient promises from her. Such as a ban on visiting her precious cave.
'All right, love. Thank you,' Ynara said at last. 'I'll take the message for you later.' 
Llandry thought fast. Her parents would certainly stay until the guards were in place around her house. Nothing less would satisfy them. Nor would she have any opportunity to slip out to her cave after her return to her mother's house. It would have to be this eventide: now that the swarm of reporters was gone, she would only have to evade the guards. She knew her house better than they would: slipping out would be easy. It would be a quick journey, straight to the cave and straight back, collecting a mere few small stones. As long as she had one of her precious gems to hold and carry about with her, that would be enough. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Six
 
Eva stood in the conservatory of her home on Glour's prestigious Fifth Circle, carefully dripping nara-fruit juice onto a bed of parchment strips. From beneath a neat nest of twigs emerged a questing nose, tiny, black and twitching with eager interest. She opened her thoughts to the creature, showing it images of food, and juice, and warmth. Parchment rustled as the mouse emerged, promptly sinking its small, sharp teeth into her finger. She allowed it to draw her blood along with the juice, smiling at its enthusiasm. This one would make a fine culinary assistant to an artisan chef.
She nudged the mouse back into its parchment nest and withdrew her hand. It had built itself a home in the corner of her conservatory, settling close to the glass where the silver moonlight came through particularly strongly. The mouse seemed happy, but it would be time to move it soon.
First, though, she had a bird ready to depart the nest. Just now it was hanging upside down from the roof of the conservatory; a curious posture for a bird, but then, it was called a bird only because nobody knew how else to categorise it. She coaxed it down, drawing it to her with a mixture of command and entreaty. She took the role of its mother in the bird's mind, a being to be both trusted and obeyed. The bird soared gracefully downwards, settling on Eva's shoulder, gripping her with talons that clenched and unclenched restlessly. Eva winced as those surprisingly sharp claws pierced her skin. She objected still more when it began to peck at her ear, insistent and wholly oblivious to her pain.
'I suppose that is a mark of affection, is it?' She stroked the bird's soft feathers, careful to avoid the webby membrane of its wings. She slipped her hand into a thick leather glove and held up her hand. The bird walked obligingly onto the glove, smoothing its indigo feathers nonchalantly. 
She'd taken to calling the little dringle-bird Skritch, a charitable interpretation of the effect its pacing had on the flesh of her shoulders. She was rather glad he was now ready to be delivered to his new companion-master, a herbalist living a few circles away.
She had spent the day inspecting the vast kennels the summoners kept outside the city. It was a ritual she observed every moon, even though it was years since she'd found anything to object to in the kennel masters' handling of the animals. Breeding season was approaching, and this year there was a good chance of a few new shortig pups. The species was notoriously hard to breed, and almost equally hard to track down in their native habitats in the Lower Realms. Their impressive tracking abilities made them in high demand with Vale's men, however, and he'd begged her to up the numbers available this year. Tricky, but she was certainly up to the challenge.
She was still attired in her kennel clothes, plain cottons layered against the chill in the air. She wrapped a heavy wool cloak around herself, allowing Rikbeek, her gwaystrel, to tuck himself into the folds. He availed himself of an opportunity to bite her en route, which she ignored. It was an old custom. She left the house, keeping her thoughts bent on the dringle-bird pacing up and down her glove.
It maintained its station obediently as she made her way through the streets beyond her house. Glour City was built in a series of rings, widening steadily from the nucleus of the city out to the broadest streets on the outermost edges. The innermost circles were the most prestigious: the first through to the fourth were reserved for city government offices and the manor homes - palaces, really - of its richest and most prominent inhabitants. Eva's position on the Fifth placed her among the second rank of citizens. She could have moved into the third or fourth circle years ago, taking her place among the other peers and government officials of the realm, but she liked the house she'd inherited. It made her feel a little bit closer to the father she'd lost, and the mother she'd barely known at all. 
Her destination was the house of her friend Meesa's husband, Numinar Wrobsley. A prominent and skilled herbalist, he lived on Circle Twelve in the heart of the trades quarter. Instead of situating his dwelling on the edges of the forest, as any reasonable potion maker might do, he had brought the forest to his home. The building was stacked atop tall stilts, which wasn't that unusual in Glour; many citizens liked to raise their houses a little closer to the firmament. Wrobsley's house was easily twice the height of even the tallest of the residential buildings elsewhere in the city. He had a garden spread atop the roof and he spent hours and hours up there, carefully tending the rare plants he'd had imported from the Lower Realms. He swore that the proximity to the pale moonlight kept his plants stronger and healthier than their sicklier cousins elsewhere in the city. It was as reasonable an explanation as any for his particularly potent concoctions.
Eva found him in his rooftop garden as usual, bent over pots of seedlings. He was cursing their lack of progress with an enviable fluidity, impatiently pushing his escaping strands of hair back behind his ears as they repeatedly fell forward. She noticed he was wearing mismatched colours.
'Lackadaisical monsters! Destined to grace the most delicious and marvellously effective potions in Glour and you fail to produce more than a SINGLE miserable leaf?' 
She cleared her throat. He shot upright, turned and stared at her.
'Damned laziness,' he muttered darkly.
'I can assure you, I have never trained a dringle-bird faster.' 
'Not you,' he said impatiently. He never did have much of a sense of humour, she reflected. He was far too intense for that.  His wife, on the other hand...
'It's these absurd milkleaf sprouts. Couldn't ask for a better environment, could they? Pampered like children. Food, water, moonglow, never so much as a hint of strong daylight...' He stepped forward suddenly, his face brightening as he observed the glove and the pacing bird. 'Dringle-bird, you said? Is this him? It's about time. I lost an entire crop of darsury grass to the mites not two days ago.' 
She drew off her glove and passed it to him. 'He'll respond to the whistle, every time.'
'Perfect, perfect.' Wrobsley eyed the bird. Skritch paced, fluffed his wings and clucked. Eva gave him the hunt signal, and Skritch took to the wing. Eva and Wrobsley watched as the dringle systematically combed the tubs of plants, snaring insects and mites with deft, quick snaps of his tiny beak. Wrobsley began to walk after it, selecting pots at random and inspecting the leaves. Eva knew there wouldn't be an insect left in sight.
He returned to her at length and nodded approvingly. 'Thank you. I know you don't train much anymore. Meesa will appreciate it.'
She smiled. 'Only for friends, yes. Glour Council seems to have other things for the High Summoner to do, for some reason. Where is Meesa?'
He turned back to his plants. 'Downstairs somewhere.' 
'One more thing, Numinar, if you've a moment.' He straightened up again, eyeing her impatiently. 'I've run out of the prophylactic and I need some more, fairly quickly.'
Numinar frowned. 'I don't have much. One bottle. The rylur shortage is killing me.' 
'There's a shortage?'
He led the way back down to his workroom and fell to rummaging through cupboards. 'You haven't heard? I can't get any at all at the moment.'
This was curious news. Rylur was one of the trickier plants, impossible to rear properly outside of the Lowers. That meant supply was always a problem - it had to be carefully gathered by herbalists trained in Lowers survival and excursions down there were always brief and tightly controlled. But she knew that Numinar didn't always rely on the fully legal sources. 
Numinar was throwing bottles around with a carelessness that made her wince, but nothing broke. 'All sources have dried up lately. I can't get a straight answer out of anybody as to why. Something about increased dangers.'
That dovetailed with a few odd reports she'd received recently from summoners. A few of them felt that the Lowers were growing more unstable, more difficult to navigate. She hadn't taken them too seriously; it was the sort of conclusion newer summoners often reached when they found themselves out of their depth down there. But perhaps there was something in it after all.
'Here,' said Numinar at last, shoving a bottle into her hands. 'Next batch I make is yours, okay?' He was already heading back up the stairs, anxious to return to his plants. 
'Thanks,' she said, belatedly. She didn't bother to say goodbye; she knew he wouldn't hear her. She made her way back down the cramped staircase to the lower floors.
There were no  lights anywhere in the Wrobsley home. This was not unusual; the Night Cloak had been in place for generations across the whole of Glour and the surrounding irignol forests, and the eyes of Darklanders were accustomed to the gloom. However, silvery light-spheres mimicking moonlight were popular for indoors. Eva kept some lit in her own home, and she knew that Meesa did likewise. Perhaps she was in the garden.
Eva let herself out of the house, stepping carefully through the gardens. Meesa and Numinar both would be incensed if she crushed any of their plants. She kept to the pathways between the neatly tended rows, watching for bobbing light-globes in the darkness.
She rounded the north corner of the building. There - a silver gleam announced a sphere at low ebb, bobbing hazily a few feet from the ground. She followed the little drifting beacon, calling her friend's name.
No answer greeted her, nor sign of movement. She caught up with the globe, dousing its light by tucking it inside her cloak. She stood still, searching the darkness.
'Rikbeek,' she murmured, opening her cloak. 'Search for me.' She pictured Meesa for him, offering an image made up of movement and sound. The gwaystrel sneezed in protest, but stretched out his webby wings and took flight.
Within a few minutes she caught the faint sound of Rikbeek's signal. She walked in the direction of his call, puzzled. He was using his warning sound. How could that be?
'Stop pranking me, you little beast,' she grumbled. 'Just because you didn't want to be disturbed-'
She stopped speaking. Her nose was registering a new scent: sharp, wrong. She tensed, her heart suddenly thudding.
An inert, dark shape lay on the darker ground. She released the light-globe, its feeble glow lightening the gloom by a few shades.
Meesa lay among the crushed remains of blooming milkleaf plants. She was barely recognisable, her upturned face displaying long gashes running from her temple to her chin. Deep wounds latticed the flesh, blood still glistening wet and red in the low light. Her flesh was cleaved through, glimpses of pale bone visible beneath the shredded meat. 
Eva clenched her jaw against a desire to retch. She knelt resolutely, searching for signs of life. Nothing. 
It occurred to her that the fresh wounds indicated a very recent demise. Was Meesa's attacker still nearby? She leapt to her feet and tried to listen, both with her ears and her summoner senses. Her heart thumped wildly, rushing blood drowning other sounds, but she felt the imprint of an alien beast's mind not far away. Too close.
As Rikbeek crowed and dived, Eva caught a glimpse of movement near the ground to her right. Pale eyes gleamed coldly in the darkness. She backed away, horrified, unable to look away from those icy orbs. Seconds passed. Then the blue-lit eyes winked out, and the presence vanished. She breathed, then turned, stumbling in her haste to reach the house. 
Numinar's reaction was swift. He didn't wait to ask questions; he merely tore outside, leaving Eva to follow at a slower pace. She stepped into the street and accosted the first person she met, a young man who she sent hurtling away to fetch help. Returning to the garden, she found Numinar on his knees in the mud and spilled blood. He didn't move as she approached, didn't make a single sound. She took up a station nearby, trying not to look at Meesa's poor ruined body, unwilling to disturb Numinar.
Lord Vale was quick to arrive, with his boys in tow. He marched through the garden, heedless of the plants he was crushing underfoot. Reaching Eva, he wrapped her in a brief embrace.
'Take Wrobsley inside,' he murmured. He bent to speak to Numinar, though she didn't hear what he said. Numinar blinked and stood up dazedly. He allowed himself to be led indoors. She had to guide him carefully to prevent him from falling over anything. Behind her she heard Vale barking orders to his men. 
A little later, Eva sat tucked into a corner in the Wrobsley's front parlour, slumped rather inelegantly into a wing-backed chair with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. She was still shivering with shock, and no amount of blankets could warm her chilled frame.
Numinar Wrobsley sat nearby. He hadn't spoken a word in the last half hour. Eva glanced at him from time to time, alarmed at the pasty hue of his face, the way his pale eyes stared without seeing. She could do nothing for him. They waited, together yet separated by immeasurable distance, as Vale's team conducted their investigations.
Eva finally roused herself as Meesa's body was brought in. Her stomach turned over anew at the sight of her friend's poor stricken body, her blood drying in crusted patches of rust-red. There was so much of it, staining her face, her neck, her torso. All her clothes were soaked through with it. She was laid gently on the table, her limbs arranged in as much a semblance of repose as possible. Vale drew a sheet over her ruined face, casting Eva a quick glance of sympathy. 
Wrobsley's reverie was broken, too. He watched fixedly as his wife's body was laid out. Eva expected some reaction from him: tears, rage, despair. Instead he observed the proceedings almost expressionlessly, as if his ability to feel anything was temporarily suspended. It was far more terrible to watch than any explosion of grief. Eva looked away.
One of Meesa's arms had slipped from beneath the sheet. Her right hand was blood-soaked but undamaged. Eva felt tears prickling at the backs of her eyes at last, looking at that lifeless hand, those clever fingers forever stilled. She stood up, letting the blanket drop onto her chair, and gently lifted Meesa's hand. She was going to restore it to the scant dignity of the sheet covering, but she stopped, her eyes narrowing. 
Last time she had seen her friend, her pretty white hands had been adorned with rings. The most prized of these, her beautiful new istore piece, had occupied the third finger of her right hand. The bloodied fingers Eva now held were bare. 
She gently tucked Meesa's arm beneath the sheet, then moved around the table. Meesa's left hand was bare of jewellery as well.
Meesa's voice echoed in her thoughts. I shan't take it off my finger. She'd grinned as she said it, full of her usual good humour, but Eva felt sure she'd meant it. Where was the ring?
'Numinar.'
He twisted his head towards her, but he didn't seem to be seeing her. She sat beside him, picking up his hands in her own, and looked full into his face.
'Numinar, this is important. Did Meesa take off her ring?'
'What?' His lips moved soundlessly; she divined the word from the shape his mouth made.
'The istore ring, the one you bought for her. Did she remove it? Did she store it somewhere?'
'She says she won't ever take it off.'
'I know, but-' Eva shook her head. She wasn't getting through to him. It was clear enough, though, that he knew nothing about the disappearance of Meesa's ring.
Vale poked his head around the door frame. 'I'd like a few words, Mr. Wrobsley, if I may.'
Eva crossed to him, shaking her head warningly. She pulled him out into the hallway, pulling the door to behind her.
'He's in deep shock,' she said. 'He's barely hearing anything I say to him. Eyde, listen.' She told him the story of Meesa's istore ring, sparing no details.
'I don't think she would have taken it off, especially not so soon,' she finished. 'I think your men should search the house, see if they can find the ring. If not, then - then it's possible her death had something to do with it.' She took a breath. 'Nobody ever found out who stole my ring, did they?'
'No. We found nothing.'
She nodded. 'Also, I - I saw something, when I found Meesa's body.'
'I was coming to ask you about that, actually. Did you see the attacker?'
'I think so. Parts of it. Thin frame, black hide, pale eyes. Not a native of the Seven - definitely a Lowers beast.'
'It's hard to be sure of that, Eva. What of Orlind?'
Eva sighed. Unlike the other six realms, Orlind was almost completely closed to outsiders. It was difficult to determine whether it was even inhabited, and Glour's libraries could offer nothing but theories and speculation about what lay behind the wall of mountains that separated it from Irbel. 'I can't answer that question. Maybe it came out of Orlind - somehow - but my belief is that it's not of the Seven.'
Vale nodded. 'I trust your instincts. Do you know what it was?'
She hesitated. 'I have... a theory. Maybe. I need to look into it.'
Vale nodded. 'All right. Let me know what you find out.'
There came a violent knocking at the door, a hammering repeated with frantic urgency. Eva exchanged a look with Vale.
'Probably family,' said Vale. 'We need to keep everyone out of here for now. My boys aren't finished yet.'
'Moment. I'll get it.' Eva stepped resolutely to the door, suffering a stab of trepidation. To whom was she to break the news?
But when she opened the door, a young man in the uniform of the Investigative Office stood there, breathing hard.
'Looking for the Chief,' he gasped.
Vale strode forward. 'Bensley. What is it?'
'Another death reported, sir, on Circle Eleven. Saudran Iritan. Some kind of beast attack.'
'Right.' Vale turned to Eva, looking grim. He kissed her perfunctorily on the forehead, squeezing her arms gently. 'Go home,' he said. 'Please.'
She shook her head. 'I am staying with Numinar. He shouldn't be left alone.'
He nodded. 'Just be careful when you leave.' 
'Eyde. Find out if Iritan had any taste for jewellery.' Vale gave her a quick nod of understanding, collecting up several of his men with swift orders. They left in a knot of uniforms. Eva sighed as the door shut behind them. Only two remained, charged with the removal of Meesa's body. Eva watched sadly as the silent form of her friend was taken out of the house. 
She returned to Numinar. He sat where she had left him, still silent and unresponsive. She sat down beside him, took one of his hands gently in hers, and prepared to wait.
 
***
 
The reports reached her the next day. She had remained with Numinar throughout the moonlit hours and on, as the moon disappeared and the Night Cloak shrouded Glour. She had at last persuaded him to rest; he'd responded like a man half asleep, and needed all of her help even to find his way to bed. Her own rest must wait until she reached home.
She travelled home via public carriage, half hoping to find Vale waiting for her. Instead she found a note, addressed to her in Vale's handwriting. She could barely focus on it to read the words.
 
Eva,
 
Three deaths overnight. Iritan had an istore necklace. Alen Marstry, the third victim, had an istore circlet. Both pieces missing. Both attacked by some kind of beast. Also found three recent reports of jewellery thefts beside yours, all istore. Looking into it. See you at moonset.
 
Eva shivered, suddenly feeling fervently glad that her ring had merely been stolen. Her mind obligingly showed her Meesa's poor ruined face once again, reminding her of the hideous quantity of blood that stained her shredded clothing. Eva had no trouble picturing herself in that position, her own istore ring conspicuously absent from her blood-covered hand. 
Stop that, she told herself sharply. She folded the note, tucking it into her sash. Firmly banishing all thought of tiredness, she left the house again, this time heading for the Bulletin Office.
Within half an hour of her arrival, a new announcement was spreading throughout the bulletin boards across the city. 
 
All examples of the substance known as "istore" are to be turned in at the Investigative Offices immediately. Continued possession of these items is known to place the owner in EXTREME peril. Act at once.
 
An hour later, five dark-winged birds took to the sky, bearing urgent messages across the realms.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
Three guards had been assigned to protect Llandry's house. They arrived in the early eventide, all youngish men in light armour with weapons strapped to their uniforms. The prospect of having to speak to these grim-faced people was enough to close Llandry's throat on the spot, but fortunately they were not much inclined to talk. They took her mother's instructions silently, taking up positions at her front door, the back door and outside the largest window. When her parents had gone she wandered the house for a time, feeling as though she was under siege. 
As the strong light of day began to fade, she suffered some doubts. Her mother's fears may seem exaggerated to her, but they were not unjustified. What if someone still lay in wait for her? Were they really gone? She shouldn't be so willing to endanger herself for the sake of a gem. She hovered near her kitchen window, nibbling at a fingernail. The proximity of her guards didn't prevent her escape: if she was careful she could slip out without being seen by the man at the rear door. But should she?
What it was about the istore that drove her, she couldn't say. But nonetheless it did. Pursuit or not, she would go. Besides, tomorrow she would release the location of the cave and her part in the matter would be over. It wouldn't matter if she was followed today.
Her mind made up, she slid silently out of the window. Her stature was a source of embarrassment to her under normal circumstances; the winged citizens of Glinnery were not typically very tall as a race, but she was particularly diminutive. Now she blessed her size, her slight figure easily fitting through the frame. She pulled herself up onto the roof and lay silently for a moment, listening. Below her stood a silent guard. He had positioned himself directly before the narrow wood-and-rope bridge that connected her dwelling with her neighbour. She watched as he took a few paces onto the bridge, looked around himself, then paced back to his original station. He hadn't seen her. 
Llandry waited until a passing cloud bank cast a misty grey shadow over the forest, then she silently took to the skies. She flew low, keeping beneath the cover of the glissenwol caps, trusting to their wide trunks and blankets of draping vines to conceal her movements. There was no sign of pursuit on the ground or in the air behind her, and she relaxed. She flew south and east, making for the vicinity of the border into the Darklands. Eventually she saw the darkened skies of Glour looming ahead of her and she began her descent, landing gently in the thick mosses wet from the day's rain.
She paused, disorientated. The surroundings were familiar: clusters of entwined glissenwol formed a tangled wall stretching away to her left, crowded with an obscuring thicket of ferns and moss. The path to her cave lay behind this mass of foliage, she knew the route perfectly. But the opaque darkness of Glour loomed close, too close. It should be a dark mass on the horizon. Instead, the eventide light was abruptly cut off and plunged into shadow barely one hundred feet ahead of her. Had she flown off course? She stepped forward warily, scanning her surroundings for familiar landmarks.
She stepped softly towards the wall of twining trees, twisted easily between the glissenwol trunks, ducked to avoid the hanging vines. The path was slightly overgrown, but unmistakeable; this was the same route she had passed through many times before. Her cave lay two hundred feet ahead, through the overgrown passageway and into the grassier space beyond. 
Now that passage lay under shadow.
Llandry walked forward until she stood with the tips of her red boots on the very edge of the divide. The transformation from light to darkness was abrupt: the air blurred into dusk for a mere few feet and then the solid darkness of the night took over. The moon was up, silvering the land below, but with her Daylander eyes it was a strain to see into the darkness that cloaked the forest ahead of her. She could just make out the outlines of half-grown, pale glissenwol caps shrouded in palpable darkness. Starved of light, they were already fading, their shining pale trunks turning sickly, the vibrancy draining from their crumbling caps. 
Anxious, Llandry flexed her wings. Then she sat, wrapping her arms around her drawn-up knees.
'What do you make of that, Siggy?' she murmured. Sigwide stared up at her with wide, trusting eyes, his long body quivering either with tension or excitement. Llandry lifted him into her lap, stroking his short silver-grey fur soothingly.
'I don't think it's a good sign, either,' she agreed. 
She could not see the entrance to her cave, which meant that the hillock beneath which it lay must now be situated some distance into the gloom. Raised as she had been under the perpetual light of Glinnery, Llandry had no night vision at all. Could she even find the way to her cave? What would she find there if she did? The spread of the Night Cloak may have quite another cause, but Llandry felt a settled dread that its expansion into the vicinity of her cave was no accident.
She ought to return home. She had other work to do; if this was a mere mistake, it was a boundary problem that would soon be resolved. But tomorrow she would be restored to her parents' house, under her mother's constant, concerned scrutiny, and there would be no further opportunity to return. If she wanted her istore, it would have to be done now. In its natural environment, the stone emitted its own light, illuminating the interior of the cave; all she had to do was find her way to the entrance. Surely she knew it well enough to find her way there blinded.
Sigwide's trembling had calmed. She gently placed him on the floor and stood up.
'Stay here, Sig.' The orting sat obediently on his haunches and blinked at her, his black nose testing the air.
Llandry tucked her long hair more firmly under her cap and checked her tools, hidden away inside her cloak. Then, resolutely, she stepped into the gloom.
Immediately the air changed. The gentle warmth of Glinnery faded, replaced by a soothing coolness. The sounds of Glinnery forest receded as thoroughly as though a thick wall divided her from the glissenwol canopy. This was no illusion, then; she truly stood in Glour territory.
She strode forward a few paces and stopped, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. She stood silently for some minutes, her sensitive ears alert. No sound broke the silence of the night. She moved ahead, stepping lightly through the crisp, dying moss that still carpeted the floor. She proceeded slowly and carefully, using her hands to warn her of obstacles. She trusted her instincts to guide her, walking in what she hoped was the accustomed direction. 
A flicker of movement caught her attention. She paused, ignoring a ripple of nervousness. 
It's only the dark. Darkness cannot hurt me.
She moved ahead again, lifting her chin, trying to generate a feeling of confidence. She had made it most of the way there. The cave must be within fifty feet or so of her location, if her instincts had guided her well. 
But then came the sharp sound of twigs cracking underfoot - the sounds of another person, or large animal, walking some way ahead. She froze, unwilling to meet a Darklander out here, groping her way through territory that had become unfamiliar. How could she possibly explain what she was doing, a Daylander creeping through the darkness without a light? She stood perfectly still, listening hard. Her straining eyes discerned a lean shape a foot or so before her, the outline of a beast's narrow head and long, powerful legs. In the darkness she could gain no clearer impression of the creature, except that it must be large. Movement flashed perilously close to her face. 
She knew instinctively that this was no native of Glour. Never had she heard of such a creature, with flesh as black as night, almost as tall at the shoulder as she was. She began to retreat, moving as fast as she dared. 
A mistake. The movement incited the beast: it tensed and sprang. Its weight barrelled into her and she fell, gasping. The creature turned and lunged for her again; she rolled instinctively, but not fast enough: searing pain exploded in her arm as long claws ripped easily through her flesh. She twisted away and launched herself to her feet, then into the air. Flying in the darkness was a danger in itself: repeatedly she swerved only just in time to avoid colliding  with trees that loomed suddenly out of the darkness. Behind her she could hear the creature crashing through the undergrowth, easily keeping pace with her.
Light blossomed ahead of her and she burst into Glinnery's woods, weak with relief as her eyes showed her a coherent picture once more. Flexing her wings, she began to climb higher into the skies, aiming for home.
Then a small grey shape below caught her eye. Sigwide! He was prone to wandering, but now the blessed animal still sat obediently where she'd left him, waiting patiently for her return. She cursed faintly and dived, scooping up the orting. Beating her wings hard, she fought to climb back into the skies but she wasn't fast enough: claws raked over her back, tearing through her clothes and tracing deep lines of fire across her skin. She was knocked to the ground, pain-blinded and losing strength. She had fallen on the wrong side of the divide and lay again in darkness. 
Eyes flashed in the gloom, icy-pale and merciless. The beast growled. Desperate, she forced herself to her feet and threw herself into the air, trusting to her wings to catch the wind and carry her aloft. She expected any moment to feel claws in her flesh again, expected to be dragged back down to earth. But to her intense relief she rose and rose, speeding away from the border and back towards the city of Waeverleyne. 
Sigwide was still cradled to her chest. He was screaming in distress, the sounds shattering the calm she tried to draw around herself. His grey fur was soaked in blood, and for a horrified second she thought he was injured. Then she realised the blood was her own; her left arm was shredded, pouring blood. The extent of the injury sent a shock of terror through her; gritting her teeth, she fought it down. If she could only keep going for another few minutes, she would reach her mother's house - or somebody who could convey her there. 
But moments later dizziness engulfed her and her sight blurred. She felt herself falling. She landed hard, the impact sending waves of pain through her body. Sigwide fell from her weakened arms. She lay for a moment, half-stunned, then drew a deep breath, pulling herself carefully into a sitting position. She examined her arm.
Five long gashes ran from shoulder to elbow, deep and ugly. Blood flowed in alarming quantity, coating her skin in sticky, warm redness. She flexed her hand gingerly, breathing deeply to ward away the faintness. Pain scorched from her shoulder to her fingertips and she gasped.
She felt the gentle touch of Sigwide's nose against her knee. The orting gazed at her with his liquid eyes wide. She stroked his fur with her good hand, and gathered him up.
'Onward, and... fast.' She spoke through gritted teeth. Sigwide stuck his nose into her ear as she moved on again, trying to hold her wounded arm immobile. She swayed as faintness again threatened to overwhelm her. Sigwide settled himself against her neck, uttering a rough, grumbling purr.
Llandry took another three steps and stopped. The world blurred and her vision clouded with fog. She swayed, and Sigwide squeaked with alarm as he tumbled out of her limp arms. She fell.
 
***
 
Llandry woke beneath layers of blankets in a bed that was not her own. She frowned, confused, blinking in the low light of a bedside globe. Her arm throbbed painfully when she tried to move, so she lay still. 
'Llandry?' Her mother's voice, muted and filled with concern. Llandry recognised the room now: the bedchamber in her mother's tree where she had slept as a child. It still flourished with the forest's most colourful fungi, well tended in neat clay pots. 
Soft footsteps sounded, then her mother's face bent over her.
'Ah - you are awake.' There was relief mingled with fear in Ynara's voice. She peeled back the covers gently. Llandry glanced down at her arm reluctantly, afraid of what she might see. The pain was so excessive, she felt as though half of her arm was missing.
It wasn't. Her arm lay inert but whole, swaddled in bandages. Clouds of blood marred the white cloth in several places, alarmingly red. Ynara's lips twisted in sympathy. Llandry felt curiously detached as she watched her flesh bleed. 
'Keep still, love,' said her mother. Her face vanished from Llandry's line of sight, her footsteps rapidly receding. Llandry had no intention of moving. Was it possible for a limb to spontaneously detach itself? It felt possible. Maybe it ought to be encouraged: at least it would stop hurting.
Ynara returned, and set a steaming cup to her daughter's lips. The scent was familiar: litorn mushroom, but stronger than she'd ever tasted before. She drank, and the pain gradually began to recede.
Ynara allowed a few minutes to pass before carefully rebandaging her daughter's arm. Llandry lay quietly until it was done, her mind busy. She recalled the black claws, the ice-coloured eyes in the darkness, the sudden, searing pain in her arm...
'Where's Sigwide?' Her voice sounded strange, distant and annoyingly feeble.
'In the kitchen. I left him with a whole bucket of food, so he's quite happy.'
'Was he hurt?'
'No; he's quite well.'
Llandry relaxed slightly. 'Thanks, Ma.'
Ynara tucked the blankets carefully around Llandry's chin. She was smiling, but her eyes were anxious.
'He was curled up on your stomach when you were found. Apparently he would hardly let anyone near you.'
Llandry smiled too. 'That's my Siggy.' A thought occurred to her, distantly. It took a while to work its way to the fore. She waited patiently as her mother busied herself with collecting the discarded bandages and cup.
'Ma. Should the Night Cloak change?'
'Change how, love?'
'Spread. Swallow parts of Glinnery.'
'I've never heard of that before.' 
Llandry nodded drowsily. 'Well, that's what happened.'
Ynara frowned. 'And what else, love?'
'Don't know,' she said hazily. Her mind wouldn't co-operate; she felt like she was swimming through fog. 'Something else in there. Shadowy,' she added helpfully. 
'All right, love. We'll talk of it when you've rested a bit more.' She placed a kiss on Llandry's brow and moved away.
'Aren't you angry with me, Ma?'
Her mother sighed deeply. 'I ought to be. But no. I am far too relieved that you're alive.' Llandry was distantly aware of her standing on the other side of the room, smiling down at her. 'Get some sleep, Llan.' She left, closing the door quietly behind her.
Llandry slept.
 
***
 
Next time she woke, she opened her eyes to see her mother sitting in a chair nearby, reading a book. She looked up when Llandry stirred, and smiled.
'I was hoping you'd wake soon. Are you hungry?'
Llandry sat up slowly, horrified by the stiffness in her body and the pain in her arm and back. 'Not even a tiny bit hungry.'
'You must eat, Llan. You lost a lot of blood. Take some soup.' A set of dishes was arranged over Llandry's bedside table. Ynara lifted the lid of one, releasing a fragrant aroma of mushroom broth. The smell alone was enough to turn Llandry's stomach, but she took the bowl and obediently applied herself to eating. Ynara waited patiently, watching the progress of Llandry's spoon as she painfully consumed half the bowl. Then she set it aside.
'Ma?'
'Yes, love.'
'You said I was "found".'
'Yes, only just in time. You were in a bad way, love.'
'What happened? I remember that I fell out of the sky.'
A male voice spoke in deep, rather melodious tones: certainly not her father. 'I found you.' 
Llandry stiffened, peeking over her blankets. A stranger stood in the doorway, carrying Sigwide in his arms. The orting looked offensively unconcerned at his predicament; in fact he seemed quite at home in this intruder's embrace. 
'May I come in?' The man looked first at Ynara and then at Llandry.
'For a minute,' her mother said, waving him in. 'Don't tire her.'
'I'm already tired,' Llandry said, trying to focus on this new person. She received a vague impression of dark hair and paler skin than was commonly seen in Glinnery. Darklands pale. But he didn't seem to suffer in the light. He approached Llandry's bed, gently placing the orting onto the covers. She noticed he avoided her injured side.
'I arrived late yesterday,' he said, chuckling as Sigwide ducked under her blanket and burrowed determinedly down to her feet. 'I found you unconscious in the moss, with that little demon sitting guard over you. He actually bit me when I tried to pick you up.' 
Llandry lay unmoving, silent with discomfort. The presence of a stranger was unwelcome at any time, and still more so when she lay, prone and injured and barely conscious. She wished her mother had not let him in, then swiftly chided herself for her ingratitude.
'We haven't met,' she managed. She felt she ought to say more, but the words didn't come.
'I'm a friend of your mother's,' he said comfortably. 'I could hardly fail to realise who you were. You could've been Ynara herself, except for the colour of your wings.'
Llandry's eyes flicked to her mother's face. It was true about the resemblance, superficially anyway: Ynara's honey-brown skin, wavy black hair and grey eyes were echoed in her daughter's colouring. But to suggest that they were virtually identical was meaningless flattery. Llandry's features may be similar to her mother's, but something about their arrangement fell far short of the perfect symmetry of Ynara's. Llandry was perfectly aware that she looked plain next to her mother: that the similarities were striking but that the differences were equally so. She glowered darkly at him, refusing to make any effort to speak. Sigwide had worked his way back up to her chest, winding himself into a tight, sleeping ball of fur, and she occupied herself with stroking his soft head. 
The man either didn't notice or refused to take the hint. He continued to stare at her - probably wondering how Ynara's features could be so poorly transposed onto her daughter's face. The notion made her uncomfortable and she shrank beneath her blankets, wincing as the lacerations on her back sang with pain. Divining Llandry's thoughts, her mother touched the stranger on the shoulder.
'Dev, Llandry should sleep now.'
'Dev?' Llandry's eyes returned to the man's face, too weak to phrase the questions that bloomed in her mind. He smiled and extended a hand, then remembered her arm and dropped it again.
'Devary Kant, of Nimdre,' he said. 'We'll meet properly later, no doubt.' Her heart sank a little. Obviously he intended to stay a while. She made no move as Devary Kant nodded pleasantly to her and left the room.
'Sleep, love.' Ynara paused to brush a lock of hair away from Llandry's eyes and then left as well, closing the door quietly behind her.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eight
 
The pale moon rose high over Glour. It was almost full today, and cast a strong silvered glow down upon the buildings of the city; but its coveted radiance could offer little comfort to the citizens of Glour. Rumours swept the city streets, whispers of black beasts with the eyes of winter stalking through the houses on silent paws. The bulletin boards continued to issue their sedate, government warnings of danger. Privately printed news sheets offered more lurid accounts of the events of the past two days. Some thoughtfully included artists' impressions of the three deceased, heavy on the blood content. The mood across Glour was tense.
Eva Glostrum sat shivering in the city library. It was a vast building, so of course it was cold. After hours of crouching miserably in her chair trying to ignore the freezing drafts, she felt like a block of ice. At her left elbow rested a stack of the dailies, all hysterically reporting a great deal of misinformation. At her right lay a leaning mountain of books hurriedly pulled from the library shelves. She had been studying throughout the darkest hours, poring over all the oldest texts on the shelves until her eyes were stinging with tiredness and her fingers coated with dust and ink. She had worked her way steadily through all the tales of the old days - days before the Summoners' Board had been formed, when creatures of all kinds had roamed the Seven Realms untamed, unrecorded and uncontrollable. 
She had read of gloeremes, finruks, gludrais and the inalo, fearsome beasts long banished from the Middles. She copied drawings of the caomdir, the cluine and the ulenath, creatures occasionally sighted in the Lowers but never above. Even the gwaystrel made its appearance between the pages, once a common sight and now so rare. Some of these beasts bore similarities to the creature she had seen, enough to give her a faint flicker of hope; but none perfectly fit the features she recalled so clearly.
By moonset she was miserably frozen, appallingly tired and in a deeply poor temper. But she forced herself to keep reading. Glour needed answers to this mystery, and besides: as long as she kept her mind fixed on the task at hand, she couldn't sit and dwell, uselessly and destructively, on the events of last night. Meesa's face flickered through her thoughts hour after hour, chilling her with a new thrill of horror every time she recalled her glassy eyes and blood-soaked hair. Each time she pushed the thoughts ruthlessly away and refocused her tired mind on the texts before her.
She was avoiding the truth, of course. Legend had it that the Board of Summoners had been founded several generations ago because of one particular beast; one animal too powerful to be controlled, too independent to be mesmerised, too violent to be safely approached. It was these qualities that made them popular as companions: their strength, their impressive physique and those chilling wintry eyes were more effective deterrents than even the most ferocious of guard dogs. But they caused havoc, repeatedly evading the control of their handlers and wreaking terrific damage whenever they succeeded in freeing themselves from command. The whurthag was the first name placed on the list of forbidden summons. The penalties for bringing banned beasts through from the Lowers were harsh. 
Nobody had defied the ban in living memory. There was no incentive to do so: if the summoner managed to evade the punishments imposed by the Board, then sooner or later they would fall prey to the ferocity of the whurthag. No sane summoner would risk being torn apart by their own companion. The Board of Summoners in Glour took great care to ensure that their trained summoners were stable, responsible people, and she knew that the corresponding organisations in Orstwych and Ullarn did likewise. Nobody, then, would be crazy enough to pull a whurthag through. 
So she told herself. Working steadily through all the oldest Catalogues of Beasts, she left the entries for whurthag until last, certain - hoping hard - that she would find an alternative explanation, some other label to place upon the thing she'd seen at the Wrobsley house. But deep down, she knew she was fooling herself.
At length, she found she had worked through every entry in every catalogue, and she'd found nothing that struck her as sufficiently similar to her memory of the creature that had killed Meesa. She could go on fooling herself - doubting the evidence of her own eyes and ears - but she had wasted enough time. She took a long breath and turned over the pages of the oldest Catalogue of Beasts, a book that dated back to before the founding of the Board. There it was, under "W": whurthag. Several paragraphs of spidery text were scrawled adjacent to an artist's impression of the creature. She recognised it immediately.
There were the sharp angles, the night-black pelt, the eyes of frozen winter. The whurthag's claws, rendered in artistic detail, filled her with renewed horror. She recollected too well the glint of cool moonlight off those razor edges as the beast had crouched in the darkness. 
She stifled her growing sense of dread, drawing several deep breaths to calm herself. She copied the pages slowly and neatly, drawing a quick, precise sketch of the whurthag as it appeared upon the page. Then she left the library, travelling rapidly to the city council chambers with the book tucked under her arm.
 
***
 
Eva was immediately admitted to Guardian Troste's office. The Guardian was at work, her fierce black eyes intent on the paperwork before her. She put it aside as Eva entered, her brow creasing with concern.
'Lady Glostrum. Not more bad news, I hope.'
'Terrifically bad, I'm afraid.'
Troste's lips twitched. 'By all means, break it to me gently.'
Eva placed the book on the Guardian's desk, opening it to the page she had bookmarked with a scrap of paper.
'This is what was roaming the city streets the night before last.'
The Guardian needed no explanation. She drew in a sharp breath, and Eva noticed her hand shake slightly as she smoothed down the page.
'I won't ask if you're sure; you clearly are.'
'Unfortunately.'
Troste looked up, closing the book briskly. 'Very well. What does our High Summoner suggest?'
'It's said that there's no reliable way to battle the whurthag. Their speed defies attack: they can be killed, but only at great cost to the attacker. The best way to deal with them is to banish them back to the Lowers.'
Troste closed her eyes briefly. 'Tell me something, Eva. What's happening here? Has somebody foolishly brought a whurthag through a gate and lost control over it? Are these random attacks we're seeing? Or worse?'
'I fear worse.' Eva quickly related her theory about the ring, including Vale's reported findings. 'I fear the whurthag is - at present - under someone's control. The attacks are targeted. But if legend is to be believed, the whurthag's handler won't keep it under control for long. Then we'll start seeing those random attacks. We need to find it and dispose of it, now.'
Troste nodded. 'Fine. What do you need?'
'I've already issued a summons to the guild. I'm going to need some sorcerers to open gates. I'd appreciate an armed escort for each group: not to attack the whurthag, they mustn't do that, but to deal with its handler. If we find him or her.'
'All right. I'll get Angstrun here.' 
 
Lord Angstrun arrived within minutes. He marched in unceremoniously, all impressive height, thunderous brow and a stare to turn the moon blue.
'Is this one of those real emergencies? Not one of the fake ones you lot like to use to keep us on our toes-'
'Yes, Darae. Sit down, please.'
Angstrun strode back to the door and stuck his head around it. 
'Bring my letters in here, will you.' Troste's secretary appeared at the door with a stack of papers. She handed them to Angstrun and immediately retreated, as if Angstrun were a ferocious dog best kept at a distance. Eva chuckled inwardly. She could understand the temptation to view him that way. It was said in the city that Angstrun, the foremost sorcerer in Glour, bathed in moonglow every night and drank refined essence of starine with his breakfast. It wasn't too hard to believe.
Angstrun sat heavily in a chair opposite to Guardian Troste, nodding absently at Eva on his way past. He sat amid a growing pile of paper, tearing through his letters as Troste explained Eva's errand. His head shot up at the word whurthag, and he stared first at the Guardian and then at Eva.
'All right,' he said at last. 'Genuine emergency. I get it.'
'Lady Glostrum is going to need some sorcerers, Darae. Some of your best. She'll need gates opened and closed with as much efficiency as possible. Get some who don't scare easily, please.'
'Right.' Angstrun stood up, but he did not depart immediately. 'How did it get here? I mean, I've never heard of a whurthag coming through a rogue gate.'
'No,' said Eva. 'It was probably brought through deliberately.' She briefly recounted the connection between the whurthag and the istore stone. Angstrun's very black brows lifted as he listened.
'That cursed "istore" nonsense is more trouble than it's worth,' he grunted.
'That remains to be seen,' Eva replied. 'Apparently somebody thinks it's worth a great deal of trouble.' 
'No time to waste, Angstrun,' the Guardian interjected. 'Sorcerers, please.'
'Er, right.' He crossed to the door, which abruptly swung open before he reached it. Troste's secretary stood timidly in the doorway, clutching a rolled message.
'For your lordship,' she said, thrusting the message at Angstrun. 'Marked urgent.' She all but ran out of the room.
'It never stops,' muttered Angstrun, unfolding the note. He read quickly, then tossed the paper at Troste.
'Another emergency for you. Hope you're in the mood for them today.'
Eva glanced enquiringly at Angstrun. He glowered at her as if it was her fault.
'Missive from Glinnery. Someone's fucked about with the Night Cloak. Has to be one of my aides; nobody else could've had the right access to it, or the right skills. Seems someone thought it'd be fun to eat parts of Glinnery.' He rolled his eyes. 'They're sending a bloody delegation. Someone remind me why I took this job.'
'Because you're good at it, Darae,' said the Guardian absently. 'This is your fire to put out, I'm afraid. But get Eva some help first.'
Angstrun left, muttering a string of words that was, fortunately, just about inaudible. 
Troste finished reading the note and looked up at Eva. 'Apparently someone wandered into the Night Cloak - the part that was moved - and ran into an unidentified beast. Black, big, strange eyes.' She handed Eva the paper. 'By the sounds of it, that was either before or at about the same time that the attacks occurred in the city. But it might be a place to start.'
Eva glanced at the hasty map drawn on the paper. The location of the whurthag attack was clearly marked: southwest of the city, in territory that ought to be Daylands.  
'Thank you,' Eva murmured, her quick mind already formulating a plan for the search. 'May I take this?'
'Of course.' Guardian Troste sighed, looking suddenly older. 'They always told me there'd be days like this,' she said. 'Though I think this beats all. We just need giants coming down out of the skies and my week will be perfect.' 
Eva smiled wryly. 'Can't say I'm enjoying it very much myself.'
'Oh, that's right. Meesa Wrobsley was a friend, wasn't she? I'm sorry, Eva.'
Eva rose briskly to her feet, waving a hand dismissively. 'Well. To work.'
 
***
 
It took two hours to assemble Eva's teams of summoners. By that time, Angstrun's sorcerers had arrived - eight of them, constituting most of Glour's best. Eva sorted them into groups and sent them off, tasked with searching Glour city and the surrounding forest in sections. The whurthag had been seen in multiple locations already: in theory it could be anywhere. 
Her own group consisted of another summoner, a sorcerer, and two armed city guards. Roys Alin was her summoner companion, a woman older than Eva with unshakeable nerves and a strong natural ability for beast management. Her abilities combined with Eva's should be a match for a single whurthag, or so Eva hoped. All they had to do was dominate its will long enough to send it through the gate. 
The sorcerer was a younger man, very tall, with longish dark hair. Eva didn't recognise him. His features and the green colour of his eyes suggested some Orstwych blood somewhere back in his family tree. He seemed curiously relaxed given the nature of the task at hand.
'Pitren Warvel,' he introduced himself, offering Eva a courteous bow. 'It's a pleasure to meet the High Summoner.'
She inclined her head in response. 'How terribly formal. Do call me Lady Glostrum.'
She detected a faint twinkle of amusement in his eyes as he straightened up. Good.
'Of course, your ladyship. Please call me Tren.'
'Tren?'
He shrugged. 'It is a nickname as good as any.'
'Fair enough. Shall we depart? It's going to be a long day.'
Eva released Rikbeek. The gwaystrel flew up in a straight line, disappearing into the darkness. She knew he would keep pace with them, scanning their surroundings in organised circles. Gwaystrels were talented scouts; they could fly tirelessly for long distances on their webby black wings, and since they observed with sound and hearing rather than with their eyes, it was difficult to hide from them. This one was trained to warn Eva in a variety of ways if he encountered trouble. 
Tren watched intently as Rikbeek disappeared into the trees. 'Is that a gwaystrel? I thought nobody could catch those things anymore.'
'Mere chance,' she said. 'I was larking about in the Lowers - unattended, of course - during my irresponsible twenties. Rikbeek all but flew into my face. He'd damaged a wing somehow. By the time he was fit to fly, we had made friends.' She paused. 'As much as is possible for that little monster.'
Tren lifted his brows. 'Nice story. I'm twenty-five, by the way.' 
'Oh? Well, never mind. I'm sure you're mature for your age.'
'Tremendously.'
'Well, we'll see. Let's get to work.'
Their quota was the south-west sector of the city and forest, marked clearly on the hand-drawn map that Roys carried. Eva had deliberately kept one of the most able summoners with her, knowing that they would be entering territory where the whurthag had been recently sighted. The group mounted up on the outskirts of the city, taking to nivvenback to explore the forest. They travelled for some time in near silence, each intent on the search. Eva kept her mind on Rikbeek, scanning his thoughts from time to time and listening for his signals. None came. 
Eva loved the forest at this time of year. The glostrel trees were in leaf, their pale foliage stark against the dark shapes of their trunks and branches. Interspersed with these were the black irignol trees, ever leafless, but decked with gleaming lichens. Moonlight filtered down through the branches, dappling the dark forest floor with patches of silvery light. The atmosphere was tranquil, calm; Eva found it hard to believe that something as terrifying as a whurthag may be stalking through the trees not far away. 
Rikbeek's call came at last, startling her out of her appreciative reverie. It was the same sound he'd made when he had found Meesa's body. Eva reined in her nivven, motioning to the others to do the same. She dismounted, moving slowly and quietly. She followed Rikbeek's call a few paces to the south, Tren and Roys falling in behind her. The two guards circled out to the sides, keeping steadily up to pace with Eva. 
Catching up with Rikbeek, she stopped. The gwaystrel circled madly high above her head, repeating his high, thin call every few seconds. Eva narrowed her eyes, scanning the undergrowth.
'There,' whispered Tren. She followed his pointing finger. Oh yes, there it was. A moving patch of inky shadow, stealthy as death, eyes gleaming pale and cold in the gloom. Eva gathered herself mentally, bearing down on the whurthag will the full force of her willpower. She had to master it before it was fully aware of them, before it gathered itself to resist. She sensed Roys joining her will to Eva's, doubling the strength of the attack. Together they seized the beast's will in an iron grip, subduing its desire to fight. 
They hadn't been fast enough. The whurthag fought, straining to tear free. It loosed itself enough to strike; Roys hissed with pain as its claws raked across her legs, but she bore down all the harder, using her anger and pain to compel it to obey. Nonetheless the whurthag twisted and snarled, a sound terrible enough that Eva almost lost her grip. She could feel the thing working itself loose, twisting out of her control with slippery ease.
'Tren,' she said tightly. 'Gate.'
He complied. It was as though he tore a hole in the night; moonlight leaked through from somewhere else, chilly and too bright and etched with metallic blue. A cold wind blew through the portal, raising the hairs on Eva's arms. She gritted her teeth, bearing down ferociously on the whurthag, willing it to step in the direction of the gate.
It didn't move.
'Roys...'
Roys tightened her grip, gasping with the effort. Eva had bitten her lip; blood trickled down her chin, tasting sharp in her mouth. The whurthag bunched its muscles and tried to leap in her direction. Fighting panic - why in the Seven would anyone willingly summon such a creature?! - she fought hard, streaming images of danger and peril into the mind of the whurthag. Feeling it falter, she followed that with impressions of safety beyond the gate, the comfort of the home den. It's probably not remotely
susceptible to such things, she thought desperately, but then the whurthag weakened, gave up the fight. Inch by inch she and Roys forced it towards Tren's gate. It stalked through, and the gate closed around it, silently swallowing the whurthag's night-black form. 
Eva stood motionless for a long time, breathing hard. She felt completely drained, and still rather terrified. She'd never known a fight like that to control any beast, and she was one of the strongest of the summoners. 
Roys recovered first. She blinked as if waking up, moved about stiffly. 'Tricky,' she said laconically, bending over her injured leg. The flesh was striped with scratches but they bled only sluggishly. 'It's not deep,' Roys confirmed, waving Eva away. 
 
'You were lucky,' Eva said, remembering the ferocious sweep of the whurthag's claws. She looked at Tren. He too was looking pale and shaken. She wondered whether it was the effort of holding the gate open that had tired him out, or the strain of being far too close to an only barely restrained whurthag.
'All well?' she asked him. 
He nodded, smiled wryly. 'You ladies clearly had the hard work. I'm fine.'
'Good work, ladies,' said one of the guards. 'We'd better check for its handler. We'll stay close.' Eva nodded and the two of them melted into the trees, weapons drawn. 
Eva tilted her head to one side, wincing at a sharp pain in her neck. How tense she must've been. How long had the job taken? The moon was still strong overhead, but it could easily have been an hour. Eva sat carefully in the grass while the guards were gone, welcoming a chance at a brief rest before the ride home. 
The search didn't take long. The guards soon returned, weapons sheathed. 
'No sign of any handlers,' said the talkative one - Havely, Eva recalled. She had never caught the other guard's name, and he hadn't spoken a word throughout their journey.
No handler was chilling news. It suggested that the whurthag had already broken free of its master summoner's control. They had caught it barely in time. She shivered. 
'We'd better go back and call the others in,' she said. They collected the nivvens and mounted up, all three shaky and exhausted. The ride back to Glour City was slow.
Three of the teams were already assembled when they arrived back at Summoner House. Eva frowned. They should have continued the search until the whurthag was confirmed as found - or until the search was called off. Why were they here?
'We found and banished the whurthag,' she said, dismounting with none of her usual easy grace. 'It's gone.'
'So did we,' said Alys Spirin, one of her foremost summoners.
'And so did we,' said another. 
'We all did.'
Eva blinked, confused. 'What.'
'There was only supposed to be one,' said Roys.
'Apparently not,' said Alys. 'The count's up to four so far. No idea yet what the other teams have found.'
Eva's heart sank. 'All banished?'
'Yes.'
Eva nodded, her eyes threatening to close with weariness. The other summoners were in little better shape; several sat with their heads in their hands, others were actually lying on the floor.
'Any losses?'
'None,' said Alys, 'but a few injuries. Trace is in the worst shape. He's at the medical halls now.' 
Eva nodded again, feeling deeply thankful. 'Right, well. If there were four, there could be any number still at large. The search isn't over.' 
'There's one other thing.' One of Angstrun's sorcerers stepped forward, a man with hair as pale as Eva's own.
'Yes?'
'We found three rogue gates out in the forest.'
Tren looked round at that. 'Three rogue gates open at once?'
The sorcerer nodded, his face grim. 'Maybe more.'
'That's unheard of.'
Eva was shocked, too. Rogue gates were a problem no one had yet managed to solve; they opened and closed apparently according to their own rules. The only way to deal with them was to close them as quickly as possible when they were found. Part of Angstrun's job was to organise regular patrols of the city and forest by sorcerers who could close them up quickly and efficiently.
But they were relatively rare. Barely one rogue gate was discovered per moon. Three in one day? 
She passed her hands over her face, rubbing her tired eyes. 'I can see it's going to be a long day.'
 
***
 
Eva and her summoners worked past moonset and well beyond, relentlessly searching the forests of Glour until they were, to all appearances, empty of further dangers. The total number of whurthags discovered rose to seven. Each one was found at a distance from the city precincts, crouched in the shadows as if awaiting something. Eva found it remarkable that they had not attacked the city again. Why were these here?
More rogue gates had been found, and closed. One further report had troubled Eva: one of her teams claimed to have found an unusual type of reptile in swampy northern Glour. With blue scales, long snout and horns, it was no species commonly seen in the marshes. It had probably come through one of the rogue gates, but Eva wondered. 
When she was at last free to retire to her home, it was nearly moonset. She slept the long, deep, dreamless sleep of the exhausted, waking at last long after moonrise on the following day. She cursed when she realised the time, expecting to find a heap of messages urgently requiring her attention. In fact, there were only two: one from her second-in-command confirming that no further whurthag sightings had been recorded, and one from Vale, announcing his intention to visit around moonset. 
He arrived a little early, looking almost as tired as Eva had been. She ordered dinner and had some cayluch sent in, thinking he looked in need of a hot drink. He sank into the sofa beside her, cupping his hands around the mug.
'What's the news?' Eva allowed herself to lean against his shoulder, unusually grateful for the company.
He sighed deeply. 'There've been some jewellery thefts in Orstwych, and one death. All sounds far too similar. I sent a couple of the boys out there for more details. Word is Glinnery's having some trouble, too.'
'Same kind?'
'More or less. A civilian injury, probably whurthag inflicted, but no deaths yet. I've sent enquiries about any jewellery thefts going on.'
A chilling thought occurred to Eva. 'Civilian injuries? Who?'
'I don't have any names yet.'
Eva had sent a warning to Ynara Sanfaer at her first opportunity. She hoped her friend had received the note in time to act on it. If all of this chaos was over the istore, then her daughter was in more danger than anyone. She shifted restlessly, wishing there was some way she could find out. 
'Anything from Irbel? Nimdre?'
'Working on it.' He smiled tiredly at her, and she smiled back. 
'Sorry.'
Vale's smiled faded. 'I saw Angstrun earlier. He's out for blood. You heard about the Night Cloak?'
'Mm. I was at the Guardian's Office when the news came. He wasn't happy.'
'I imagine not.'
'Does he know who did it?'
'Think so. He said one of his men's missing. Wants my help tracking him down.' Vale sighed. 'We'll deal with it, of course, but I don't know how. I've already sent most of my best men out picking up leads all over the Darklands, and I've called in my contacts in the Daylands too. We're a bit short-handed to be sending out man hunts.'
Eva allowed her head to rest on Vale's broad shoulder. 'I know the problem. I've got to keep teams of summoners out on patrol for the foreseeable future. They need to be in groups of at least two, preferably three, to deal with the whurthags safely. The guild's stretched thin already. And we're leeching sorcerers out of Angstrun's forces to pull the gates open.'
She felt Vale turn his head to look down at her. He slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her closer.
'I wonder if it's significant that these events are taking all of Glour's best out of the city and scattering them to the winds,' said Eva. 'I fear it must be.'
'Possible.'
'I mean, those whurthags weren't out for anyone in particular. They were just standing there.' A new idea occurred to her and she sat up slightly. 'Eyde. If we marked on a map where all the whurthags were found, I wonder if we would find a pattern.'
'I'm surprised you haven't done that already.'
She sighed. 'Sorry, Eyde. I was so tired yesterday I could barely remember my own name. I'll get to it first thing after moonrise tomorrow.'
He placed a kiss on the top of her head. 'Don't blame yourself, Eva my darling. It's been a long week for all of us.'
'Not much of an excuse, that,' she said absently. Her thoughts were busy, drawing links and mapping connections. 'Has Angstrun pulled the Night Cloak back yet?'
'No. He said there's a delegation on the way from Glinnery, and they want the changes explored before it's rectified. Seems they've got a theory they want testing.'
'Oh?'
'Something to do with the istore, unsurprisingly.'
'Mm,' said Eva. 'Not at all surprising.' She remembered the little Sanfaer girl's words back at the Darklands Market. There is a cave,  near to where I live. It's in the walls. Eva wondered whether the Sanfaer family happened to live near the border to Glour.
Vale was silent for several minutes. She rested comfortably against him, reflecting that married life might not be so bad if it included such companionableness. 
As if reading her mind, Vale looked down at her and smiled. 'I fear our marriage plans will have to wait a little, in the midst of this mess. I'm sorry for that.' She said nothing. He squeezed her waist slightly, kissing the top of her head again. 'Aren't you?'
'Yes,' she replied. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
Llandry swung her legs out of bed and stood up, gingerly. Her legs trembled, but she didn't fall. She moved her arm carefully, gently working the muscles. Days of her mother's diligent care had considerably lessened the pain, and she felt herself to be healing. She still felt weak and shaky, but that was due to inactivity as much as injury. It was high time she left her bed. 
She took a few steps, smiling when she didn't topple. Sigwide sat on his haunches, watching as she pulled a woollen shawl around her shoulders. He was overwhelmed with excitement when she moved towards the door; he raced around her feet and then darted on ahead of her, making his way unerringly to the kitchen. Obviously he'd been making himself at home while she slept.
'Ah, Siggy.' She felt a surge of affection for her friend. He had barely left her side during her confinement to her room. Whenever she had woken, she'd found him curled up on her stomach or tucked against her side, purring at any sign of life from her. If she was immobile, he would be immobile too. It was comforting to be the object of such unconditional devotion.
Her pleasant feelings evaporated as she reached the kitchen door and heard two male voices inside. The dark, gruff voice was her father's. The other was Devary Kant. She froze. She had assumed he would have left by now.
Peeking into the kitchen, she saw Devary sitting in one of the dining chairs with a large book spread across his lap. She hung back in the doorway, studying him covertly from the safety of the shadows. 
He wasn't a young man precisely, but he didn't look very old either. Perhaps he was about her mother's age, just entering his forties. His skin was a little weathered, as if he travelled a great deal. He said he was from Nimdre, and his accent seemed to confirm it, but his complexion was as pale as any Darklander's. He wore his longish brown hair tied into a tail. She noticed smudges of ink on his face; as she watched he absently brushed back an errant lock of hair, transferring more coloured inks from his fingers onto his temples.
Ynara wasn't visible, but her voice could be heard speaking.
'...timing is interesting, Dev. Twenty years without a word from you, and then you turn up, all of a sudden, in the middle of an inter-realm crisis?' Devary started to say something but she cut him off. 'I don't care to hear your tales again. You can't expect me to believe this is just a social visit.'
'But it is,' said Devary. 'Wait a minute, let me explain.' He sighed and closed his book. 'I admit my arrival at this time is no accident. I was sent, yes. But when I said I was retired, I spoke the truth.' Ynara snorted derisively but he ignored her. 'My employers have refused to accept my resignation from duty. They required somebody to visit this household and discover the truth about this istore stone. I believe their motives are above board, as far as that counts for anything. If I had not accepted the assignment, they would have sent someone else - someone less sympathetic to your family. And, Ynara...' He leaned forward, his expression growing earnest. 'This is a social visit. I've wanted to come back, for years I've thought about it. This merely gave me a reason to overcome my fears of seeing you again. I don't know if you'll forgive me, but I want to make it up to you. I do. Just tell me. Anything I can do for you or your family, I'll do it. Anything.'
Llandry felt curiosity and discomfort in equal measures. As interesting as this was, she shouldn't be eavesdropping. She backed away from the door, meaning to return to her room and await her mother's visit, but Sigwide had grown tired of waiting for her. He ran heedlessly ahead and nudged open the door with his nose. His thoughts were full of food - as usual - and he sent her an excited image of a bowl brimming with fruits and nuts. Before she could prevent him, he had darted into the kitchen. 
Devary had seemingly learned that where there was Sigwide there was generally Llandry, too. His sharp hazel eyes followed the orting's casual progress across the kitchen floor, then travelled to the doorway where she stood. He smiled, looking remarkably at ease for a man with ink all over his face.
'Hello,' he said. 'Welcome back to the living world. Your mother hoped you'd be up today.'
Llandry reflexively drew her shawl closer around herself, avoiding his gaze. She went to her father and leaned against his side, pressing her face into his shaggy blond hair. He didn't say anything, which she appreciated; he merely wrapped one muscular arm around her and gave her a squeeze.
A muffled squeak caught her attention. Sigwide stood beside his empty bowl, his small body quivering with indignation. He squeaked again as she looked at him, and she recognised the sound as his polite, apologetic interruption. She grinned in spite of herself, bending to refill his supplies. The wounds on her back pulled and she bit back a cry, bending at the knees instead. When Llandry straightened, she immediately found herself wrapped in a tight hug, her mother's distinctive scent enveloping her.
'Llandry, love. How are you feeling?' Ynara lightly investigated her wounds, turning her around to check the damage to her back. Llandry winced slightly, feeling the skin pull against the half-knit wounds.
'Quite a lot better, Ma. I've a sense I may live after all.'
She heard a chuckle from behind her. Probably Devary. She turned back into her mother's embrace, hiding her face against her shoulder.
Her father spoke. 'Llandry, you were right about the border.' 
Llandry looked up quickly. 'Oh?'
Aysun cleared his throat and nodded. 'The border's moved, all down the south-east side of the forest. Some places only twenty feet or so. Others, more like eighty.'
'How? Why?'
'Hard to say,' said Aysun gruffly. 'Elders are working on it.'
'Also. I don't suppose you heard the news from Glour before you went haring off to that precious cave of yours, hm?' Ynara's tone had taken on that disapproving quality that Llandry so dreaded, but she couldn't blame her mother for being annoyed. 
'What news?' was all she said.
Ynara tutted. 'I didn't think so. I'm glad, though, or I'd have to have you certified as insane.' She guided Llandry to a chair and gently pressed her into it. 'That beast you saw - black, pale eyes, and so on - has been sighted in Glour, too. Not just sighted. Three people were killed, all of them former customers of yours.' She fixed Llandry with a hard stare. 'All carrying istore around, Llan, and stripped of it after they were dead. The connection is obvious. There's little doubt it all has a lot to do with that cave of yours. It's southeast of the city, isn't it, near the Glour border?'
Llandry nodded, her throat too dry to speak. Three people dead? Because of her jewellery?
Aysun grimaced. 'That's it, then. The Night Cloak was moved in order to absorb that cave into Darklands territory. No saying why, just yet, but you must stay well away from it from now on, Llan.'
'Promise, Llandry, please,' said Ynara. 
'No fear of that,' said Llandry faintly. 'I've no wish to die by death claw.' She felt numb. Her injuries might be severe but she had been lucky indeed to avoid a far worse fate. Probably it was only her wings that had saved her; her chances of outrunning a beast that moved with such horrifying speed were minimal.
'Does... has anybody identified it?'
'The word "whurthag" is being thrown around,' said Ynara. 'That's what the papers are saying. Sensational stuff, scare stories, the usual. It might not be true. The bulletins haven't backed it up yet.'
Llandry nodded. The papers were mostly independent, and they reported whatever they pleased - the more sensational the better. The bulletin boards, on the other hand, operated via Irbellian technologies licensed by the Glinnery government, and their content was carefully screened. Many people waited for the bulletins to pick up a story before they would give it any credence.
She cast a questioning look at her father. As an expatriate of Irbel and a talented engineer, Aysun was employed as a technician - among other things - with Irbel's local engineering outpost. Part of his job was to maintain and update the boards with new headlines. If a story on the so-called "whurthag" was planned to appear soon, he would know.
Guessing her question, her father shook his head. 'Haven't had any orders on that kind of news.'
'What do you know of this 'istore', Llandry?' Devary's enquiry was mild enough, but Ynara shot him a look of deep suspicion. He spread his hands. 'That the istore is important is beyond question, Ynara. It must be identified.'
Llandry disliked having his attention fixed on her. She averted her eyes, instead watching Sigwide devour his dinner. 'Not very much,' she admitted. She told him, rather hesitantly, about her cave, how she had discovered it. 'I wish I had a piece to show you. It's more or less opaque, but with a bit of translucency. Indigo coloured, shines silver. It isn't like any gem I've ever worked with before.'
'It emits light?' Devary sat tapping his fingers against his cheek, apparently in thought.
'No. Well - only in the cave. When I remove it, it stops glowing.'
'When you say it is unlike a gem, what do you mean?'
Llandry pondered the question for a moment, trying to recall the way the stones felt in her hands. 'They don't feel like gems,' she said at last. 'They aren't cold the way stones are. But I've never cut one. Somehow I didn't want to.'
'The interest they have caused is ... feverish,' said Devary. 'Do you know why?'
'Well, I...' For some reason Llandry did not wish to share her connection with the stone with this stranger. But he was right: the questions were important. 'When I wear it, or hold it, I feel different. I feel less... less anxious. Calmer, stronger even. And I feel almost like I could - could -'
'Could what, love?' asked her mother. She smiled encouragingly at Llandry, squeezing her hand.
'I don't know. I feel like I could do things I've never been able to do before. I can hear animals better. Once I could almost talk with Sigwide, in a way. His thoughts were clearer to me and mine to him. And I could sense more than before. Like hearing better, but not the same.' She stopped talking, embarrassed by this long speech. A hated blush crept up her cheeks.
'Clearly it is remarkable,' observed Devary. 'If it has this same effect on others, then it is no wonder it has taken the fashionable world by storm.' He smiled at Llandry. 'Thank you for answering my questions.'
Llandry merely nodded awkwardly. She was growing tired now, her limbs heavy, and her wounds were hurting.
'Back to bed, Llandry, love,' said her mother, looking narrowly at her. 'You're tired. I'll dress your wounds again first.'
Llandry was quite ready to leave the room and escape Devary's scrutiny. She stood up, slowly, but her knees weakened halfway across the room and she almost fell. Her father and Devary both reacted; Devary was the closest and reached her first. She found herself scooped up and carried to her room. She was gently laid down on her bed, and a moment later Sigwide was placed on her pillow. She barely noticed as her mother bathed her wounds and replaced her bandages. She fell asleep with Sigwide curled against her face.
 
***
 
Llandry was aloft, suspended in the skies over Glinnery. She was lost in the clouds, enclosed within a dense, drifting white fog that utterly obscured her surroundings. Downwards she drifted, down and down until the fog cleared and she could see the wide caps of the glissenwol beneath. She landed gently, sinking up to her knees in a carpet of spongy moss; as she fought her way through it the clouds cleared overhead, revealing a sky tinted with lavender. The glissenwol were so tall she could barely see their caps from the ground; they gleamed with a vividness that hurt her eyes. A heady scent of alberries, nara-fruit and luminaef blooms assaulted her nose and she felt she could hardly breathe under the onslaught of that tangled aroma. She gasped for breath, tasting the blood that trickled steadily from her nose. Birdsong pelted her ears with rich notes both raucous and intensely melodic. 
A streak of grey fur shot across her vision, disappearing into the waving grasses ahead. The colours were wrong, she noticed abstractedly; yellow where she expected green, blue where she expected red. She followed the grey creature, calling for Sigwide to wait, wait. Hands gripped her feet and she fell into an expanse of moss that changed its colours dizzyingly, reaching up to grasp her and pull her down into the depths...
 
Llandry woke slowly, fighting her way to consciousness through the clinging moss that filled her mind. She felt groggy, disorientated, as if she had slept for days. Perhaps she had. She rose determinedly, ignoring the weakness that threatened to send her spinning to the ground. She recognised the feeling of muffled abstraction: her mother had fed her herbs to keep her under. That explained the dreams. 
Ynara was cooking. Whatever it was smelt wonderful, and Llandry realised she was starving. 
'Ma.'
'Hello, love. Do you think you could eat something?'
'Half of a nivven, probably. Maybe all of it.'
Ynara grinned. 'Good. Just a minute, then.'
'I'd like to go home, later.'
'Home?' Ynara deliberately busied herself at the stove, not looking at Llandry.
'As in, back to my own tree.'
'Oh, but, love. I don't think you're well enough yet.'
'How long have I been asleep?'
'About two days.'
'Then I think I've slept enough.'
Ynara set a bowl of soup before her, adding a plate of fresh bread. Llandry ate readily, feeling stronger with each mouthful. Her mother drew out the chair opposite and sat, watching Llandry eat.
'Your father and I are worried about you.'
'I won't be far away, Ma.'
'Far enough.'
Llandry looked up, then wished she hadn't. Her mother's face was taut with concern, her eyes dark with real fear. Llandry winced inwardly. Ynara had never been able to have more children, though she had wanted to; giving birth to Llandry had almost killed her, and Aysun had forbidden any repeat of the experience. She knew all too well that she was all her mother would ever have.
'I could stay a day or two more.'
'We just want to make sure you're all right, love.'
'I know, Ma. Can I have the balcony? I want to get some work done.'
'Of course, love. Anything you need. Only leave it a day or two, hm? Your arm needs a bit more time to heal.' Her mother's obvious relief was painful. Llandry knew her day or two would turn into many more, but she didn't have the heart to argue.
Of course, if her mother's house was as it used to be - just herself, Ynara and Aysun - she might not have wanted to.
'Is... will Devary be staying much longer?'
Ynara's head tilted, her expression becoming appraising.
'Yes, love. He offered to stay and help. I asked him to keep an eye on you if we aren't home.'
Llandry sighed, not bothering to hide it. With Devary as her guardian - jailer, even - she would have no peace at all. 
'Oh, love. He's quite easy to be around, I promise. You'll soon get used to him.'
Llandry nodded numbly, not meeting her mother's eyes. How she wished she'd inherited her mother's easy sociability, that understated charm and confidence that graced her every interaction. Or, failing that, could she not have followed her father's example? He freely rejected every social nicety, concerning himself with none of them. Instead she was caught in an eternal conflict: wanting to be part of her mother's easy social world, but unable to learn how.
'You trust him to take care of me?' Her mother's words in the kitchen came back to her; her distrust for Devary had been obvious, though Llandry did not understand the cause.
'I do,' Ynara replied. 'He's... capable, Llan, and he knows what will happen to him if anything happens to you.'
'What will happen to him?'
'I expect to begin with castration and move on to flaying alive.'
Llandry grinned in spite of herself. Nobody in their right mind would thwart her mother.
Ynara came around the table and hugged her, checking her arm as she did so. 'He won't be around all the time, love. There'll be other things for him to do.'
'I'll get used to him.' Llandry spoke with a confidence she didn't really feel.
'I hope so, love, because I have to leave today. Just for a few days.'
'What? Why?'
'Duty,' Ynara sighed. 'The trouble with the Night Cloak is a big issue. For generations - centuries, probably - the border between the Darklands and the Daylands has been fixed, agreed between Glour and Glinnery. In the past, disputes over that border have been... bloody. We can't let this pass without some show of investigation.'
'A "show" of investigation?'
'Well. I don't personally believe the Glour Government had anything to do with it. I know most of them. They're too sensible.' Ynara smiled briefly. 'I'm willing to believe this is a different sort of problem. But nonetheless, a delegation must be sent, and inevitably I must go with it.'
'You don't want to go.'
Ynara stroked Llandry's hair. 'I don't want to leave you, sweetheart, especially while you're ill. But I must be part of this delegation. And besides, it will give me an opportunity to investigate this cave business.'
'Ma! You're going to the cave? After you forbade me?' Fear squeezed Llandry's heart, picturing her mother attacked by lethal claws. 
'Don't worry, love. There will be a proper expedition launched to examine the changes to the boundary and oversee the restoration of the border to its original position. We will have all proper protection. And I hear that the whurthags have been sent back to the Lowers.' 
'Whurthags?'
Ynara looked guilty. 'I hadn't meant to mention that. Yes, there was more than one.'
'And you're still going? Is it any wonder why I'm stubborn, with a mother like you?'
Ynara laughed. 'Don't get any ideas, Llan. I still don't want you wandering caveward, under any circumstances. Just wait for me to return, please, and I promise I will tell you absolutely everything.'
Llandry slumped. 'I wish I could go with you.'
'Not with those injuries, love. You're getting better, but you'd certainly rip them open again. And I don't want to take you anywhere near that area until it's declared safe.'
'I know, I know. Are you going alone?'
'No. Your father insists on coming along. To protect me, he says.' Her lips twitched at the idea.
Llandry's stomach dropped a long way. 'You're both going?'
'It's only for a few days, love, as I said.' 
Llandry groaned. A few days alone with a stranger? Her life had taken a definite turn for the worse lately. 
'Can't you... can't Devary go with you and Papa stay here?'
'Do you dislike Devary so much?' Her mother sounded disappointed, which was unbearable. 
'N-no, not - not dislike, exactly. I just...' She couldn't find the words to explain.
'You'll soon get to know him, love. He's ... well, he has his faults, but he's easy to get along with. Abominably loveable, in fact. I think you'll like him.'
'I'm sure you're right, Mamma.' Llandry didn't feel any conviction of truth in her words, but she spoke them anyway.
'Truthfully, love, I'm hoping you'll look after Devary a bit as well. He's wearing himself out.'
'He must be more than twice my age,' said Llandry irritably. 'He doesn't need looking after.'
'He does,' said Ynara. 'He's trying too hard.'
'What do you mean by that?'
'He's overworking himself, trying to do everything at once. Helping Aysun, helping me, trying to look after you.'
'Sounds like he's trying to make up for something.' Llandry spoke casually, but her mother's gaze grew sharp.
'Why do you say that?'
'Oh... no reason.'
Ynara narrowed her eyes, but let the allusion pass. 'I need you to do one thing for me before I leave.'
'Anything.'
'Do you recognise these names?' Ynara placed a piece of paper in front of Llandry. A long list was laid out upon it in green ink.
'Some of them,' Llandry said, scanning rapidly. 'Saudran Iritan. Alen Marstry. They were some of my customers-by-post.'
'Eva said they're looking for everyone who has - or had - some of your istore. Is this a full list?'
'I don't think so. It's too short.'
'Can you give me a list of people you've crafted for?'
'I can, Ma, but I don't know who they all were. I sold a lot at the markets.'
'I know. Just write down everyone whose names you do have. It will all help.'
'What about my Daylands customers? Has somebody told them?' Llandry felt a flicker of panic, picturing her clients cold and bloodied, their jewellery forcibly removed. 
'That's the other thing I'd like you to do, love. The bulletin boards have been activated to issue warnings about the istore, so some of them will already know, but perhaps not everyone has heard yet. I'd like you to write to everyone on your list, tell them to hand in their istore pieces at the Council Halls. The guard below will see that your letters are delivered.'
Llandry twisted the list in her hands, her eyes blurring. 'All these names. Ma, I got these people robbed, killed...' 
Ynara released her and moved to sit in front of her daughter, stroking her face. 'No, love, you didn't. You didn't know. You've done nothing wrong.'
Llandry blinked a few times, trying to control the prickle of tears behind her eyes. She knew firsthand the sort of pain the whurthag could inflict; she only hoped the creature's victims had died too quickly to feel much of it.
Ynara kissed her, wrapping her in a quick, fierce hug. 'I have to go, love. We are leaving in an hour. Will you promise me to take care of yourself? You and Devary?'
'Of course, Ma. And you - you be careful.'
'I'll be fine. Your father will be with me. Can you picture him permitting anything to get near me without invitation?' She smiled, and Llandry couldn't help smiling back. 'I'll be home soon, love.'
 
***
 
Llandry wrote letters until her fingers ached. She wrote on until her fingers formed blisters and began to bleed. Hours after the departure of her mother and father, Llandry was still curled up in the parlour writing detailed missives to each person on her list. She couldn't help including apologies, useless though they were. She felt responsible for the trouble that now threatened each of these people.
Devary arrived home sometime after sunset. He entered the parlour hesitantly, as if unsure of his welcome. Llandry tried to smile. Her muscles were so tense she feared it was more of a grimace, but it seemed to help. He smiled back.
'I'm sorry you're left with me,' he said. 'It is only for a few days.'
'It's fine.'
'If your letters are done, I could take them down for you. There is a messenger waiting.'
'Thank you.' She picked up the pile of envelopes that lay at her left elbow, handing them to him. He took them, taking care not to touch her fingers. He turned to leave.
'Devary?'
He turned back. 'Hm?'
'What would you like for supper?'
He gave a genuine smile, one which lit up his eyes with real warmth. 'Why don't I cook? I will show you something from Nimdre.'
'Thank you.' She hesitated. 'M-maybe you could show me how to make it.'
'Agreed,' he said. 'Meet me in the kitchen in ten minutes.' He left, still smiling. Llandry took a deep breath, wondering what had possessed her to suggest it. Guilt at her own lack of graciousness, probably. He meant well, after all, and he was harmless; the problem lay with her.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Ten
 
Eva placed a black pebble on the map spread across Guardian Troste's table. 
'That's where the seventh was found.' She'd traced a pattern across the map in seven black pebbles, marking where each whurthag had been discovered. Commander Iver of the Glinnery delegation had already drawn the new outline of the Night Cloak, marking where it had expanded into Glinnery territory. The expansion was fairly even down much of the Glinnery-Glour border, excepting one area where the line swung sharply into the Daylands, covering an area of at least a hundred feet.
The seven black pebbles formed a neat semi-circle around it.
Elder Sanfaer leaned forward and picked up a small blue pebble. Comparing the map on the table with the one in her hand, she carefully placed the blue pebble in the centre of the circle.
'That is the location of Llandry's cave.' 
Six Glour officials and five Glinnery delegates stared at the map, silent. The implication was too obvious to need naming. 
'Well,' said Guardian Troste, at length. 'I think that raises more questions than it answers.'
'The University of Waeverleyne is studying the stone. Some theories have been presented, but nothing solid has yet emerged.' The speaker was one of the Glinnery Elders, an elderly man whose hair was almost white. His face was mapped with wrinkles, but his bright blue eyes were sharp, focused.
'Elder Shuly, perhaps I could exact from you an agreement to notify Glour if your scholars discover anything significant.' 
The white-haired man bowed his head to Guardian Troste. 'Of course.'
Eva watched all of the Glinnery officials covertly. Four of them bore wings, neatly folded against their backs. Glinnish wings had always fascinated her; they were not feathered like a bird's but more like a combination of a gwaystrel's and a daefly's wings, thin membrane over bone and painted with colour. She had a secret envy of their power of flight. 
The fifth was unwinged, his colouring and accent suggesting Irbellian heritage. Eva had learned that he was Elder Sanfaer's husband, which interested her. He had said nothing throughout the meeting, merely watching with an intense, fixed attention which might be unnerving were it directed at a particular person.
Troste looked at Professor Mayn, head of Glour's University. He sat silent as usual, tugging thoughtfully at the tip of his long nose.
'Professor, we need to get the University involved immediately. Whatever you can come up with about this so-called istore should be brought directly to me. Top priority, please.'
Mayn nodded. 'Am I going to be needed here for the rest of the meeting?'
'Not urgently. I'll see that you are summoned at once if anything comes up.'
Mayn stood up, his bald head gleaming beneath the light-globes. 'I'll begin at once, then. Excuse me.' He left quietly, closing the door behind him.
Lord Angstrun stood up as well. He had withstood the meeting with ill-concealed impatience. Now he towered over the seated officials with the air of a thundercloud about to erupt.
'For my part, I've a mess to clean up and a criminal to catch. If I may be excused?'
'Not yet,' said Troste, calmly. 'Sit down a moment, please.'
Angstrun scowled, but he obeyed. 
'Altering the Night Cloak is a serious offence,' continued Troste. 'Is it yet confirmed who is responsible?'
Angstrun grimaced. 'More or less. I'm a minion down. One of my aides - one of my best, typically - has absconded without leave. Naturally this suggests a rather terrific guilt over something.' He glanced at the Glinnery delegates, sighed, and elaborated. 'I have six assistants taking care of the Night Cloak, two on duty at any given time. They maintain the Cloak, activate it at moonset, deactivate it at moonrise, repair leaks, that kind of thing. I daresay you have the same arrangement.' He glared at Laylan Westry, Glinnery's Chief Sorcerer, as if the Cloaking system was entirely her fault.
'We do,' she said, mild in the face of Angstrun's lack of manners.
'One of them has vanished. Young chap, not the sort to go to the dogs I'd have said, but you never know. He has the ability and the necessary access to move the Cloak, and his disappearance implicates him.'
Vale spoke up. Today he was looking most handsome in uniform, his Chief Investigator's badge prominently displayed on his left lapel. 'And the other five? It couldn't have been any of them?'
'Naturally it could have been any of them, but I don't think it was. They know what I'd do to them if I found out. Anyone with enough guts to do the deed would have wits enough to put a lot of distance between the two of us.' 
'You're sure the man left voluntarily?'
'No,' said Angstrun briefly. 'That's your job.'
Vale permitted himself a small smile. 'True enough. What's the name?'
'Ed Geslin. Edwae, that is.'
'Thanks.' Vale scribbled messily in a small notebook, chewing on his lower lip as he pondered the information. It was one of the habits Eva found most endearing.
'Thank you, Lord Angstrun,' said Guardian Troste. 'I believe that's everything.'
'Fine.' Angstrun stood up. 'I'll pull back the Cloak, unless anyone has any more objections.' He glared fiercely down at the group. 
'I do.' Elder Sanfaer's eyes held a hint of amusement as she looked at Angstrun, though her tone was quietly firm.
'Oh, you do?' said Angstrun, with dangerous calm. 'On what grounds, pray?'
'We would like to examine that cave before we return to Glinnery, and it would be preferable to have the company of several of those gathered here. Including you, Lord Angstrun. Your collected expertise will be invaluable.'
'Approved,' put in Guardian Troste. 'The cave is clearly central to these incidents. It is high time it was properly investigated.'
Angstrun looked at the ceiling. 'Do you realise how long it takes to restore the balance of the thing after an interruption? The Cloak goes back at moonset tomorrow, and not a minute later. Better do what you need to before then.'
'That will be plenty of time,' said Elder Sanfaer, gracing Angstrun with a smile. 'Thank you.'
'In the meantime, I've some assistants to question.' He left without another word.
'Well.' Troste looked at Eva. 'High Summoner Glostrum, perhaps you'd share the progress of your efforts regarding the whurthag problem.'
 
It was late when the meeting finally closed. Eva took the first opportunity of speaking privately to Elder Sanfaer, catching up with her outside of the Council Hall. 
'Ynara. You received my letter, I hope?'
Elder Sanfaer inclined her head in assent. 'Yes. Thank you for the warning.'
'And your daughter? Has she been harmed? I heard of civilian injuries.'
Ynara nodded again, to Eva's dismay. 'She was the first to encounter the whurthag, on her way to that cursed cave. The worst injuries were to her arm, but she is healing fast. I only wish... I wish we had understood at the time what we were dealing with.'
Eva touched her arm in sympathy. 'Just as I wish it had been possible to banish the whurthags before they started killing our citizens. It's not possible to know everything in advance, alas, much as I try.'
'Eva, I'm sorry. I should have sent condolences for your friend. I'm afraid I was too preoccupied with Llandry.'
Eva smiled sadly. 'Your daughter's safety is by far the more important consideration of the two.'
'I worry about her every minute. I've left her well guarded, but still...'
Noting the shadow of worry in Ynara's eyes, Eva felt suddenly strange. Had she followed her friend's path in life, she might by now have had her own daughter, a girl nearing adulthood. She couldn't immediately decide whether or not she regretted the lack. 
Shaking off the thought, she smiled and asked, 'You'll be leaving tomorrow?' 
'Yes, certainly,' said Ynara. 'As soon as we are finished at the cave.'
'Why don't you and your husband dine with me tonight? Vale will be joining us.'
Ynara smiled. 'Thank you, that would be a pleasure.'
'Lovely. My carriage will be here momentarily.' 
They waited in silence for several minutes, facing the horizon where the waxing moon was slowly sinking out of sight. Eva could almost feel the waves of tension from her friend as she stood, still but restless, her fingers twined through her husband's.
'She'll be all right, Ynara,' said Eva softly. 'A woman couldn't ask for more dedicated parents.' She was thinking of her own as she spoke: her mother, who'd died so young, and her father, distant and uninvolved in her life until he too passed away. She'd been alone since her fifteenth year. It was possible that she envied Ynara's daughter, just a little, for her safe, loved existence.
'She's right,' said Aysun in his gruff, laconic way. 'Llandry's tougher than she looks, too. Takes after you.' Eva glanced over to see him kiss his wife gently. An encouraging smile sat oddly on his lined face, but the expression held the more power for that.
'I hope you're right. Both of you.' Ynara smiled, but her heart obviously wasn't in it.
 
***
 
Eva was out well before moonrise the next day, mustering her summoners. Angstrun's sorcerers were present in greater numbers than before, closing the several new rogue gates that had appeared overnight. By moonrise the forests west of Glour City had been thoroughly explored and declared free of dangers.
Next it was the turn of Commander Iver and his Glour colleagues to advance on the cave. A contingent of summoners and sorcerers attended them in case of off-realm perils, though Eva was not permitted to be part of this initial exploratory force. She waited with Elder Sanfaer and her husband, flanked by the University heads, Lord Angstrun and Chief Sorcerer Laylan Westry. The mood was tense: everyone remembered well the lurid pictures of the whurthags' earlier victims, obligingly spread by the daily papers. 
Commander Iver returned at last, bringing some of his men with him. Eva noticed Tren was one of the three sorcerers that had gone out with the group.
'It's clear,' said Iver, reining in his nivven. 'No signs of occupation at all. Though, that cave must be pretty well hidden; we haven't found it yet.'
Ynara moved her nivven forward. 'I've detailed instructions from my daughter. I believe I can find it.'
Iver nodded, but he looked annoyed. 'It might've been helpful to have her here in person.'
Ynara's jaw tightened. 'So it might have, but I forbade it.'
Iver looked at the sky, controlling his irritation with obvious difficulty. He said nothing more, however, only turned his mount and rode away in the direction from which he'd come. Ynara followed, with her husband riding beside her. Eva touched her heels to her nivven's flanks, urging the mare to keep step with the riders ahead.
They were right on the edge of the irignol forests. Within a few minutes, the irignol and glostrel trees melted away, replaced by the towering, broad trunks of the trees known as glissenwol. Eva looked up, fascinated, noting the incredible height of the things. She could faintly discern the glissenwol caps overhead, their deep colours camouflaging them under the night time. Long, draping vines hung from the tops, swaying in the breeze, painted silver in the moonlight. She sensed a lack of health about the proud trees, a hint of sickness as though their vitality was steadily draining away the longer they remained without sunlight. 
Her nivven was not enjoying the moss that covered the forest floor. The mare's hoofs sank deeply into the thick, spongy stuff, and she snorted in disdain. Eva patted the beast's neck, easing her irritation with images of the warm stable and bag of feed that were to come later. 
The riders up ahead drew to a halt, and Eva reined in. She watched as Elder Sanfaer dismounted, handing the reins of her nivven to her husband. She advanced, flanked by Commander Iver and a crew of guards. 
'I need a bit more light,'  Eva heard Ynara say. Tren obligingly opened a hand, releasing a dancing light-globe into the air. The glow steadily brightened until it dazzled Eva, and she looked away.
'Perfect, thank you,' Ynara said. 
Eva blinked, hoping her eyes would grow accustomed to the light. They did not. She stopped trying to see Ynara's actions and closed her eyes, listening for activity.
Ynara's soft sound of discovery alerted Eva to her progress. She opened her eyes carefully, grateful to note that the light-globe was gradually dimming again. Ynara and Commander Iver stood before a pair of closely-growing glissenwol trunks. The space between the trees was choked with vines and ferns, but as Eva watched Iver found a way to slip through. Then his tall frame disappeared abruptly into the ground.
Several of Iver's men went down next, followed by some of Eva's summoners, and then Tren. Ynara and Aysun waited until most of them had emerged. 
'It's empty,' Iver said, shaking loose dirt from his hair. 'Completely, I'd say, but you'll know best.' He nodded at Ynara and retreated out of the way. Eva approached as Ynara and Aysun disappeared into the cave. She followed, finding an opening in the ground just big enough for her to slip into. A mud slope led down into a dirt-walled cave, barely high enough for her to stand upright. She noticed some of Iver's men had to stoop in order to remain inside.
Ynara was staring at the walls helplessly. 'I don't see any of Llandry's stone, but then I can't see enough to be sure.' She looked enquiringly at Eva.
Eva walked slowly around the cave, examining the walls closely. Nothing but packed dirt met her sensitive eyes.
'Llandry said it glows a little, down in the cave,' said Ynara. She didn't need to add anything more: no hint of a glow was visible anywhere.
Instead, the walls were pitted and marked, as if something had once lain there and had been subsequently removed. Eva noticed long channels extending deeper into the walls, casings that had probably once housed pieces of Llandry's stone. The pattern was curious: the stones had not, apparently, lain closely together, nor had they been broken free of a larger mass of the gem. The emptied channels formed a more complex pattern, one which obviously extended a long way back. 
'There's nothing here,' she said, turning back to Ynara. 'It's all gone, stripped out. Excuse me,' she added. 'I think Professor Mayn ought to see this.'
Mayn was, as Eva expected, intrigued. He managed the descent with remarkable ease given his age; perhaps enthusiasm helped. He took one look at the patterning on the walls and took out a notebook. Within seconds he was sketching the outlines with hasty strokes of his pencil.
'I'd get an image-capture down here,' he murmured, 'but I doubt it'd record the detail in light like this.'
'Maybe a couple of sketch-artists should be sent over,' said Eva. 'Actually, Ynara, that will lie in your jurisdiction from tomorrow.'
'True,' Ynara replied. 'I'll make sure someone's sent out as soon as I get home.'
Elder Ilae Shuly had descended with Mayn, and seemed no less fascinated. His keen eyes swept the walls repeatedly, staring into the darkness. After a while he gave up and looked over Mayn's shoulder, watching the progress of his sketching. Eva wondered what the two men were thinking as they studied that curious array of marks. For her part, she had no notion what it might portend.
'It's a shame,' Ynara said, looking at the bare walls. 'Only, I can't help feeling relieved, too.'
Eva understood. If the gem was gone, her daughter would no longer be tempted to seek it out. Nor would there be any further pieces distributed to individuals who may, later, find themselves endangered by it.
Still, it would have been as useful as it was interesting to see it in its original state. The fact that it glowed interested Eva particularly.
'Little to be done down here, now,' Eva said at last, smiling at Ynara. 'I'm going back up. I imagine the gentlemen here will be busy for quite some time yet.' Professor Mayn and Elder Shuly didn't even seem to hear her, so intent were they on their task. She smiled wryly, nodded to Ynara, and made her way carefully back up the slope.
Tren was waiting outside the entrance. 
'Hi,' he said.
'Hello, Tren.'
'Interesting, huh?'
'Oh, yes. Fascinating.'
He fell silent, looked at the floor, then back up at her, shoving his hands into his pockets. Eva cast him a quizzical look.
'Anything I can help with?'
'Oh... no. Thanks. See you later, maybe.' Tren wandered off. Eva watched him go, puzzled. He didn't look back.
 
***
 
The Sanfaers left promptly at moonset. Eva watched them go, feeling rather sad. She felt that Ynara could be a close friend, were it possible to see more of her. If only she could visit her in the Daylands. There were rumours of new technologies coming out of Irbel; something about spectacles with manipulated lenses had reached her ears a moon or two ago, tools that would allow a Darklander to comfortably withstand the bright lights of the Daylands. She made a mental note to look into that possibility at her first opportunity.
She found, however, that her opportunity was likely to be a long time in coming. Eyde Vale was waiting for her when she arrived home, and he lost no time in presenting her with a problem.
'I need a summoner,' he said. 'Two, preferably. If you can only spare one, it'd better be the most powerful you have.'
'What? For how long?'
He shrugged. 'As long as it takes to track down Edwae Geslin. At least a few days. He'll be a long way gone by now.'
'Why do you need a summoner for that?'
'Because there might be more whurthags. If there aren't any left now, those gates are still opening all over the forest. Maybe in Orstwych, too. I'm not sending my best agent out without protection from those things.'
'Eyde, I understand the urgency, really, but I can't spare any of my best summoners. They're needed here. Protecting Glour is of paramount importance at the moment.'
'Give me a couple of lesser ones, then.' 
'I can't, Eyde! It's all they can do to keep the forests clear just now. You know they've been finding more than just whurthags. Those reptiles are appearing in greater numbers, and more besides. I need them where they are.'
Vale sat down with a sigh. 'I can't compromise on this, Eva. Angstrun's pushing me to get on Geslin's case, and I concur: he's the only lead we've got. There's nowhere else to look. And I need that summoner.'
She groaned. 'It never ends at the moment, does it? I'll see what I can do.'
Vale came over to her, his broad face registering remorse. 'I'm sorry, Eva. I shouldn't press you so hard. I'm short-staffed, too; I can barely find the resources to handle this case of Angstrun's, and he insists on my best agent. Even so, Geslin's going to be a hard one to track. He's one of our strongest sorcerers, well able to hide himself from just about anything I can find to track him with.' He wrapped his arms around her, resting his chin on the top of her head. 'I only wish I'd known about this before I dispatched men all over the Darklands looking for that damned istore stuff.' 
'When are you sending your agent out?'
'As soon as possible. Tomorrow, I hope. Geslin's already had a long lead.' Rikbeek, squashed between Eva and Vale, squirmed and protested. 
'Better watch it,' said Eva. 'He'll bite.'
He bit. Vale cursed and released Eva, putting one large hand to his belly. A neat hole adorned his shirt.
'Evil little beast,' he muttered. 'If they weren't so damn useful I'd push for them to be banned.' A thought occurred to him, and he looked keenly at her. 'Is it true that nothing can hide from a gwaystrel?'
'I haven't had cause to test him that much, but I haven't yet found anything that could conceal itself from him. He spotted the whurthags easily.'
'Hm. Then I bet he could spot Geslin. I don't suppose you can lend him out to someone?'
Eva grinned. 'You're just trying to get rid of him.'
'I wouldn't be completely heartbroken to see him go.'
'Sadly, no. I don't think he'd respond to anyone else. He ignores any attempt to influence him but mine.'
'Damn.' Vale fell silent for a moment. 'Well,' he said at last, 'Get me a summoner with a shortig hound, if you can. That will help.'
'I have a shortig,' she said. 
'Oh? I've never seen it.'
'You've never asked.'
'I suppose not.'
Eva thought for a moment. She couldn't pull someone off the patrol teams without upsetting the careful balance she'd arranged. Besides, none of her best summoners kept shortig hounds, and while a few were in training for Vale's department, they weren't yet ready for duty. Which would mean she'd have to take at least two of the lesser summoners out of the patrol groups. Just thinking about how to rearrange them all, with their different abilities and animal companions, threatened to give her a headache.
The only person who wasn't assigned to a regular patrol, in fact, was her.
'Eyde. Why don't I go?'
'What.'
'I'll go with your agent. My shortig and Rikbeek will go with me. We'll get the job done faster that way, I'm sure. And I won't have to make a mess of my patrol teams.'
'No,' he said flatly. 'It's dangerous. Besides, aren't you needed here? You're High Summoner.'
'Oh, really. It's an empty title half the time; you know that. My second can take care of the administrative side of things for a couple of weeks. As for its being dangerous, well. I can take care of myself.'
'You can handle a whurthag unaided, can you?'
She paused, thinking. It had been difficult, before, but then it had been a new experience. In battling the whurthag, she had learned its weaknesses, learned how to deal with it. She still wouldn't dare to try full mastery over a whurthag, but all she had to do was push it through a gate. 
'Yes,' she said. 'Now that I know what to expect.'
He stared at her, obviously warring with himself. Her offer presented the perfect solution to his problems, but she knew he'd hate letting her go.
'Eva,' he said at last, 'please reconsider. Surely you can find someone else. Send your second.'
'No,' she said, firmly. 'I've made up my mind.' If she was honest with herself, there was more to her offer than Vale's convenience. She was tiring of meetings and discussions and patrols; the prospect of taking more direct action excited her. 'We'll leave tomorrow. Angstrun had better be prepared to send a good sorcerer with us.'
'Eva-' 
'Do you want children?'
'What?' He stared at her, nonplussed. 
'Children,' she persevered. 'Small, screaming human beings that stink and break everything you own-'
'I know what they are.' His lips twitched. 'Stop changing the subject.'
She grinned. 'Were you expecting to have some?'
'I was thinking about it.' He spoke carefully, trying to guess at her opinion. 'Why, do you?'
'I'm open to it.'
He leaned down to kiss her. 'Why don't we discuss that in a bit more detail?'
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
Llandry bent over her workbench, wielding her jeweller's tools with precision. Her father had made them for her years before, and she treasured them almost as much as she treasured her stones. Her equipment had been moved from her tree to her mother's balcony earlier in the day, and she had set to work immediately, eager to return to her trade. She'd chosen the balcony because the hazy forest light soothed her, the breezes caressing her wings as she worked.
Light-globes hovered just above her head, illuminating her delicate close-work. She drew one down to the bench, blinking until her eyes adjusted to the stronger glow. On the bench lay a piece of sapphire, its polished surface reflecting the light perfectly. Sapphire had been her favourite gem before she had discovered the istore, and she still loved its rich blue colour. She was preparing to cut the stone; it was large enough to make a fine brooch, or a centrepiece for a necklace. It kept her busy in her mother's absence. 
She braced the jewel and lifted her tools, beginning to cut.
'Good morning.' That cursed deep, musical voice spoke from the doorway, aggravatingly pleasant even when he was carelessly disturbing her work. Her concentration broke, her hands slipped, and a diamond-tipped edge slammed into the stone in entirely the wrong place. She gasped, gathered the gem up like a hurt child and anxiously inspected the surface.
It hadn't cracked. She wrapped it quickly in soft cloth and replaced it in her jewel box.
'The stone doesn't crack under a sudden fright, but I might,' she said without turning around. 'Mere flesh and bone, me, susceptible to surprises.'
'I'm sorry,' he said, and he did sound contrite. 
Irritation had made her uncharacteristically verbose before; now she felt discomfort creeping over her, stealing her words. She changed her mind about the stone, took it out of the box and slipped it into her pocket. It was cold, and remained so despite its proximity to her skin. The way a proper gem ought to feel. 
She turned away from her bench at last, and forced herself to look him in the eye. She managed something like a smile. To her dismay he smiled back, a wide, uninhibited smile full of warmth. She felt heat coming into her face again and looked away, focusing her gaze determinedly on the floor.
'So, um. How are you?' Her words emerged almost inaudibly. 
'I can't speak for the floor, but I am well enough, thank you.' His tone was lightly teasing. She looked up, startled, to catch a renewed smile just fading from his face. 
She nodded vaguely, becoming too aware of that smile. She looked back at the floor, feeling awkward, and drifted to the balcony rail, seeking an excuse to avoid Devary's gaze. To her dismay he followed her, settling only a couple of feet away. Much too close... and he was looking at her again, trying to catch her eye.
'Llandry?'
'Mhm.'
'You do not like me very much. Is there something I did to offend you?'
Curse him, he actually sounded sad about it. 'Why should it matter?' she said, almost savage. 'You're here for Mamma.'
'I - well, yes, but that doesn't mean-' He broke off. She glanced at him, briefly. He looked bewildered and sorry. She dug her fingers into the balcony rail, wishing he would go away.
'I don't dislike you.'
'You behave as if you do.'
She struggled with herself helplessly. How could she possibly explain? 
'I don't dislike you,' she said again.
He looked away. 'All right,' he said, after a moment. 
She wanted to apologise, but she couldn't find the words. 'I just don't...'
'Don't what?'
She looked at her hands. 'I need time to get used to you.'
He didn't understand, obviously. Probably he was one of those people who easily charmed others. That smile was dangerous enough.
'Well,' he said awkwardly, 'I'll be around for a while. I hope we can get along, more or less.'
She merely nodded, tired of the effort of speech. He waited for a response for a while, then seemed to give up.
'I'll be going out again soon. After I sleep, a little.'
'All right,' she said.
He nodded and turned to leave the balcony. 
'Devary? Why are you here, really?'
He stopped and looked back over his shoulder at her. 'Really? I came to see your mother.'
'I know, but...' She fumbled for words. She couldn't ask her question without admitting she had eavesdropped before.
He sighed and turned around. 'We were friends, years ago, but... things did not end well with your mother. My visit was not as it should have been, and she was right to reproach me. When I tried to see her again, she hadn't forgiven me.' He smiled slightly. 'You were only about two years old at that time. You looked like your mother, even then.'
'What happened?'
'I don't think I would like to explain in more detail. I hope you will understand that. It was all a long time ago.'
Llandry sighed inwardly, but she didn't press him. 'Has she forgiven you now?'
'I think so. I hope so.' He gave her a crooked smile and left. 
Curses. She hated family secrets, but neither Devary nor her parents would discuss this one with her. Ignoring the tug of unsatisfied curiosity, Llandry restored her sapphire to the bench and took up her tools again. She had to work carefully around her injured arm: the wounds had knit firmly, but her muscles were still weak. As she worked, she became distantly aware of an odd sound. 
Clack clack clack.
Turning, she observed Sigwide in his basket. Since he preferred to be near Llandry at all times, a bed had been placed for him on the balcony. Devary had done it without being asked, layering it up with blankets and even a small pillow. Sig had obviously promoted it to the position of favourite bed, for he spent a great deal of time in it.
Curled up and sleeping, normally, but now he was turning and turning, his jaws working, his sharp teeth clacking loudly on something hard. 
‘Sig, what are you eating?' She felt for his thoughts, but for once he wasn't sharing. Llandry crossed the balcony, crouched down, and picked him up. He squealed in protest and wriggled, but she maintained her grip.
In the centre of Sigwide's blankets rested a large stone, indigo in colour, gleaming silver when the light hit it. A surge of excitement rushed through her. Tucking Sigwide - still protesting - under one arm, she scooped up the istore stone. Holding it in her hands gave her that familiar and so welcome feeling of calm and well-being, and sharpened her senses.
'Sig, you little... thief.' He was fighting hard to be released and at last succeeded in squirming free of her grasp. He rushed at the stone, trying to win it back. She saw his mind clearly: he remembered taking the stone off her desk when her back was turned one day. There had been several lying in a cluster on her work bench, and she hadn't noticed the absence of one piece. 
She also gathered that he felt - very strongly - that he was the rightful owner of the stone and felt hard-used at her capture of it. 
'You as well, hm?' It hadn't occurred to her that the widespread covetousness over this curious gem might also extend to animals. She chuckled at his distress, calming him with a quick hug.
'A deal, Siggy. We will share this one, all right? We can take it in turns to look after it.' She replaced the stone in the centre of his bed and he immediately curled up around it, looking like the draykons of legend with his long body wound around his treasure. 'You can have it for the rest of today.' The istore was trouble, undoubtedly, but this one was an unexpected bonus, a secret gift. It would be kept hidden, a private satisfaction only to herself. 
Inspired, Llandry decimated her silver supplies and applied herself to the creation of the ideal setting for the stone. She didn't want to be stuffing it into a pocket or burying it in a bag; it ought to be worn next to the skin. Working with extreme care - her arm still twinged painfully if she overdid it - she crafted a pendant and chain of pale icy-white silver. As an afterthought, she engraved the metal with stars as a tribute to her original inspiration. The pendant was constructed to grip the stone in its hollow centre, allowing the back of the istore to sit directly against her skin.
The soft notes of a skilfully-played lyre reached her ears as she worked: Devary working at his hobby. He spent some time at this every day, plucking fluid notes from the golden strings and singing in his deep voice. She could not understand the words, but the melodies were glorious by themselves. He seemed to be composing something today; the music came in snatches, gradually lengthening into a full song. His voice was compelling; she felt an agreeable shiver when he sang, like a breath of cool wind over her skin. She wanted to go into the other room and listen, but she did not dare to intrude. 
A streak of grey interrupted her thoughts. Sigwide's small form shot across the balcony, moving at speed. Llandry glanced up as Sigwide, yipping, hurtled after a scrap of flickering colour that hovered dangerously close to the balcony's edge. She dropped her tools and dived in pursuit, her wings unfurling with a snap. She stretched out her hands and caught the orting just as he leaped, heedlessly, into the open air. 
'Oh, Sig...' She breathed the words in tones of despair and relief, clutching him close. He jerked his head this way and that, his jaws moving oddly. He had something in his mouth.
Applying her fingers and thumb either side of his jaw, she pressed firmly. His mouth reluctantly opened, and something colourful fell to the floor.
'Sig, what have you done?' She scooped the thing up and took both creatures inside, shutting the balcony door before she released Sigwide. He retreated from her, muttering.
The thing he had caught was only a few inches long from nose to tip, fitting into the palm of her hand. It lay on its side, weakly flapping lightly furred wings of jade green and rose. Its slender body was covered in soft, pearly fur, and it sported a long, oddly curled tail and a thin snout. Its four legs scratched at her skin without inflicting any damage: apparently it lacked claws. It looked like a miniature drauk crossed with a daefly.
It lay still, finally, and she worried that it had died; but it breathed still, its furred sides heaving in panicked hyperventilation. She couldn't see any wounds.
'Just shock, then,' she murmured. 
'What?'
She looked up guiltily. She'd forgotten Devary for a moment. 
'Sorry. I... found something.' 
'Oh?' He stood up to come and look. He had to stand quite close to see the colourful little oddity that lay in her palm.
'Curious,' he said mildly. 'Another escapee from the Uppers, by the looks of it.'
She nodded, trying to ignore his unsettling proximity.
'Sig ate it,' she said.
'He is a fearsome hunter,' he replied with a smile. 'What will you do with it? I do not think it can fly.'
'Mm.' She moved away from him, carrying the thing up to her chamber. She laid it in a nest of soft fabric in the warmest part of the room, and left it to recover. She prudently closed the door as she left, keeping Sigwide out.
She didn't realise Devary had followed her. She found him standing on the landing, hovering politely outside the door to her room. He smiled as she emerged.
'Do you think it will live?' 
'Hard to say,' she replied. 'If it lives until tomorrow, it might be all right.'
'I like it,' he said. 'It is pretty. Do you know what kind of creature it is?'
'I've never seen anything like it before.'
'A pity; neither have I. Perhaps your mother will know.'
She nodded her head in agreement, wondering why he had followed her. Silence fell, and she sought for something else to say.
'I enjoyed your song.'
His brows lifted in surprise. 'I didn't realise you were listening.'
'I can hear you quite well on the balcony.'
'You like music?'
'I like yours.'
He smiled, gratified. 'You play an instrument yourself, perhaps.'
'I never learned. Unfortunately.'
'Unfortunately?'
'Well. I sometimes think it might be nice.'
'I could teach you a little, if you like.'
She thought fast. On the one hand, the prospect of spending any considerable length of time with Devary filled her with trepidation. She had survived thus far by limiting the amount of time she spent in the same room with him. 
On the other hand...
She looked up at his handsome face, his hazel eyes friendly and inviting.
'Thank you,' she said. 'Why not?'
She spent the next hour seated cross-legged on the floor of the parlour, her left knee pressed against Devary's. She cradled the beautiful lyre in her lap, tentatively plucking the slender golden strings according to his direction. She blushed every time she made an error, but he didn't seem to notice. She took to the art rapidly, enjoying the sensation of the metallic strings under her deft fingers, revelling in every shimmering note she produced. Devary smiled and complimented her and taught her a short, simple song; by the end of the day she could play it quite comfortably.
Singing, however, she outright refused to do. Nothing he could say could prevail upon her to expose her singing voice to his scrutiny. In the end, she played and he sang. It seemed a perfect arrangement to her.
By the following day, Llandry had mastered her song and was rapidly learning another. 
'You are a natural, I think,' said Devary. 'You must go to Nimdre someday, and learn from a real professional.'
'You aren't a professional?'
He smiled complacently. 'No, no; I am a poor hobbyist only. I play for my own pleasure, and I do not often teach.'
'Oh, I thought... then, what is your profession?'
'Ah, well. I travel a lot, and sometimes I do play to an audience. It is not the same thing as being a true professional, you understand.'
Llandry didn't. He played like a master to her ears. Her fingers missed their mark as she pondered this and a wrong note sounded jarringly. Frowning down at the strings, Llandry said, 'I am doing you little credit as a student. Perhaps it's time for a break.' 
'Certainly,' he replied, bowing his head. He rose and offered her a hand up. Ignoring it, she jumped lightly to her feet, thrusting the lyre at him. 
'I'd like to...' An odd noise broke the peace of the house, coming from somewhere behind her. It reminded her of the sounds Sigwide made when he was angry.
'Moment,' she murmured, padding through to the balcony. 'Sig?' 
Sigwide stood near the balcony rail, faced off against a beast she'd never seen before. It was five times the orting's size, scaled and clawed, with a snout that snapped warningly at Sigwide as it advanced. The orting refused to move, growling deep in his throat. He was answered with a roar as the creature charged.
She dived, grabbing Sigwide and rolling out of reach. She screamed in pain as her injured arm hit the ground, but she didn't pause; she was up in seconds, darting away, clutching her brave but foolish orting to her chest. 
Devary appeared in the doorway, wielding a pair of wicked-looking daggers. Gaping in astonishment at this incongruous sight, Llandry almost lost her healthy arm to a snap of the beast's jaws. She rolled again, narrowly evading its strike. Her senses were suddenly crowded with information: she felt the beast's confusion and fear, its desperation at finding itself stranded suddenly in wholly unfamiliar territory. It had emerged through a gate, a direct escapee from the Uppers, but it wasn't here by its own desire. 
Devary charged the beast, daggers ready to hack into its beautiful leaf-green hide. 
'Don't kill it!' She released Sigwide and bounded to her feet, mentally reaching out to the creature. Its mind was little different from Sigwide's, its aggression a product of its fear and disorientation. Clumsily she thrust herself into its thoughts, trying to replace its notions of danger with sensations of safety.
The technique might work with Sigwide, but this beast shrugged off her interference. Recognising Devary as the greater threat, it turned on him and leaped.
'Wait, please,' Llandry gasped. Devary dropped his daggers and wrestled with the thing, holding its jaws away from his face by sheer strength of muscle.
'You might... hurry, with whatever you are doing,' he panted. 
Cajoling wasn't working: the beast was too enraged. Collecting herself, Llandry matched aggression with aggression and bore down with a fierce will, forcing it to obey. To her immense relief, it gradually ceased its attempts to swallow Devary's face and slowed. She felt the shift in its mind, from viewing her as a threat to seeing her as its master.
Tentatively, Devary loosened his grip, his muscles still tense and ready to fight. When the animal didn't react he surged to his feet, collecting one of his daggers as a precaution.
'Can you open a gate?' Llandry's words were strained; the unaccustomed effort of holding the beast to her will was tiring her fast.
'Yes, it will take... a moment.' 
'Faster would be better.'
'Cannot be helped,' he murmured. While he worked, Llandry turned her thoughts back to her temporary captive. She had no wish to exacerbate its terror, so she adjusted her ideas, trying to meld the force of her command with the security she'd tried to give it before. Her untrained attempts were clumsy, and she came close to losing her grip on it altogether. 
The gate appeared, a ripple in the air. It grew steadily more solid, until Llandry could see the little slice of the Uppers to which it was connected. Distracting, that vision: vivid colour and golden sunlight, and a hint of a rich aroma that teased at her senses.
'Llandry?' Devary prompted.
'I... yes.' Llandry refocused, shoving the beast towards the gate. In her anxiety she had probably overdone the command: the poor creature shot forward and straight into the gate. Devary grimaced and the gate faded gradually, too slowly for Llandry's frayed mind. At last it disappeared and the balcony  grew still and quiet once more.
'Quite good,' Devary said at last. His hair had come down out of its ponytail, but other than that he looked remarkably unperturbed. Llandry was too muddled and disturbed to answer. Feeling the warning buzzing in her limbs and tightness in her chest, she bolted from the room before she could humiliate herself by suffering a bout of panic in front of her mother's friend.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
When Eva arrived at Vale's office, she found Tren waiting. 
'Mr. Warvel,' she said coolly, wondering what he was doing there.
'Lady Glostrum.' He looked up, smiling. 'What brings you here?'
'I was going to ask you the same. Surely you aren't...?'
'Aren't what?'
'Did Lord Angstrun send you? For Vale's job?'
'No,' he said slowly. 'I come here every moonrise to admire the view.' He looked at the cluttered office, covered with Vale's maps and papers. 
'Oh,' she said, feeling suddenly very weary. She sat down in Vale's chair, surveying Tren as he stood near the doorway. Youthful: that was the primary impression she gathered of him. Young, and with an air of optimism that suggested a lack of experience. 'You'd better be here because you're his best.'
'I am,' he said. 'Thank you.'
She lifted her brows. 'At... what was it? Twenty-three?'
'Twenty-five. How old were you when they made you High Summoner?'
'Older than that.'
'Not by very much.'
Eva sat back, huddling into her coat. 'If you read the papers, you'll know that I was the beneficiary of some revolting elitism and probably a dash of nepotism as well. What's your excuse?'
Tren laughed. 'Or you were the best candidate for the job. It depends on the point of view.'
'Oh?' She surveyed him, trying to read his expression. 'To which interpretation do you subscribe?'
'I haven't decided yet.' 
The door opened, revealing Chief Investigator Vale with an armful of papers. He looked startled to find his office occupied.
'Am I late, or are you two peculiarly eager?'
Tren checked his watch. 'The latter, it appears.'
Vale looked at Tren. 'No sign of Fin, I suppose?'
'Not yet.' 
Vale dropped his papers on the desk. The stack landed with a thud that shook the furniture. Eva lifted an ironic brow at him.
'I need three secretaries to keep on top of all of this,' Vale grinned. He picked up Eva's hand, his smile fading. 'There's talk of more activity from the Lowers. More gates, more beasts. I suppose it's no use asking you to reconsider?'
'None whatsoever.
He sighed. 'I didn't think so.'
'We won't be gone long, Eyde, and I don't anticipate encountering anything that Tren and I will not be able to deal with.'
He eyed her sceptically. 'You don't, hm?'
She smiled encouragingly, trying to impart some of her own sense of confidence to him. He grunted and looked away.
'Here,' he said, handing her a freshly-printed daily newspaper. The headline read: Missing sorcerer suspected of Night Cloak crime. A picture of Edwae Geslin was printed below: a young man with dishevelled hair, rather plain features and a hesitant smile. The overall impression Eva received was one of mildness, even blandness. She frowned.
'He doesn't look like the type.'
'He isn't.' Tren took the paper from her, reading it with a gathering frown. 
'Do you know him?' said Eva. 
'We're close friends,' said Tren, tossing the paper aside in disgust. 'I can't think of any reason why Ed would do such a thing.'
Vale spoke up. 'Did he tell you he was leaving?'
'No.'
'Has he said, or done, anything recently that struck you as out of character?'
Tren thought. 'He seemed anxious lately, but he's often worried about money. I didn't think it out of the ordinary.'
'Why does he worry about money?'
'His mother's a widow and he has younger siblings. He sends most of his earnings to her.'
'Good,' murmured Vale. 'Where does the mother live?'
'Orstwych.'
'Clear motive,' said a new voice. Eva glanced up, startled. The door had opened so quietly she hadn't noticed. Another man stood behind Vale, dressed for travelling. He surveyed the office expressionlessly, then softly shut the door.
'Ah, Fin,' said Vale. 'Sit down.' The man took the seat nearest to the exit, without looking at anyone.
'This is Finshay Arrerly,' said Vale. 'My agent in this business. Fin, you already know Tren. The lady is Evastany Glostrum, High Summoner.'
Finshay turned cold grey eyes on her. She returned his stare coolly, assessing him rapidly. She detected more than a hint of arrogance in his manner.
'You're sending your fiancee with us.' Finshay's voice was chill and quiet. 
'She's the best person for this job,' said Vale. Eva raised her brows, surprised at his change of attitude. He'd been trying to talk her out of it ever since she suggested it.
'Oh?' said Finshay. 'A noble and a bureaucrat?'
'She's a fine working summoner,' said Vale, a hint of steel creeping into his tone. 'She's one of the strongest in Glour, and besides she's in possession of some useful tools for this task.'
'Such as?'
'A shortig hound, and a gwaystrel.'
That seemed to silence Finshay, at least for a brief time. He cast another glance at her, only slightly less contemptuous than before, and subsided.
'Sir,' said Tren, tentatively.
'Don't tell me you're going to object too, Tren.'
Tren shifted uncomfortably. 'Not exactly, sir, but I'd prefer to be excused from this mission.'
'Your reasons being what.'
'Ed's a close friend, sir. I don't feel right about tracking him down like this.'
'I'm sorry, but that's exactly why I need you to be involved. You know him better than anyone else; that knowledge may prove invaluable.' Tren opened his mouth to object but Vale cut him off. 'You know it will go much easier for Geslin if he's brought in for civilised questioning.'
Instead of what? Eva wondered uneasily. She pictured again that mild young face and shivered slightly.
Tren bowed his head, but made no further objections. 
'Gentlemen,' said Vale in a steely tone. 'I can do without this quibbling. You're all involved for good reasons and the matter is non-negotiable. Work together and you'll find Geslin quickly. I suggest you make your peace with the job and get it done.'
'Of course, sir,' said Tren. Finshay nodded coldly. Eva just watched.
Vale exhaled slowly. 'Good. Fin, what were you saying about motive.'
Finshay shrugged indifferently. 'Most people will do just about anything if they're stuck for cash.' Tren looked as if he wanted to argue, but he glanced at Vale and thought better of it.
Vale nodded. 'It's a fair point. You should talk with the mother, see if she knows anything. Maybe you'll find Geslin there.'
'Doubt he'd be stupid enough to hide somewhere so obvious,' said Fin.
'Maybe, maybe not. Check it out anyway. Any other leads?'
'None,' said Fin. 'He's a bloody Master Sorcerer, isn't he? He'll be stealthed up to the eyeballs.'
'Then it's lucky you have the services of a summoner with a tracker dog and a gwaystrel,' said Vale pointedly. Fin rolled his eyes.
'Tren. Any thoughts on where your friend Geslin would go?'
Tren looked troubled. He opened his mouth and closed it again, then shook his head.
Vale looked hard at him. 'Think on it well, Tren,' he said easily, but with a cold glint in his blue eyes. 'I've no doubt you'll think of something.'
Tren nodded. He looked miserable, and Eva felt a pang of sympathy for him.
'Lady Glostrum,' said Vale, turning to her. 'Am I right in thinking that the shortig will follow the man's scent, even if he tries to disguise it?'
'As far as we know, yes,' she replied. 'The shortigs seem to be immune to the known methods of disguise there. Either that or they're clever enough to see past them.'
'Good,' said Vale. 'And the gwaystrel will see through any disguise he adopts. Between the two, you've a fair chance of catching him.'
'The gwaystrel's that good?' Finshay's question dripped scepticism.
Eva turned a cold stare on him. 'Gwaystrels aren't fooled by sorcerer stealth tricks because they don't use their eyes. They're all but blind, in fact. They recognise people by sound, smell, patterns of movement - all the things that are harder, maybe impossible, to conceal or change. Geslin can cloak himself any way he likes, but Rikbeek will be looking for the things he can't easily manipulate.'
'How will he know what to look for?'
'I was hoping Tren could help with that.'
Vale looked inquiringly at the sorcerer. Tren slouched a little further into his chair, but he nodded.
'I can build a walking image of Ed as I remember him. It'll move, sound, probably even smell like him. I can only keep it up for a couple of minutes, but hopefully that'll be enough.'
'Probably,' said Eva. 'He learns fast.'
Vale nodded approvingly. 'Fin, go dig up everything you can find on Geslin. The usual procedure, please.' Fin deigned to answer the order with a nod.
'Right, get on with it,' said Vale. 'I want you all home as soon as possible.' He was looking at Eva as he said it. 
 
***
 
Ed Geslin's house was on the twenty-seventh circle, right on the edges of the city. It was an underground dwelling, obviously cheap lodgings. He had three rooms carved through a series of great irignol roots. They were neatly kept, and virtually bare of furniture or possessions.
Eva wandered through the house with her shortig hound padding along softly behind her. The little dog thrust its sizeable nose into every object it encountered. Eva hoped it was gaining enough of a scent to track Geslin.
'Do you suppose he cleaned out his house before he left?' Eva asked Tren.
'No. Or, probably not. Ed never seemed to have much need for ordinary things. His house has been like this ever since I've known him.' 
'Unusual.' Eva slid open a series of drawers that were fitted into a wall. They were all empty. 'Maybe he couldn't afford much.'
'That's a possibility,' said Tren. 'The position of aide to Lord Angstrun is well-paid, but he was sending as much as he could afford to his family every moon.'
Eva stepped through a low door into a small parlour. It was furnished with nothing but a pair of chairs and a bookcase, devoid of books. Finshay was sitting comfortably on the sofa.
'Slow getting here,' he remarked.
'Sorry,' said Tren. 
Finshay grunted. Ignoring Eva, he said to Tren: 'Better pick up the pace, Warvel. The trail's already days old.'
Tren looked irritated. He turned his back on Finshay without replying, and began searching through the lone cupboard in the room, opening doors and drawers. Eva joined the search, rather surprised to find that there were items remaining in this piece of furniture. She collected a well-read book, a comb and sparse items of clothing. She laid them out for the shortig, then glanced back at Tren.
'I got the impression you've worked with the Chief Investigator before,' she said. 'I thought you were part of Angstrun's crowd?'
'I am, but there's always a sorc or two attached to the Investigator's Office. That includes me, just now. I assist with investigating infractions of the sorcery laws.'
'Should've got someone else for this one,' said Finshay. 'Geslin's best friend is going to aid in his capture, is he? Vale's judgement's off.'
'Ed had nothing to do with most of it,' said Tren firmly. 'Murder, theft? He didn't do those things. I'm sure of it. He ought to be here to defend himself. Besides, the Chief Investigator is right: he must have some information.'
Fin said nothing. Tren laid out two or three more items on the floor for the shortig to sort through. Eva and the two men watched with interest as the tiny black hound cast through the assembled objects with his sensitive nose, turning each one around several times with his paws and snout.
'You do your job, Fin?' said Tren after a moment.
'Of course.'
'What did you find?'
'He went to Orstwych.'
'You're sure about that?'
'Pretty much.'
'How?'
Finshay stared back at Tren, making no reply.
'Come on, Fin,' said Tren. 'We all need as much information as possible.'
'Fine. Geslin's sent a parcel out to Orstwych just after the full moon, every moon, for the past two years. Hasn't missed a single one, until last moon. Full moon last occurred about three weeks ago, meaning Ed's parcel was due roughly two weeks ago. Why didn't he send it?'
'He had nothing to send?'
'Idiot. He didn't send anything because he was planning to go in person. Means he planned to leave ahead of time. May mean he was carrying something he didn't want to entrust to the mail.'
'That's logical enough,' conceded Tren. 
'Not that we'll find him at home with mother,' continued Finshay. 'Nobody's that bloody stupid. Should be able to pick up his trail from there, though.'
'I wonder if it was just the money he was sending,' mused Eva. Finshay cast her an irritated glance. She understood: she was supposed to stick to the business of tracking, while he took care of the deduction. Her lips twitched in amusement.
The shortig sat down on its haunches at Eva's feet and gazed up at her, still and alert, its long ears forward.
'The hound's ready,' she said. 
'All right, pack up,' said Fin. 'Leaving in two hours, from the east gate. Don't be late.' He strode away without looking back.
'I do believe we have a self-elected leader,' murmured Eva. 
'Fin's like that,' said Tren. 'He can be difficult to work with, but he's good at what he does.'
'I daresay. Now, what of that image you spoke of?'
'Ah. Yes. Do you have the gwaystrel here?'
Eva opened her cloak to reveal Rikbeek in his usual spot, tucked into her collar.
'Interesting travel arrangements,' said Tren with a small grin. 'What does he need in order to get the 'scent', so to speak?'
'Only to observe,' she said. 'Honestly I don't know exactly what it is he does, but a few minutes' observation seems to be sufficient.'
Tren nodded briskly. 'Tell me when he's seen enough.'
He closed his eyes and stood in deep concentration for several long minutes. Then his eyes opened. Where he looked, a shape began to form, slowly solidifying into a human figure.
A young man stood with his hands in the pockets of his shabby green coat. He was laughing, apparently at a joke. He began to talk in a rather slow, considered way, shaking his mousy-brown hair out of his eyes. His mouth moved but whatever he was saying was barely audible, as if he was speaking from a long distance away.
Eva released Rikbeek, directing his attention towards the figure of Edwae Geslin. The gwaystrel flew in circles around the image, darting in and out. It emitted a stream of sounds, some of which were only just within Eva's range of hearing. 
'Can you make him walk, Tren?' The sorcerer closed his eyes again, conjuring a new image; now Geslin began to stride, apparently towards Eva, though his feet made no progress on the ground. He walked in place for a few minutes as Rikbeek dived and spun. Then the gwaystrel returned to his station inside Eva's cloak and firmly snapped his wings shut around himself. Eva caught an echo of the gwaystrel's thoughts. He was thinking about food.
'Apparently he's finished,' said Eva. Tren smiled, a little wanly. He looked sadly back at the figure of Geslin, still striding on the spot. Geslin vanished. Tren stood silently for a long moment, his hands stuffed into his pockets in a gesture similar to his friend's. At length Eva felt obliged to speak.
'How long have you two been friends?'
Tren answered without looking at her. 'We trained together. We were both naturally strong sorcs, and there was competition between us at one time. But Lord Angstrun took us both as aides. We became like brothers after a while.' He looked at Eva then, but abstractedly, his thoughts obviously elsewhere. 'I don't know why he would do it,' he said at last. 'Ed didn't grow up here, but he would never betray Glour. Or Angstrun.'
Eva thought of the thunderous anger on Angstrun's face when he'd heard about the Night Cloak crime. She could well believe that no rational person would lightly betray him.
'I'm sure there was a good reason,' she said, firmly. 
Tren removed his hands from his pockets, drew himself up, visibly pulled himself together. 'I need to pack,' he said, with a brief smile at Eva.
'Me too,' she said. 'See you at the east gate.'
 
***
 
Edwae's mother lived in Westrarc, a large town about thirty miles inside the Orstwych border. The distance was swiftly covered by the four nivvens put to Eva's carriage. The clustering irignol forests lasted almost to the easternmost border of Glour, giving way at last to expanses of smooth hills, gleaming pale under the moon. Eva shivered, feeling exposed without the customary shroud of the dense irignol, but the spread of light delighted her. It was like travelling through a sea of moonglow. 
Fin did not deign to speak to anybody throughout the journey. He sat with his eyes closed and his face turned away. Tren, too, was largely silent, but in his case Eva understood it. He had probably known Ed's family before, and now here he travelled to meet them in the role of Edwae's pursuer, bound to return him to Glour for questioning and probable punishment. It was a hard task. She knew not how to help him, stranger as she was, so she was silent too. They made for a cheerless company of travellers as they arrived in Westrarc under the deep cover of Orstwych's Cloaked hours.
Westrarc was of a wholly different character to Glour. They'd passed villages and isolated dwellings on their way through the countryside, dotted through tumbling wolds sparsely littered with contorted irignol trees. Westrarc was on a much larger scale, its rounded, shapely houses built of pale stone and often adorned with towers and turrets. The roads were wide and smooth, walled on either side, and the moonlight shone silver off the graceful buildings and pathways of the town. Lanterns lit the roads, clear glass baubles shining with artificial starlight that wandered lazily through the air, adhered to nothing. Some of them kept pace with the carriage, lighting the road with a muted glow until an approaching set of globes took over their wardship. Eva watched as they drifted idly away again, disappearing into the soft shadows at their backs.
The hour was too late to call upon Edwae's mother immediately, so Eva directed her coachman towards her favourite inn, one of Westrarc's finest. It was expensive and luxurious, facts which earned her more of Finshay's copious scorn, but she ignored him. Where comfort was available, she was always inclined to take advantage of it. The next day, she took care to dress in the plain, simple clothes she'd brought, eliminating all overt signs of her station. 
Mrs. Geslin lived in the south quarter of Westrarc, an area lacking the splendour of the rest of the town. Its streets were narrow, buildings crowding along them without much plan or reason. Some of the streets they passed through were barely wide enough for two to walk abreast; over these the houses leaned conspiratorially, the upper storeys of opposing houses almost touching one another. 
It was in one such house that the remnants of the Geslin family lived, a dwelling that was poor and shabby but nonetheless neat and clean. The Mrs. Geslin who answered the door was made to match: a woman with the form and features of only middling years, but who possessed the weary air of a woman long careworn. She looked with frightened eyes at Finshay, who did nothing to conceal his grim purpose. She looked next at Tren, who tried to smile.
'Mrs. Geslin, how are you. It's been a long time.'
'He's not here.' The woman cut Tren off and tried to close the door on him, but Finshay had inserted himself between the door and the frame. Eva heard a swift, sad sigh from Tren.
'We aren't here to hurt him, Mrs. Geslin, but we need to know where he is. Please. He'll get his fair hearing.'
Mrs. Geslin looked on him with scorn. 'Oh, he will? Them great lords in Glour don't care for the troubles of folk like us, Pitren Warvel, and you know that. They'll destroy him. How you could lend yourself to this-' She looked on Tren with such withering contempt that Eva was shocked. 
Tren's pain was clearly audible as he answered. 'It's all I can do to help him, Mrs. Geslin. I know of nothing else that wouldn't imperil us both the more in the end.' He paused, and the terrible anger in Edwae's mothers face softened slightly. 'I need to know why he did it,' continued Tren. 'Much may then be explained, and more can be done for Ed.'
Mrs. Geslin bowed her head, and at last she stepped back and opened the door wider. Eva passed inside with the others. As she stepped into the tiny hallway, neatly dusted but rather bare, she felt Mrs. Geslin's scrutiny turned upon her. Her gaze was not a friendly one.
'Sorceress,' said Mrs. Geslin, low and harsh. 'Pale-haired witch! Are you the one who led my boy astray?' Eva was astonished to see tears in the woman's eyes, her hands trembling as they twisted in the folds of her shabby old dress.
'No, I - your son and I have never met,' she said calmly. 'And I'm not in the sorcery line.'
'Why then do you pursue my son, stranger to him and his ways?'
Eva gestured to the small hound at her feet, though she kept the gwaystrel hidden in the folds of her cloak.
'I am a summoner,' she said. 'My arts aid the search.'
Mrs. Geslin turned away her face. She led them into a small parlour, shooing away three young children as she went. A fourth, slightly older child sat stubbornly in the parlour, resisting dismissal. She was a little prettier than her brother, though she had the same thin brown hair and pale face. 
'Mindra,' said Mrs. Geslin, warningly. The girl sighed and sloped away. Eva was motioned to the chair that she had occupied.
'I can't offer you anything,' said Mrs. Geslin, with a fierceness that seemed to dare complaint. 
'That's all right,' said Tren quickly. 'We are quite well fed.' He cleared his throat uncomfortably. 'Mrs. Geslin, am I right in thinking that Ed was sending you money every moon? Had he been doing so for a long time?'
'All he could afford,' she said sadly. 'I never wanted to be taking his money, but we couldn't manage without it.' Her eyes blazed suddenly. 'I know what they're saying about my boy. You tell me. Does a man who'll give every penny he has to his family become a thief? A murderer?' 
Tren made a placating gesture. 'I'm as certain as you are that he didn't do those things. But there's no doubt he is involved somehow. He is certainly the person who altered the agreed boundaries of the Night Cloak. It's my belief somebody put him up to that, and we need to find out who. And why.'
Mrs. Geslin nodded and sat down next to Tren. He picked up one of her hands and squeezed it encouragingly. She cast him a small, grateful smile.
'There isn't much to tell,' she began. 'But I knew something wasn't right. For two years Ed's been sending us everything he could spare, and probably more. But he knew it wasn't enough, not with me out of work and four to feed besides. He began sending more, much more. He wouldn't tell me where he got the extra money.' 
She took a deep breath, her spare hand joining the one Tren held. She gripped him as if clutching a lifeline. 'He came home, a few days ago. He had money with him, more of it than ever before. He said it would be enough to keep us for several moons, while he went away. He was going travelling, he said, and for some time, though he wouldn't say where or why. I knew he must have done something that wasn't right. Then the papers came, with their pictures and their nasty tales.' She stopped, her grip tightening on Tren's fingers. She looked like she must be hurting him by now, her knuckles white with strain, but he didn't move. 
'A few days ago?' said Tren, thoughtfully. 'Did he give you any idea at all where he went?'
'No,' she said. 'I tried to make him tell me. All he would say was that he had something to put right.'
Tren frowned. 'He wasn't running away from something?'
Mrs. Geslin shook her head. 'Eddie wouldn't run from a mess he'd made. He'd put it right somehow.'
'Mrs. Geslin,' said Eva. 'What did you mean by what you said to me? "Pale-haired witch"?'
'Ed met someone. Before all this happened, it would've been. He joked about it once, asking me if I'd mind him bringing a witch into the family, one of them pale-haired ones. Folk say they're more powerful.' She paused, looking intently at Eva. 'Is that true?'
Eva spread her hands. 'I'm a powerful summoner but I can't say if the colour of my hair has anything to do with it. I think it's just a myth.'
Mrs. Geslin nodded. 'Ed didn't really believe it either, but he was serious about this woman. I thought maybe she had something to do with it.'
'Why?' asked Tren. 'Did he suggest that when you saw him last?'
She hesitated. 'It's just a feeling I got.'
Tren sighed. 'It's not much to go on. True white is an unusual hair colour, but not that rare. However, we'll look into it. Did he say anything else about her that might help?'
'Nothing. He said I'd find out for myself soon. But that was before.'
'Before?'
'Before he was in trouble. A few days ago he wouldn't talk of it at all.'
'Ah, well. It all helps.' He looked seriously at Mrs. Geslin. 'I'll be doing everything I can for Ed, please believe me.'
Their leave-taking from Mrs. Geslin was painful on Tren's part and impatient on Finshay's. Eva felt subdued as she left the shabby house and its weary mistress. The children clustered forlornly around their mother as she bid farewell to her son's pursuers. Eva's last glimpse of Mrs. Geslin was her face, drawn and sad, as she closed the door behind them.
Tren's obvious pain was distressing. Eva knew there was nothing she could do, but she couldn't ignore it. She touched his arm lightly, trying to get his attention as he walked in an apparent daze. He looked up quizzically.
'We'll find him,' she said. 'Everything will be well.'
'Maybe,' he said. He looked away. 'I'm trying to imagine what he might be doing. I think his mother is right: whatever he's up to, it isn't running away. Whether that's better or worse, I don't know.'
'You think he might place himself in danger?'
'Say he moved the Night Cloak. I can imagine his horror at everything that happened afterwards. It wouldn't have taken him long to realise that they were all connected. If he thought he knew something about who was behind it, would he have taken it to Vale? Could he have? He must've realised he would be blamed: that it would be hard for anyone to believe him. I fear he's gone after the perpetrator by himself.' He smiled without humour. 'I wish he had told me about it, but he wouldn't; not if it might put me in danger, too.'
The shortig at Eva's feet stopped abruptly. It cast about in the street for some minutes, watched intently by its audience of three. Then it lifted its head and yipped, taking off down a side street at speed. Eva followed the shortig at a trot, opening her cloak and shaking Rikbeek loose. He snapped at her hands grumpily, trying to fold his wings again, but she tossed him into the sky. He flew upwards and out of sight. 
'Well, here we go.' Eva split her thoughts, sending part of her awareness ahead with the shortig and part upwards to follow the gwaystrel. The trail brought the company rapidly to the east gate of Westrarc, and out into the hills beyond.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
Llandry lifted her cordial to her lips. A tremor wracked her and the bottle slipped, spilling the oily herbal concoction over her chin. She set the vessel down quickly, wiping at her face with a handkerchief. She was up to twice the usual dose, but still the attacks came. Most of her night had been spent wide awake, staring into the darkness feeling panic on the edge of her awareness, waiting for the medicine to wear off.
She didn't even know what she was afraid of. Normally the attacks came when she found herself surrounded, buried in a crowd of people. Sometimes, on her worst days, she couldn't address so much as a syllable to a stranger without succumbing to a bout of trembling and hyperventilation. It had been a lamentably common occurrence since her early teenage years.
The experience shouldn't be remarkable, then, even if the attacks did seem to be happening more frequently. But something was different. Added to the embarrassing loss of control over her own limbs, to the humiliating inability to speak or breathe, was a sensation of struggle, as if her mind was trying to claw its way out of her body. Or as if her body wished to invert itself. It was growing increasingly difficult to hide it from her mother, or even from Devary, who had a habit of appearing noiselessly and unexpectedly at times when she might definitely prefer to be alone.
At the moment he was downstairs, working on his new song. The familiar melody drifted up to her bedchamber, calming her a little. At least while he was playing, he wouldn't walk in on her. She was free to restore her appearance to order, remove all signs of her torturous night before she ventured down. At length she stepped out of her room, hair brushed and clothing neat, hoping she might make it to the kitchen without being stopped. 
Apparently he was on the watch, for as soon as she reached the bottom of the winding stairs he set down his lyre and approached, wearing the usual smile.
'Is everything well with you? It is unusually late.'
Since when was he paying attention to her daily routine? 'I'm fine,' she said curtly, belatedly noticing that he wore a bandage wrapped around one arm. 'What happened to you?'
'There was another intruder in the night,' he replied. 
'You killed it, didn't you?'
'You were not around.' 
Llandry shook her head in disgust, stalking into the kitchen. To her dismay he followed, seating himself at the table while she prepared tea. She knew she ought to eat but her stomach rebelled at the notion. She filled a teapot, with very poor grace, and gave him a cup.
'Thanks,' he smiled. 'Llandry, why are you not employed as a summoner? Your ability was quite apparent yesterday.'
She scowled into her tea, refusing to look at him. 'That is private.'
'Is it? I am sorry. It is not my intention to pry.'
Llandry sighed inwardly. If he'd only pushed, it would have been much easier to continue being ungracious and rude. His habitual courtesy was disarming.
'I'm sorry. I'm just... in a poor mood. I wanted to train as a summoner, but my father forbade it.'
'Forbade?'
'Well.' She reconsidered. 'That is not the right word. He... talked me out of it.'
'That, I do not understand. The profession is highly respected in all the Seven Realms, along with sorcery. You would be guaranteed a well-paid position. Why would he discourage you?'
'Pa's never trusted the Off-Worlds. He thinks they're too dangerous. If I'd insisted, he would have been terrified every time I was sent to the Uppers, and that's an important part of training.'
Devary swirled his tea in his cup, gazing thoughtfully at Llandry. 'Your father seems to be too pragmatic a man to entertain such fears.'
'Not much scares Papa, that's true.' For a moment Llandry was silent, debating how much to tell him. It was odd that her mother hadn't already shared this piece of her husband's history: perhaps she didn't wish for Devary to know.
'Why then should he distrust the Upper Realm in this way?'
'You should ask Mamma about that.'
He smiled. 'But I am asking you.'
She sighed. 'It's because of my grandfather. He was a summoner, a strong one. Pa said he became obsessed with the Uppers, kept going back, spending more time there than he should. One day he didn't come back. Pa said he wouldn't sit by and watch while his daughter got herself killed up there too.'
'Ah.' Devary said nothing more, apparently drifting off into thought. 
'If you're allowed to pressure me for information, I get to ask a question too,' said Llandry. 
'That is a fair trade,' said Devary gravely. 'One question.'
'You're the most civilised person I've met, next to Mamma. You have perfect manners. You're a wonderful musician and the picture of a gentleman. Why would you be carrying daggers?'
He smiled briefly. 'I suppose it is inevitable that you would ask. That, unfortunately, is a question I cannot answer.'
'Unfair.' 
'It is, is it not? Perhaps I should say, I do not wish to answer it. I think you are beginning to like me, just a little, and I would not wish to destroy that.'
Llandry eyed him. 'I have come to believe you are mostly harmless, yes. It is not the same thing as liking.'
His eyes laughed at her. 'I see. It is my mistake.'
'So you have a secret that I wouldn't like?'
'More than one, I fear. Ask me another question. I remain in debt to you by one query.'
Llandry thought back to the previous day. 'I've seen sorcs work before. They can open gates in seconds. Why did it take you so long?'
'An unflattering question, but a deal is a deal. I am not a very good sorcerer. Also, I am from Nimdre. It is true that I can open gates to either of the Off-Worlds, but that comes at the price of foregoing the closer bond enjoyed by those from the Daylands or Darklands. To a Darklands sorcerer, it is as simple as reaching out, and the paths through to the Lowers are at your fingertips. Or so I believe. I, however, must search before I can find the way.' He set down his cup and stood up. 'If that concludes our arrangement, I must investigate the problem of these visitors we have been receiving. You will observe that I have enclosed the house; please do not open any windows or doors while I am gone. I won't be long.' He left, opening the exterior door only a few inches and slipping carefully through. Llandry heard the key turn in the lock, and she was alone.
Trying not to feel nervous, she climbed the stairs back to her room. The winged creature she had rescued the day before seemed better today; its breathing was calmer and it lay quietly in the nest Llandry had prepared. She mixed up a solution of sugar in water and laid it nearby, hoping it would eat. Doubtless it needed sustenance. She nudged it with her thoughts, reminding it about the concept of food, and to her pleasure it stirred and dipped its snout into the dish. 
'On balance, I'd prefer more intruders like you,' she told it. 'No killer teeth. No killer claws. No killer instincts. Quite undemanding, all told.' It ignored her, drinking on until the dish was dry. Then it drank down a second dish, after which it tentatively flapped its wings.
'I suppose I ought to send you back, when you're better.' It was pretty, as Devary had said, and its mind was pretty too - full of colour and sun. She wouldn't mind much if it chose to stay.
A door rattled below and she bolted towards the stairs, alarmed. Was this Devary? Her parents coming back? Another 'visitor'? She reached the kitchen to find Devary slipping back inside. He looked relieved when he saw her.
'What's happening?'
He shut the door firmly and barred it. 'Beasts are all over the city. All over the forests too, it seems. The bulletins are screaming about it. The summoners are out in force, sending them back, but they are finding it hard to keep up. I had to fight my way past several just to reach the nearest board.'
'How? Why?'
'That is unknown. There are rogue gates opening, more than there should be. Nobody knows why this is occurring.' 
She said no more, noticing that blood seeped from the wound on his arm. She found her mother's healing supplies in a box on the back of the door, bathed the wound and bound it up.
'If you give me the shirt, I will mend it for you.' She pointed at the tear that marred the black fabric.
'Thank you,' he said. He left, returning a few minutes later wearing a new shirt, the torn one draped over his uninjured arm. She took it from him and settled to her darning task. 
'When's Mamma due back?'
'She said maybe today, or tomorrow.' He winced. 'I hope the summoners have caught up with the problem by then, or they will have to fight their way through.'
Llandry felt her stomach tighten with anxiety. No need to worry, she told herself. They can handle it. She sensed Devary thinking the same. He prowled restlessly around the kitchen, picking things up and dropping them.
'I wonder if I ought to...'
'Hm?'
'Maybe I should go out to meet them, make sure they arrive safely.'
She said nothing. She understood his impulse to help - she felt it herself - but she knew it would be exactly the opposite of her mother's wishes. After a minute, Devary sighed.
'Your mother would kill me if I left you alone,' he said. 'And she would be right to.' He smiled at her, but his smile lacked some of his usual warmth. 
'I don't like being barricaded in here either,' she said, putting a few more stitches in his shirt.
'I am sure you don't,' he replied. 'I'm sorry. It isn't your fault.' He collected Ynara's teapot and filled it with water. 'Some more tea?'
 
***
 
Sunset came and Llandry's parents did not appear. The dusk hours dragged by slowly, Llandry and Devary both too tense to settle to anything. At last they retired to bed, though both were awake and up before sunrise. Shortly before sunset came around again, there came a pounding on the outer door. Devary leapt up and drew back the bolts, yanking the door open. Aysun stood on the other side with Ynara behind him. They both stepped hastily into the kitchen, and Devary slammed the door shut quickly behind them.
'Ma.' Llandry went to her mother, wanting to feel Ynara's arms around her. She sensed weariness and looked up searchingly into her mother's face.
'I'm all right, love, and so are you it seems, so everything is well.' Ynara kissed her forehead. 'We are in sore need of tea, though.' Llandry went immediately to the stove. 
'Did you run into trouble on the way back?' said Devary.
'Some,' said Aysun. 'Seems someone's put a small army of animals between Glour City and Waeverleyne.'
'They were in the city too, yesterday,' said Devary. 'Summoners have been cleaning them out.'
Ynara looked up at that. 'Any trouble here?' Her perceptive eye shifted from the shuttered windows to her daughter's face.
'We had an intruder, yesterday,' said Devary, sitting across from Ynara at the table. He gestured with his hands, indicating the size of the beast. 'Green hide. Big teeth. Llandry banished it.'
'Banished?' Ynara looked intently at her daughter.
'Devary was going to kill it,' explained Llandry, glancing guiltily at her father. He lifted one shaggy blond eyebrow at her, but said nothing.
'A second visited us the night before last, which I was obliged to destroy,' added Devary. 'Oh, and another newcomer two days ago. Small thing, wings. Not dangerous. Llandry has been tending to it.'
'It's still alive,' she reported. 'I'm going to keep it. Unless Sig tries to swallow it again. Anyway, Ma, what's the news from Glour?'
Llandry had the sense that her mother was trying not to look at her. 'Some good, some bad.'
'Start with the good.'
'Mm, well. The Glour summoners have taken care of the whurthag problem. Also, the Night Cloak has been pulled back to its original position.'
Llandry's spirits lifted. 'Great! Then I can go to the cave soon?' She frowned. 'Maybe after the beast-army's gone.'
'The bad news,' persevered Ynara, 'is that the cave is empty.'
Llandry's frown deepened. 'Empty?'
'There's no istore left. It's all gone.'
Llandry felt suddenly cold. 'It can't be all gone. The walls were full of it.'
'Nonetheless, it's gone. I'm sorry, love. I saw it myself. There's no doubt about it. Also,' she continued, 'our new beast friends are coming through from the Lowers as well, in similar numbers. Some of them have been identified. There are at least five species so far that were previously thought to be extinct.'
'Five?' Devary echoed. 'That is an extraordinary degree of error.'
'Mm,' Ynara agreed. 'It's true that the Off-Worlds are large; there must be areas that are unexplored, and these animals have been hiding out of reach. Though why they would now be venturing into inhabited territory is another question.'
Llandry stopped listening. The stone had endangered her clients; she knew that. She'd had no intention of making any more jewellery with it, and besides, had there been any istore remaining in the cave it would have been taken by the university. So why was she upset? The prospect of its complete loss affected her deeply, almost as though she'd lost some part of herself.
She slipped a hand into the pocket of her skirt, curling her fingers around her beautiful istore pendant. She had finished it yesterday while Devary was absorbed in his music, and so far it remained a secret. At least she could keep this one piece for herself. 
'Ma? Do they know who shifted the Night Cloak?'
'Yes, that's known, and he's being sought. But it seems unlikely that he was responsible for all of this chaos, no matter what some people in Glour are saying. He isn't a summoner, for a start.'
Llandry pursed her lips. The istore was remarkable, certainly, and its apparent effects were desirable, but why should anybody go to such lengths to acquire every known piece? 
Ynara seemed to guess her thoughts. 'Don't worry, love. Most of the University of Glour is working on this now, and our own university. That's a lot of very bright minds. And the person - the sorcerer - who changed the Cloak, well, he may have information. We will learn something soon.'
 
 
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
Eva was up to her ears in sorcery, and hating it.
Once they'd left the environs of Westrarc, Tren had been firm in the need for defences. 'No telling what's about out here,' he said cheerfully. He made Eva stand still with her eyes closed while he worked on her. She felt a Cloak settle over her like a shroud, cold and clinging and faintly damp. When he'd finished, she stood wrapped and tangled in enchantments that lay heavily upon  her. 
'How repulsive.' A violent shiver wracked her, and she wrapped her arms around herself, trying to warm up.
'You're welcome,' Tren smiled as he moved away. 
Eva sighed. She'd been Cloaked before, years ago. It was something she'd steadfastly avoided since then. She knew it would take her hours to accustom herself to the burden of breathing and moving beneath the weight of the sorcery. 
'It's quite worth it, I assure you,' said Tren over his shoulder, as if reading her thoughts. 'You're now part of the Night Cloak. Nothing's very likely to spot you unless you speak.'
'Except some of the more sensitive beasts pouring out of the Lowers these days.'
Tren shrugged. 'Nothing's perfect.'
Finshay submitted to his Cloaking without a syllable. Hours later, Eva still felt stifled, cold and burdened by the weight. She refused to complain, however; and so on they went, following the trail marked out by the shortig and with the gwaystrel ghosting on silent wings overhead. As they travelled further across Orstwych, the landscape changed again: the gentle hills ended, and trees closed in. These were different to the dark, contorted irignol that crowded the forests of Glour and western Orstwych. Her night-eyes caught hints of deep colour glinting in the moonlight, shades of blue and green and purple patterning the bark. Frondy red foliage rose above like tattered lace. 
They saw nothing of whurthags, though the forests were by no means as they ought to be. Eva sensed several animal presences as they passed through the woods, traces of beasts that were obviously far from home. They were not aggressive, however, and not inclined to trouble their party. Eva left them alone.
As the moon sank out of sight and the Night Cloak rolled over the lands, Eva found herself with cause to be grateful for Tren's sorcery. The eager steps of the little hunting hound brought them through a dense thicket, choked with the deep-hued ferns and mosses that were everywhere in evidence in this part of the forest. They were deep in the midst of the thicket when Rikbeek sounded his alarm call from overhead.
The three halted, wary. Movement caught Eva's eye, and she slowly turned her head. Out of a shadowed burrow in the ground crawled a great creature, furred like a mammal but built more like the ferocious reptiles that lived on the shores of Lake Glanias in the north. An astwach, definitely a predator and decidedly unfriendly. Its movements were slow, but its head turned with alarming speed as it sought the source of Rikbeek's cry.
The three stood, immobile, as the beast emerged fully from its underground home. Eva's breath stopped. It was longer than she was tall, standing as high as her shoulder. Teeth glinted pale in the dark, and a long tail twitched with the stealthy intent of a predator. It stood, nose lifted to scent the air. Eva tried hard to remember whether the Cloak would mask scent as well as visage. She thought not.
As if reaching the same conclusion, Tren beside her began to move. She mimicked his movements, slow and measured, creeping steadily away from the beast. As they were almost past the den, Eva noticed a smaller animal emerge from the burrow: unsteady on its legs and ungainly in its proportions, it was nonetheless an obvious copy of its parent.
The creature rounded on its young with a hiss, startlingly loud in the quiet of the night. Eva could not suppress a spasm of fear at the sound, full of menace and power. The smaller beast was relentlessly herded back into the den, its mother turning to follow. She heard Tren whisper, 'Run.'
And run she did, though the moment she increased her pace the forest floor seemed to suddenly bristle with twigs - dry ones that crackled loudly underfoot. Cloaked or not, there was no hiding after that.
Eva turned, already reaching out with her summoner senses. Before she could bring her will to bear upon their attacker it leapt towards her, snarling. A jump back didn't quite take her out of reach: she screamed as claws raked fire across her left hand, biting deep.
Then she was thrust aside. Finshay surged past her, daggers in his hands, and hurled himself on the beast. He fought fearlessly, his daggers flashing with astonishing speed, and within moments the astwach was in retreat. Finshay didn't stop.
'Fin,' yelled Tren. 'Let it be.'
Finshay lowered his daggers but he didn't turn, not until the astwach had retreated back into its burrow. Then he walked on for several minutes without saying a word. Eva followed, cradling her injured hand.
'An astwach, with young,' spat Finshay at last. 'Dangerous, and your gwaystrel betrayed us to it! No need for sorcery with friends like that.' He did not grow excitable in his anger, only colder than ever, his eyes flat and hard.
'We would have disturbed it anyway if we'd gone blundering past,' said Tren. 'It might've had one of us before we knew it was there. Rikbeek's warning was timely.'
'Rikbeek,' said Finshay viciously, as if the mere fact of granting the gwaystrel a name offended him personally. 'The High Summoner is meant to be able to sense nearby beasts without companion assistance, isn't she? I didn't see that happening.'
'It's a little bit harder when I'm already tracking two companion animals, one on the wing and one on the ground.' Eva spoke with chilling calm, refusing to be riled.
Finshay ignored her. 'We could have managed this assignment ourselves,' he said to Tren. 'I knew it was a mistake to have her along.'
  'That's enough, Fin,' said Tren, with uncharacteristic harshness. 'Since when did you begin questioning orders? Besides, how else would you like to do it without a scent hound?'
'Could've borrowed a scent hound.'
'Without an experienced handler? Admit it, Fin, you're prejudiced.'
Fin narrowed his eyes at Tren. 'What if I am? Never known a useful noble yet. Pack of ornaments, all of them.' His eyes swept over Eva's undeniably fine figure and neatly arranged hair. She merely stared back at him coolly. He snorted, walked away. Tren shrugged apologetically, awarding her a consolatory smile.
'Don't mind him. He's good at his job.'
Eva resumed her steady pace, sending the shortig on ahead again. 'I'm not upset. What is his problem with the peers?'
'I don't know. He's always had those opinions, as long as I've known him.'
'And how long is that?'
'Hmm. Three years, thereabouts. We've worked together a few times.'
Eva nodded thoughtfully. She'd encountered resentment before from those who felt she must have bought her way into her position; who found it inconceivable that she could be any good at her role. Finshay's was particularly bitter. No doubt there was a reason for that, but she found it didn't interest her much. She dismissed the problem.
'You're hurt,' said Tren suddenly, noticing her odd way of carrying her hand.
'A bit,' she admitted. He took her fingers gently, uncurling her arm. The gash was deep, but the blood flow was already slowing. 
'Um. I don't have any... Fin?' He looked around, but Finshay stalked a long way ahead, resentment evident in his stride.
'You don't happen to be carrying bandages, I suppose?' He looked at her hopefully.
She smiled ruefully and shook her head. 'I can't remember the last time I was injured. I didn't think of it.'
'It'll have to be my shirt, then,' he said regretfully. 
'Oh no, really, it's fine...' She stopped. Tren had already tugged a clean shirt out of his bag and started ripping it up. She eyed the rather fine cloth with regret. 
'I owe you a new shirt.' 
'Offer accepted.' He worked with considerable care, barely hurting her at all. When he had finished, her hand was tightly bound, but an experimental flex of her fingers confirmed that she could still use it.
'Thank you. You're a useful person to have around in a minor crisis.'
'You're welcome.' He flashed her a quick smile and picked up his bag, slinging it over his shoulder. Glancing ahead, she realised Finshay was out of sight; apparently he didn't care if they were ripped to pieces by a returning astwach while he was having his moment of pique. But the shortig waited for her, sitting on its haunches about thirty feet ahead. She started walking. 
'Do you mind if I ask you something a bit personal?' Tren kept pace beside her. She could feel him tugging and tweaking at the sorcerous Cloak that shrouded her, adjusting it, probably repairing it.
'Only a bit personal? That can be allowed.'
He smiled briefly. 'Why did you insist on coming?'
'I was the best person for the task.'
'Why? I don't mean to question your abilities, but you're the High Summoner.'
'You think I should have sent someone else? One of my seconds, perhaps?'
'It might have made more sense.'
'You're not sold on the gwaystrel idea, I take it.'
'Oh, no. He's a remarkable creature. But there must be one other summoner in Glour with a gwaystrel.'
'I'm not at all sure about that, actually. I've never heard of one.'
Tren made a noncommittal noise. She understood. He wasn't questioning her right to be along so much as taking the opportunity to sound her out. 
'I lost a friend. She was the first person slain by the whurthag.'
'Ah... I'm sorry.'
'I want to make sure the culprit is caught.' She paused, feeling a tug of guilt. 'If I'm completely honest, though - and I don't see why I should be, but nonetheless - that's not the whole reason. I think I wanted to escape.'
'From?'
'I've been a member of the peerage since I was fifteen. I've been High Summoner for eleven years. I'm shortly to become a married woman, probably with a family to raise; and I decided to do that because I knew it was appropriate. A rational decision to make at my time of life. Ties and burdens and responsibilities have dogged me since before I was fully grown, and I think... I wanted to get away before I lose the chance to make choices like this. I wanted to be directly involved, instead of arranging for somebody else to be.' She grinned ruefully. 'Having Rikbeek really just gave me an excuse to push for my own way in this. Really, I can hardly blame Mr. Arrerly for being angry.'
'No,' said Tren slowly. 'We were lucky to get you. And Rikbeek's already proved to be worth his weight in gold.'
Eva smiled, surprised. 'If you happen to have Beekie's weight in gold, you're welcome to him.'
Tren laughed. 'Is he so tiresome a companion?'
Eva inspected her good hand, adorned with several small, healing bite-scars. 'He is a bit grouchy in the mornings.'
'I'm afflicted with a similar problem,' admitted Tren. 'We'd make a good pair, perhaps.'
'You're first on my list of potential buyers, then. I apologise in advance.'
'Apology accepted.'
A faint yip sounded in the night. Eva turned her thoughts towards the shortig.
'Has he found something?' Tren stared hard into the darkness, trying to make out the small black shape of the scent hound somewhere ahead.
'I don't think so,' Eva said. 'We're falling behind, though.' She increased her pace, catching up to the dog. She searched briefly overhead, finding the gwaystrel still sweeping in slow circles beneath the canopy of the trees.
 
***
 
They were two days and a half on foot, travelling steadily southwards through Orstwych. Their journey had taken them a long way south, aiming with alarming accuracy for the wilds of Ullarn. The prospect of crossing into that notoriously perilous territory pleased nobody. Finshay had recovered from his temper at last, though he merely returned to his usual uncommunicative state. Eva was grateful for Tren's presence: without his friendly face and light-hearted chatter, the experience of following Edwae's trail could have been excruciating. She guessed that Tren talked in order to take his mind off their task. The tactic was effective for her, too, keeping her from undue pain over Meesa's fate.
They encountered a few more Lowers beasts, including one that Eva could have sworn was on the list of extinct species. Of these, only two posed any danger, and Eva was able to master them quickly enough to banish them through the gates Tren opened. Finshay was not obliged to repeat his athletic performance with the daggers.
The moon was sinking on the third day's journey when the shortig's steady pace began to pick up. His nose lifted to the winds and he barked, a high, thin sound full of excitement. They were close to Ullarn, and the terrain was growing steadily more difficult to navigate: uneven, and choked with thorned plants. She could smell burning coal on the air. 
'He's got something,' murmured Eva, running forward. She was dimly aware of Finshay behind her, alert and tense, as she caught up with the hound.
The soft earth beneath her feet was dark and wet, stained in patches of a foreboding hue. A ripple of nervousness shivered over her skin as intuition suggested to her the nature of the stain. Tren knelt, dipping his fingers into the mud.
'Blood.' 
Finshay's curved and wickedly sharp daggers appeared in his hands as he stood scanning the surrounding trees. The sight gave a sense of reality to the danger, and suddenly she was alert. Her eyes swept the branches overhead, seeking Rikbeek. He was nowhere within range, but no warning call came from him.
The shortig quivered, awaiting commands. She urged him on, following as he tore ahead. 
'Any way of telling if that's Edwae's blood?' Tren was beside her, keeping pace, his eyes on the trees before them.
'No,' she panted. 'If there was another trail there, the shortig would ignore it. It could be anyone's.'
He didn't answer. She understood why as she felt the cursed Cloak tighten around her, shrouding her movements in increased shadow. She drew in a shocked, gasping breath as the weight of it doubled. Her legs felt leaden and she had to fight to maintain her pace.
'Sorry,' Tren gasped. 'Got to do it.'
She couldn't find the breath to respond. She forged doggedly ahead, straining to keep up with the flying pace the shortig set. He was on the chase, a fresh scent in his nostrils and his quarry nearby. 
Then, abruptly, the hound stopped. He turned rapidly, questing, then his nose lifted and he paced slowly forward. He trotted in circles, confused. Then he faced Eva and sat down, tucking his tail neatly under. 
'Um,' said Eva. 'That's not good.' 
'Explain,' growled Finshay tersely.
'Means the scent ends here.'
The three paused, silent, alert for any sound or movement. Nothing stirred. Then soft wings brushed her cheek, and a sound, nearly inaudible, reached her ears. Rikbeek swept silently ahead, and she followed.
She knew what he'd found immediately. A wave of nausea and disorientation hit her before she'd gone five paces, and she gritted her teeth. Eva loved her profession, but she detested the necessity of occasionally utilising the gates to the Lower Realms. These tears in the fabric of the world disrupted the flow of light, sound, colour and scent around them; even the air flowed irregularly, torn from the natural channels of the winds and mingling queasily with the atmosphere beyond. As she travelled, she felt that curious and deeply unpleasant sensation so horribly familiar from her periodic excursions Below: a surging, roiling sensation, as if some force sought to rearrange the structure of her body. A gate certainly lay nearby. 
She saw it then, a distortion of the patterns of tree, branch and leaf around her; a ripple in the air as if a great heat shimmered over the landscape. She stopped, holding up her hand.
'Feel that?' Her voice was barely a whisper, but her companions heard.
'Yes,' said Tren.
'What?' said Finshay. 
Eva nodded to herself. Anyone with a shred of sorcerous talent could at least feel the pull of a gate, but those without were in danger of stumbling into one unawares. She drew a line in the mud at her feet.
'Mr. Arrerly,' she murmured. 'A gate lies beyond that line; don't step over it.' She expected a sharp answer from him at this order from her, but he was silent.
Rikbeek returned, hovering near the gate. Had he gone through? He abruptly banked and disappeared into the trees. A few moments later the gwaystrel's cry sounded. She followed the call to a small clearing overhung with low, frilled branches, dripping with moisture. She could see nothing untoward.
Rikbeek flew low to the ground, maintaining a position a few inches from the earthy floor. Still she could neither see nor sense anything untoward. She felt Tren's puzzlement echoing her own as he reached her side.
'He's found something?' 
'Apparently.'
Tren went to his knees, suddenly intent. He rubbed a hand over the earth and tasted it.
'More blood,' he said grimly. A soft cry sounded unmistakably, as if someone smothered a whimper of pain. Tren's head shot up, alert, and Eva's eyes widened.  She knelt too, and reached out to the empty air over which Rikbeek flew.
Her hands met a solid object: cloth was under her fingers, damp and ragged. A gasp, then, and the shape shifted under her fingers, flinching away from her.
Tren spoke. 
'Ed?' 
A momentary pause, and then a flicker, and a tall man appeared, lying prone, curled around his left side. He was shivering uncontrollably and his eyes stared alarmingly. She dimly recognised the features of Edwae Geslin, no longer fresh and youthful, now drawn and haggard. His appearance of mild friendliness had vanished beneath an air of desperation. 
'Tren,' he gasped. 'You... took your time.'
'You should've told me,' said Tren sadly. 'You're hurt?' A dark bloodstain soaked the ragged cloak Edwae wore, and his hands were clasped tightly to his side. Tren moved to examine his wounds.
'No time for that,' gasped Edwae. 'You must stop him.'
'Who?' 
'Don't know who. Made me change the Cloak... followed him here. There were....' he stopped speaking for a moment, panting hard for breath. 'Whurthag,' he managed at last. 'Beasts with him.'
'You don't know who it was?'
'Disguised.' Edwae, exhausted, let his head fall back into the mud. 'Wearing a different face...' he mumbled. 'Think he was... going for a gate.'
'There's no one else here,' Eva murmured to Tren. 'Rikbeek would've found them already.'
Tren nodded. He gently prised Ed's hands away from his side. The fabric of his clothing hung in tatters, and long, livid wounds striped his torso, seeping blood in sluggish flows. 
'Whurthag wounded,' said Tren grimly.
'Tried to stop him,' said Edwae. His voice was faint and his breaths came shallow and infrequently. 
'That was stupid, Ed,' said Tren, trying to sound light-hearted; but Eva heard the catch in his voice. 
Edwae didn't answer. His eyes closed, and he lay with unearthly stillness. The sound of his breathing stopped. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
The Mail Runner stood outside the grand gates of the University of Waeverleyne, nervously shifting her armful of packages. She was new on the job, started only last week; maybe that was why she'd been shafted with the task of delivering to the university. Everyone else had been more adept at dodging this duty.
She knew what it was she was carrying. The bulletins had been screaming about it for weeks: all istore to be turned in, for the owner's own safety. To be consigned to the care of Waeverleyne's scholars, who wanted it for research purposes. Well enough, but who was willing to cross Glinnery carrying such a thing these days? Remuneration had been offered, but the frightened owners of the remaining istore pieces preferred simply to be rid of them. And so, the mail. They packaged them up and sent them away, leaving the mail runners to take the risk. Her colleagues had been taking packages down to the university all week. Guards roamed the perimeters of the university grounds, a sight which alarmed her as much as it reassured her. 
She shifted from foot to foot, waiting. It was early in the morning, true, but still everything seemed too quiet. She'd been told someone would be there to take the delivery. She juggled her parcels into the crook of one arm and lifted the knocker again, rapping loudly. The crisp, sharp sound split the silent morning air. 
'Mail!' she yelled. A sudden realisation smote her: she was probably at the wrong door. Stepping back, she tried to identify some other entrance, a smaller, more accessible one. Soaring glissenwol trunks in rows met her eyes, many fitted with doors as well as windows. How was she to determine which was the correct door for the mail? 
At last she heard footsteps approaching. The gigantic doors remained firmly closed, but a smaller door further down opened a crack. She drifted downwards, flexing her wings to control her pace of descent. The interior of the gigantic tree was dark; she could see nothing around the door save the suggestion of a figure and the gleam of an eye.
'Late,' somebody muttered. 
'I'm sorry, uh, sir? It's really quite early for a delivery-'
'Hand it over.' The door opened a little wider, but she still couldn't make out anything inside the room save a patch of darkness that moved towards her. Trembling, she dropped most of the parcels at the figure's feet. The rest she placed into its hands, shuddering as her fingers touched something chill and damp. 
'Pick those up,' said the voice. 'Bring them inside.' There was nothing in the tone to tell her whether she spoke to a male or a female. Warily she bent down, hands shaking as she scrambled to collect her dropped packages. Something moved in the darkness, moved fast; a beast leapt at her face and heavy jaws snapped at her neck. As pain blossomed in her throat she heard a few sharp syllables, harsh like curses, uttered in an unfamiliar language. Then her vision faded and she heard no more. 
 
***
 
Devary Kant stepped beyond the confines of the Sanfaer house with a sense of relief. Not that he had especially minded acting guard over Llandry this past week; she was a sweet enough girl, when she managed to address more than two or three syllables to him, and the days had not passed unpleasantly. It was not in his nature to accept confinement for long, however.
Aysun was building something. He said it would replace the staircase that wound up the side of the stout trunk of the house, some contraption that couldn't be operated by the slew of beasts that still poured through from the Uppers. Devary watched for a few moments, endeavouring to make out the plan behind Aysun's busy activity. So far he had constructed some kind of metal frame that climbed into the air like a giant insect, swaying slightly in the winds. Now he appeared to be building a box. Apparently it was commonly used in Irbel, but Devary didn't remember seeing anything like it on the one visit he'd paid there, years ago. He shook his head, walking on.
He kept a wary eye out for roaming creatures as he walked along what passed for streets in Waeverleyne. The Summoners had been hard at work for the last two days, clearing the city of beasts and the rogue gates to the Uppers that were opening in ever greater numbers. They had succeeded in stemming the flow, or so it appeared, for Devary saw nothing untoward on his way through the city. He paused at the first set of bulletin boards he reached, stationing himself where he could read each of the three boards in turn.
The same headline blazed from all three.
 
Break-in at University of Waeverleyne
The respected University of Waeverleyne was broken into last eventide. The object of the crime was undoubtedly the coveted istore stone, for not a piece remains in the university's decimated research laboratories. Nothing else appears to have been taken. More news as we hear from our correspondents at the university.
 
Devary didn't wait to read the rest. He broke into a run, heading for the elegant cluster of trunks that made up the university grounds.
He encountered a group of infirmary workers on the outskirts. The body of a uniformed guard lay on the ground, bloodily wounded and evidently not breathing; several healers were working on him, quite uselessly. 
'Was anyone inside?' he gasped, out of breath. One of the healers looked up, shook her head at him.
'Don't know,' she said tersely. Devary ran on, pushing his way through crowds of curious spectators. A glance upwards told him that the main doors were closed. He slipped through a small door at the rear, pushing his way through crowded reporters, police, infirmary workers, researchers and professors. To his relief, he found Elder Ilae Shuly standing in the centre of the chaos, directing the clean-up effort. He looked up as Devary approached.
'Does Ynara know about this yet? I sent a messenger not long ago.'
Devary shook his head. 'That, I don't know. I heard the news from the bulletins.'
Ilae grimaced. 'They're quicker than ever.'
'I was afraid to see your name on the casualty list.' Elder Shuly, Ynara's closest friend on the Council, was famous for the hours he spent at the university, often staying well after it closed for the day.
'It should have been,' said Ilae bluntly. 'I developed one of my headaches yesterday, and left early. I was home not much after sunset. Two of my research assistants were here,' he added bleakly. 
Devary winced. 'Were there any witnesses?'
'None surviving. Which was, of course, the point. There were a few more patrol guards on the other side of the university grounds, but they saw nothing.' 
'And the istore?'
'Taken, down to the smallest piece.' Ilae sighed. All of his vaunted energy seemed lost; he looked every single one of his seventy-something years. 'Not that we were making any progress in the study. We lack the expertise, perhaps. I had hoped to consult with Nimdre, however; they've some specialist knowledge at the universities there. Oh - you'd know, of course,' Ilae added with a nod to Devary.
'What of Glour? They were forming a research team when Ynara left. They may be in danger of a similar raid.'
'I've already dispatched a note, but I imagine it will be too late for them to act on it. I wouldn't be surprised to hear that a similar break-in occurred somewhere in Glour City overnight. And really, I scarcely know how they would do better in protecting the stuff; nothing seems to hold against these people.'
Devary was silent. He couldn't help sharing Ilae's opinion. 
'What puzzles me,' said Ilae abruptly, 'is how relentless this pursuit of the istore is turning out to be. The Council ordered a strong guard on the university, but I don't think we expected such an attack, not really. We had a mere few miserable pieces of the stone left; enough to study, not enough to be worth a great deal. One would think.' He paused, frowning. 'Somebody seems determined to gather up every last piece. If the intention was to deprive us of the opportunity to study it properly, that's certainly been accomplished.' He looked up at Devary, his eyes fierce. 'It only makes me more determined. Apparently there's a secret here that someone thinks is desperately worth keeping. I will find out what it is.'
 
Devary made his way back to Ynara's soon afterwards. He had a suspicion in mind regarding the younger Sanfaer lady and her jewel crafting activities. It was now urgently necessary to determine whether he was correct.
Aysun was still at work on his machine when Devary arrived.
'She's upstairs,' he said. He didn't specify which lady he meant, but Devary found both at home, seated in the parlour with cups of tea.
'Has the news reached you yet?' he asked, bending to kiss Ynara lightly on the cheek. 
'What news?' Ynara looked sharply at him. 'Bad or good?
'Bad,' he said. 'There is a messenger on the way from Ilae.' He recounted the tale in detail, including everything Elder Shuly had said. Ynara set down her cup and rose to her feet, brisk and business-like.  
'I'd better go down there immediately.'
'Just one moment,' he said, catching at Ynara's arm. He'd been watching Llandry closely as he'd repeated Ilae's words about the istore research. Her face had remained impassive, but she'd slipped one small hand into her pocket as if checking for something.
'Llandry,' he said, very seriously. 'Did you turn all of your istore over to the university?'
She stared back at him for a long moment, expressionless, unmoved.
'No,' she said at last. 'I have one piece left.' She withdrew her hand from her pocket, revealing a pendant glittering with the indigo stone. He heard Ynara sigh.
'Oh, no, Llandry...' 
The girl shrugged one shoulder. 'I couldn't part with it. I suppose it's lucky I felt that way.'
'Lucky?' Ynara's tone was dangerous.
'Yes,' said Llandry coolly. 'If the rest is gone, we've one piece left to work with.'
'Until that's taken, too, apparently over your dead body.' Ynara was working herself up into a fury. Devary stepped in quickly, taking the pendant from Llandry's hand before she had chance to react.
'I'll take care of it,' he said firmly. 'Please, don't either of you mention its existence just yet, not to anybody. Not even to Ilae, Ynara. I fear there are listening ears in too many places. I will find a safe way to tell him.'
Ynara cast him a look of pure fury, turning the same withering stare on her daughter. She stalked out of the house, allowing the door to slam roundly behind her. He heard a faint sigh from Llandry. She maintained her cool, but he sensed that she was hurt by her mother's anger.
'She's just worried about you,' he said gently. 'About us, I suppose. She is right to be.' He squeezed her hand briefly, and she mustered a smile for him.
'I'd better do something about this,' he said. 'Please keep inside for now. I know that you are sick of hearing that, but still-'
She interrupted him. 'I know, I know.' She waved him away. 
 
***
 
By the time Llandry heard the news, everything was already settled. Devary was to go, and the stone was leaving with him. She found him in the parlour, sitting with his lyre in his lap, tuning the instrument. He gave her his smile, the nice one that made her feel comfortable. 
'You're leaving? I thought you meant to stay for some time.'
'So I did,' Devary replied. 'But it is necessary. '
Llandry nodded vaguely, looking at the floor. 'Won't you be in danger?'
'It's hard to imagine how anyone could guess that I am carrying anything unusual. You have kept it secret very ably.'
'A lot of stranger things have happened lately.'
'That's true,' he conceded. 'But you must not worry.'
Llandry had nothing to say in the face of such confidence. She could only nod again. 'It's Nimdre you're heading for?'
'Yes. Draetre, specifically. There is a university there that may be able to tell us something about this stone.'
'Is that the real reason?'
Devary stopped tuning the lyre and placed it carefully down on the table. 'The "real" reason? Yes. Of course. Clearly, we are dealing with something extraordinary. There is a faculty in Draetre dedicated to, ah... esoteric studies, shall I say? I have a friend on the staff whom I intend to consult.'
'Secrets, you mean.' Llandry mulled that over. It didn't ring quite true. No doubt the University of Draetre was knowledgeable, but so was the University of Waeverleyne. She didn't really believe that Nimdre had many resources not shared by Glinnery's scholars.
'Mamma wants it out of Glinnery, doesn't she? As far away from me as possible.' 
'It might be fair to say that its departure from Glinnery would be a desirable bonus.'
Llandry thought back further, remembering the conversation she had overheard between Devary and her mother. 'Did mother ask you to take the stone to Nimdre?'
He gave her a quick, penetrating glance. 'I believe it was her idea, yes.'
Llandry sighed. Ynara liked her world to be neat and uncomplicated. The istore was certainly a complication, and apparently Devary was scarcely less so. As such, away both must go.
'I'm going to bed,' she said. 'When are you leaving?'
'Not until tomorrow. I'll see you before I leave.' 
She nodded curtly and quickly left the room. Expecting sleeplessness, she collected her favourite novel from the bookcase on her way past and took it upstairs with her. Curling up in bed with Sigwide on her pillow, she flicked through to the best parts. The story charted the life of a girl with extraordinary summoning abilities, who went on to become a famous High Summoner. The heroine became everything Llandry wished to be: smart, confident, powerful, popular. Her very favourite chapter was near the end, when the heroine married a prince and became a princess. 
Even the wedding chapter couldn't entirely absorb her today, however. Her mind worked restlessly, refusing to be stilled or distracted, and as page after page glided away before her eyes without imparting any clear idea of the plot, she finally closed the book and let it drop to the floor. Sigwide was already asleep, but he didn't wake when she gently stroked his soft fur.
The imminent departure of her last, prized piece of istore was a sad prospect, that much was a given. But she felt curiously saddened that it was Devary who would be taking it away. All her wariness of him had disappeared, and while she couldn't yet claim to be comfortable with him, she felt sure that she could be, in time. For her, that was remarkable. She had never had a real friend outside of her family.
But now it would all be over. Devary was leaving, and she had little doubt that he wouldn't be coming back, not for some time. She might never see him again. She pictured herself after tomorrow's eventide, left cooped up alone in the house while her mother sat on the Council and her father built elevators for the city. No istore to soothe her anxieties and bolster her confidence, and no Devary to keep her company and teach her to play the lyre. Her stomach twisted with misery at the thought. 
Perhaps she could go along. The idea caught her imagination, and for a few minutes she indulged in the idea, picturing herself travelling with Devary, seeing Nimdre. She had rarely travelled outside of Glinnery, and then only to Irbel once as a child, or to the Darklands Market on the edge of Glour. Devary's tales of Nimdre, where the sun rose and set and the days turned regularly between light and dark, were thrilling to her.
But her mother would never agree to it, not while there was the smallest chance of her encountering another whurthag. Llandry's spirits sank again. But the idea refused to leave her, and as long as it nagged at her thoughts, she was unable to sleep. 
She could try to persuade her mother. Ynara would probably forbid it, but the attempt must be made.
Maybe she could begin by persuading Devary.
 
Llandry was up early the next day in spite of her poor night's sleep. She waited until her mother had left the house on some errand, then she went to find Devary.
'I should go with you,' she said without preamble. 
He looked at her quizzically. 'Why is that?'
She straightened her shoulders, lifting her chin. 'Because I know more about the stone than anyone else. If you're taking it to be studied, I should be there.'
'Your mother wouldn't like that, I think. You could give me all the information that you have, and I'll pass it to the university at Draetre.'
'That's not the same.'
He lifted his brows. 'Oh?' 
'I want to go. It's my fault that most of this has happened. I should have left those gems where I found them.'
'You couldn't have known what would happen, Llandry. It doesn't mean you should endanger yourself again trying to resolve it.'
'Didn't you say there was no particular danger?'
He sighed helplessly. 'Yes, but - that applies to me. Not necessarily to you.'
'I can't take care of myself?'
He looked gravely at her. 'In many ways, yes. If your life is endangered, I fear not.'
Llandry sat down, subdued. Devary may be unfailingly courteous, but he had a firm will too. 
Either that, or he was far too afraid of her mother to risk her disapproval. 
'Please take me along,' she said. 
'We will ask your mother's opinion.'
Llandry turned on him a look of contempt. 'That,' she said flatly, 'is a cop-out. You know she won't hear of it.'
'With good reason.'
'I am a grown woman!' she hissed, horribly aware that she sounded anything but adult as she said it. 'My mother does not make my decisions for me.'
Devary was unmoved. 'I cannot agree to something that will worry your mother.'
Definitely afraid of Ynara. Not that Llandry could blame him, not entirely.
'What's the trouble?' Ynara herself appeared behind Devary, carrying Sigwide. She handed the bundle of fur over to Llandry, pecking her on the cheek in the process.
'I'm going with Devary to Draetre, Mamma,' Llandry said firmly, accepting a kiss from Sigwide too.
'Oh?' Ynara raised her brows at Devary, who lifted his hands.
'Her idea,' he said. 'I have not agreed to anything.'
'I don't need you to agree,' Llandry said coolly.
'But, love, your arm...'
'It's healed.' She backed away but Ynara bore down on her, peeling back her sleeve. The flesh beneath was still ruptured, but shiny new skin was rapidly forming over the wounds.
'It's healed enough,' Llandry amended. 'I'm fit to go, Ma.'
'It is dangerous, love,' Ynara said gravely. 'Remember, we still don't know who is responsible for all of this, nor where they might be.'
'Now that the cave has been discovered - and emptied - I am no longer a target. You said yourself that the attempts to contact me stopped some days ago. I'm not afraid.'
'I think you should be.' Ynara's tone was swiftly developing that note of steel that meant she did not mean to be overruled. 'Why is it so important to you, love? Devary will take care of it.'
'It's my responsibility.' 
'No! No part of your duty involves risking your own hide in pursuit of this ridiculous gem. That's what it's really about, isn't it? You can't bear to see it go. I think you need to question whether that's healthy, Llan.' 
'It isn't the stone, Ma!' 
Ynara gave her the cold stare. 
'All right, it isn't just the stone. I'm going mad locked away in the house. I need to get out of here, stretch my wings.'
'So go to the library. I will provide a guard for you.'
'I've been to the library a hundred times. I want to go somewhere new.'
Ynara shook her head. 'No. I'm sorry, Llan, but it's unthinkable. The rogue gates are slowing down, but those beasts are still coming through, and there's no telling whether the whurthags are truly gone. This is not the time to be taking sight-seeing expeditions.' Llandry opened her mouth to speak, but her mother cut her off. 'No further arguments. When this is all over, your father and I will take you to Nimdre, if you wish. In the meantime, you'll stay here. I don't want to bury my only child.' She stalked out of the room, forestalling Llandry's response.
Llandry was silent, smarting with a mixture of frustration, disappointment and humiliation. To be lectured and controlled like a child, in front of Devary! She pushed back her chair, intending to leave, but he startled her by laying a hand briefly over hers.
'Your mother loves you more than anything, Llandry. I only wish she had the same concerns for my safety.'
Llandry snorted. 'You want to be kept behind locked doors all your life?'
'She is right, at least for the present. Now is not the time for sight-seeing.' He released her hand and stood up. 'I must pack. But, Llandry, perhaps you will come and see me when you make your projected visit to Nimdre? I will be glad to see you.' She couldn't tell if he was sincere, but his smile was warm.
'Thanks,' she said. She couldn't find anything else to say. After a moment, he left.
 
***
 
The day passed sluggishly. Too crushed to settle to any productive task, Llandry drifted aimlessly about the house, observing the preparations from a distance. Ynara had arranged for an armed escort for Devary, along with a summoner-sorcerer team to accompany him as far as the Nimdre border. She watched dully as Devary talked with her mother, always in corners and in undertones so she couldn't hear what was said. At last, when it was time for him to leave, her heart rebelled. She couldn't sit at home, safe and protected, while Devary risked himself over the stone. And she couldn't sit at home, cherished but stifled, while Devary took his part in the tale unfolding around the istore. 
Slipping silently up to her room, she packed a small bag. A change of clothes, a blanket, and two bottles of her tonic went in. She was trembling already, but this time with excitement mixed with the dread of defying her mother. It didn't feel the same as her usual attacks, but no doubt those would plague her still.
As an afterthought, she added her favourite book. If her courage failed her, she could read again the passages where her heroine achieved her greatest victories. Perhaps she would feel empowered.
She hid the bag under her bed and laid Sigwide's carry case atop the covers. Now she had only to wait. She wouldn't try to steal out of the house too soon; her mother would be on the watch. She would wait for a short time after Devary's departure, then catch up with him. She knew his projected route. If she tailed him as far as Nimdre without being discovered, when she finally revealed herself it would be too late to send her home.
Trying to ignore the excited thumping of her heart, Llandry sat down to wait.
 
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
'We have to get him to an infirmary.' Tren surged to his feet, his hands and clothes covered in Edwae's blood. He looked ready to run all the way back to Westrarc by himself.
'Tren.' Eva caught at his arm, restraining him lest he fly off without thought. 'Look at him. He'd never survive the trip.'
Tren looked. Poor Edwae lay inert save for the pained heaving of his chest as he fought to breathe. That ragged breath had stopped, started, stopped again; his chest was laid open with the same wounds that Eva had seen on Meesa's destroyed body. Finshay had ripped a cloak to pieces and bandaged Edwae's chest, but nothing could halt the flow of blood. 
'We must be miles from anywhere with a healer. We'll be lucky to move him at all without-' She stopped. She was going to say 'without killing him,' but Tren's face whitened so rapidly at the implication of it that she feared for his health.
'Sit down,' she said gently. He obeyed, numbly. Finshay was still tending to Ed, brisk, efficient and entirely without sympathy. His ministrations seemed to be helping, however. Eva watched as he unstoppered a phial and placed it to Edwae's lips, forcing him to swallow the contents. After a few minutes Ed's breathing stabilised a little, and his contorted face eased. 
'What's that?' Tren asked, suspicious.
'Pain draught,' said Fin. 'Strong one.'
'How strong?'
'Strong enough to kill a healthy person. He's got about an hour.'
'What?' Tren knocked the phial out of Finshay's hands, leaned over to stare anxiously into Ed's greying face. 'How could you just -?' He stared at Finshay, tensed as if ready to strike him.
'Don't be an idiot,' said Finshay brutally. 'He's going to die. Even if we could get him straight to an infirmary, he couldn't be saved now. We need him able to talk, get what information we can out of him.'
'No,' whispered Tren. 'There's time, there must be more we can do for him. Something.'
'Like what?' Finshay stood up, cleaning his hands. 'Forget it, Warvel. You can do the interrogation if it's going to bother you, but get on with it. There isn't much time.' He retired to the other side of the clearing, lay down with his cloak under his head as a pillow, and to all appearances went to sleep.
Tren said nothing. He turned his face away from Finshay, his jaw clenched tight. He picked up one of Edwae's hands and gripped it hard.
'Ed?' 
Edwae turned unfocused eyes on him, obviously seeing nothing. Eva fetched her notebook out of her bags and seated herself beside Tren. She handed him her water bottle.
'He might be able to speak if he drinks something,' she said quietly. Tren silently took the bottle from her and fed Ed with a thin trickle of water, patient and silent as his friend swallowed some and spilled rather more.
'Ed,' Tren tried again. 'Ed, you need to tell us what happened.' He gripped his friend's fingers as Ed tried to rise, placing a gentle hand on his chest to hold him down.
'Don't try to move,' he said softly. 'You're badly hurt.'
'So it appears,' said Edwae weakly. 'Somehow I don't feel anything.' He looked vaguely down at himself, puzzled.
'You're under a pain draught.'
Ed blinked at the bloody bandages that swathed his torso and abdomen. 'What happened,' he repeated. 'Right.' He eased his head back and closed his eyes. Tren leaned over him, repeating his name with growing urgency.
'I'm awake,' said Ed vaguely. His eyes opened again and he focused on Eva. 'New girlfriend?'
Tren chuckled. 'No. Lady Evastany Glostrum, High Summoner.'
'M'lady.' Edwae frowned at her. 'Right. Seen your picture in the papers.'
'That happens more than I'd like,' Eva said. 
'Reckon it would,' Ed replied, with a ghost of a chuckle. 'Got any family?'
'Not yet.'
'You sure?'
'Quite sure, yes.'
Ed's eyes lost their focus on her face and he closed them again. 
'Speaking of girlfriends, what's this I hear about yours?' Tren spoke lightly, but Eva knew he was hurt that his friend hadn't confided in him.
Ed's eyes opened. 'You heard about that.'
'We saw your mother,' Tren said gently. 'She's worried about you.'
'Ah...' Ed sighed faintly. 'You'll take care of them, Tren? They'll need you, till the girls are grown up.'
'Don't speak of that,' said Tren lightly. 'You'll be fine.'
'Tren. You seen this?' He nodded slightly down at the mess of his torso. 
Tren swallowed. 'I noticed it, yes.'
'Don't talk rubbish, then. Promise me you'll make sure the girls are all right.'
'Don't worry about that. They'll have everything they need.'
Ed nodded. 'I never meant to make such a mess,' he said helplessly. 'I just... there was never enough money, the girls are growing older and they need more all the time...'
'Someone offered you money?'
'More of it than I'd make in five years. All I had to do was make a small, temporary change to the span of the Night Cloak. They promised no one would know. I think I knew Angstrun would find out, but I couldn't say no...' 
Tren sighed. 'Who paid you?'
'I don't know. I only spoke to him twice, and he was always disguised, shrouded. Never saw a face, even. Think it was a male. All I can say for sure.'
'Damn.' 
'Can't be that many male sorcs with disguise skills on that level. Get your man there on it.' He rolled his eyes up in the vague direction of Finshay's recumbent form. 'Had a touch of accent, probably Orstwych but could've been Ullarn.'
Eva wrote quickly, recording everything Edwae said. An idea occurred to her, and she leaned slightly forwards.
'What about the pale-haired woman?'
Ed's eyes flicked towards her. 'Looks like you.'
'Me?'
'Well.' He narrowed his eyes slightly, inspecting her. 'Might just be the hair,' he conceded.
Tren frowned. 'Ed, who is she?' 
'The most beautiful woman in the world,' he said.
Tren smiled sadly. 'Your mother said she was a sorceress?'
'Sorceress? No, not that.' Ed's breathing began to grow laboured again, and he winced. 'Traitoress, though. She introduced me to her... friend. The man without a face. How strong did you say that draught was?'
'Pretty damn strong.' Tren stared at his friend, alarmed. 'It hasn't even been half an hour...'
Ed was silent for several minutes, occupied with trying to get enough air. Eva and Tren could only watch, helpless. At last he rallied a little again.
'Met her at Darklands Market,' he continued. 'Thought she liked me.'
'Didn't she?'
'She sent the shrouded man to me. I'd say not.'
'Ed, what is her name?'
'Said she was called Ana. From Orstwych, she claimed. Accent wasn't right though.'
'You think she was lying.'
'Seems likely.' Ed's eyes grew sad. 'Never saw her again after the job.'
Tren shook his head. 'Why did you run, Ed? Why didn't you tell me about this before?'
'Couldn't stay around, could I? I knew they'd be looking for a scapegoat.' His breathing grew wet, stifled with blood. 'Tren, I swear. I never knew what would come of it. I never meant for anyone to be hurt.' 
'I know, Ed. It's okay.'
'I  met him in Orstwych after I'd done the job. Got the money. Left it with the girls. Then I followed him. He came out here, fast, sure, like he knew where to go. Turned out there's a regular gate here.' Edwae was talking fast, now, sensing that he was running out of time. 'Tried to stop him going through. Obviously I failed.'
'You said he was a sorc.'
'Right.'
'Why did he need to find a gate? Why didn't he just open one?'
'No idea. He went through it, though, with his entourage in tow.'
'Wait. There was only him? Nobody else was with him?'
'Just him.'
'He's a sorc, and he's dragging whurthags around with him?'
Ed gave a tiny shrug. 'He had a couple of them.'
'And they were obeying him?'
'Just about. Barely.' Ed was gasping for breath again, gritting his teeth. 'I wanted to stop him, make up for what I did. I failed.'
'We'll find him.' Tren spoke firmly, confidently. 'One way or another, we'll make sure that it ends.'
Ed sighed, his distress easing. 'Should've told you before.'
'That's true enough.'
'I'm sorry. You were always the... one the girls liked. I didn't dare tell you about Ana. I thought she'd ditch me in a second if she saw you. I was a fool.'
Tren tried to smile, but his face wouldn't obey him. A sob emerged from his throat as Ed's eyes closed again, the harsh sound of his breathing fading into silence.
They waited, but he did not rally again. Still Tren would not move, maintaining his station by his friend, still clutching those cold fingers in his own. Eva waited with him for a long time, but at last she moved quietly away, leaving Tren alone with Ed's remains.
She felt almost as much pain as he did, watching him grieve. It brought the memory of Meesa's death back to her mind with too much clarity, and she mourned anew for both her friend and his. 
At last, Tren moved, stiffly after his long, motionless vigil. He wandered aimlessly about the clearing, dazed, his face drawn and stained with drying tears. Eva watched him silently, unable to determine how to comfort him. Finally he wandered in her direction, slumping down by her.
'Cold bastard,' he muttered, indicating Finshay. Vale's agent remained oblivious, though he was obviously awake. He was reading from a tatty volume, head propped casually on one folded arm.
Eva shrugged. 'It's his job to be, I suppose.'
Tren muttered something inaudible. He lay silent for some time, watching Eva. She returned to the perusal of her notes, tidying and arranging her comments, letting Tren pursue his own thoughts. 
'Got everything?' he said at last.
She nodded. 'I believe so. I'm making copies now, for you and Mr. Arrerly.'
'How efficient.'
She smiled sadly. 'It's necessary.' 
'I suppose it is.'
'Tren, I'm so sorry.'
He nodded. 'I don't know what to do, now.' His customary cheerfulness was gone; he sounded helpless and frightened. 'His mother needs to be told, Vale will want a report immediately and your notes must be handed over. But...'
'But?'
'But I don't want to do any of that. I want to take up Ed's pursuit.'
Eva shifted, feeling a sense of foreboding. 'Into the Lowers?'
'Yes.'
'Alone?'
'Yes. If necessary.'
'Tren, Ed's flight was... ill-considered. Had he had help, he might be alive now. It won't help him for you to follow his example and get yourself hurt, too.'
'He should have told me. I could have been with him; between us we might have fared better.'
'Might have.'
Tren sighed deeply. 'If we wait to go all the way back to Glour, convince Vale of the truth of Ed's story - because after all he is still the main suspect - and then return with 'help', whoever Ed was chasing will be long gone. I want to take it up now.'
'Tren -'
'I know, it's crazy.'
She watched him warily, trying to gauge his seriousness from his expression. She couldn't read him.
'You can't go alone.'
'As far as I am concerned, I don't have a choice.'
'Have you ever been there before?'
'Once or twice, in school. Never for very long. But I can manage.'
'Tren, you can't go alone. Really. Please reconsider this idea.'
'I can't. What else do we have to go on? Even Ed couldn't tell us much. There are no other good leads. It ends here, and unless I take up Ed's pursuit,  it's over now. How can I turn away from that? How many other people will die if I don't do something?'
Eva was silent. His words spoke to her heart, even if her mind rebelled from the idea. Thinking of Meesa, she could understand his urgency.
Nonetheless...
'Tren, please. You don't - you can't - understand about the Lowers if you haven't spent any real time there. Even trained, experienced summoners are at risk down there alone. Even me.'
'It can't be helped. I'm hardly defenceless; I'll manage somehow.'
'What are you going to do if you find him, hm? Ed's as powerful as you are and look what became of that!' She was growing angry, frustrated with her inability to influence him. 
'I have to go.' 
'You don't have to. You've a duty to report to Vale, to see that Ed's family are told-'
'Don't you see? Ed thought this was important enough to risk his life for it. He needed to do it. If I want to be the friend I ought to be, I'll finish this for him.' He stood up and began collecting his things, resolute. 'You'll see that Ed's remains are taken home to Orstwych? Tell Vale everything. Speak to the family, if you can - they'll remember you.' He paused to give her a lopsided smile. 'If you get time, send somebody after me. If I get in trouble, maybe they'll find me.'
She stood up, too. 'Tren, wait. Please. This is crazy.' She felt real fear growing, threatening to choke her. The prospect of another lively young man disappearing into the Lowers on an ill-advised pursuit of the man who casually controlled two whurthags... picturing Tren's face striped with wounds, covered in his own blood as Ed and Meesa had been, her stomach turned. 
'I'm going with you.'
He stopped, shocked. 'What?'
'You heard me.' She lifted her chin and stared him down. 'Don't argue.'
'You recall everything you just said to me, I suppose.'
'With perfect clarity. The two of us will manage better than you will alone.'
'Why would you do this?'
'I've as good a reason as you,' she reminded him. 'Besides, you're right. Something ought to be done now, not in a week or two weeks or however long it takes Glour government to get organised.'
'That's not what you said a moment ago.'
'That was when you were insisting on going alone.'
'I still am!'
'No, you're not. You need my summoner skills. What are you going to do when you meet a whurthag face-to-face, hm?'
'Fight it, I suppose.'
'That having worked so beautifully for Edwae.'
He changed tack. 'Look, I need to know someone is taking care of Ed and his family. Finshay isn't equipped for that job.'
'Like you said, this is more important.'
He stared at her, helpless. 'Why are you so determined about this?'
'I don't want you to go alone.'
He blinked at her.
'I wouldn't want anyone to attempt such a thing alone, Tren! It's unthinkable.'
Finshay's voice broke in on the altercation. 'If you've made a decision, perhaps you could get on with it. Time's moving on.' He rose to his feet and approached Eva, taking the notebook out of her hands. He examined it critically, then ripped a few pages out.
'Legible. Good.' He handed the book back to her with a nod. 'I'll deal with the boy, the family, the government, the notes and all the dull stuff. You two go get yourselves killed. Have fun.' He turned his back on them, stowing the pages in his pack.
Tren snorted. 'Thanks.'
'No problem. I'll tell Vale you both sent your regards.'
Tren looked at Eva. 'Last chance to change your mind.'
'Right after you do.'
He grinned, for the first time that day. 'Onward then, comrade.'
Eva's belongings were soon gathered. Tren paused long enough to pay a final goodbye to his friend. Eva heard him whisper something, though she couldn't make out the words and she didn't try. Moments later, he joined her before the gate. 
'Ready?'
Eva nodded. 'Go.'
He shouldered his bag and stepped forward. His form rippled and shivered like wind through the grass, and then he vanished.
Eva took a breath and stepped in after him. The gate closed in around her, squeezing the air in her lungs and beating hard upon her skin. Then she was through into the cool, sharp air of the Lower Realms.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
Llandry followed Devary's party south and east through the thickly-growing, sun-warmed woodlands of Glinnery. They were angling towards the major coach road that ran between southernmost Glinnery and Nimdre. The woods had been swept by the summoners and there was little out of the ordinary to be encountered. As they wended further south, the landscape grew more open and expansive, the towering glissenwol thinning and dwindling away into lesser monoliths only twice Devary's height. Their colours changed gradually, from the blues, purples and greens of northern and eastern Glinnery into a vibrant range of reds, yellows and oranges. Llandry had travelled southwest into Irbel or east into Glour, but these sights were less familiar to her. They were beautiful, but there was something saddening about the decreasing height and grandeur of the proud glissenwol caps. It suggested a fading of strength and health.
Her journey was arduous, and for a few brief moments she had even regretted her decision to go after Devary. Travelling on the wing, she was obliged to fly high in order to avoid being spotted by Devary's airborne escort of armed guards. They, too, were hanging back, taking care not to draw undue attention to Devary. He had to look like an ordinary traveller returning to his home city, and an obvious entourage would destroy that. So Llandry had to fly so far back she could barely keep Devary in sight. The strain took its toll on her injured arm and back, and by the end of the eventide hours she was flagging badly. When Devary stopped to sleep, she settled to the ground with relief. A night spent on the ground with nothing but a blanket for comfort was a new experience: exciting, though it would probably lose its piquancy after a few repetitions. At least she had the deep mosses to lie in.
'Sig, I need you to tell me when Devary goes, all right?' If he understood her he gave no indication of it. Llandry sighed and let it go. She had to sleep; if she missed Devary's departure she would simply have to catch him up.
As she lay down and shut her eyes she felt something brush lightly against her cheek. She sat up in alarm, heart pounding. Had she been discovered? She waited for several minutes, but nobody could be seen or heard nearby. The light touch came again, amid a whirl of colour and a soft buzzing sound, and at last she identified the source: her little winged friend had followed her. 
'You kept yourself well hidden,' she murmured, catching it gently in her hands. Remarkable; she hadn't expected that the creature had enough awareness of her to go to such lengths. 
'Well, if you're staying, hush. I want to sleep.' She released it, soothing it with a gentle touch of her will, and the buzzing subsided. Huddling under her blankets with Sigwide's warmth to comfort her, Llandry fell asleep.
 
***
 
They had passed through the mountains of north-eastern Irbel and begun the descent into Nimdre before Llandry's presence was discovered. Tired and in pain, she had been steadily losing height until she was flying some way below the winged guards' altitude. She had barely noticed, and when the nearest guard shouted and circled down to her level it was too late to escape. She was recognised, of course - everybody knew her mother's face - and she found herself marched forcibly ahead to be presented to Devary.
He looked down at her with an impassive face. Llandry squirmed, suddenly ashamed of herself for her deceit.
'Don't say anything about my mother,' she begged. 'I know she won't approve. I just-'
Devary held up a hand. 'I don't believe I need you to explain.' His tone was quite cold, and Llandry felt terrible. She had lost his good opinion, and she would be marched straight back to Glinnery to face her mother's anger. But then Devary smiled.
'That is because I imagine I can understand. Though I must inform your mother of your whereabouts, as soon as possible.' Llandry felt a wave of relief wash over her, followed by a tremor of excitement. He wasn't going to reject her. She could stay with him after all. 
Then she grimaced, feeling a twinge of renewed pain work its way down her back. 
'See now, you have hurt yourself again. What would your mother say?' She stiffened, but his tone was light, teasing. She smiled back shyly.
'I'm not really hurt. Just a bit tired.'
'You have flown all the way? I'm impressed, truly. You are a woman of determination.' He looked at the guard who still held Llandry's arm. 'All is well. We will take a carriage as soon as we reach the gates.' The guard nodded and took off again, returning to his station. Devary looked back at Llandry.
'Can you walk for another few miles? We are not far from Nimdre.' 
'My legs are fine. It's just my arms and back that are tired.'
He nodded. 'Excellent. I will find a room for you at the Harp, I think. Your mother used to love it.'
'Ma's been to Nimdre?' The idea shouldn't surprise her; Ynara was too knowledgeable to have spent her life confined to Glinnery.
'She used to visit quite regularly, once,' he said. 'With me.' He didn't smile that time, and Llandry sensed a touch of regret in his tone. She was polite enough to refrain from questioning him further. 
'Shall we go? I don't know about you but I am starving.'
He laughed. 'What have you had to eat since we left? Very little? We had better hurry, indeed.'
 
***
 
Their destination was Draetre in northwestern Nimdre, a town of moderate size that proved to lie in the heart of the expansive forest. It was twilight when they arrived, a condition of light that Llandry had never seen before. In its muted serenity it reminded her of Glinnery's eventide, only it was darker, full of shadows. She didn't find it disturbing; on the contrary she was enchanted by it. Watching from the windows of their hired carriage, she was completely absorbed by the curious half-light.
Devary's home town had an air of sleepy serenity which Llandry found particularly agreeable. Buildings of wood and pale grey stone were constructed with a haphazard air, as if they were not the product of conscious design but had instead shouldered their way out of the ground, developing bulges and protrusions as necessary to contain the requirements of their inhabitants. There was a charm about this, despite the aura of confusion spawned by the peculiar buildings and crowded, circuitous streets. 
The Silver Harp (its odd appearance notwithstanding) proved to be a particularly elegant establishment; so much so that it was hard to credit that money changed hands in exchange for her accommodation. She was given a room near the top of a building so peculiarly constructed that, from the outside, it appeared ready to topple. But inside, the layout of the rooms possessed an inexplicable logic and harmony that was wholly unexpected, and she found no further reason to doubt its solidity. Her room was well-lit by long, clear windows, beautifully panelled with silvery wood, and comfortably upholstered in silks and velvets. Best of all, a large tub stood in an adjoining chamber which was quickly filled with hot water for her use. She was waited upon rather than served by the patrons of the establishment, and engaged in genial conversation. She felt like an invited guest more than a paying customer.
She was quite settled, and perfectly ready to take advantage of the tub next door; but Devary inexplicably lingered after the attendants had departed. He was inspecting her room rather critically, Llandry felt.
'Your mother would expect me to get the very best for you,' he explained, frowningly examining the large panes of glass through which the soft, silvery moonlight shone. 
'This is the best. I can hardly imagine how it could be better.'
He smiled. 'Perhaps so. I'll call for you tomorrow, then, and we will see the town.'
Llandry had every intention of exploring before that time. The peculiar twilight of Nimdre intrigued her, and she wanted to experience more of it before she slept. But Devary looked exhausted, so she merely smiled. 'Mm, well. That tub is calling to me.' 
'Ah, yes. I'm looking forward to doing the same. Tomorrow, then?'
'Certainly.'
Llandry kept her bathing short, eager to investigate Draetre. When she slipped out of her room, the twilight had deepened but had yet to descend into full darkness. She wore a long cloak with the hood pulled low over her face, one that was voluminous enough to conceal her wings. She wanted no well-meaning strangers confounding her with conversation. She stepped slowly into the wide road - such as it was; it wound and turned far more than thoroughfares were wont to do in cities. Standing alone, she felt a sense of thrilling freedom. She could be anybody, here; not an awkward, shy girl more comfortable with her jewels than with her peers; nor the quiet, unassuming and largely overlooked daughter of an Elder of Waeverleyne. She could go anywhere she chose: disappear into the shadows in the folds of her cloak. 
She had drunk her usual tonic, but when a crowd of Nimdren singers came into view, laughing, filling the road with chaos, Llandry's artificial lassitude wavered and her brief euphoria vanished. When some of them glanced at her, curiosity evident in their lingering gaze, anxiety returned with a crushing rush and her hands began to shake. Crowds of people, too much noise... she dug in her bag for her bottle and took another drink, breathing too quickly. For a moment she was almost overwhelmingly tempted to return to her room and wait meekly for Devary, but she suppressed the impulse. She was a grown woman: she would not waste her brief taste of freedom by hiding in her room. Drawing her hood further down over her face, she clutched her cloak closer around herself and took a deep breath. With a sweep of her long skirts, she was gone, stepping quickly into the streets.
She wandered for some time, until the serene twilight had altogether gone and the moon - half full - shone fitfully from behind a scattering of clouds. Every turn took her to some new sight or curiosity. She studied buildings of the most puzzling and original architecture she'd ever seen. She sketched their most intriguing features in her notebook, wishing she could see them again in the daylight with their full colours on display. Everywhere she went she heard music, sometimes lively and uplifting, sometimes dreamily melancholy. The latter reminded her of the airs Devary had often played, and she was uncomfortably reminded that she had left him behind. Perhaps it was time to return to the Harp.
But ahead of her she could see a large square, crowded with people. Her first instinct was to retreat, and she was on the point of turning when a number of fluttering awnings caught her eye. A market, then? Finding this prospect quite irresistible, she firmly buried her fears and stepped into the crush.
She was rewarded immediately by the sight of myriad colourful wares spread out for her perusal. Her artist's eye caught and appreciated the unique style of the skilfully-wrought goods that she saw: jewellery worked in metals rich and dark, winking with exotically-coloured gems; clothing in colours and textures of extraordinary beauty; musical instruments painted and engraved; food and delicacies artistically displayed and emitting tempting aromas. She forgot the crowds around her in her absorption. Sigwide's enthusiasm echoed her own; he sat up high in his sling, nose questing, his thoughts a blur of excitement. She found a stall selling plump, glossy nuts and purchased some for him. He crunched happily on them as she wandered the market.
She chose gifts for her mother and father, and a new garment for herself: a pair of loose trousers with gathered cuffs at the ankle, billowing and romantic. They would be perfect for flying. She was in the process of choosing a gift for Devary, more hesitantly and with a crippling lack of confidence in her judgement of his tastes, when her elbow was seized. 
She looked up quickly, instantly alert and alarmed. Consciousness of the swirling mass of shoppers rushed in on her again all at once, and she had to swallow a sense of panic. At her elbow stood a woman with Darklander skin. Though she was obviously not old, her hair gleamed white in the muted sheen of the light-globes. She was finely dressed, with an obvious air of wealth and ease. She smiled at Llandry in a manner far too familiar for a stranger.
'A visitor from foreign parts, I'd guess,' said the woman, with an accent even thicker than Devary's. Her manner was so entirely devoid of self-consciousness or awkwardness that Llandry's own increased by comparison, and she made no response save to nod her head in a cool fashion.
'Your stature suggests Glinnery,' said the woman, making a show of looking down at Llandry as if from a long way up. Indeed, she was taller, but not so extremely so as all that. Llandry bristled slightly. 'Are all your countrymen so silent?' the woman continued. 'I had not heard it of so artistically talented a people.'
'I need to depart,' Llandry said. She turned to go, but found her elbow once again seized in a determined grip. She looked angrily down at the hand that detained her, a deceptively dainty-looking appendage well covered with glittering rings.
'A moment,' said the woman, in a tone of deeper seriousness. 'That is a most interesting piece of jewellery. Did you buy it here?'
Llandry looked down at herself, startled. She didn't remember putting any jewellery on before she left her room. A quick touch to her throat confirmed it: no bracelets jangled at her wrists, and no necklace lay against her neck. 
'I'm not-' she began, but the woman was looking at Sigwide. Llandry's heart sank. The orting was shuffling in his sling, still bristling with excitement, but his enthusiasm had nothing to do with the market. His mouth was full of silver, a slender chain dangling from his teeth. 
From the chain hung Llandry's ill-fated istore pendant.
Sigwide carried it with care and obvious pride, full of himself for his accomplishment. Llandry felt briefly like strangling him. When had he taken it? She instantly recalled, with horrible clarity, Sigwide's antics near the end of their journey. Bored and restless, he had taken to nosing in Devary's pack. They had both been amused as he entertained himself with various of Dev's possessions, but she hadn't dreamed that he might have been going for the pendant. Or that he could secrete it somewhere without either her or Devary noticing.
Perversely the stone shone in this near-darkness with a particular radiance Llandry had never seen before. No wonder it had attracted attention. She sighed deeply.
'Well?' The woman spoke sharply, and Llandry's eyes narrowed in irritation.
'No,' she said shortly, pulling her arm from the woman's grasp.
'Oh, then I must know where you bought it! I simply must have one the same, exactly the very same as that.' The woman's eyes lit as she stared at Sigwide and his treasure. Llandry hastily took it from him, ignoring his protests, and stuffed it into the pocket of her cloak. 
'I did not buy it,' Llandry said, and then immediately regretted offering even so small a piece of information to this obstructive stranger.
'Oh? It was a gift, then, from a lover no doubt. I see that in your pretty face.' The woman laughed. Quite, quite wrong, thought Llandry irritably, but she had finished humouring her oppressor. 
'Unless... you've an artist's eye for beauty. I could not help observing that as I watched you shopping. Perhaps you are the creator of that fine piece.'
'You were watching me?'
'Strangers do attract notice, especially when they look as though they are trying to hide.' She smiled again, a much less pleasant expression than before, and her eyes flicked over the large hood that still covered most of Llandry's face and hair. 'I will pay you a great deal to make me such a pendant,' she said then. 'In fact, I will pay you a great deal more for that very pendant that you wear. Let me take it away with me now.' She produced a little wrist-bag from somewhere and opened it, displaying its contents. It was bulging with sovereigns.
'It isn't for sale,' said Llandry. 'And I cannot make one for you.' Which is the truth, she reflected. 
'Is there nothing you want?'
Llandry shook her head, turned her back on the woman and walked away, ignoring her attempts to detain her. She walked quickly and fast, aiming for the Harp, hoping to lose herself in the crowds of shoppers, singers and wanderers. She was aware of the woman following close behind for some time, and even once her footsteps had died away, she had the uncomfortable feeling that the woman's eyes still followed her as she hurried on, gripping her cloak close as if its dark fabric could swallow her whole.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
Shattering pain gripped Eva's body as she emerged from the gate between the realms, surging brutally from her head to her feet and the tips of her fingers. She felt as though her body was trying to shake itself to pieces, prevented only by force of will. She resisted the temptation to buckle under it, drawing quick, painful breaths as she willed the assault away. 
How could I have forgotten this? The pain was as bad as it had been on her first visit; time and absence had removed her resilience to it. She suffered in grim silence, enduring wave after wave of agony until finally, mercifully, it began to recede. Only then did she have leisure to notice Tren's fate.
He'd fared worse than she. He lay curled up on the ground, gripping his head in his hands as if it sought to separate itself from his body. He made no sound at all.
'Sorry,' she gasped. 'Should've remembered to warn you about this.'
'Would've been nice,' gritted Tren. 
'I forgot how bad it gets.' Here came the nausea, now, always the second stage. She didn't try to speak as her stomach pitched and roiled and her limbs trembled with stress. She resisted the tide, but Tren was not so fortunate. She turned away as he compulsively emptied his stomach.
'Well,' gasped Tren at last as he pulled himself more or less upright. 'That was deeply miserable.'
'You get used to it.' Eva still felt shaky and weak, but she pulled herself resolutely to her feet. 'Eventually.'
'I don't think I can walk,' said Tren.
'Proximity to the gate makes it worse,' Eva replied, gathering her skirts. 'So, walk.' She cast about, searching for her companions. The shortig she found nearby, gnawing on something it had picked up in the bushes. She set it to scout the vicinity for anything telling. There probably wasn't much chance it would find a clear trace of Edwae's erstwhile employer, but it was a possibility.
Rikbeek she could not find. Casting her senses out further, she discerned a brief flicker of his presence some distance away. Curious.
'Tren?'
'Coming.' He joined her with a groan, swaying slightly. She gripped his elbow, letting her fingers dig sharply into his flesh.
'Ow.'
'Stop complaining.' She started walking in the direction she'd sensed Rikbeek, dragging Tren forcibly with her.
'Stop. I'm stable.' He pulled his arm free of her grip, maintaining the quick pace she set without her encouragement. She gave him a brief, distracted smile, then turned her attention to the dense forest that surrounded them.
It was a mirror image of the tree cover that reigned above, at first glance, but the longer she looked, the more she observed to belie that impression. The trees were taller, much taller, swaying dreamily under the influence of a harsh, cool wind. Their contorted forms were vaguely incorporeal, tissue-thin and brittle. Tattered, lacy leaves spread in a thick blanket overhead, sumptuous with dark colours and glittering faintly in the silvery-white light of the moon that shone down on this ethereal forest.
Moons, in fact, for the enormous, pale moon that hung high overhead was echoed in a smaller moon that hovered low over the horizon. It sent a deep red light shimmering weirdly through the interlacing branches of the trees, a dark counterpart to the strong, clear moonlight above. Eva blinked, puzzled. She'd never seen a red moon here before.
Tren was staring, barely paying sufficient attention to where he was putting his feet. He was absently rubbing his arm where she'd gripped him.
'Sorry,' she said. 
'Hm? Oh.' He chuckled. 'You were a bit brutal.'
'Mm, well, it's not wise to spend more time here than is strictly necessary. We need to find Ed's employer as soon as possible, and get out.'
'Why's it so inadvisable? This place is beautiful.'
'That's exactly why. The crossing almost crippled us both, but now look at you. You're like a child with a bowl of sweets.'
'I'm not.' He made a point of drawing himself up a little straighter, assuming a purposeful air. 'I am completely business-like.'
She smiled. 'Just be wary. There's an air of tranquillity about the Lowers that's liable to send a person's wits to sleep.'
'I can't imagine that happening to you.'
'Ha. When I first came here, I spent about seven hours lying under a tree staring at the moons. I didn't even notice the time pass. I certainly didn't notice the astwach sneaking up on me. I was lucky to escape.'
'You were here alone?'
'I know it was stupid. I was young, stupid and conceited at the time.'
'But not anymore.'
'Ouch.'
He grimaced. 'I was referring to the stupid and conceited parts.'
'Oh, I don't know. I still have a shade or two of conceit. More than that, some would say.'
'You're a little preoccupied with what people say about you.'
That gave her pause. 'Am I?'
'You've brought it up a few times.'
'Hm.' She ducked to avoid some low-hanging branches, suppressing a curse as something scratched her face.
'But you're a popular figure with the papers,' Tren continued. 'I suppose that would get to a person.'
'I suppose.'
'I've been hearing about your exploits since I was a child.'
'Really.'
'Oh, yes. The Uncatchable Lady Bachelor: rich, beautiful, intelligent, powerful, relentlessly unmarried...'
She cast a covert look at his face. He was carefully expressionless, no hint of sarcasm discernible. She looked away, allowing herself a small sigh. 'The papers are equally happy to report my failures, of course.'
'Were there any?'
'Naturally.'
'Like what?'
'Perhaps we could just focus on the job at hand.'
'Right, sorry. Where's the Captain?'
'Who?'
'Captain Rikbeek, Leader of Operation Edwae.'
She frowned, feeling vaguely irritable. 'Are you always so frivolous in the wake of death?'
'Haven't experienced enough deaths yet to be sure. I'll let you know.'
'Great, thanks. Rikbeek's up ahead. He's flying fast, which usually means he's on to something. Since I don't have any better ideas just now, we're following him.'
'Righto.' He actually started whistling, damn him.
'How can you be so cheerful?'
'Moping isn't something I enjoy.'
'Must you enjoy everything?'
'It's preferable to being miserable.' He smiled at her, but she didn't smile back. His smile faded. 
'Do I seem heartless? I'm sorry. Actually I'm cheerful because I'm unhappy. I doubt that makes any sense.'
'No... I suppose it does.' 
'I can't bear tears and distress, so I... avoid them. But I care about things.' 
Remembering his despair over Edwae, she didn't doubt it, but there was no chance to reply. They had caught up to Rikbeek; the gwaystrel was whirling in confused circles overhead. Eva caught a series of scattered, muddled images from his thoughts, nothing helpful.
'Damn,' she said. 'Whatever he had, he's lost it.'
'What about the hound?'
She pointed to the inky black shape near her feet. 'Found nothing. He's been at heel since we started walking.'
'So we've got nothing.'
'Nothing but our wits.' 
'Encouraging.' He glanced about, turning in a full circle. 'I see trees,' he reported.
'Indeed?'
'With a few trees mixed in.'
'Come to think of it, I noticed a few of those myself.'
'So... what now?'
'Wait for a little while.'
'Just wait?'
'You'll see.'
He shrugged and sat down, tailor-style, in the soft earth. She watched, amused, as he rebuttoned the cuffs of his jacket and smoothed his shirt, picking uselessly at a slight stain. Running his fingers through his tangled dark hair had little effect: he was still tousled, wind-blown and untidy. She thought the effect was rather attractive than otherwise, though she said nothing. She sat too, smoothing the shortig's short fur under her fingers, heedless of the fate of her plain cotton skirts.
'What's his name?'
She blinked, startled. 'Hm? Who?'
He gestured at the hound. 'You just call him 'the shortig', or maybe 'the hound.'
'True. I haven't had him for very long. Why don't you pick a name.' She was only half attending to the conversation, her senses busy tracking their surroundings. She didn't sense any threatening animals nearby, but that could change.
'How about "Puppy".'
Eva silently raised an eyebrow at him.
'Fine, not Puppy. Bartel.'
'Bartel? Is that a random choice?'
'I had a dog called Bartel when I was a child.'
She smiled. 'Bartel. I like it.'
Tren devoted himself to making "Bartel" aware of his new title, and Eva returned to her vigil. After a time the quality of the light began, gradually, to change. The silver-white moonlight lost its shadow of red, deepening instead into purple. The trees around them rippled like water and began to shimmer with a brightness that hurt Eva's night-loving eyes. She closed them briefly. When she opened them again, the landscape was transformed.
The dark, twisting trees had vanished, giving way to an expanse of meadow dotted with gentle slopes and knolls clustered with bushes. Flowers littered the grasses, resplendent in shades of blue and purple and green. Some were tiny, some standing higher than Eva's head. The blanketing cover of leaves overhead had disappeared, and now the moonlight shone down on them unimpeded. The radiance was verging on too bright for Eva's eyes, but she knew her vision would grow accustomed to it in time. 
Insects shimmered out of the air, descending upon the fragrant, newly-opened blossoms. Furred yellow whistworms clung to the fat stems of the taller plants, intent on feeding on the insects. Striped purple-and-grey olifers levered themselves out of their burrows, intent on feeding on the whistworms. Eva's summoner senses caught the heavy tread of a muumuk away to the west. She noted its position carefully, resolved on giving it a wide berth. 
Eva inhaled deeply, enjoying the rich floral fragrance that now filled the air. The scents of the Lowers were more intense, just as the colours were more vivid, the lights richer, the shadows deeper and the air so crisp and fresh the lungs struggled to take it in. She smiled at Tren, rising to her feet. The shortig leapt to attention as she shook out her skirts. Tren didn't move. 
'Tren? Time to go.'
'Sorry.' He jumped up with alacrity. 'If you spent only seven hours under that tree, I'd say that was pretty restrained of you. How many times did this happen while you were lying there?'
'I don't remember. A few. The only thing which didn't change was the tree.'
'Curious.'
'That's an understatement for this place. Look over there.' She pointed behind Tren, away to the northeast. A tower rose far in the distance, tiny to their eyes, built from a pale stone that shone under the moon. 'I'd say that's worth investigating, wouldn't you?'
'I didn't know there were buildings down here.'
'There aren't many. And I'm pretty sure that one wasn't there a moment ago.'
'What, do they just... spring out of the ground?'
'Maybe. Who knows?' She started walking, whistling to Rikbeek. 'Can you unCloak me? It isn't going to help much under these conditions, and in that case I'd like to actually breathe for a while.'
'So ungrateful.' The sensation of the Cloak fading was like a heavy mantle slipping from her shoulders. She straightened physically, taking a lungful of air. A mistake; the intense, heady air of the Lowers made her giddy, and she fell to coughing. 
'Thanks,' she said weakly when she recovered.
'Glad the experience was a pleasant one for you,' he replied. 
Eva set a fast pace, aware of the swift passage of time in this unworld. Clouds clustered over the tower, and as they approached a warm rain began to fall. Tren sighed.
'There goes my shirt.'
'I'll get you a new one.'
'That’s two shirts you owe me. Think you could arrange for an upgrade while you're at it? I've always liked those silk ones.'
'If you like.'
When they reached the base of the tower, a problem emerged.
There were no doors.
'There has to be an entrance somewhere,' Tren muttered. 'A clever hidden one, maybe, that only opens if you sing The Ballad of Mirella Heartburn in falsetto while juggling with a litter of kittens.'
Eva grinned. 'Feel free to start singing.' She stood back, looking up at the smooth stone walls towering above her. A single window was cut into the walls near the top, a mere gap in the stonework.
'That's the entrance.'
Tren stared up at it silently. 'You're not serious,' he said at length.
'Perfectly.' 
'Do you number 'climbing like a monkey' among your list of remarkable abilities?'
'I've a better idea, actually.' She placed a hand against the smooth stonework of the tower and pinched her fingers together. The stone moved under her hand like dough, forming a step. She repeated the process below and above it until a ladder formed.
Tren stared at her helplessly. 'I give up,' he said. 
'Best not to ask.' She set one foot against the lowest step and began to climb. Her skirts immediately tangled around her legs, threatening to dump her to the ground. She jumped down again.
'Er, Tren. This is the part where you don't look.' Lifting the hem of her skirt, she tucked the fabric into her waistband. The fabric ballooned around her - she probably looked like a walking mushroom - but at least her legs were free.
'Er,' said Tren.
'If I fall, you're to catch me,' she ordered. 
'Yours to command, m'lady,' he said, with a salute.
'I know.' She smiled briefly, setting both hands to the ladder. She began to climb, pausing periodically to create the next few steps up. Her progress was slow but steady, and at last she reached the window at the top. 
It was really just an opening, square, unadorned, and too small for her to fit through. Undaunted, she slipped her feet and legs through the gap, pushing against the wall. She felt the stone stretch and bend around her as she forced herself through, sliding inelegantly onto the floor of the room beyond. She turned to see the window shrink back to its neat square shape.
Tren still stood below, staring up at her. She gestured and he began, gamely, to climb. Soon he drew level with her, panting from the effort of the journey.
'All right. How did you fit through there?'
'Easy,' she said briskly. 'Come on, faster. The light will change again soon.'
'And then what happens?'
'Then the building disappears. We might move with it to wherever it goes, or we might fall a long way into whatever turns up next. It would be better to be out of here before that happens.'
'Huh.'
Eva stood back as Tren slid through the window. He made a sound of disgust as the stonework squirmed around him, reforming itself to let him through. He stood up immediately, dusting himself off.
'That's a repulsive experience.'
'There'll probably be worse yet,' replied Eva cheerfully.
'Great,' muttered Tren. 
Eva circled the room. Clutter lay everywhere, covering the surface of the table that rested in the centre of the room, lying in layers over the cabinets that were fitted against the rounded walls. The furniture was dusty, the rugs on the floor crusted with mud. Eva paused before a pair of books lying open on the table.
'It's like someone lives here,' Tren commented.
'Probably someone does,' Eva replied. She gingerly picked up one of the books, handling the worn binding and loose pages carefully. The title was inscribed in wavering silver ink on the cover.
 
My Recollections of the Lower Realms: An Account of a Savant's Journey Below
Andraly Winnier, Lokant.
 
Tren looked over her shoulder. 'Lokant?'
'Any idea what that is?'
'None whatsoever.'
'Hmm. Then you haven’t heard of this book before?'
'No. And I've studied the libraries pretty thoroughly.'
She opened it again, browsing rapidly through the contents. Pages of crabbed, handwritten script were broken up with sketched images and patches of colour. She saw many of the acknowledged animal species of the Lowers catalogued, along with some beasts she didn't recognise. The author had recorded flora as well as fauna; some of the flowers of the meadow they'd passed through were there on the pages, minutely outlined in black and annotated.
'Interesting,' she murmured. Opening her bag, she withdrew her spare cloak and wrapped the book in it. She eased the bundle into the bag, buttoning the flap firmly closed over it. 
'That's theft, you might be interested to know.' Tren was still standing right behind her, watching her actions quite intently. She moved away, crossing to the other side of the room.
'Well, we're on the trail of a murderer. I'd say all's fair.'
'You think this place has anything to do with the man Ed was following?'
'It's possible. See, the only reason I can think of for a sorcerer to track halfway across Orstwych to use a rogue gate is because he was going somewhere specific. Am I right in thinking you can't open a gate to a particular location in the Lowers - just to whichever part of it's closest to you at the time?'
'Right. If I opened a gate right here, we'd end up in the Orstwych woods a couple of miles northwest of where we came through.'
She nodded, pleased. 'I think Ed's mysterious sorcerer was heading for somewhere in this area. Naturally he found it easier to do most of the travelling Above, where the landscape's constant and it's easier to navigate. If that gate's a regular opener, it might not even be a rogue. Maybe it's more like his front door.'
'That's a thought. I don't know if it's possible to cause a 'rogue' gate to re-open itself after it's been closed, but that's because we don't keep permanent portals to the Lowers. It's not permitted. But I imagine it could be done.' She was growing to recognise that look of intent speculation on his face, his thoughts obviously whirling as he pursued the idea. 
'Well, the details of how can be examined another time,' she suggested. 'The relevant point is the probable destination of Edwae's friend. Anywhere within about a mile of the gate would seem practical.'
'This is the only building we saw, right?'
'Yes, but don't forget that a lot of things could have been either hidden or not here when we came through. It would be wise to stay in this area through another few changes, see what comes up.'
Tren nodded. 'This place strikes me as a sorc's house, though. It's got that air about it. I wouldn't mind living here myself.'
'When we've defeated our enemy you can take over the tower. Call it another incentive.' 
'Generous of you.' Tren stooped to pick something up from the floor. Standing, he showed the object to Eva.
It was a ring of wrought silver. Set into the centre was an indigo-coloured stone that shone faintly silver.
'Istore,' she breathed.
'Looks like it, yep.' 
Eva's senses prickled. The atmosphere was changing, the air growing heavier. Crossing to the window, she hung out of the embrasure until she could see to the south. The purple light was fading, drifting away. Something else was taking over, a radiance that held the rippling blue-green changefulness of water.
She swore.
'Tren, we have to go.'
He didn't ask questions. She was out of the window immediately, descending rapidly. Tren followed. They reached ground level within moments, so fast that Eva's palms began to bleed from their contact with the stone. She ignored the pain, looking anxiously across the grass. 
'We need to find something that's solid.'
'Right.' He looked around. 'How do you identify “solid” in this place?'
'You don't,' she said despairingly. It was too late; all hint of purple had gone from the skies and the flickering bluish light was growing stronger by the second. She didn't bother to run. There was no point. Instead she took hold of her precious bag, wrapping the strap around her wrist and gripping it tight.
'Keep close to me,' she said. 
'What?'
'I think your shirt's about to be ruined.'
She sensed olifers fleeing back into their burrows, insects melting back into the skies. The meadows rippled powerfully, the flowers dissolving. 
Then the ground gave way beneath her feet and she fell into deep water.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
Devary arrived at Llandry's door early in the morning. Llandry had been awake for two hours, riveted by the sight of the sun rising outside her window. She longed to be outside to witness this extraordinary event, but there was no balcony, and her experience the evening before made her wary of leaving the Harp. Instead she threw the windows wide open and sat in the window seat, ignoring the chill in the air as darkness gradually melted into day.
Her pendant rested on the low table in the centre of the room. Llandry had taken it out of her cloak pocket as soon as she arrived home and bound it up in cloth and ribbon, concealing the odd lavender-tinged glow that it exuded in this strangely-lit place. She had left it out of her possession knowing that, when it came to it, she would find it hard to give it out of her own hands into Devary's - no matter how willingly offered. 
He arrived looking anxious, even guilty. She opened her mouth to tell him about Sigwide's theft but he spoke first.
'Llandry, I'm so sorry - I don't know how - somehow the pendant is gone.' He spoke the last part in a rush. 'I just discovered - I came right away. Are you well? Has anything happened...?' He studied her carefully, looking her up and down as if making sure she was in one piece.
'I'm fine. Sigwide took it.' She explained briefly, leaving out the part about the white-haired woman for now. Devary's face relaxed in relief as she spoke, though he gave the orting a glance of irritation.
'That creature is a liability. I suppose to keep it safe from him, I must wear it. I don't imagine he can spirit it off my neck without alerting me.' He unwrapped the little cloth bundle and fastened the chain around his neck. He smiled at Llandry as the stone disappeared under his shirt. 
'We are lucky that nothing too terrible has come of it. And now, I know I promised you that we would see the town, but first I think we must see my friend at the University. Will that be all right?'
Llandry hesitated. She ought to tell him the rest, but he seemed in a hurry to depart. Perhaps they could talk on the way. 'Quite all right,' she answered. Hastily closing the windows, she collected her cloak and donned it. Devary chuckled to see the deep hood shading her eyes, but made no comment. 
A small two-wheel carriage waited at the rear of the Silver Harp, with a tall, grey-scaled nivven set into the traces. Devary assisted Llandry into the passenger seat and took up the reins himself, skilfully guiding the vehicle out into the winding streets of Draetre. As they drove, Llandry nibbled a fingernail, undecided. She knew she deserved reproach for her solitary wanderings the night before, so she was reluctant to recount her adventures. But her encounter with the white-haired woman was disturbing. He ought to know. Steeling herself, she interrupted his light-hearted conversation and told him everything. She had some hope that he would dismiss it as unimportant, but of course he didn't. Instead, he was demonstrably uneasy, questioning her minutely as to the particulars. 
'Did she tell you her name, or anything about herself?'
'No. I should have thought to ask.'
'Describe her again for me.'
Llandry did so, as closely as she could. Devary frowned, and shook his head.
'Could have been anybody. Did she say why she wanted the pendant?'
'No.'
'Llandry. Did you fly?'
'No.'
'Good. I knew you would have more sense.'
'She guessed where I am from. In fact, I think she may have recognised me. She asked me if I made it. I think... some of those reporters got pictures of me, before Mamma threw them out.'
Devary was silent. At last he said, 'Well then, we had better finish our business quickly.'
Llandry warred with herself, feeling a surge of guilt at his obvious anxiety. She had followed him when she knew she shouldn't, making a burden of herself, and now she had made it worse. But it was humiliating to have to keep apologising for making her own decisions.
He drove for a while in silence. 'I sent a message to your mother last night, informing her of your whereabouts. I also told her I would not be sending you home yet, and that I would ensure that you are safe. It would be ideal if you could refrain from making that harder.' 
'Fine. I won't do any more wandering.'
'I am sorry that it must be that way, but it won't last forever. Now, here we are.' He guided the little carriage down an alley, barely wide enough to admit the neat vehicle. Another left turn brought them into a courtyard, inside which a few other carriages were parked. Devary handed her down from the carriage with the utmost politeness, but something in his manner suggested she had annoyed him. Her stomach twisted with miserable anxiety at the idea, and suddenly she was all too inclined to condemn her own behaviour. The notion was frustrating. How long must she rely on others to protect her? And why was Devary's disapproval so painful? 
She hid her face in her hood as they passed through a narrow door into a long, oddly winding corridor. Space opened up either side of her, large rooms glimpsed through tall archways as they proceeded rapidly into the heart of the building. She saw bookcases crowded with books and framed with chairs like supplicants before a throne; each chair bore a silent occupant, absorbed in the pages of a volume. 
'Where are we?' Her voice emerged startlingly loudly in the hushed atmosphere, echoing off the cool stone walls.
'Draetre's university library.'
'It really doesn't seem large enough to have a university.'
'It's of an unusual kind. Here.' He held open a door for her and she passed through it, registering that Devary locked the door behind them both. She surveyed a chamber smaller than the others they had passed through. A woman sat at a table near the window, studying a large book that lay open before her. The book was evidently very old; its leather covers were tattered and decaying, and its spine was supported upon a soft cushion that lay between it and the desk.
The woman looked up as they entered. Her eyes rested first on Llandry, with a considering stare that made her quite uncomfortable. Apparently around Devary's age, she was clearly Nimdren with her curling chestnut hair and light-coloured eyes. The woman's face changed as she transferred her keen gaze to Devary. She smiled, reluctantly, as if she sought to suppress the expression but it overcame her efforts. She stood up and advanced towards Devary, and he stepped forward to meet her. Llandry noticed that he was wearing the warm smile he'd so often turned on her.
'Indren. It's been far too long.'
'So it has. Your fault for moonlighting so long in Glinnery.' The woman, Indren, smiled all the more as Devary carried her hand to his lips and kissed it lightly. 
'And I see you brought one of them back with you.' Indren's eyes, a rather startling pale green, rested again on Llandry.
'Yes, quite an important one. Llandry Sanfaer, Ynara Sanfaer's daughter. You remember Ynara?'
'Yes.' The word was said without inflection, and Llandry wondered whether the recollection was a pleasant one for this stranger. 
 'Llandry, this is Professor Indren Druaster. She's an expert in Off-World history.'
'Off-Worlds? Both of them?'
'Does that surprise you?' Professor Druaster lifted her brows at Llandry very slightly, laughing at her.
'A little,' mumbled Llandry.
'Nimdre has chained itself to neither, you see, and therefore we may study both with equal attention. Now, what of this trinket?' Professor Druaster turned a winning smile on Devary as she resumed her seat. He sat next to her, gesturing Llandry to a chair opposite.
'It's no trinket.' 
'Oh, I am sorry. I understood that it is an item of Ms. Sanfaer's creation?'
Llandry felt a ripple of annoyance, but the implication of the statement passed Devary by. He sat back comfortably, smiling at Llandry as he opened his travel bag.
'Certainly; it is all of her own work.'
'Ah, the famed arts of Glinnery. How I wish I had a little of your creative talent, my dear.' Llandry bristled at the familiar term. She was not fooled: Indren dripped insincerity. It would not be the first time a scholar had looked down on the arts, but nonetheless Llandry felt nettled. 
Devary had found the cloth bundle. He unwrapped it carefully and placed the pendant on the table before Indren. Looking at it, Llandry felt a little soothed. Evidently it was a skilled piece of work, whatever a person's feelings as to the value of the aesthetic.
Indren studied it without touching it. She drew an eyeglass from the belt at her waist and examined the stone very closely. Llandry's eyes wandered back to Devary's face. He watched Indren's procedures with apparent absorption.
'An unusual piece.' Indren lifted her head, and Llandry found herself once again subjected to that sharp gaze. 'Where did this come from?' 
Llandry was silent. After a moment Devary stepped in, recounting, briefly, the history of Llandry's gem. 
'Istore,' said Indren, when he had finished. Her lips twisted in a smile that held a mocking hint. 'A romantic name. You have no idea at all, I suppose, what it is?'
'Elder Ilae Shuly recommended you as a consultant,' interrupted Devary smoothly. 
'Ah, Elder Shuly,' she repeated, with obvious approval. 'There's a sharp mind.' She looked back down at the stone, turning it to the light. 'It certainly doesn't originate from the Middle Realms. If anything I'd say it was from the Uppers, but there's something -' She paused. 'There's something of the Lowers about it, too. I might be inclined to conclude it has its origins in both, were that possible.' She smiled in a small way. 'You should've come to me before, Mr. Kant.' She looked under her lashes at him, with a sort of mock severity that Llandry found quite repulsive. Devary shrugged and laughed.
'I'm but a poor scholar. How could I guess it would fall under your area of expertise?'
'Well. Attend me to dinner, and I may be able to forgive you.' She smiled at him, and he gave her a half-bow in response. She looked back at Llandry and the smile faded.
'You must both come. I will tell you more about this stone tomorrow, when I have had chance to study it further.'
Llandry felt a prickle of alarm. Suspicion and dislike made her bold, and she spoke up. 'The pendant stays with Devary.'
Indren's eyebrows rose. 'Oh?' Llandry's words withered away under that mocking stare, but she met the woman's insolent gaze without flinching.
'You did bring it here to be studied, I suppose?'
Llandry inclined her head. 
Indren offered her a thin, false smile. 'Very well. If the pendant must stay with Mr. Kant, then Mr. Kant must stay with me. He will be happy to stand guard over me, I am sure: just in case I should try anything inappropriate with your "istore" stone.'
Devary cast Llandry a quizzical glance, and shrugged. 'Certainly,' he said to Indren.
'Ms. Sanfaer may amuse herself in the reading rooms, I've no doubt.' Indren was now outright frosty. Llandry was not wounded: on the contrary she was happy to go. 
 
Llandry was left to her own devices for most of the day. Devary emerged from time to time to check on her, and repeatedly invited her to rejoin them, but she steadfastly refused. She wouldn't be volunteering for any more of the Professor's obvious disdain. It was bad enough that Devary could be close to such a chilly, cruel woman. 
She asked him about it during one of his lamentably brief visits to her reading nook, but he was evasive.
'We have known each other for some time. She can be difficult, but... well. I must go back, if you are comfortable.'
'Bored senseless, and therefore, duly punished for my rebellion. It's been hours. Are you making any progress at all in there?'
Devary drew up a chair and sat down, though he sat on the very edge as if he intended to leave any moment. 'Some of Indren's colleagues have joined us. The consensus is that it is not a stone, as some of your friends have suspected. The current theory under investigation is that it is in fact biological matter.'
Llandry was startled. 'As in, from an animal?'
Devary hesitated. 'Yes. Perhaps. You must understand, this is only an idea. It may be discounted any moment, and another idea brought forward. But it would not be the first time that animal parts have been employed for magical uses.' He stood up, smiling down at her. 'You will forgive the brevity of my visit, but I am needed. We are consulting the university's rarer books - they have collections from the Darklands as well as the Daylands - and the search may take days. It will go faster if I involve myself.'
'Perhaps I should help?' Llandry hesitated to say it, picturing a roomful of studious strangers with horror. Before she was halfway through her sentence, Devary was already gone. 
 
***
 
It was growing late, and Llandry was growing very hungry, when Devary finally emerged with Professor Druaster behind him. They both looked tired, but the Professor's eyes were alight with excitement. The two of them talked in Nimdren, probably discussing the istore. Llandry could only wish she could understand.
Devary's eye fell on her belatedly, and he smiled apologetically. 'Apologies, Llandry, we are being rude. We have made much progress, but there is a great deal still to do. It is time to stop for the day, and find something to eat.'
They were to go across town for dinner, it emerged, to a popular food garden; its name, the Adriana Gardens, brought a pleased smile to Devary's face as Professor Druaster announced her plan for the evening.
'How long is it since you were there, Devary dear?' Llandry didn't miss the fact that she was now using his first name.
'Must be a year. More, even.'
'Ah! Then you missed out on the fireworks displays; stupendous, truly, and only offered for the anniversary. There are new menus - all your favourites are still available, Devary dear, I put a word in the proprietress's ear about that - and the desserts are particularly fine.'
The Professor's easy chatter ran on, directed entirely at Devary. Llandry followed them out of the building and watched as Devary handed the Professor into a smart new carriage and followed her inside. Llandry, left to make her own way, was not particularly mollified by Devary's apologetic smile as he realised his oversight. She ignored him.
Professor Druaster's carriage was a handsome affair, well upholstered and finely made. Its mistress sat back upon the plush seating with a proprietorial air and a satisfied smile.
'I could hardly allow you to drive all that way in that appalling little gig of yours, Devary.'
Devary chuckled. 'It's a faithful old thing, Indren. I've had it a long time, and it's never failed me yet.'
Indren wrinkled her nose disapprovingly. 'Yes, but no doubt it will, Devary dear. Besides, a gentleman deserves luxury.' The smile she offered with this pronouncement sickened Llandry anew, but Devary smiled back readily enough.
Llandry turned her attention away and looked out of the window as the twilit streets rolled by. She was restored to her favourite blue cloak, the hood shading her eyes and guarding the play of expression on her face. She was not afraid of her disgust being perceived by Indren Druaster: the woman was far too absorbed by Devary. It was Devary's perception of it that she wished to avoid.
The journey was moderately long given the event, but at last the carriage rolled to a gentle stop. Devary jumped out and immediately made a point of handing Llandry down first. She shook out her clothes, shivering a little in the cool air. The building that rose before her was quite low, only one storey, with balconies clustering around the roofline. The roof itself was flat and open, verdantly decorated with lush greenery that trailed in long tendrils to the ground. Diners sat up high at low tables, bathed in the cool moonlight. Llandry could hear strains of music drifting down from above.
The same scene was repeated at the rear of the building. Indren's party was quickly led to a choice table in a shady alcove, slightly screened from the chatter and stares of the other diners. Llandry took her seat reluctantly, feeling that the evening could not end soon enough.
She had expected to feel like an intruder, and so she did. Indren was just polite enough to speak in Llandry's own tongue, but she made no attempt at all to include her in conversation, talking exclusively to Devary about people, places and events relevant only to they two. At first Devary was mindful of Llandry's presence, recommending her choices from the menu, addressing remarks to her and frequently offering her a smile. She was soothed and comfortable as long as he remembered her, but as the evening went on he remembered her less and less.
They had been seated barely twenty minutes before a stranger approached the table. Her curvaceous silhouette and sinuous walk made her femininity quite clear as she swayed up to Devary. Their conversation was conducted in Devary's native language, the fluid Nimdren tongue which sounded so beautiful when he sang. Llandry didn't understand a word, but that it was an intimate conversation was clear enough. The woman flirted aggressively with him, ignoring Indren Druaster's obvious contempt and apparently failing to notice Llandry at all. Devary's manner to her was a little reserved, she was thankful to note, but still he bore with her impolite behaviour with much more grace than Llandry thought reasonable. At last the woman departed. 
Several other diners visited their table over the course of the meal - most of them women - and Llandry was obliged to watch the same scene play itself out again and again. In between interruptions, Indren Druaster continued to monopolise Devary's conversation, often slipping into Nimdren. Devary glanced often at Llandry and she sensed that he wished to include her more, but he would not stir himself to interrupt Indren. Mortified, Llandry could not summon any appetite no matter how many temptingly fragrant dishes were placed before them, and at last she abandoned the struggle to let it all pass her by. She stood up, raising her hood.
'I'm going for a walk,' she said. 'It's beautiful here.' She did not wait for their response but set off immediately, aiming for the garden that lay behind the restaurant.
'Don't go too far, Llandry,' she heard Devary say behind her. She did not need to go far: merely out of sight and hearing would be enough.
Peace enveloped her as she reached a pretty grove of trees. The babble of the food garden receded into near silence and the heat and bustle was replaced by coolness and a soft breeze. She sighed, turning her face up to the winds. 
These terrible, bold women. All of them had trouble written across them in every particular. She felt that none of them - most especially including Professor Druaster - would be a good choice for any sort of dalliance. She couldn't decide whether Devary saw it or not. If he did, why did he tolerate their intrusive attentions?
She did not need to ask herself why they flocked to Devary. It was that damned chivalrous courtesy; his understated warmth and gentleness; certainly his handsome features and winning smile. He offered them little gestures: a kiss of the hand; a special smile; the gift of a flower; a gently solicitous question or remark. None of these things were particular in themselves, but together they amounted to a distinct appearance of special interest. They were so easily caught by it; they received a little and offered everything in return. 
Simultaneously the worst and best of it was that Devary seemed entirely unconscious of the effect his manner had on the women around him. Perhaps he wasn't. Llandry would prefer to believe him unaware; the possibility that he cultivated it made him appear a wholly different person to the man she'd known in Glinnery. She was sharply reminded of her own lack of experience with people. There was no way she could decipher what Devary's behaviour meant. 
Distant diamond stars twinkled through the shady, moon-silvered canopy of the trees, so very far away. She took a few deep breaths of heady twilight air, feeling gradually more refreshed. A gust of wind ruffled her hair, and the ghost of a smile crossed her face as the peace of the woods filled her and she finally began to relax. 
A sudden, sharp cracking sound rent the air, emanating from behind her. Footsteps sounded, loud and close. Before she could turn, hands grabbed hard at her, bruising her flesh. She cried out as much with surprise as with pain; her twilight reverie dissolved and a surge of fear filled her. She struggled hard, kicking and shouting. A hand closed over her mouth, cutting off her protests, and she was lifted and dragged backwards. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty
 
Eva kicked against the dark waters that threatened to swallow her, cursing the skirts that tangled around her legs. She fought her way grimly to the surface, thrusting the bag upwards ahead of her. She broke the surface, gulping air, praying that the leather of her satchel would be sufficiently waterproof to keep the book safe. She began treading water, turning slowly in circles. Water met her eye in every direction, an unbroken horizon of green-touched blue. The shortig hound - Bartel - paddled gamely not far away, but there was no sign of Tren.
Several long moments dragged by. Fear clutched at her, punching through her composure. Could he even swim? She ducked her head below the water again, staring uselessly into the dark ocean. She couldn't see him.
At last, after an agonisingly long wait, a small explosion rent the water nearby and Tren's sodden figure appeared. He gasped for air, spluttering, spitting out water. Once his lungs were filled a stream of curses emerged, fluent and unceasing. Eva swam towards him and grabbed his shirt.
'No drowning,' she chided.
'Is it time to go home yet?' he said at last, shivering.
'Nonsense; we've hardly seen the sights.' 
Tren gazed at the miles of water that surrounded them. 'All right, I've seen them. Now let's go home.'
Eva spotted a length of broken tree branch sailing by, and grabbed it. It was completely sodden with water, as if it had been submerged for days, but at least it floated. 
'That's not going to be big enough,' she murmured. 'Hold this.' She thrust the bag at Tren. 'Don't let it get wet.' Her hands free, she pulled and tugged at the length of wood until it expanded, widening. She climbed onto it, dragging the shortig with her, and lay down, exhausted. 
'Pass me the bag,' she said. It landed beside her and she clutched it protectively as Tren climbed laboriously onto her makeshift raft beside her.
'I like that trick you have there,' he said. 'Why don't you show me how to do that?'
'It's not me doing it. It's just the way it works down here. Everything's more... fluid, I suppose. Malleable.'
'Think between the two of us we could mould this ocean into a beach?'
She laughed. 'Sadly there are limits to everything.'
Tren devoted himself to the task of shivering, and didn't reply. 
'Should only be a couple of hours before the next change, if I remember rightly,' she said, wrapping her arms around herself. 'Then again, the meadow revolved away faster than it should have. It might only be an hour before the next change.'
'Only an hour,' Tren repeated. 'Great.'
Numinar Wrobsley's words echoed in Eva's thoughts all of a sudden. He'd said that his suppliers of rylur weren't picking any up, something about increased dangers. Instability. Perhaps this was what was meant: the cycles were whirling so fast that there was scarcely time to collect anything before one found oneself, say, drowning in a vast ocean of freezing water.
'You're making the raft shake,' said Tren. Eva realised she was shivering so violently her whole body shook in spasms. She hadn't felt so completely bone-cold in her life; it made the settled chill of the Summoners' Halls seem like summer.
'Speak for yourself,' she muttered. Turning onto her side, she wrapped her arms around herself, trying uselessly to conserve her body heat. 'You're the sorc. Can't you light a fire?'
'Light a fire without fuel, while floating on a sodden raft in the middle of the ocean. It'll burn for about three seconds.'
She sighed deeply. 'I suppose so.' She paused for a moment as a particularly strong shiver wracked her. 'I wonder if it's more pleasant to freeze to death than to drown?'
'You are a bundle of joy.' He inched across the raft until he lay directly behind her, his arms sliding around her waist. She found herself pulled close to him. Cold as he was, he still radiated some heat.
'Sorry about this,' he said. 'Desperate measures.' 
'Don't get any ideas.'
'I don't wish to ruin your dreams, but a violently shivering woman stinking of seaweed isn't my idea of the perfect romance.'
She snorted. 'You're certainly no flatterer.'
'An hour, you said?' 
'About that, yes.' She paused. 'Probably.'
'Probably.' He sighed. 'I wonder if Vale knows we're down here.'
'No. It's too soon,' she replied. 'What made you think of that?'
'Oh, just wondering if Fin made it back to Westrarc yet.'
'Thinking of Mrs. Geslin?'
'Among other things.'
She was silent for a moment, picturing the worn face of Edwae's mother, drawn with anxiety, surrounded by dependent children. She imagined Tren there, breaking the news to her, comforting her distress. 
'I think you made the right choice to come here, Tren.'
'You fought pretty hard against it at the time.'
'How far would you have got by yourself, do you suppose?'
'Not far,' he admitted. 
'You'd probably be drowning right now.'
'Steady. Mind the ego. I concede that you were perfectly right.'
She smiled. 'We'll visit Mrs. Geslin on our way back to the city.'
Tren sighed, pulling her a little closer. 'Who knows when that will be.'
A miserable hour passed - maybe more, it was hard to tell in the Lowers - and the watery green light remained steady. Eva was forgetting what it felt like to be warm, dry and comfortable. Her stockings stuck damply to her icy legs; her skirts were a heavy, clinging mass weighing her down. Her hair had come loose from its bindings and lay over her neck like a mantle of ice. She was grateful to Tren for trying to warm her (and himself), but it was a largely ineffectual gesture.
'I don't see this ocean miraculously disappearing,' Tren murmured against her neck.
'Doesn't mean it won't, any minute now.'
'It is not looking hopeful,' he replied. 'Let's make a deal. If it comes to it, you're to eat me for survival first. I have more meat on me.'
'Raw, is that?'
'Well, Lady Glostrum, if it's a matter of survival I expect you to make sacrifices.'
'I'll make you a counter offer. If it comes to it, I'll eat one of your arms for survival, and you may have one of mine. Which would you prefer?'
He considered for a moment. 'The left one, please. There's a shapeliness to the bicep that's very appealing.'
'Done. Meanwhile, when the light changes the very first thing we'll do is make a fire. That's a promise.'
'Great. Here's your chance.'
Eva opened her eyes. The unsteady green light was indeed fading. They waited in silence as a yellowish glow built in the skies and the ocean began to churn. Eva's makeshift raft dipped and plunged on the choppy waters, and she nearly slid off into the sea; only Tren's grip on her waist prevented her descent. She clung grimly to the edge of the raft, ignoring the bite of the wood into the tender flesh of her hands. In another moment the sea abruptly disappeared. The now bone-dry raft lay marooned atop an expanse of white sand dotted with delicate objects resembling seashells, though Eva didn't think any living creature could conceivably make a home in these highly artistic creations.
'You mentioned something about a beach?' She tried to sit up, but her frozen limbs refused to obey her. She winced as pain shot through the frigid muscles.
'So I did,' answered Tren. 'You think it has something to do with this?' 
'No,' Eva replied honestly. 
'Well anyway, next time I'll include a timeframe with my request.'
Eva tried to push herself to her feet, her frozen muscles screaming in protest. 'You can release me now, Tren.'
'It's no good, I can't move.'
'How very defeatist of you.' She unlocked his arms from around her waist and forced herself into a sitting position, biting her lip on a cry of discomfort. Tren rose shakily to his feet and stood over her, swaying. His shirt and trousers were plastered to his body and he wore a length of seaweed in his hair. He looked so dejected, she couldn't help but laugh.
'What's funny?'
'We are,' she said, simply. 'Like a pair of half-drowned kittens. Let's make that fire.'
He extended a hand to her, pulling her up beside him. 'Your ladyship,' he said, with a half-bow that he obviously regretted. Wincing, he went to work on the raft, breaking it into pieces.
'Poor raft,' said Eva. 'It wasn't exactly a work of art, but somehow I feel responsible for its fate.'
'It's performed a noble service, and now it shall perform another.' Tren laid the sodden pieces in a circle. Then he collected driftwood and seaweed from the beach - mercifully dry - and piled these up in the centre. Finally he touched a finger to the heap and the wood caught fire. The flood of light dazzled Eva’s eyes until Tren dampened the radiance, after which she sat gratefully beside the little blaze, stretching out her legs and arranging her disgusting, sodden skirts. Tren seated himself to her right, tending to the fire until he had a comfortable blaze going. Eva relished the warmth that washed over her, allowing herself a small sigh of contentment. She opened her sodden satchel, removing the book. Some of the pages had taken a little water, but it was largely in one piece. She laid it open on the sand, weighing the pages down with a couple of the colourful shells.
Bartel sat as close to the fire as he could without burning himself, panting happily. Eva was amused to see Rikbeek clinging to the dog's back, wings spread out to dry. Neither hound nor gwaystrel seemed to have any objection to the arrangement. 
'Is this the part where I get to study the book?' Tren smiled hopefully.
'In a minute,' she replied. 'When it's had a chance to dry.'
'I'll hold you to that, m’lady.' Tren stretched himself out by the fire, holding the sodden fabric of his shirt away from his skin, letting the air pass through it.
'You know, I wish I'd come down here sooner. There's so much to explore. Studies should be conducted, publications written-'
'All of that's been done before,' Eva interrupted. 'There's one of them right there.' She waved a hand at the book.
'I've never seen any research material on the Lowers.'
'Obviously they aren't left on the public shelves.'
'Obviously?'
'What do you think would happen if any of this was publically talked about, documented? There'd be a stampede to see the wondrous Lowers; hundreds of people would be jumping through the rogue gates, people poorly equipped to deal with the dangers down here. Most of them would never come back.'
Tren frowned. 'People should know, at least. They can make those choices for themselves.'
She snorted. 'When you're a little older, you'll understand about the essential idiocy of the average human being.'
'Not that that's in any way patronising.'
She shrugged. 'Patronising or not, Glour's citizens are alive and well in the Middle Realms. Down here, most of them would perish. Or did you forget the part where I said even I tread very, very carefully in the Lowers these days?'
'Where are these mythical publications kept?'
'I can't tell you that.'
'Oh my, it's a conspiracy,' Tren said, delighted. 'How do you even know?'
'Because when research teams are sent down here, a couple of summoners with experience of the Lowers are always sent along.'
'And sorcerers, right?'
'Right,' she said, warily.
'Where do I sign up for that job?'
'It's more that you're signed up for it.'
'Well, I want to be.'
'You may well be anyway, once it's known you've spent time down here and survived.'
Tren sat up, turning his still-damp back to the fire. 'That's not the whole story, though, is it? People come down here pretty regularly. Summoners, herbalists after the plant life, and what about the tales?'
'What tales?'
'Tales of the people who go looking for gates because they feel like they need to be down here. The ones who're never seen again in the Seven Realms, and all that.'
'The fact that they're never seen again seems to bear out the notion that it's a bad idea, doesn't it? As for the others, well. Summoner groups are sent down by the guild to collect examples of approved companion species. That's a regular thing. Other than that, there's a huge market for rare Lowers plants and animals, and as long as that's the case there'll be people who flout the conventions and mount their own expeditions. Some of them are successful, if they know what they're doing.'
'Some of them aren't?'
'Mm. People will risk a lot for untold wealth.'
'Untold wealth? Maybe I'll join that team instead.' Abandoning his efforts to dry his shirt, he shifted until his back was turned to her and stripped it off. For a scholar and a sorcerer, he was in surprisingly good shape.
'You've gone quiet.' Tren threw her a curious look over his shoulder. To her dismay, Eva actually felt herself blush. That hadn't happened in years.
'Er, I was just thinking.' Eva busied herself with rearranging her skirts, turning so the wetter parts were nearer the fire. She absolutely wasn't staring at the play of firelight over Tren's marvellously supple back muscles. Not even a little bit. 'All this upheaval. Gates appearing and vanishing, animals going bonkers, the landscape convulsing. It seems to have started when the istore was dug up. But none of it makes any sense.'
'The timing is interesting,' Tren replied thoughtfully, 'but it doesn't follow that the discovery of the istore is directly causing all of it. Don't forget Ed's mysterious sorcerer and the white-haired witch. And there may be more. They seem to be motivated by the istore, but who knows what they've actually been doing all this time.'
'True. Besides dragging whurthags out of Ullarn's Lowers territory and stockpiling istore.'
'Maybe "Ana" just likes jewellery.'
'And the tall sorcerer-without-a-face just likes black cats with the eyes of death.'
'Right. Mystery solved. Now can we go home?'
She grinned, opening her mouth to retort, but something flickered on the edges of her perception and she caught her breath.
'Tren,' she said softly. 'There's a whurthag floating about here somewhere.'
'Floating? That's new.'
'Now would be a good time to be serious,' she said pointedly. She picked up the book and returned it to her satchel, grateful to find that the leather was nearly dry. Tren was on his feet, staring around at the sand. 
'I'm not seeing any cover, are you?'
'None whatsoever,' she replied, drawing herself up. A brief word brought the shortig to heel, Rikbeek leaving the dog's back and soaring into the air. 'Tren, it's approaching fast. They, because there are two. This could be our friend coming back.'
'That's what we came here for,' said Tren grimly. He sighed deeply as he fetched his still-damp shirt and shrugged it back on. 
'Yes, but I thought we agreed that staging an open fight isn't likely to be productive, even with the two of us. We need information, not a twin set of early graves. You need to hide us, fast.'
'Eva, sorcery isn't made-to-order! There are no Cloaking enchantments I can produce that will do much for us under strong moonlight-'
'You're meant to be a top sorcerer, Tren, and this is a little bit important! Make something up!' She glanced nervously about, senses on edge, tracking the progress of the two whurthag beasts as they moved inexorably closer. She couldn't physically see them yet, but it wouldn't be long.
Tren muttered something. She hoped it was something constructive. She ignored him, maintaining her vigilant posture, until he spoke again.
'How's that?' 
Turning, she saw empty beach. No, not entirely; if she worked at it she could discern a faint outline, a shimmer of movement working against the drift and flow of the pale sand.
'Good. Hide the animals too, please. This is not the natural environment for a shortig and a gwaystrel.'
The dog vanished, and Rikbeek's small shape disappeared too. Looking for Tren, she suffered a moment of disorientation. She jumped when his voice spoke right beside her.
'Best to keep together,' he murmured, gripping her hand. She nodded, forgetting that he couldn't see her. They waited in tense silence, watching for the first sign of the enemy's approach.
A speck of black on the horizon appeared, growing and spreading into two distinct shapes. Whurthags. Close behind them walked a human figure, tall, shrouded in a thick cloak. He wore the hood down, revealing a head of pale hair; Eva could determine nothing more definite about his appearance. The man was walking at a diagonal angle to them, heading in the direction of the small, sickly yellow-gold moon that hovered low in the sky. 
'Let's follow,' whispered Eva. She and Tren mimicked the slow, measured pace of the sorcerer, keeping him in sight while maintaining a clear distance between themselves and his two brutal companions.
'I still don't understand this,' Eva whispered. 'Edwae said he was a sorcerer. One with powerful disguise skills. And yet he's manipulating those beasts like they were puppies.'
'Hmm. Might be possible for him to have someone else cast on him, but I doubt it. Not if it was that good a job. And he stinks of sorcery.'
'Tren, I think he's a summoner as well. He has to be.'
'That isn't supposed to be possible. Couldn't a summoner bind the whurthags to him?'
'No,' she said, bluntly. 'Weaker beasts, yes. Not those.'
'That's a problem.'
'Definitely, because if I can sense those whurthags from a distance, he should be able to sense my companions too.' She halted, letting the sorcerer-summoner gain a greater lead.
'It doesn't look like he has.'
'He probably isn't trying. He isn't disguised, either. I don't suppose he's expecting to meet anyone down here.'
She broke off, staring. The man and his whurthag companions had disappeared.
'Where did they go?'
'No idea,' breathed Tren. 'Come on.' He strode towards the place they'd last seen the sorcerer. She had to half-run to keep up with his long stride. Reaching out with her summoner senses, she found nothing.
No! There was a presence, weak and irregular, moving away from them. It was coming from below ground level.
'There,' said Tren, stopping suddenly. Embedded in the white sand before them was a round door without a handle. 
'He's down there,' muttered Eva. 'I can feel those beasts moving away downwards.' Tren crouched down to the door, still retaining his grip on her hand. She was obliged to join him in the sand.
'Tren, this actually makes perfect sense. I was thinking, how could you live down here with the landscape so unstable? Maybe it's possible to maintain an essential structure of some sort beneath ground level, where the moon doesn't shine.'
'All well and good,' replied Tren, abandoning his attempts at the door, 'But how do we proceed from here? I can't get this open. It's securely locked and warded.'
'We're running out of time to try it; the moon's changing.' 
Tren swore softly. 'We're so close!'
'We've learned something very important. Unhide us, quickly. I don't want to lose you if we're dumped in another ocean.'
'Let's hope for anything but.' Tren's lanky figure abruptly appeared, dark against the shimmering sand. Glancing down, Eva was reassured to be greeted with the sight of her own hands, solid again. The rest of her soon melted into existence. 
'Keep hold of me,' she instructed. He nodded, moving close and tightening his fingers around hers.
The yellow light developed overtones of red, and Eva thought for a moment that the forest was returning again. But the hue brightened and paled, until it was undeniably not red.
'Pink,' muttered Tren.
'Looks that way,' she agreed, with a small smile at Tren's dismay. The soft white sand of the beach vanished. She found herself suddenly up to her waist in tall, flourishing grasses, flanked by feathery shrubs on all sides. The night-darkened sky gained a decided rosy glow, and the heady, even cloying scents of flowers assaulted her nostrils. Soft wings brushed past her face and something light and delicate settled in her hair.
'You cannot be serious.' Tren stared in complete disgust at the beautiful daefly meadow, abundantly decked with pink-and-purple flowers. The gentle buzzing of lazy insects mingled with the distant sound of bright, tinkling bells. All that was missing, Eva thought with amusement, was a fragrant, beribboned boudoir equipped with a fountain.
'Don't you like my garden?' 
Eva spun around. A woman stood a few feet away, wearing several colourful daeflies like jewellery. She smiled at Eva's obvious shock, her pale face satisfied, even smug. Her hair was bright white like Eva's. There could be no doubting this woman's identity.
They had found Ana. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty One
 
Panicked, Llandry knew she was losing the fight. Her attacker was strong, and he lifted her easily from the ground. Her arms were held fast in an iron grip and kicking proved futile. She took a breath, trying to calm her mind.
Think, she admonished herself. 
She opened her wings, fast and with full force. A voice muttered a startled oath - a male voice, she noticed peripherally - and the grip on her body loosened. She struggled anew, twisting sinuously in the arms of her captor. Her diminutive size and lithe figure saved her: holding her captive became as difficult as restraining a cat. She slid out of the man's grasp and fell to the floor. She was up in an instant and aloft, her wings carrying her above the tree cover. 
Llandry flew fast and hard towards the food garden, landing amid the tables of the rooftop diners. She ran for the stairs, ignoring the exclamations and protests of the customers as her spread wings and tattered, flying cloak knocked dishes and glasses asunder. 
Devary stood up as she approached, his face registering alarm. 'Llandry? What happened?'
'I went to the garden over there. Someone seized me. A man.'
'Stay here.' Devary darted through the archway and ran for the trees. Llandry was momentarily tempted to follow him, but she reconsidered: her presence had already caused trouble. Instead she resumed her seat, adjusting her dishevelled hair and clothing as best she could.
Indren Druaster was staring at her with none of her customary superiority. 
'Gracious,' she said faintly. 'I admit, I thought Mr. Kant exaggerated the danger that follows this trinket around.' Llandry ignored her, sitting in silence while Devary was gone, breathing deeply to calm her shakes. 
'They appear to be gone,' said Devary at last, approaching from behind her. 'But we should leave, now.'
The return journey passed in a blur, conducted at a considerably faster pace than the journey out. Llandry rested her head against the cushions and closed her eyes, trying to still the whirling of her thoughts. Her hand was taken and held, gently and tenderly; she opened her eyes and turned her head, surprised. Devary's face was filled with concern, and the smile he offered her was half-hearted. 
'Poor Llandry,' he murmured.
'I'm all right,' she said, suddenly uncomfortable. He nodded and opened his mouth to speak again, but he was interrupted by the carriage slowing to a quick, jolting stop. He jumped up instantly and opened the door. Llandry saw that the vehicle had pulled up barely a few feet away from the door to the Silver Harp. Devary handed her down and ushered her into the porch. 
'Wait here a moment. Pull up your hood,' he instructed in a murmur. Puzzled, she obeyed, instinctively drawing the remains of her dark cloak over her clothes. He nodded approvingly.
'I'm not leaving you here tonight; it isn't safe, even with a guard. But it must appear that you returned here.' He spoke in a low whisper, and she had to lean towards him to hear the words. 
'Where am I to go?'
'I shall keep you with me. Now, back we go. Keep close to me. Under my cloak, now.' He held open the folds of his own voluminous cloak, and she tucked herself under its shadow. A few steps, cumbersome in this peculiar arrangement, and she was back inside the carriage with Devary beside her.
Devary's dwelling was only a few minutes from the Harp. Llandry was relieved to see that Indren returned the wrapped pendant to Devary before he alighted. He turned as if to address a last few words to Indren, and Llandry slipped down, back into the enveloping folds of his cloak. She had time only to address a brief word of thanks to Indren, but she received in response a far kinder smile than the lady had offered her before. Then she was through a tall archway and a door was closing behind her, blocking out the sound of the carriage drawing away.
Devary bade her remain where she was and disappeared into the house. She stood, her discomfort rising, trying uselessly to neaten her disordered hair. She heard the sounds of curtains being drawn and shutters closing, then lights twinkled into life somewhere ahead of her. In another moment Devary reappeared.
'Come inside,' he said, lightly taking her arm and guiding her to a chair. 'Here. You need a drink.' He handed her a handsome glass full of dark liquid. She sipped and tasted wine, strong and sweet. 
'Thank you,' she said gratefully, relishing the gently soothing sensation generated by the contents of her glass. 
'I must speak with your guard,' he said. 'They had orders to remain near throughout the evening, yet you were almost taken. I saw one of them at the Harp just now. Why are they waiting there when you were elsewhere? This alarms me.'
'All right.' She hesitated. Her near escape was vivid in her memory, and she was reluctant to be left alone. She watched anxiously as he moved about the room, collecting - to her alarm - a pair of knives and slipping them into sheathes on his belt and boots. She wanted to ask him to stay, or to take her along, but her pride objected and she remained silent.
To her mingled relief and dismay, Devary collected a third knife and handed it to her. 'Keep this close,' he said. 'I don't think you will need it: I won't be gone for long.' He smiled encouragingly and left. She sighed as she heard the door close softly behind him. The key turned in the lock, loud in the silence. 
Sigwide was asleep on her feet. His weight was uncomfortable; she lifted him into her lap and wound her fingers through his fur. He was warm, sleepy and grumpy at the disturbance. He twisted three times around, sneezing, and then curled himself up. She smiled faintly, comforted by the normality of his antics. 
Her glass was already empty when Devary returned, and she was nearly asleep. He laughed softly at the sight of her: Sigwide had wound his way up her torso and lay with his nose pressed against her face. She was so drowsy she hadn't noticed.
She pulled herself upright, blinking. How had she become so befuddled? All tension had faded from her body, and she felt absurdly relaxed. Too much so. She squinted suspiciously at the glass, still offering a few scant sips of the wine.
'Is everything well?' Her voice emerged oddly. It might have been termed 'mildly slurred', if she could bear to admit such an undignified possibility. She coughed and struggled to rally her wits.
'Not entirely,' he said grimly. 'Our guard captain swears he spoke to me personally earlier in the day. He claims that I told him the pendant would be at the Harp all evening, and that he and his men must keep a close guard over the building. That is why they were not nearby.' He sat down and kicked off his boots. 'What angers me is that I ought to have known about this. But in order to avoid drawing attention to our errand, they have had instructions to be discreet in their attendance on us. That made it too easy for them to be diverted.'
'Do you think they're lying?'
He looked at her. 'You are wondering if they betrayed us. I wondered that, too, but I think not. I believe the Captain is sincere when he says he saw me. His dismay at your near capture was sincere.'
Llandry frowned, struggling to focus her foggy thoughts. 'Is that a sorcery thing? Making yourself look like someone else?'
'Not exactly. It is not a common ability - the illusion would have to be impossibly minute - but theoretically it could be done. Certainly for the few minutes it would require to issue instructions to the Captain. This means, of course, two things. Firstly somebody has kept us under very close surveillance. That is not surprising, as such: it has been clear from the beginning that our enemy, whoever it is, is very good at gathering information. The more disturbing question...' He tailed off, staring at nothing.
'What?' 
'I do not think it would be possible to create a suitably convincing illusion of me after only a day's observation. The complexity is too great. I must consider that somebody who knows me well is involved.'
Llandry immediately thought of Indren. Her manner after Llandry's attack was slightly shaken, but nothing more; she had been remarkably unruffled by it. And her eyes had gleamed with excitement whenever she spoke of the istore.
'Do you think... Indren?' Devary's face darkened and she didn't have the courage to finish the sentence.
'I don't know,' he said shortly. 'But I must be careful. And you must go back to Glinnery, first thing in the morning. I will escort you.'
She bowed her head, unwilling to object. Even if she dutifully stayed in full view of Devary and a restaurant full of people, it seemed she was still in danger. And therefore, still a burden on Devary. She would have to submit to being sent home. 
'We are safe for the night, I think. Two guards remain at the Harp - I wish to maintain the illusion that you are there - but the rest are currently watching over this house. You'll want to sleep. I don't have spare rooms here, I'm afraid - I've never needed any. You may have my room for tonight.'
'Where will you sleep?'
'On the sofa.'
'Oh - no, please. I couldn't turn you out of your own room. I will be comfortable here - you see it is quite big enough for me.'
He shook his head. 'Unthinkable. Worry not! It won't be the first time I've slept on a sofa.' 
She rose, reluctantly. A sudden thought occurred to her and she glanced about.
'Devary. Have you seen my creature?'
'Your creature?'
'You know. The winged one that Sigwide ate.'
'Oh. That thing.' He thought for a moment. 'I haven't seen it at all today, I think.'
Neither had she. She frowned, distressed. The thing was odd, unpredictable and uninvited, but somehow she was fond of it.
'It will turn up,' he said, smiling reassuringly. 'Come, now. It's late.'
It was strange, lying in a room filled with Devary's personal belongings; lying in the very bed he slept in every night. The room smelled of him. As drowsy as she had been not long since, she was now wide awake and restless.
A shaft of pale moonlight shone through the window. She rose and adjusted the heavy blue drapes, peeping surreptitiously out into the night as she did so. Was that a flicker of movement? No. All was still. 
She climbed back into the bed and pulled the blankets up to her face. A faint noise sounded and she was upright again in an instant, staring around the room. There: a faint scraping sound, and footsteps. The steps stopped outside her door, briefly, and then moved on. She recognised the tread: it was Devary moving around the house, probably preparing to sleep.
She sighed deeply. Relaxation eluded her: she lay, rigid with tension and acutely uncomfortable. Silence reigned again. Was Devary still up? She threw back the covers and padded silently to the door. Doubt seized her two steps away, and she halted; then, shaking her head at herself, she opened it and stepped through.
The house was dark, but a soft light still burned somewhere. She found her way, slowly, back to the living room. There was the light, a hovering globe casting a mellow golden glow over the room. Devary sat on the sofa, still awake, though apparently in some sort of reverie. He held an untouched glass of wine in one hand.
'Llandry? Is everything all right?'
'Y-yes. Well, not quite. I can't sleep.'
He nodded. 'It's been a hard day.'
'I'm afraid,' she admitted.
'Come and sit down awhile,' he said easily, making room for her on the sofa. She advanced hesitantly, trying to smile. He tilted his head at her. 'Aren't you cold like that?'
She glanced down, horrified. He had lent her a shirt to sleep in. On her it was long enough to reach to her knees, but her legs were bare and the fabric was thin. Not only was she cold, indeed, but also barely decent.
'Oh, gracious. I forgot.' 
He laughed. 'Never mind. I've a blanket somewhere.' He got up and moved away. She hugged the shirt close, wrapping her arms around herself. She realised she was shivering violently, with cold and with nervousness.
'Here.' He laid a length of soft wool over her shoulders and wrapped it around her. She mumbled her thanks and tugged it close, tucking her legs up under the blanket. Her shivering did not ease.
'How did you get so cold?' He sat by her and, a little hesitantly, slid an arm over her shoulders and pulled her close. 'You shouldn't walk around in nothing but a shirt,' he chided. 'See what happens?'
She wondered if he was referring to her shivering or the fact that she was suddenly in his arms. The latter consequence was not so very terrible. 
'Dev?'
'Yes?'
'Who do you think is after the istore?'
'I don't know.'
'You don't even have a theory?'
'No. I really don't. If it is as Indren said, well... anybody would want it. Many people would kill for it.'
She blinked, nonplussed. 'Why?'
'Because it may be the most valuable substance in the Seven Realms.'
'I don't understand.'
He shifted slightly, making himself more comfortable, and rearranged her against him. 'You know that each of the Seven Realms is attuned more to one than the other. You of Glinnery are Daylanders, as are Irbel and, as far as we can tell, Orlind. Glour, Orstwych and Ullarn are Darklanders of the Lowers. Only Nimdre has no allegiance: we live halfway in between, faithful neither to one nor the other.
'It's highly dangerous to spend much time in the Off-Worlds. Everyone knows that. They are too volatile, too unpredictable. A mere human is at the mercy of the caprices of those lands, barely able to defend themselves. If you keep to the Realm to which you are attuned, and keeps your visits short, you'll probably be all right.
'The stories say it wasn't always that way. Some beings freely walked all of the Realms, once upon a time. Nobody knows whether they originated in the Uppers or the Lowers or the space in between: the Middle Realm, which was once a chaos of conflicting influences from both sides. Whatever their origins, they were tremendously powerful.
'According to the tales, these beings were tied in to the chaotic magics of the Off-Worlds in ways no human can emulate. They could manipulate those landscapes as they chose, mould them according to their wishes. It was once thought that carrying some element of these beasts' bodies allowed some of that ability to carry over to the wearer. You know very well how many valuable plants, minerals and animals there are to be found in both the Uppers and the Lowers, so I'm sure you can guess the rest.
'It's thought that these creatures were hunted to extinction long ago, and probably they were. There have been no new sources of this bone-matter in many centuries. But then you discover a cave filled with a strange stone. Was it a cave or a grave? Are they stones, or the bones of a long-dead denizen of the Other Realms?'
Llandry was silent, thinking. Her mind whirled. Chief among her feelings, she discovered, was dismay: if this was true, her stone would never be hers again. It was irrevocably changed; no longer a keepsake, a trinket, a beautiful piece of art, a gift. It had become powerful and strange, terrible and terrifying. It had a value much higher than her own life, or Devary's.
'Who were these beings? You implied that they were not human.'
'They have many different names. None of which you will have heard, I think, and I will not say more, because these tales are usually dismissed as bedtime stories. Most people with any academic training will tell you that it is nonsense.' He smiled. 'I, of course, am no scholar, and the university here is a little more... open-minded than most.' 
'I'm not a scholar either. And I might have heard of them,' Llandry protested. He only smiled and shook his head. 
'Back to bed, now. We will be leaving early in the morning. I will be nearby, making sure you are safe.'
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty Two
 
Ana stood smiling at Eva in an unsettling manner. Betrayer, thief and probable murderess she might be, but she had the air of a woman welcoming friends to a garden party. 
'Who are you?' Tren stepped slightly in front of Eva, concealing her view of the woman. Impatient, she pushed him aside. 
'I'm the person who designed this meadow,' the woman replied. 'Glorious, isn't it? Though I can imagine it wouldn't suit your tastes, sorcerer.'
'You destroyed my friend,' Tren returned, his voice trembling with anger.
The woman frowned prettily, her forehead creasing slightly. 'I don't destroy people, sorcerer-man. People destroy themselves.'
'And you don't mind helping them along, if it suits you.'
The woman shrugged. 'If people are intent on being stupid, they'll find a way without my help. Who's the friend, out of interest?'
'Edwae Geslin, aide to Lord Angstrun.' Tren threw the words at her like a challenge, but she actually giggled.
'Ah, the sorcerer boy-child. You've the look of him about you, young man. The same ungainly air, the same youth. Green as curulays, both of you.' She looked back at Eva. 'Is this your partner? I'd think you could do better.'
'And who are you to judge?' Eva replied coldly. Tren's distress was infecting Eva's composure, but she fought to stay calm. 
'I, madam, am the most powerful summoner in the Darklands just now.’ She beamed at them both. 'And Griel is unmatched as a sorcerer. As a pair, we're unbeatable.' Eva's senses picked up the presence of two whurthags, and moments later the man they'd glimpsed earlier emerged from the shrubs behind Ana. He stood close, smiling genially at Tren and Eva. He was about Vale's age, somewhere in his fifties, vigorous and strongly-built. His pale hair gleamed in the pink-touched moonlight. When he spoke, his voice had a pleasant timbre to it, like mature honey.
'We have guests? I didn't know we were expecting anyone.'
'Gatecrashers, my dear, but etiquette obliges us to be polite.' A tea table appeared in the grass, four chairs set around it. Their hostess gestured graciously.
'Please have a seat, do. There's tea in the pot.' An elegant teapot materialised along with a set of cups, a faint scent of yasmind rising from it.
'I'm afraid we can't stay. A prior engagement.' Eva stepped away from the table, but the sorcerer was there with his tame whurthags. He smiled at her with deceptive courtesy and pulled out a chair for her. 
'Do stay a while,' he said affably. 'My wife would be disappointed otherwise.' Eva sensed the whurthags ready to spring, awaiting his command. She sat, tense and wary, as Ana elegantly poured tea.
'You can call me Ana,' said the woman. 'My husband you may address as Griel. And your names?'
'Eva.'
Tren said nothing. His face was completely cold. Ana waited expectantly, then shrugged.
'Then sorcerer-man will have to do.' She smiled, eyeing their appearance. 'You two have had some adventures, if the salt-crusted condition of your clothes is any clue. Had a little sea-bathing lately?'
'Something of that sort,' returned Eva coolly.
'Not looking for us, surely?'
'Looking for whoever is responsible for the deaths of several Glour citizens,' interposed Tren. 'Which I think was you.' He turned a cold stare on Griel, who smiled back rather pleasantly.
'Me? Now, that's harsh isn't it? And over tea, too.'
'You with your whurthag pets.' Tren was not to be mollified. He ignored the cup of tea that sat before him, his hands clenched together in his lap as though he was afraid of hitting someone.
'Well, one or two things happened that I didn't intend. The boys do get away from me now and again. They're terrifically hungry, all the time.'
'Why would you ever even approach a whurthag, let alone try to train one?' Eva stared at Griel as at a man deranged. He beamed still more broadly, showing a perfect set of very white teeth.
'Actually, that was my lady wife's idea. She was the first person to dominate a whurthag.' 
Eva transferred her gaze to Ana's face. 'Why?' she repeated.
Ana leaned forward conspiratorially. 'Haven't you ever wondered how far you can go? Whether there really are limits to what's possible? Beyond the reasonable, the sensible.' She gave her cat-smile and sat back. 'Everyone says it's impossible to dominate a whurthag, but I did. Everyone says it's impossible to survive long in the Lowers, but we do. People like your friend there-' she tilted her chin in Tren's direction '-so afraid of their own shadows. Wouldn't dream of breaking a rule. But you...' Her pale eyes glinted at Eva speculatively. 'You're different. I can sense that about you. You've pushed the boundaries, haven't you? You're independent. You follow your own way.'
'I don't get people killed just to test my own powers.'
'But you'll risk yourself. Being willing to risk more is only a small step away.'
Eva's mind whirled, a sense of dread building. What would the woman who'd voluntarily taken on a whurthag do next?
Griel looked at Tren. 'I'd like my ring back, please,' he said pleasantly. Eva watched, thinking fast, as Tren angrily threw the ring onto the table. The indigo stone glimmered in the pink light, throwing lances of colour over the tablecloth.
'Don't tell me all of this is about the istore,' she said. 'It's too simple. Too... mundane. What are you really after?'
Griel retrieved the ring and began to polish it. His wife rolled her eyes towards the moonlit sky, slumping despairingly in her chair. 
'Really. You're still calling it by that juvenile name?'
'Fine,' said Eva frostily. 'What are you calling it?'
'I was thinking more along the lines of draykon.'
Eva's breath stopped. 'Draykon? You are insane.'
Ana's smile grew a little unfriendly. 'Am I? I am a living contradiction of the notion that anything is impossible. I say draykon and I mean it. It's not impossible.'
'They don't exist. They never did exist. It's a myth.'
'Oh... most myths have some basis in fact. The draykon might now be the stuff of dusty graduate theses, but that doesn't mean it wasn't once as real as you and I.'
Eva saw now that Ana wore a choker set with istore, a handsome piece made from silver. She thought she recognised Llandry Sanfaer's work in the design. She couldn't see how they were connected. The word draykon was a throwaway term among summoner circles, a cliche. As likely as draykons ran the saying. She could see, with horrible clarity, how such a statement might be taken as a challenge by a woman like Ana.
But to say that they existed? Summoner legend had it that the draykon was larger than any recorded species, twenty times larger even than the muumuk. They were winged, scaled, reptilian but they breathed fire... the notion was absurd. True, there were many strange and wondrous beasts to be found in the Off-Worlds, but a flying beast bigger than a barn would have led to reports. There would've been sightings, documented accounts, research notes...
Wasn't once as real as you and I. Wasn't that what Ana had said? Eva refocused on Ana's face.
'Once?' 
'Oh, they're extinct,' she said comfortably. 'At least for the moment.'
'Eva, what's a draykon?' Tren was looking from Eva to Ana to Griel, puzzled and alarmed.
'Nothing you and I would ever like to meet,' she replied. 
'I'm going to make you a gift,' said Ana, smiling prettily at Eva. 'Griel, give her the ring.' Griel obliged, placing the ring in front of Eva. She frowned at it. The pieces still wouldn't resolve in her wearied brain. Jewellery and gemstones; a deranged tea garden in the Lowers; a pair of impossibly powerful sorcerer-summoners and draykons; how could all these things possibly connect? 
'Put it on,' said Ana, sounding like a child at a party.
'Why?'
'You'll see.'
Eva picked up the ring. It was heavy and cool in her hand, the stone polished to perfect smoothness. She slipped it on. Ana beamed, delighted.
'Soon you'll see. Now, Griel, I think we are taking this one with us.'
'Really, darling? I don't think we have a guest room prepared.'
'Oh, I'll arrange something.' To her horror, Eva realised they were talking about her.
'And the other?' Griel was looking at Tren.
'Leave it here.'
'What? No!' Tren was on his feet, moving towards Eva. He grabbed her hand - the one that wore the istore ring - and faced the insane couple. 'We stay together.'
Ana looked at him, lips pursed, and shook her head. 'I'm sorry, I just don't see a use for you. Call it an opportunity! If you can find your way back to your friend, perhaps I'll reconsider.'
Eva stood up calmly. 'I don't consent to this arrangement.'
'Oh, never mind,' said Ana. Eva opened her mouth to retort, but she lost her chance. The world dissolved around her with horrifying speed. There was no gradually changing light, no ripple in the weave of the world; the daefly meadow simply disintegrated. After a deeply disorientating few moments, she found herself in an enclosed room without doors or windows. The walls were bare earth, undecorated. The room was absolutely empty. Tren, Ana and Griel had disappeared; she didn't even have Rikbeek with her.
 
With meticulous care, Eva searched every inch of those packed earth walls, looking for an opening of some kind, even just a crack; anything she could use to work her way out. She found nothing. She didn't even have her bag with the precious book; she was completely bereft of aid or clues. She seated herself cross-legged in the centre of the strange, bare room, arranging her heavy cotton skirts over her legs. She shivered, feeling the settled, damp chill in the chamber. 
Eva wrapped her arms around herself, her thoughts spinning abruptly back to the last time she'd been bone-cold and shivering. Tren had been there, to warm her as best he could. Where was he now? Ana's words suggested he'd been left behind, which was promising as far as it went, but the prospect worried her. He'd seemed so helpless in the relentless onslaught of this world. She'd barely had time to teach him anything useful. How long would he survive alone? 
She pushed the thought out of her mind. There was nothing she could do about it until she freed herself. 
Tiredness clouded her thoughts and weighted her limbs. When was the last time she had slept? It might even be days, though it was difficult to track the passage of time in the Lower Realms. Maybe only two days. Trying to focus on the question of escape, she found her thoughts slipping away from her like fish through a stream. All she could think was tired. Tired and cold. Cold and tired.
A pillow appeared before her, then a folded blanket. Eva stared at them, wondering if they were some sort of mirage. But they felt soft and real under her fingers when she picked them up. She lay down, cushioning her head on the pillow and covering herself with the blanket. The cold earth floor continued to chill her and she shivered, wishing for the soft, expensive mattress that cushioned her bed at home. Almost immediately the hard, cold surface receded and Eva lay on something thickly padded. A glance revealed a quite stylish blue striped mattress now lying between her and the floor.
A faint blue glow was coming from somewhere. Eva searched, fighting her body's attempts to sleep. Eventually she realised it was coming from her own hand. The ring pulsed softly, glittering with colours, throwing out indigo light like a night sky full of colourful stars. She blinked at it sleepily. Her own ring had never done that. 
Evidently the two events were connected, but Eva's sleep-clouded mind refused to process the implications. She made a final effort to remain awake, but her body would not obey her. She slept.
 
***
 
Between one heartbeat and the next, Eva vanished. Ana and Griel vanished with her, and Tren found himself alone in the daefly garden. That stupid pink light taunted him, speaking of romance and tranquillity while his heart pounded with fear and his head whirled with confusion. Daeflies tried to settle on him, and he waved them impatiently away. Did he still have the animals?
A search revealed Bartel crouched beneath one of the chairs. Rikbeek was still clinging to his fur, riding the hound like a steed. The notion might have made Tren laugh if he wasn't so tense. A long search of the garden revealed nothing of use except for Eva's bag, tucked under the chair she'd recently vacated. He secured that, checking for the book. It lay within, undamaged as far as he could tell. 
The animals were clearly confused by Eva's disappearance. The shortig cast about the ground in circles, probably following her scent. He kept returning to the spot she'd been standing in when she had vanished. At last the little dog sat on its haunches in front of her chair, with an air of dejection that Tren couldn't help identifying with.
'I know,' he said. 'I feel lost without her, too. We'll see what we can manage by ourselves, though, hm?' The gwaystrel had moved from Bartel's back. Glancing up, Tren glimpsed Rikbeek swooping in widening circles over his head. He knew by now some of the sounds Rikbeek produced when he found something of use. None of these were forthcoming. Eventually the gwaystrel, too, gave up the search and returned to his station on the dog's back.
Tren tried not to let himself reflect on the possible fate of his new friend now she was under the control of Ana and her peculiar husband. They were both mad, he was certain. Ana hadn't said why she wanted Eva, but she'd spoken of some kind of use or purpose. Any purpose of Ana's would doubtless be something Eva would condemn, but how could she resist the power of people whose control over their surroundings was so complete that it was the work of a moment to abduct her? Not to mention those two whurthags; apparently they were under Griel's control but he had spoken of their getting away from him once in a while. Besides, if Griel was a sorcerer, how was he exerting summoner influence over them in the first place? It made no sense.
He was weary. The events of the last two days - or three? - had left him drained, physically and emotionally. He refused to let himself think of that either. For the first time, he blessed the habit for regular all-nighters that he'd developed during training. He was inured to exhaustion.
'Right,' he said out loud, rising to his feet. The only clue he could recall as to their whereabouts was the door in the sand that he and Eva had found. The only sensible course of action open to him was to find that door, one way or another. But just as he formed the resolution he noticed that the pink light was beginning to fade. He had time for a brief curse before the daefly garden dissolved around him, overtaken by the sickly green light that was building in the sky.
He grabbed Eva's bag and the dog, clutching both to his chest as he waited for the dizzying ripple across the world to resolve into solidity. When at last it did, he was standing in a jungle. Trees decked with green and blue foliage rose so high as to block out the sky, draped in hanging vines and blistering with humid heat. The ground was virtually impenetrable, bristling with spreading bushes and ferns. He groaned at the sight. 
'Right,' he said again, taking a deep breath. Thinking of the shortig's sure progress across Orstwych, he set the dog down and placed Griel's book in front of him. He couldn't communicate with him the way Eva did - in fact he had no idea how she gave the dog instructions - but perhaps the clever hound would understand.
To his relief, the dog behaved as it had at Edwae's house, investigating the book with his large nose. Tren had no way of knowing whether he was picking up enough of Griel's scent to be able to track him, but he would have to trust the dog. After a few minutes the shortig sat, finished, and gave a single, high-pitched bark.
'Good,' said Tren, exhaling slowly. 'Off you go.' He took a couple of steps towards the dog, who seemed to understand. The hound began to cast for the scent, trotting in circles with his nose to the ground. Tren watched, tense. He was staking this course of action on the theory that only the surface of this world changed; beneath it the ground stayed essentially the same. He only hoped that some vestige of a scent would remain on this altered terrain.
The dog stopped, yipped, then set off at a trot. Tren followed, confused. The hound had obviously found something, but was it relevant? How did Eva ensure the dog followed the right trail? He had no choice but to follow, however; no other idea had occurred to him as a means of finding Eva. The shortig led him swiftly into the jungle, Rikbeek taking flight again from the dog's back to resume his guard duties (at least, so Tren hoped). 
He fought his way through the undergrowth for some time, rapidly growing overheated. Colours swam alarmingly bright before his eyes, even in the faint moonlight that filtered through the leafy canopy. Vibrant blossoms hung down at head height, far larger than any flower had a right to be. When Tren noticed the size of the bees that fed on the nectar of those enormous blooms, he resolved on giving them a wide berth. Insects buzzed incessantly, too loudly; the amplification implied that the bees weren't the only beasts out here that were dangerously oversized. 
After half an hour Tren's clothes were wet with sweat, his hands and arms were covered with scratches and he was gasping for water.
'Wait,' he called to the dog, helplessly hoping Bartel would stop. He did. Relieved, Tren stood still for a moment, breathing deeply. It occurred to him for the first time that he was very exposed in this weird, jewel-bright canopy. How could he have forgotten to Cloak himself? He shook his head at his ineptitude and wove himself a shadow-shroud. Sufficient shadows lurked beneath the trees to hide him in his little slice of night, or so he hoped. He seemed to be hoping for a great many things lately. He wondered idly how long his luck would hold.
The dog was panting, too, and starting to tire. Where could he find water? Tren glanced about, uselessly. He hadn't come across any pool or stream in the last half hour's travel. 
Tren sat for a moment, thinking. He was growing concerned at the length of time they'd been travelling. Back in the sands, he and Eva had been within sight of the strange little door in the ground when the daefly garden had appeared. They'd wandered away after that, but they hadn't travelled a half-hour's distance from it. Wherever the hound was taking him, it wasn't to that door. That might mean that Griel had gone somewhere else recently and Tren was on his way there instead. Or it could mean that the dog was following some other scent entirely. Or, perhaps, that book had not belonged to Griel. The possibilities for failure were endless, and Tren felt a moment's despair. 
He sighed, letting his head drop onto his knees. He thought briefly of Eva - Lady Glostrum, he corrected himself - trapped somewhere, maybe hurt. Remembering Griel's tall figure with his pair of whurthags at his heels, Tren suffered a surge of fear so acute that his breath stopped. What might they do to her? Did Ana's 'purpose' involve hurting or killing her? He surged to his feet. Lady Glostrum was a woman who could take care of herself, but even she had limits. He had to keep going.
***
Eva woke to a flood of guilt. How could she have slept while Tren was loose somewhere in the Lowers, alone? She threw off the mysterious blanket and rose to her feet, shaking her head to clear it. At least she no longer felt as if she was trying to run underwater.
She looked down at the pillow, the mattress and the blanket that had appeared according to her needs. Had she done that? The ring had stopped glowing, resting once again dull and ordinary on her finger. She narrowed her eyes at it, thinking of gloren fruits. A bowl appeared at her feet, piled high with plump, golden-skinned fruit.
That's clear enough. She worked harder, testing the limits of this new technique. She pictured the walls squared off, lined with brick and properly papered. She envisaged a floor of polished wooden boards, a ceiling of decorated plaster and a long window framed with cream-coloured curtains. She added a desk and chair, a sofa, a fireplace and a large rug in the centre of the floor. When she had finished, she was standing in a perfect replica of her parlour at home. The only thing that was missing was the door.
She added that last, then crossed to it and seized the handle. Pausing a moment for a brief, futile wish, she turned it. The door opened easily under her hand.
Eva stopped, shocked. Could it really be so easy? Collecting herself, she pulled the door open wide and stepped through. A larger room stood beyond the threshold of her new parlour, a room filled with bookcases and workspaces. Books lay everywhere, wide open, their pages grubby and occasionally torn. Eva ventured inside, reassured by its apparent emptiness. Ana and Griel, apparently, were not here.
She stopped when the dark head of a whurthag rose above the level of the table in front of her. The creature growled, paced slowly around the furniture until it stood before her. It didn't look ready to spring, more as if it was inclined to play guard. Nonetheless, Eva wisely didn't move.
Voices rang hollowly from somewhere nearby, muffled and quiet but it was almost possible to discern words. Slowly, carefully, Eva inched a little sideways, then a bit more. The whurthag kept its icy gaze locked on her, but it didn't move. With another shuffle, the voices sharpened.
'... almost ready. Two more pieces ought to finish it, or even one! That rock the girl was wearing looked big enough.' Ana was speaking in Ullarni, and for the first time in years Eva blessed those interminable government meetings. She'd learned a lot of Ullarn's complicated language out of obligation.
'It wasn't in her room, but we'll have it soon. If she hasn't hidden it, she must be wearing it, and I've arranged for pursuit if they try to leave. My men may already have it.' Griel's voice, of course. 'But, Ana, are you sure you're ready? I don't want anything to go wrong.'
'How could it go wrong? Are we not invincible, you and I?'
'No one is invincible. Take some care, Ana. This project... it has obsessed you. I think you would pursue it even if it destroyed you, and it is dangerous.'
'So am I.' Eva could imagine Ana's smile, too happy, too confident, undoubtedly insane. 'Besides, with another summoner to help us we are even more secure. All will be well.'
'What did you do with her?'
'She is in the cell, though I hope she will find her way out soon. We have work to do. You have work to do, Griel dear. Go and get the last piece! Quickly, quickly. We're very close, and we haven't much time. They'll find us soon.' 
Griel made a sound of assent, but said nothing. His footsteps receded, and all was quiet once more. Eva edged carefully back to her former spot, unwilling to be caught eavesdropping. Her quick mind worked briskly, processing what she'd heard. It wasn't very informative. She still had no real idea why Ana wanted istore - what had she meant by 'big enough'? Who was the girl mentioned? And what did she mean by "they"? Surely she could not be referring to Eva herself; she and Tren had already found Ana, and been summarily dealt with.
At least an hour passed, and Ana did not appear. The whurthag did not relax its vigilance and Eva's muscles cramped, but she dared not make any big moves like sitting down. It occurred to her, briefly, to try her luck with the whurthag; perhaps she could subvert the command that kept it standing at guard and exert her influence over it instead. But a brief cast of the creature's mind quickly dampened that hope. It was relentlessly fixed on her, and it badly wanted to kill; even her light exploration of its mind nearly unbalanced the fragile control that held it at guard. And she had no sorcerer to open a gate, and nowhere to banish it to: she was already in the Lowers and had no wish to send it back through into Orstwych. So she waited. 
At length the sound of approaching footsteps broke the stifling quiet, and then Ana's voice greeted her. 
'Ah! Lady Glostrum. Do come in. It took you a little longer than I expected, but no matter.' Ana came through a door to Eva's right, advancing towards her with the sort of gracious smile Eva reserved for her special guests. She glanced past Eva into the room that had previously been Eva's prison.
'I love what you've done with the room. Perhaps I'll keep it like that. Cup of tea?' 
'What did you do with Tren?'
Ana looked blank. 'Who? Oh, the boy! Not sure. He's out there, somewhere.' She fluttered a hand in a vaguely upward direction. 
'I want him back.'
'Maybe later.' 
'No: now.'
Ana didn't reply. She sat down on a pretty, cream-upholstered divan, her beautiful silken skirts fanning around her. She smiled at Eva over the cup of tea she held in her dainty hands. 
'Do come and sit down. You look awfully fierce standing there like that. There's tea in the pot.'
Eva felt herself beginning to grow angry. 'You were responsible for the death of my closest friend, and Tren's. Now you've left Tren out in the Lowers by himself, with the express expectation that he'll die, and you keep me here for some purpose you haven't explained. Of course I am looking fierce.'
Ana looked at her critically. 'That just shows you haven't had a cup of tea in a while. Here.' She set her own cup down and poured a second one for Eva. Her tea set was a perfect porcelain one, painted with daeflies. 
'Have a sip,' Ana encouraged. 'You'll feel better.'
Eva controlled herself with an effort. She made her way to the divan and sat down, watching Ana warily. The tea smelled of yasmind and rosuis and tasted like summer.
'Why don't you tell me why I am here?'
'Oh! That's a matter of seizing the opportunity, really.' Ana sat back, smiling. 'The truth is, I've a feeling we may need some help. It wouldn't hurt at all to have another powerful summoner around. And you presented yourself. Perfect, no?'
'What do you want my help with?'
Ana gave her a speculative look, then rose to her feet. 'Well, darling, why don't I show you?'
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty Three
 
Llandry rose early the next day after a troubled, restless night. She stepped softly through the house, fearing to find Devary still asleep on the sofa. There was no sign of him, however, and she felt a guilty flicker of relief. She sat down, tucking her legs under her. She was wearing the trousers she had bought at Draetre's night market, and she felt both freed and rather exposed in them. 
A clatter from the kitchen drew her attention, and she wandered thither. Devary stood with a cup in one hand, the other thrust into the pocket of his trousers. He was tousled and sleepy, his shirt untucked and his hair unbrushed. He looked at her expressionlessly, offering no response to her shy smile.
'Good... morning,' she said, glancing at the dark world outside. 'Not that it seems like a morning.'
'It's very early, but the sun will be up soon. I'll have breakfast ready in a moment.' He offered her a steaming teapot. She poured herself a cup and sipped gratefully, finding it to be slightly spicy and fragrant. She'd barely taken two sips before an urgent pounding began at the door. Devary frowned. 
'Stay here,' he murmured and left the room. She heard the front door open and hushed voices in conversation. He was gone for several minutes, and at length she drifted that way, taking her tea along with her.
Two winged Glinnery guards stood in the hallway. Their eyes flicked to Llandry as soon as she appeared. Devary looked up also, an expression of haggard alarm on his face. Llandry looked questioningly at the guards, trying to stifle the flicker of fear that began in her belly.
'Miss Sanfaer,' said one, bowing to her. 'Bad news to report. We left two of our colleagues at the Silver Harp yesterday. Their bodies have just been discovered.' He paused, his face hard. 'Your room was broken into last night. It's been ransacked; most of your possessions are destroyed, I'm afraid.'
'Whurthags, Llan,' said Devary gently. 'It cannot be long before the search is extended to this house. We are leaving immediately.'
'We're escorting you back to Waeverleyne, Miss,' said the guard. 'I've requested some reinforcements from the guardhouse here, plus a local summoner's coming along. You'll be well protected.' Llandry guessed he was anxious to regain face after a series of failures, but she appreciated his consideration for her safety.
'Thank you,' Llandry said to the guards. 'I-I'm sorry about your colleagues.'
'Not your fault, Miss,' said the captain. 'We'll await you and Mr. Kant outside.' Both men bowed to her and left.
'It is my fault,' she said sadly, to an empty hallway.
Everything moved very rapidly after that. Devary returned within minutes, hastily groomed and dressed in his travelling clothes. She stood ready by the time he arrived, her cloak donned and her few remaining possessions clutched in her small travel bag. A carriage waited outside, with a team of four nivvens in the traces. She and Devary stepped on board and the carriage immediately began to move.
Devary settled into a seat opposite her. 'I am not letting you out of my sight until you are safely back with your mother and father. Understand?'
She nodded, twisting her small hands nervously in the folds of her cloak. She watched sightlessly out of the window as the city of Draetre blurred past, trying to ignore the knot of guilt that had taken root in her belly. Every time she stepped beyond the confines of her mother's house, she generated disaster, and she was wholly sickened by it. Her gravest mistake had been in wandering the streets of Draetre while Sigwide carried the istore pendant. True, she hadn't known he had taken it, but that was little excuse. He had stolen it once before. She should have been more vigilant.  
Feeling the advance warnings of an imminent attack, Llandry fumbled in her bag for her tonic. Devary's eyes flicked in her direction as she drank, heedless of his observation, but he didn't enquire. She hid the bottle away again and slumped back into her seat, trying to breathe slowly. She had been mistaken in thinking she could achieve anything by her rebellious journey into Draetre. Her presence - her mistakes - had only destroyed Devary's errand and brought death to two people - and she had almost got herself captured in the process. She had nothing to offer, no skills, no special knowledge, not even sufficient strength to handle herself without disintegrating into a heap of frayed nerves. She would have to admit defeat, accept her reincarceration at home until the istore craze had died away. The thought was severely dispiriting.
It occurred to her, belatedly, that the carriage was moving at a slow pace that didn't fit at all with Devary's apparent urgency not long before. She caught his eye.
'Shouldn't we go a little faster? It could take a week to get home at this rate.'
'We don't want to attract any undue attention,' he replied. 'At the moment we are merely one of many hired carriages travelling through the city. If we were to fly along at a dramatic pace, we would make ourselves conspicuous. We will travel faster when we reach the open road.'
This explanation made sense, but Llandry's nerves would not be soothed by it. She spent a nervous hour as the carriage ambled through the town to the northern gate and finally picked up speed beyond. Their route was to take them up the Coach Road a long way north from Draetre, and then west and back southwards into Glinnery. It was less direct, but nonetheless faster than their pedestrian journey of only two days before. 
They travelled all day, putting up at an inn that night. Before sunrise the next day they were back in the carriage. Devary looked as though he hadn't slept the night before; she supposed he had been keeping watch. She hadn't slept much either. They were well out on the Coach Road now, passing through the densely forested hills through northern Nimdre, and the pace was much faster than the day before; so much so that Llandry forgot her misery in the sheer physical discomfort of being bounced, jolted and shaken to pieces hour after hour. She felt that it was deserved.
As they entered Glinnery the wide Coach Road ended and the route became narrow, steep and winding, wholly unsuitable for large vehicles. They were obliged to abandon the carriage in favour of forming a mounted party. One guard rode ahead, two behind, and a few more maintained their station on the wing overhead. Devary was mounted on the largest, strongest nivven, and Llandry was set behind him. She spent several more hours with her arms wrapped around his waist and her cheek resting against his back, clinging to him as they journeyed on at speed.
For a time they were able to maintain a brisk pace, but eventually the roads became so narrow and twistingly unpredictable that they had to slow down. The way became increasingly difficult after that, and their progress painstaking. At length the bright Glinnery sunlight grew muted and the softly-lit dusk hours came on. The guard riding at the head of the party reined in and held up his hand. 
'I'd hoped to reach the Sanfaer house before the end of today, but we aren't going to make it.' He was obviously chagrined - and worried. 'The nivvens are exhausted. We'll have to stop here for a few hours.' He dismounted and the rest of the party followed suit. Llandry winced as she swung down to the ground, her stiff legs threatening to buckle beneath her. She was grateful for Devary's strong grip on her arm, keeping her upright.
'Miss Sanfaer, please stay with Mr. Kant. I've sent ahead for help. We should expect to see another company arriving within two, maybe three hours.'
Devary frowned. 'Is that necessary? There's been no sign of any pursuit at all. Has there?'
The Captain glanced at him, saying nothing. Llandry understood: more had occurred than had been apparent, but nobody wished to speak of it before her.
'I can bear it,' she said. 'Tell me.'
'I've had scouts aloft, combing the route behind us for signs of activity. One of them spotted a party early this morning, some way behind us but riding hard. It may be nothing - only travellers.'
Devary let out a long breath. 'How long till they catch up with us?' 
'At their pace, not more than five or six hours. I've men keeping an eye on them. We'll stay here only for four.'
He nodded to them and collected the reins of his nivven, drawing the beast away for rest and food. Llandry looked anxiously at Devary. She tried not to show the extent of her anxiety, but she very much feared it was written across her face.
He smiled reassuringly and squeezed her hand. 'All will be well. I'll make sure of it.'
She wished his apparent confidence was more convincing. She couldn't help a glance back at the road behind them, half-expecting to see a group of pursuers come riding up at any moment.
Devary drew her away from the road. 'It's best to rest while we can.' He took off his cloak and laid it over the grass for her. She accepted the gesture silently, laying herself down and wrapping herself in her cloak. She closed her eyes, but all she saw was riders, riding hard and relentlessly with bright weapons in their hands.
 
***
 
The hours passed slowly. Minutes dragged by as Llandry lay, restless and unable to sleep under these nightmarish conditions. Sigwide lay curled against her side, but for once his small form was unable to impart any comfort to her.  She was conscious of Devary lying nearby, too far away to touch but she could hear him. There was nothing of the sleeper in the rhythm of his breathing, and in the whisper of grass as he frequently changed his position. He lay as unable to sleep as she. At last she sat up.
'It's time to go, surely,' she whispered.
Devary grunted. 'I hope so. I'll see to the nivvens.'
As he rose to his feet, a shout went up on the edges of their little camp, and a uniformed figure swooped down from the skies. 
'Captain,' he gasped. 'The scout's missing and we've one man unaccounted for. I fear that-' He broke off, staring beyond the borders of the camp. Then he swore and grabbed the hilt of his sword, drawing it with a hiss of steel. 'Too late.'
The Captain drew his weapons grimly, shouting orders. Their clearing, so quiet before, was suddenly a whirl of activity as guards descended from the skies and more rose from the ground. Nivvens bucked and whinnied and in the commotion Llandry saw several unfamiliar figures, Nimdrens and even - oh, horror - two winged Glinnery-folk, armed with flashing weapons and pursuing the uniformed men of the Glinnery guard. She watched, aghast, as two were instantly cut down, betrayed by the suddenness of the attack. 
Devary came up beside her, his knives gleaming in his hands. 'Stay behind me,' he said tersely. He chose an opponent and attacked, not recklessly but coolly and with considerable skill. His knives flashed in the low sunlight as he fought with perfect coordination. His opponent fell, but immediately two more were upon him, and he was hard pressed; one was defeated but he fell back before the second, clutching at a wound opening redly in his side. Around her the fight raged, too evenly matched: she saw another of her guards fall. She'd kept the knife Devary had given her the night before, and she drew it now, ready to go to Devary's aid.
But before she could reach him, the two winged men appeared before her. They were much taller than she, and they easily blocked her way through to Devary. 
'That's the little Sanfaer,' said one, smiling at her with a horrible approximation of kindness. 'Give us the pendant, little lady, and there'll be no need for any more bloodshed.'
The pendant! She didn't have it. It rested in Devary's care, but she had no intention of revealing that fact.
'Why's it so important to you? You've killed for it!'
The second man spoke up, and in his face and manner there was a trace of regret.
'We've no desire to kill you, truly. Just give it up and we'll be gone.'
'No,' she said, backing away. She heard her name called; Devary was trying to reach her, but as she watched he was attacked anew, three men surrounding him. Desperately he turned to defend himself, unable to help her.
'No!' she said again, anguished. 'Why are you doing this?'
'Do you know what it is you're carrying?' The first man's eyes were oddly alight. He took a sudden leap towards her and grabbed her arms. 'You'll never be safe while you keep the pendant. Give it up!'
She twisted, slashing with the knife. Her attacker cried out in surprise and pain and released her. 
'Llandry!' The shout was desperate. Devary tackled the man who'd grabbed her, but the second was after her. She ran hard, but she was small and her stride was short. Her pursuer caught up to her easily, knocking her to the ground. She bit at the hands that tried to subdue her, and stabbed upwards with her knife. A cry of pain rang in her ears, and then she was free. She unclasped her cloak and let it fall to the ground as she unfurled her wings. Then she was aloft, soaring upwards, flying with all the speed she could muster.
She'd only intended to get above her attacker, out of reach of his weapons, but she was followed: two men opened their wings and jumped into the air after her. She heard cursing, and a hand tried to grab her feet: she kicked hard, freeing herself, but the delay had given the second man enough time to get in front of her, cutting off her escape. She twisted to the left and darted out of reach, trying to rise, but she knew it was hopeless; her attackers had begun to circle, keeping her surrounded, and they were almost as fast as she was.
Then something hit her face. Confused, she saw flashing colour as wings fluttered directly in front of her eyes. Her absent winged friend had returned, and the stupid thing was buzzing like an enraged wasp. It threw itself into the face of the nearest foe, and the man faltered. Llandry seized her chance and shot forwards, her wings pumping as she climbed higher.
She turned, preparing to circle back, but the air abruptly blurred around her, like sheet rain, and she could see nothing through it. The sky began to ripple like a heat haze and a thick mist laced with colour rushed in, swirling visibly in front of her face. Heat beat upon her, of an intensity she'd never felt before in the temperate climate of Glinnery. When a faint but strengthening melody reached her ears and the ground turned lavender beneath her, Llandry realised what was happening.
She furled her wings and dropped, but too late. The heat vanished, the mist dissolved, and Llandry fell into deep lavender moss. Towering glissenwol caps rose around her, far taller than those of her home, decked with dazzling colour. Lights filled the deep blue skies, glittering like polished gems. She saw drifting coils of silvered mist, tasted honey and nectar on her tongue. Her eyes filled with tears at the extreme onslaught of beauty, and the sheer richness of the scents and tastes and sounds struck her senses like an assault. She fought for breath as she lay helplessly on the ground, dread and rapture filling her soul and pain ripping away her strength.
The smells and sounds and sensations were familiar, so familiar, even though her one and only previous visit to the Upper Realm had been eleven years ago. She had stood in the Daylit Off-World for only moments that time, but the experience had stayed with her ever since, as clear as a memory of only yesterday. Helplessly intrigued in spite of her father's strictures, Llandry had always hoped, someday, to repeat that experience; but not like this. Not while Devary remained in Glinnery, beleaguered and in danger, and it was all her fault. 
Mastering herself with an effort, Llandry pulled herself to her feet, gritting her teeth against a sudden renewed rush of grinding pain. Funny, that part she did not remember from last time. Turning wildly, she searched for the gate that had brought her through. It would appear as a ripple in the air, splashes of colour out of sync with the surroundings, a sense of heat. 
There; a few metres above her and to her left. She opened her wings, but as she tried to fly her back muscles screamed in agony and she fell to the ground again. Undaunted, she launched herself once more, forcing her objecting muscles to cooperate. Another minute, another effort, and she would be back through into Glinnery.
The gate pulsed and her winged friend appeared, its small body spat out with enough force to send it tumbling helplessly through the air. She caught it quickly and surged on, frantic. The tell-tale ripple in the sky was fading, the colours had disappeared, she felt no heat as she approached. A final spurt of effort availed her nothing: the way back to Devary closed forever and she was left hovering helplessly in nothing but empty air. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty Four
 
Working his way laboriously through a particularly bristling set of bushes, Tren almost tripped over the shortig that sat, panting, in the midst of the undergrowth. The dog grinned up at Tren, tongue lolling, with the air of a workman reaching the end of the day's business. 
'What? That's it?' Tren stood still, looking in puzzlement at the self-satisfied creature. He couldn't see any reason why the animal would consider its task finished. He hadn't found Griel, or Ana, or Eva. He didn't appear to have discovered anything.
Tren groaned. The absurd creature had probably been following the scent of one of the brightly-coloured tree beasts that Tren had repeatedly glimpsed as they journeyed. The dog hadn't been tracking Griel at all. He exhaled slowly and sat down where he stood, weary and discouraged and afraid. 
Rikbeek swooped down from above, chattering. Tren frowned. He couldn't place the meaning of the gwaystrel's utterances the way Eva did, but the string of notes sounded like a warning. Tren surged to his feet, alert. His straining ears caught the sound of cracking underbrush as somebody made their way through the jungle ahead of him.
He grabbed Bartel and slipped into the bushes. Rikbeek stopped chattering and followed, settling once again on the dog's back. Tren took up a station several feet from the little clearing the dog had found. He wanted to be out of the sight of whoever was approaching, but he also wanted to observe that person himself. 
After a couple of minutes, a whurthag emerged from the trees. The beast moved with the sinuous grace of an enormous feline, at ease and apparently docile. Nonetheless, the raw power in its muscled limbs sent shivers down Tren's spine. He hoped it was fully under control.
Then Griel appeared, walking a few paces behind his terrifying companion. He whistled briefly and the whurthag stopped and sat on its haunches. The sorcerer paused approximately where the shortig had been sitting moments earlier. Tren couldn't see what he did, but he did see the door that opened in the ground. Griel and his companion walked through, their figures diminishing as if they descended a staircase. Then the door closed neatly behind them.
Tren darted forward, keeping his eyes firmly fixed on the patch of ground that had apparently held a door. He knelt before it, searching with eyes and hands. He could see nothing but damp earth and the sparse fungi that struggled to grow under the heavy canopy. His fingers, however, met wood, smooth and warm and unmistakeably forming a rounded door like the one he'd seen in the sands.
Tren cursed himself for having failed to expect that. It was an advanced illusion, one bound into the darkness that held sway beneath the trees. It wouldn't have been possible under the strong moonlight that bathed the exposed white sand, but here it was a relatively simple matter to replicate the appearance of shadow-bound earth.
He didn't expect to find a handle. The door in the sands had not had one, and he couldn't find one here either. He dispelled Griel's illusion, and a neat round door materialised in the ground. Tren blinked. There was a stylised face painted into the wood, a congenially happy face composed of a mere few lines. Beneath it was an arrow pointing to the bottommost edge of the door. Tentatively, Tren pressed the spot beneath the arrow. A latch sprung and the door popped open.
He paused for a moment, sitting on his haunches. It occurred to him that he was being toyed with. Had Griel known he was there, crouched in the bushes? Had he expected that Tren would discover the entrance to his home, or were the face and the arrow aimed at someone else?
No matter. He had no choice but to proceed. Checking that the shortig and Rikbeek followed, Tren descended a set of packed earth stairs into a dark underground passage. The staircase was long, leading him far under the earth. The door closed silently behind him.
 
***
 
Eva followed Ana through a series of rooms, each sumptuously - if somewhat fancifully - furnished. Their underground dwelling was impressively expansive, but then, why not? People who could so freely manipulate their surroundings could have anything that they wished. She was beginning to understand the importance of the so-named "istore" stone, an example of it still adorning her finger. She'd felt the surge of empowerment from the ring as she manipulated her former prison. It was more than that, though. It seemed to bring her closer to this off-world, make her a part of it. With the istore on her finger, she could see through the solidity of Ana's house. The outlines of the furniture and objects held a degree of insubstantiality; she could easily reshape them herself, move them around, alter everything as she chose. The possibilities were staggering. But this did not seem to be a preoccupation to Ana. What, then, was the mysterious purpose she spoke of?
They paused at last in a small room that looked like an antechamber to something larger. Griel walked in through a door on the opposite side of the room, a whurthag at his heels. Ana smiled and crossed to him. 
'Griel, dear, look who found us!'
Griel smiled at Eva and offered her a courtly half-bow. She inclined her head frostily, refusing to be drawn by his display of manners.
'Were you successful, darling?' Ana tugged affectionately at the lapels of her husband's coat, smiling winningly at him.
'Everything went very well, yes. Here.' Griel placed something into Ana's hand. She beamed sunnily at him, holding up a silver-wrought pendant worked with a pattern of stars. 
'Beautiful,' she said, then plucked the stone from the centre with the ease of picking fruit. She bounced it in her small hand, admiring the way it sparkled. 
'Your timing is really excellent, dear. I was just taking our guest to see the project. Now I will be able to add this at the same time.' She kissed Griel's cheek.
'You're welcome,' he said affably. He nodded politely to Eva and turned to follow his wife as she opened the door through which he'd arrived.
But just then it clicked open and Tren appeared. His eyes were a little wild and he looked startled to walk straight into a cluster of people. He saw Eva, and for an instant relief suffused his face. But only for an instant.
'Have you seen this thing?' He ignored Ana, ignored Griel and the whurthag. He looked so aghast that her own relief at his safety quickly dissipated. 
'What thing?'
'The project!' Ana clapped her hands like a child, and flung the door wide open. 'You're quite resourceful after all, boy - Tren, was it? - so you can stay. You can help Griel.' Tren's eyes had lingered on Eva's, but at that he refocused on Ana, nonplussed.
'Help with what? This is your project?' 
'Isn't it marvellous?' Ana swept through the door, Griel trailing after her. Eva tried to smile at Tren as she moved past him, touching his hand briefly as she did so.
Then she stopped, frozen with shock. She understood, all at once, what Ana's 'project' was, and Tren's wild look was all too clearly explained. 
She stood in a vast chamber, far bigger than any room she'd seen before. The ceiling stretched away and away, its precise reaches lost in shadow. Tiny light-globes bobbed everywhere, softly illuminating the skeleton of an animal so big that it barely fitted into the room. Ana and Griel had to hug the wall in order to edge around it. Tilting back her head, Eva stared at the vast rib cage that rose before her eyes, overlapped by a wing as large as the city square in Glour. 
The bones resembled nothing she'd seen in biology before. They were polished and perfect, indigo in colour, and gleaming silver. Not just a faint sheen but a strong glow that pulsed as if with a heartbeat. 
She swore under her breath. The istore, as it had been called, was certainly no stone. It was the bones of a creature easily fifty times the size of anything she'd ever heard of. 
Worse, it was more than a collection of bones. Eva could feel the energy rippling through this marvellous construction, the hint of an awareness clinging to the physical remains. It slept, but not deeply; it stirred as Eva's mind touched it, and she sensed an obstruction, or rather, an absence. A gap yawned in its skull, not large but sufficient to retard its progress. Sluggishly, sleep-fuddled and confused, the beast was trying to close that hole, generating new bone matter to complete itself. It tried and repeatedly failed, as if it needed wholeness for complete renewal.
The missing piece was exactly the size of the stone Ana had plucked from the pendant. 
Dragging her thoughts back, Eva stood reeling. One word repeated in her mind, a name previously confined to legend and forgotten memory. It worked its way to her lips, relentless though she tried to stifle it.
'Draykon?' The word emerged cracked and breathless, but even so it echoed in the vast hall, seeming to grow larger. Every story she'd ever heard about the draykon rushed in upon her all at once: never many tales, but all horrifying when applied to the undeniable solidity of the beast that crouched on four legs before her, wings half-open as if it was about to launch into flight.
'Isn't he beautiful?' Ana's voice, full of pride and delight, floated back to her from somewhere on the other side of the beast. Eva sensed her probing ceaselessly at the ancient draykon's consciousness, nudging it, pushing it towards wakefulness. 
'What are you doing?' gasped Eva in pure disbelief. 'You can't wake this creature up!'
'But I can! He wants to wake, and he likes me.' 
'Likes you? You're completely insignificant to him. We all are.' Even that may be a charitable interpretation. If the stories were true, the draykon had plenty of reasons to hate humans.
'Nonsense. He knows me. He'll be grateful to me for waking him up. He already feels grateful.'
Eva sensed nothing like gratitude in the draykon's sluggish awareness. If anything, she felt a stirring irritation. 
'You can't make a companion out of him, Ana. He's far too strong, too wild. He won’t submit to you.'
'Oh, now you sound exactly like Griel. Always caution, caution. If you won't help me I'll do it myself, and when my glory wakes up, you can be draykon food.'
Eva gave up. If even Griel couldn't reach Ana, nobody could. Their only chance was to retrieve the istore piece from Ana, but even that was too little, too late. The draykon was already almost complete, its consciousness too close to wakefulness; sooner or later it would succeed in its efforts to renew itself, with or without that last piece of bone. When that happened, all they could do was hope that Ana was right about her companion elect's feelings. 
Because if the draykon didn't feel any kinship with the fools who had woken him up, then they were all in very deep trouble. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty Five
 
Llandry couldn't move. When she tried, the world tilted and fell and she fell with it. She suffered nausea so intense she could only lie in the damp moss and clutch her belly, waiting to vomit. The winged daefly-thing flew into her face, beating at her with its tissue-paper wings. She ignored it. The pain and nausea seemed a fitting end to the events of that day. But Devary's face rose in her mind's eye, fighting against dangerous odds, his attackers closing in around him. She pictured him bloodied and weak, wounded, even killed. The image was enough to force her to her knees, then to her feet. 
The world swam before her eyes and she closed them. She felt wings against her face again.
'Stop that,' she muttered. 'I'm up.' She caught the thing carefully in her hands and opened her eyes. She could focus on it without falling: good.
'We have to go back,' she told it, firmly. 'There must be another gate nearby, or maybe one will open. There've been enough of them lately.'
The coloured thing beat against the prison of her fingers, trying to release itself. She frowned down at it.
'You need a name. I can't call you “Thing” forever.' She thought for a moment. 'You can be Prink.' 
Prink sank its sharp proboscis into her thumb. She winced, releasing it. 
'Well, Prink, can I rely on you to help me?' Prink fluttered away from her, distracted by a passing insect. Llandry sighed. 'No. I suppose not. Come on.' She looked around. A twisted replica of the forests of Glinnery surrounded her completely. She could see nothing but towering glissenwol, draping vines and moss. At length, she picked a direction at random. Unfurling her wings, she climbed into the air, ignoring the pain of overuse in the muscles of her arms and back. She didn't care if it hurt. She could make much faster progress on the wing than on foot. She gritted her teeth and flew on.
She flew until her back was screaming with pain and her eyes were sore with staring into the misty skies, searching for the tell-tale ripple in the air that revealed the presence of a gate. She saw nothing, no sign of gathering mist or building heat that might suggest she was drawing close to a gate. Around her the glissenwol rose in unbroken ranks, so similar to her home that she began to doubt herself. Had she indeed crossed over at all? Perhaps she was merely confused. But no: no glissenwol of Glinnery grew to such impossible, regal heights, nor were they decked with such vividness of colour. The jade-green sky spiralling with lights was no figment of her imagination. 
She was angling in circles around the location where she'd come through, intent on searching every inch of the forest until she found a way back. She stopped circling when she felt a distant tug, a faint pulse of energy that drew her irresistibly to her left. She'd never felt that kind of a pull before, but things were certainly different here. She followed the sensation, feeling it grow stronger as she flew.
She landed after a time and proceeded on foot. Prink fluttered ahead of her, frequently distracted by the prospect of a fat insect or two. After a few minutes she passed between two particularly majestic glissenwol forming a kind of archway over a silent clearing. Here was where the energy came from: she could feel it filling her body, pulsing in her bones. But no gate was in evidence. Just what was it?
Instinct drew her eyes to the ground. She saw a carpet of moss, blue like the forest floor at home but twinkling in a way no Glinnish moss had ever done. She knelt, ignoring the seep of moisture through the fabrics of her trousers. Running her fingers over the soft, cushiony moss, she felt the coolness of stone.
She inhaled sharply. Buried in the mosses were motes of indigo colour, shining softly silver. She tugged gently at a piece of the stuff and it came off easily in her hand. 
Istore. No doubt about it.
She could feel it, a lattice of stone spreading through the ground beneath her. It felt alive, like some dormant energy struggling to awaken itself. It stirred in response to her presence, straining towards her like a flower tilting its petals towards the sun. Llandry felt instinctively that she held some kind of power over it; that if she lent it some of her own life and vibrancy, the sleeping vigour that lay dormant underground would burst forth. The pattern of energy spread so far around and beneath her that she felt engulfed by it, tiny and insignificant in comparison to its vastness.
No, not insignificant. The piece of istore in her hand pulsed in tandem with its brethren, sending waves of energy through her, sharp and invigorating. Somehow she held a link to this behemoth. It needed her. 
The thought terrified her. She jumped to her feet and backed away, spreading her wings. In another moment she was in the air, hurrying to leave the clearing and its mysteries behind.
 
***
 
Hours later, Llandry was ready to despair. Her efforts had availed her nothing; only once had she glimpsed a gate in the distance, and by the time she had reached it it was gone. For the first time she cursed the sorcerers of Glinnery for their efficiency; if only they were not so quick to close up the gates that spiralled out of the air, she might be home by now. At last she dropped slowly to the ground, dejected. She'd flown too far, too fast, too hard, and her muscles were worn out. Perhaps she could rest, just for a little while. 
She sat carefully, easing her weary muscles into something approaching a restful posture. She composed herself to sleep a little, hoping to wake refreshed and ready to resume her search. She closed her eyes, wishing she had Sigwide to curl his comforting warmth against her. What had become of him, left behind in Glinnery? She felt a stab of loss, missing him fiercely. She hadn't been without him since she was nine years old.
Llandry sighed and twisted, turning onto her side in the hopes of easing her muscles. She resented the tear that crept from beneath her closed lids, feeling it a betrayal of her dignity. A crushing wave of embarrassment, humiliation and despair filled her, and she only cried more, wiping her face futilely with her sleeve.
At last the tears slowed. It occurred to her to wonder if her enemies knew where she was, whether there would be a renewed pursuit. A flicker of fear rippled through her at the thought, and all thought of sleep receded. Sighing, she dragged herself into a sitting position.
'That's right, duck. Shouldn't think you could sleep here in all this damp. And don't you know there are beasts about?' 
Llandry sprang to her feet, heart pounding. A woman stood ten feet away, grey-haired and a little on the stout side. She was wrapped in layers of coloured fabrics so bright they competed with the bejewelled glory of the foliage around her. In fact, with her rumpled features, bright smile and wispy hair, she resembled some kind of Uppers blossom herself.
'Who are you?' Despite the woman's inoffensive appearance, Llandry backed away. She would trust nobody at present.
'There now, duck, no need to be afraid o' me. A right dance you've led me, all over the dunes, like.'
'The dunes?' Llandry blinked, puzzled. Was the woman mad?
'Well, it won't look like no dunes now, will it? You're homesick.' She spoke kindly, but Llandry had no idea what she meant.
'I haven't seen any dunes,' she said tiredly. 'I've been circling the forest for hours. Do you know where to find a gate back to Glinnery?'
The woman shook her head, advancing slowly. 'I don't think that's the right idea for you just now, duckie. You're in no state to travel. Your Grandpa's out looking for you; he'll be glad you're in one piece. Come along with me, now.'
Llandry backed away again, confusion deepening into a wisp of fear. 'I don't have a Grandpa.'
'Course you do, dear. That's a silly thing to say, isn't it?'
'Who are you?' Llandry repeated, holding her ground against the woman's approach.
'I'm your step-grandmother, or what they call it. But you can call me Mags.' The woman smiled gently, full of apparent kindness. 'I'm to take you home, duckie, and not a moment too soon I'd say. You look bushed. A good meal and a proper bed's what you need.' 
Bushed? Llandry supposed she meant 'tired'. 'I don't have a grandfather,' she repeated. 'Mamma's father died ten years ago, and Pa's...' She stopped. 'Pa said his father went through a gate one day and never came back. He said he was killed up here.'
Mags looked sincerely surprised. 'Well, isn't that just like men. To think of that. Years, and him hiding up here like a spider all that time. I'll be giving him a thorough scolding, you mark my words.' 
Mags didn't look like she was capable of scolding anybody. 'You... live up here?'
'Going on twenty year, now. Twenty years of Middles time, that is, near as I can tell.' 
'Just like that?'
'It's not too bad, duck, if you know what you're about. Course, most don't, not these days. Come along, now, it's not far to the house.' Llandry watched her, her resolve wavering. Mags had made no move to push Llandry into anything; certainly she had not tried to attack her. Then again, the very mildness of her appearance and manner could be a trick.
'How did you know I was here?'
'Your Grandpa brought you through, dear.'
Llandry's head spun. 'You were watching me?'
'Now, dear, I think you ought to lie down before you do anything else. You're looking a bit peaky.' She was close enough now to furrow her rumpled brow at Llandry's face. 'What's that, tears? Had a bad day? I've got just the thing. Nice hot food on the stove at home. You come with me, now.'
Llandry was aware of her tiredness like a physical burden, threatening to overwhelm all of her attempts to be wary. She was about to accept Mags' offer when a new voice spoke from behind her, a low, rather rough male one. She turned around so fast that she almost lost her balance.
A man was approaching through the trees, slowly, using a cane to support himself. He was aged, but the life in him shone through his bent frame and shuffling step. He stopped a few feet away from her, looking into her face intently. He didn't smile.
'Hello, Llandry, my dear. I've been wanting to meet you since you were born.'
His hair was pale grey instead of blonde, and his eyes were hazel rather than blue, but she knew him nonetheless. The shape of his face, his broad shoulders, his short nose, heavy brow and thick eyebrows were all so familiar to her. If he hadn't had the cane - if he was, perhaps, a few years younger - he would walk with the same controlled power as his son. 
There was no question at all whose father he was. 
'Oh,' said Llandry, faintly. Her knees trembled. On top of everything else, it was far too much. The world blurred as more tears leaked into her eyes. She closed them, welcoming the darkness.
'Mags,' said her grandfather warningly. Llandry felt Mags' plump arms catch her as she swayed, but when she opened her eyes again she saw only grey mist. She submitted gratefully as the mist closed around her and she lost consciousness. 
 
***
 
Llandry woke up under a patched duvet in a small bedroom. She opened her eyes to see whitewashed walls, exposed wooden beams in the ceiling and rag rugs on the floor. She sat up, feeling dizzy. Mags instantly stepped into the room, as if she had been waiting for Llandry to wake.
'You feel better, duckie?' She bent to look into Llandry's face. 'Still a bit white, but you'll perk right up after some breakfast.' She left the room and returned almost immediately with a tray, setting it in front of Llandry. She had prepared some fresh bread, serving it with butter, cheese and fruit. A cup of hot milk steamed next to the plate piled full of food. Realising her hunger, Llandry ate quickly and well, feeling rapidly stronger. Mags watched with smiling approval.
'If you come down in a minute, lovie, your grandpa's waiting.' Llandry couldn't help smiling back as Mags collected the tray and departed. She climbed out of the bed, moving carefully: she still felt weak. She stood still for a moment, testing her strength, and thankfully her legs held. She was wearing a voluminous cotton nightdress that she suspected might belong to Mags. Her own clothes had been pressed and hung up to air in the wardrobe, and she dressed quickly, enjoying the feel of fresh-smelling clothes next to her skin.
But as she ventured downstairs, her stomach fluttered with nerves and she knew her old shyness had come upon her again. Her grandfather sat in a wooden rocking chair near to a homey stone-built fireplace. He had a patchwork quilt over his legs - was it Mags who made all these comfortable things? - and a book lay open in his lap. He looked up as Llandry entered the large, open-plan room. Mags stood at a large stone sink washing up the breakfast things; she threw Llandry a quick, encouraging smile before turning back to her work.
Her grandfather looked up, regarding her over a pair of wire-rimmed glasses.
'Hello, Llandry,' he said in his rough voice. He still didn't smile.
'Hello,' she mumbled, almost inaudibly, busying herself with straightening her blouse. This stranger looked like her father, but his gravity and lack of warmth unnerved her. He did not feel like family. She hoped he would say something else, but he just looked at her.
'I-I don't know your name,' she said. 'Pa never said.'
'Rheas,' he replied.
'Rheas...?'
His mouth twisted. 'Ah yes. I forgot that Aysun took his wife's name. Rheas Irfan.' 
Llandry nodded. He was scowling at her as though his son's actions were her fault. She hovered nervously, finally taking a chair as far away from Rheas as possible. He grinned at her mirthlessly.
'Afraid of me, are you? Timid thing. Must get that from your mother. It doesn't come from my line.'
Llandry felt a hint of annoyance. Good, she thought. Annoy me and I'll stop feeling afraid of you.
Rheas sat back, picking up his book again, but he didn't read it. He kept his gaze on Llandry.
'Don't you have questions for me?' he said at last. 
Llandry did, but she didn't know how to ask them of this cold, fierce man. She looked down at her hands. 'Mags said you brought me here,' she said to her lap. 'Is that true?'
'Certainly. I didn't want my only grandchild to be slain before I got a chance to meet her.'
Afterwards would be all right, would it? Llandry cleared her face of all expression, steeled herself, and looked up. She felt a quiver of anxiety at Rheas's intent study of her, but she refused to look away.
'How did you know I was in danger?'
'Surely that's obvious, Llandry. You've had an irilapter following you for weeks - or did you think that was a coincidence?'
'An irilapter?'
Rheas sighed. 'Mags, where did the stupid creature go?'
'He's here, lovie. I gave him a dish of honey and he's been happy as can be.' Mags approached, her hands cupped around something winged and colourful.
'Prink?' said Llandry, in complete incomprehension.
'Prink? Is that what you called it?' Rheas was amused. He allowed Mags to place the irilapter on his lap, then waved her away. He stroked Prink's wings, very gently, and the irilapter actually began to purr.
'An old friend of mine,' said her grandfather. 'When the orting stopped speaking to me, I sent this little man to take over.'
Llandry was slightly reassured by his gentleness with Prink. Perhaps he wasn't as fierce as she'd thought.
'You were watching me through Prink?' Wait, that wasn't all. 'Through Sigwide?' 
Rheas nodded, obviously laughing at her. 'I'm surprised your father didn't guess. Quite a huge coincidence, wasn't it, for you to happen across a helpless baby animal in the middle of a rogue portal? I was hoping to bring you through, but your mother was too fast for me. No matter: you kept the orting.'
Llandry blinked, nonplussed. She remembered that day clearly: her mother's fear, her own heartbreak at the prospect of parting with the tiny orting, and her father's trepidation. And her grandfather had meant to take her? She added that to the list of his offences, feeling a comforting buzz of anger inside that seared away her timidity.
'So... you're a summoner?' 
He shrugged indifferently. 'I suppose that's the label you might put on it down there. I never cared much about these things until I came here. Spend enough time up here, it matters. You pick it up.'
'How?' Llandry struggled to understand. He obviously had considerable summoning talent - more even than anyone she knew, because she'd never heard of anybody using a companion as a spy before. Yet he also controlled the gates, apparently, or was it Mags who had opened the gate that she'd fallen through?
'Think about it,' he said, watching her. 'You live up here year after year, breathing the air, drinking the water, eating the plants and the animals. It changes you.'
Llandry backtracked. 'Sigwide stopped talking to you?'
'He transferred his loyalty entirely to you,' replied Rheas. 'He wouldn't let me use his eyes anymore. I had to improvise something else. Now, it is my turn for a question or two. What in the world have you been doing, my dear, to attract so much ... negative attention?'
'I thought you were watching.'
Rheas grimaced. 'Irilapters are flighty. They aren't the most reliable spies. I missed a few episodes of your little drama.'
Llandry stiffened. Little? She told him the whole story, blushing as she admitted her own mistakes. When she had finished, he opened his mouth to speak but she cut him off.
'No. I have something to ask you now.' He lifted his bushy brows at her and waited. She realised she was clenching her fists in her lap, and made an effort to smooth them out.
'Why have you been sitting up here, watching us, interfering with our lives and never telling anyone you were alive? You didn't even tell your own son! How could you do that to your family?' She was very angry now, and she knew that it showed. She didn't care: let him see how disgusted she was with him.
Rheas's eyes glittered at her. 'Perhaps not everyone has the same value for family that you do,' he suggested. She snorted, turning her face away from him.
'Your father and I didn't get along well,' he said, more quietly. 'We fought about a lot of things, particularly about your mother. When he insisted on moving to Glinnery to marry her, I cast him off. I told him never to come home. A year or two later I left Irbel forever and settled up here.'
Llandry was too incensed to speak for several moments. 'How could you object to my mother?' she said at last, controlling her voice with an effort.
'I thought her a silly, flighty Glinnish woman, fit for nothing but arranging flowers and decorating her hair. Like most of the rest of them.' He said it flatly, unapologetically. 
'She's nothing like that!'
'Perhaps I was wrong,' he conceded. 'Nonetheless, for your father to turn his back on his Irbellian heritage - to just up and leave for her - was unforgiveable.' He paused. 'At the time.'
Rheas's last words took some of the fury out of Llandry's anger. 'At the time?'
'I tried to go back, once,' he said. 'I regretted what I'd done. I was going to explain, maybe even apologise. But when I saw Aysun, I couldn't approach him. I knew he wouldn't welcome me. It was shortly after you were born.' 
'Foolish male pride,' said Mags. Llandry realised she was standing behind her chair, listening.
Rheas cast Mags an irritated look. 'Perhaps. But she's here, isn't she? I got her out in time. So you see my 'meddling', as you term it, has not been for nothing.'
This speech puzzled Llandry, but she concluded that Mags had not approved of Rheas's spying on her. 
'Thank you for rescuing me,' said Llandry, rising decisively to her feet. 'But now I must go home.'
Rheas's heavy grey brows snapped together. 'What?'
'I need to find out what has happened to my... my friend. And to Sigwide.' Rheas's brows rose at her hesitant use of the word “friend”, then he frowned again, looking more fierce than ever.
'You can't go back, especially not after everything you've just told me. You must stay here, where you will be safe.'
Llandry snorted with laughter. 'Safe? Not even a full unit of guards could keep me safe. What makes you think you can do better?'
Rheas chuckled grimly. 'Glinnery guards? Flimsy pansies, not soldiers at all. I could do better than that by myself.'
Llandry looked pointedly at the cane that rested against his chair, and he scowled. 
'This is my territory,' he said. 'I have complete control over it. Nobody will enter without my consent. I'll show you.' He rose slowly from his chair, leaning heavily on his cane. Mags hovered, trying to grasp his elbow to help him up, but he waved her off irritably.
'I'm fine, woman. Now, then.' He moved to the window, beckoning Llandry to follow him. She did so, unable to suppress her curiosity. What she saw outside surprised her. The glissenwol forest was gone, completely gone. The house stood instead in a pretty alpine valley, ringed with distant mountain ranges. 
'How far did you bring me?' she said, her heart sinking. She must be miles and miles away from where she'd come through. How would she ever find Devary again?
'Not very far at all, in fact,' he said, glancing shrewdly at her. 'Watch.'
She watched. Nothing happened for several seconds, and then all at once plants started to erupt from the ground before the house. They grew rapidly into tall vines with thick stems, growing and growing until they were taller than the house. They put out leaves and developed thorns. Within minutes the house was surrounded by a thicket of vicious-looking vegetation, blocking out the valley. Some of them then proceeded to grow mouths and began snapping at passing flies.
'That's only the start of it,' said Rheas, his tone self-satisfied. 'So you see, you're safer up here.'
Llandry shook her head. 'And my friends? Devary? Sigwide?'
'The orting will be fine. He can take care of himself. As for your 'friend', he's a grown man, is he not? He can take care of himself, too.'
'But that wouldn't be right. He was in danger protecting me. It was my fault that all of it happened in the first place. And he was carrying the pendant.'
'Ah, yes. The istore. Do you have some of it with you? This is quite important, Llandry.'
Llandry felt in the pocket of her trousers, suddenly anxious. She had pocketed the piece she'd taken from the ground a few hours before, but had the stone fallen out when her clothes were washed? No, there it was, cool and smooth in her hand. She drew it out and handed it to Rheas. When the stone touched his skin, he gasped and almost dropped it.
'You're telling me you have no idea what this is?' He was glaring at her, brows drawn together, angry. She lifted her chin. He couldn't intimidate her anymore, not now that she knew how he had treated her parents. How he'd spoken of her mother.
'I think I do.' She told him about the clearing with the gems embedded in the moss. He nodded grimly.
'There are a few of those sites, scattered about.'
She looked up at him, startled. 'How do you know about them?'
'I've found many of them over the years, the same way you did. I can't help but sense them.'
She took a deep breath. He spoke slowly, portentously, and she sensed that he knew more than he had told her.
'Why do I sense them?'
He looked at her seriously. 'It would be better never to know, Llandry. Believe me.' He sat down in his rocking chair again, settling into it with a sigh. 'If you've had as much trouble over it as you say, I imagine somebody else has been making some accurate guesses about it. Possibly several somebodies.' He regarded her carefully. 'You're a summoner yourself, I think you said?'
'Yes... well, not really. I was never trained.'
'But you have the ability. Any sorcerous talent?'
'Of course not.'
He laughed softly. 'Of course not. Spoken with such conviction. You've never even tried, have you?'
'No, I...'
'Your mother is a sorcerer, yes? A strong one, I am willing to wager.'
'She hasn't practiced in years, but yes. What does this have to do with...?'
'So you've strong sorcerer heritage on your mother's side, summoner on mine. Why do you think it's hereditary? Why do only some people have these abilities?'
Llandry was growing impatient. 'I don't know! It doesn't matter. I'm not a sorcerer, I'm not even a trained summoner. I don't have anything to do with any of this.'
Rheas snorted. 'The ignorance is stunning.' Llandry bristled, and he raised an eyebrow at her. 'Not you personally. Well yes, you personally, but it's not your fault. Your society is ignorant. They've forgotten everything because they've lost their connection with it. Wilfully severed it, in fact. The so-called Seven Realms, so perfectly controlled and enclosed, everything relentlessly tended and deliberately designed. They've squeezed the life out of it and they don't even realise what they've lost.' His lips twisted into a sneer. 'Because they're afraid of it. Afraid! So they push it away, forbid travel to the Off-Worlds, limit and fiercely control anything that comes out of them. They fear the unknowable, and in the process forget almost everything they ever knew about it in the first place.' Mags was patting his hand, soothingly. She had probably heard that rant before.
'I don't understand,' said Llandry.
'You wouldn't, would you, because it's your world that I'm speaking of. You've grown up thinking everything can be neatly boxed and labelled. You're either a summoner, or a sorcerer, or neither. There are strictly prescribed options in each category, organisations to monitor useage of those talents, laws to prevent almost everything that could conceivably be achieved with the use of them, books to catalogue the two or three percent of the whole that they understand and if it isn't written in those books, it doesn't exist. In doing all this, they squandered a potent weapon and lost sight of their own identity.' 
Llandry stared at him, aghast. He sounded so terribly bitter. 'But you said yourself, only a moment ago, that it's better not to know.'
'Yes,' he said heavily. 'It is, now. Because you're not equipped for it, you have no idea... It's too late to go back.' He sighed, looking very old. 'I've been watching you, my Llandry, and I fear for you. Do you realise how remarkable it is that you are essentially a capable summoner without a shred of training? Your father had no idea what he was doing when he forbade you to study. In fact, if my fears are correct, he had no idea what he was doing when he married your mother.'
'If you hadn't ostensibly got yourself killed up here, Papa probably wouldn't have forbidden it. The fault for that lies at your door.'
'Blame me for that if you want to,' he said testily. 'Why do you think I never went back? Your father's happier having me as a scapegoat. But no matter.' He straightened in his chair. 'I believe you're closer to those bones than you realise, Llandry. I sense them because I've been up here so long it's seeped into my skin. But you...'
She sat silently for a moment, trying to take in everything he'd told her. His convoluted statements, vague hints and portentous addendums added up to nothing comprehensible; she could barely understand what he had said.
'How do you know all of this?' she said at last.
He shrugged. 'Unimportant.' 
Llandry thought of all the rogue gates that had been opening across the Seven in recent weeks, how the animal inhabitants of the Off-Worlds had been streaming through in droves. 'You think somebody is trying to bring it all back. Is that it?'
Rheas pondered her question. 'No,' he said at last. 'I don't think that is it at all. The gates, the animals, all the upheaval - it's a side effect of something else.' He sat forward. 'Think about it. When magical talents are limited to the few, that puts those few in a strong position, doesn't it? You're eligible for all manner of prestigious and well-paid positions if you're lucky enough to be a summoner, or a sorcerer.' Llandry nodded, thinking of her mother and Lady Glostrum. 'Well, and what about the hierarchy within those roles? I think someone is well aware that, these days, the summoners and sorcerers of the Seven are barely touching the tip of the iceberg. If you could tap into the rest, that would place you in a very advantageous position indeed, would it not?'
'Tap into the rest?'
'I've been seeing animals lately that I've never seen before. I'm certain some of them were extinct until recently. Somebody's been experimenting, I would say. Now, ordinarily I am all in favour of experimentation. But dragging extinct animals back out of the past is carrying it too far. It's upsetting the balance of things, causing real chaos up here. And it opens up some dangerous possibilities. You spoke of whurthags being summoned, used as companions. That kind of dominance isn't possible if you've spent your life cosily enclosed in the Seven; you're too distant from the source, too closed, mind and soul. But if you've lived in the Off-Worlds, really opened yourself up to them, then believe me. It's quite possible.' He frowned fiercely at her, completely intent on his train of thought, and Llandry didn't dare interrupt. 'What if you could have any animal you chose as a companion, even one that was previously extinct? Even one that's twenty times your size? How about a muumuk? How about a draykon?' He spoke the word softly, as in awe. 'You'd be legendary. Unbeatable. And your - our - comfortable little world has no notion of what's going on. There's a world of chaos on the way and they've laid themselves wide open to it.'
'A draykon?' Llandry thought of the pattern of istore-bones beneath the ground in the little clearing she'd found, and her breath stopped. The sheer size of it... were such a thing to awaken, she couldn't even imagine the consequences.
Looking at her grandfather's face, she had a sudden conviction that this wasn't even the worst of it. But he said no more, and she remembered his words. It's better not to know.
She stood up again. 'Then I have even more reason to return to Glinnery. I can't simply sit up here and watch it all happen! What will this do to the people of the Seven?'
'You can't stop it, Llandry. It's already gone too far.' Rheas spoke low and firm, but Llandry shook her head.
'There has to be something I can do.'
'Llandry. Listen to me.' There was a new note of urgency in his tone that captured Llandry's attention. She looked at him, waiting. 'Our "friends" are understandably ambitious, but they're are out of their depth. A draykon can never be controlled; it is not like the other animals of the Off-Worlds. But it goes beyond that. Waking one of them up will set off a chain of events which I fear will involve you very personally. You mustn't leave here now.'
'I don't understand.'
He looked at her helplessly. 'I can't explain, you wouldn't have any way to understand. You wouldn't believe me. You have to trust me, Llandry.'
'Trust you? You rejected my mother, abandoned my father, and now you're trying to keep me against my will. You've given me facts without evidence and plenty of apparently baseless speculation, and you're keeping information from me. Why should I trust you?'
Rheas slumped back in his chair, defeated. 'Maybe it's meant to be,' he muttered to Mags. 'Maybe I can't stop it. Maybe I'm not meant to.'
'What?' Llandry shook her head. She didn't want to know. 'Thank you for helping me,' she said, meaning it. 'You saved my life. But I have to go.' She looked at Mags's friendly face, wearing a sad smile, and at her dejected grandfather. 'I'll come back someday,' she said. 'And I'll bring my parents.' She kissed Mags's cheek and touched her grandfather's hand, briefly. Neither of them said anything. She walked to the door, opened it, and stepped out into the valley.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty Six
 
Eva thought fast, or tried to, but her horrified mind was slow to co-operate. There were stories about the draykon, telling of their strength, their longevity, their indifference to the boundaries between the Seven Realms and the Others. It was said that they were scarcely corporeal, as changeful as the Off-Worlds themselves. Eva had no way to tell if these stories were true, but the sheer, staggering size of the skeleton before her was evidence enough of their power to change everything. She didn't want to imagine the chaos and, probably, destruction a creature like this would wreak should it be awakened. The delicate balance between the Seven Realms and the Off-Worlds would disintegrate. 
She had the horrifying sense that everything was spiralling out of control. Ana was circling the skeleton with the istore piece in her hand, the pendant from which she'd extracted it lying discarded on the floor. Several possible means of detaining Ana flitted through Eva's mind, but against the success of all was Griel and his pair of whurthag pets. The sorcerer possessed a relaxed air and an unruffled, unhurried demeanour, but Eva had no doubt he was alert to her actions. He strolled around the room, hands in his pockets, watching his wife work. Each time he passed Eva he gave her a pleasant nod, as if passing an acquaintance in the street.
Ana, on the other hand, was oblivious. It didn't seem to have occurred to her that Eva might refuse to participate in her scheme. She was intent on the bones of the draykon, running her hands over those parts of it that lay within her reach. She had the air of a collector admiring her latest acquisition, weirdly overlaid with the proprietorial pride of a mother. What did she really expect to happen? Would it really bow to her will, consent to act as her companion? Eva doubted it. She had to be prevented from waking the draykon, but how? Eva's stunned mind, laced with panic, refused to offer any answers.
Tren wandered nonchalantly in Eva's direction and leaned against the wall, mimicking Griel's casual manner. He smiled at Eva, bending his head close to her ear to speak in a low murmur.
'What are we doing about this?'
Eva shook her head minutely. 'Do you have any ideas?'
'What, no plan?' Tren lifted his brows at her.
'I'm not infallible,' returned Eva, irritably. 'Ana needs to be stopped, but not forcibly or we'll have a pair of whurthags down our throats. If we can get the istore off her, even better. But, Tren, I've a horrible feeling we're too late. That thing is already half awake.'
Tren's brows lowered into a frown. 'I think there's more going on here than we realise.' Tren told her about seeing Griel in the jungle, and finding the directions on the door. 'I could swear, when I opened that door, that he winked at me,' Tren finished. 'I feel like I'm being led around by the nose. Why would he do that when he killed Ed?' 
This made no sense. It sounded as though Griel had deliberately ensured that Tren discovered their underground dwelling. 'Ana spoke of your helping him,' she murmured. 'Maybe he wanted your assistance.'
'With what? I don't see what there is for another sorc to do in all this.' He paused. 'Your role is obvious enough.'
'Is it?'
'Ana's confident, but even she must realise she can't control a newly-awakened draykon by herself. Probably not even with Griel's help.'
Eva's stomach turned over. Tren was right; she was detained here for the privilege of battling wills with a confused and probably enraged creature larger than her house. Her mind reeled at the prospect.
'I don't know. I can't think.' Eva felt desperate. Her usually able mind shied away from the sheer enormity of the circumstances; the odds were stacked against every idea that occurred to her. 'I'll think of something, I promise, but I need more time. Perhaps we could distract her, somehow.'
'Somehow,' echoed Tren. 'Right.' He paused for a moment in thought, then flashing Eva a quick grin he moved away from her, heading for where Ana was crouched over one of the draykon's feet.
'So, why am I here?' he said, quite loudly.
Ana didn't look up. 'Griel,' she said briefly, her tone an obvious command. Griel sauntered over and Ana flicked her fingers in Tren's direction, absently imperious. She was running her other hand over the skeletal draykon, her eyes gleaming.
Tren was moving before Griel could reach him. Several tall ladders were set against the draykon's sides, leading to scaffolded platforms high up in the air. He scaled one of these quickly and began to walk around the beast, running his hands over it in appreciation of its smoothness. 
'Oh, they come off,' said Tren, as if agreeably surprised. He plucked at the skeleton, apparently removing several pieces of stone, and then began to juggle with them. He added an offensively cheerful whistle as he wandered off.
Ana jumped up, her expression outraged. 'What? That shouldn't be possible! Don't touch anything! Get off there! Griel!' She looked around for her husband, but he was nowhere in sight. With an exasperated sigh, she abandoned her task and began to climb a nearby ladder.
Intrigued, Eva stepped surreptitiously closer to the draykon and examined it. Each bone was enormous, much longer than her own, but a close look revealed that many of them were laced with cracks, as though they had been pieced together from many smaller segments. She fitted her fingers around a tiny chunk of istore and pulled, then tugged harder. It wouldn't move. It felt like the stones had been embedded in granite. 
Tren was bluffing, then. He might have bought her a few extra minutes to think, but no more. Could she find a way to remove some of the bones? Probing the skeleton with her summoner's senses, Eva searched for a weak point, some way to interfere with the cohesion of the skeleton. Nothing. She probed more deeply, working with the speed of desperation, but it was futile. The creature was almost complete; its building life force streamed through each bone, binding them to one another. She would have as much luck attempting to take a bone out of her own arm. 
Even the suggestion of it seemed to trouble Ana, however. She reached the place where Tren had been standing moments earlier and began to run her hands anxiously over the bones, looking for gaps. She smiled when she found none.
'Griel, kill the boy,' she ordered. 'He is a liability.' She swung down from the scaffolding with the ease of long practice. Alarmed at this sudden escalation, Eva worked her way around the skeleton, obliged to keep close to the wall. She found Tren on the other side of the room with Griel not far away. The two whurthags had left Griel's heels and were stalking Tren, backing him into a corner. His casual demeanour had vanished, and a look of panic crossed his face as his back hit the wall. He was weaponless, and his sorcery was little use in this kind of fight.
Of course, her summoner skills were little use in a fight like this either. But she had to do something. 
Heart pounding, Eva stepped in front of Tren. Ignoring his objections, she shoved him bodily out of the way.
'Deal with Ana,' she said tersely. She focused on the whurthags, tuning out everything else that was happening around her. The beasts approached with stealthy grace, muscles bunching and lengthening under night-black hide. She could see the pale stone of the floor through their insubstantial forms. Cold, icy-hued eyes transferred their deathly gaze from Tren to herself. Fear weakened her limbs but she held her ground, bearing down with her will. Before she'd only needed to control the beast long enough to send it through the gates that Tren opened, but now that she herself stood in the Lowers that option was no longer open to her. She would have to wrest control of them from Griel, and then retain that control. She knew that when summoners failed at this, the first person the creature turned on was usually the summoner. And now she faced two of them alone. 
She took a deep breath.
The thoughts buried in the fog of the beasts's minds were a chaotic swirl of sensations and urges, like those of most animals. She sensed hunger, a desire for meat, and - chillingly - a burning resentment against the one who mastered them. The whurthags resisted her efforts to influence them, snarling their objections in low growls that sent a shiver of new terror through her. She worked harder, grimly determined, and at last the slow, menacing approach stopped. The whurthags waited, the tips of their tails twitching. 
Eva heard shouts, men's voices, though whether it was Tren or Griel who cried out she was unable to say. Her concentration wavered and she almost lost the tentative control she'd established. She ruthlessly thrust aside her anxiety - she couldn't help Tren any more just now - and bore down, searching their minds for the kill order they'd received from Griel.
She found their impressions of Tren, flickering images formed of his height and size in relation to their own, his scent, his way of moving. They sensed his sorcery, interpreting it as a cloud of dark, enveloping fog. They were - had been - intent on him, but Eva found no kill instinct. What she found instead was 'guard'. They had been backing him into a corner, not to kill him but merely to keep him there. Griel had encouraged them to scare him, but he had not asked them to kill him. 
This was of a piece with his earlier behaviour towards Tren, though it still made little sense to her. Nonetheless, she noted the information. If Griel was working at cross purposes to his wife, perhaps she could use that. 
She found her own image in their minds, a softer figure, heavily scented in a way that tormented the whurthag's sensitive noses. They saw her as a more direct threat, as though she were an equal, an animal as strong as they were. To her surprise, their image of her was also wreathed in a dense fog of sorcery, though hers was paler and flickering with light. In her case, not only was there no kill order but she detected the opposite: they had been firmly instructed not to hurt her.
Tren was right: she was to be kept alive in order to help subdue the draykon. Not that it was much of a reprieve: the prospect was at least as terrifying as facing down a pair of whurthags determined to kill.
The sounds of fighting intruded on Eva's mental world. Instinctively she glanced up, catching a brief glimpse of Tren twisting a protesting Ana's arm behind her back. He reached for the stone she carried, but Griel grabbed him and hauled him off Ana. The sorcerer glanced Eva's way, and she sensed the tug of his mind as he sought to summon one of his whurthags. She gripped hard; the beast faltered, and held. 
Surprisingly, Griel grinned at her. Then he turned his attention back to Tren, who was trying to work his way out of the other sorcerer's grip. Griel was a few inches taller than Tren and built rather bigger. When it came to a physical fight, Tren didn't stand a chance.
Anxious to help, she grimly filtered out all the distractions and refocused her will on the beasts. Sweating, she fought hard to turn their attention on Griel. If they would only distract him long enough to free Tren, there was still a chance that she or Tren could stop Ana.
But then a scream of triumph lanced into her mind like a knife, shattering her absorption. Ana's voice screamed again, shrill with euphoria, and Eva's focus disintegrated entirely. Abandoning the whurthags, she looked up to see Tren on the floor, pinned there by Griel. A bruise on his face stood testament to his struggles, but now both of them had stopped fighting. They stared up at the draykon, awed.
Eva glanced up, too, but before she could discern any detail there was a flash so bright that it seared her eyes. She covered them with both hands, feeling tears of pain and shock drenching her face. The light receded but she remained as she was for several long moments, afraid that she would open her eyes only to find herself blinded.
Somebody barrelled into her. Her eyes flew open in spite of herself, but she could see very little through the burning after-images that danced across her vision. At least she still had some semblance of vision at all. Arms wrapped around her and she realised it was Tren.
'She's done it, she's added the last piece,' Tren gasped. 'I couldn't stop her - I tried, but Griel-.' 
Tren broke off as the skeleton began to pulse with an indigo glow. A feeling of unbearable energy filled the chamber, beating against her flesh, and she struggled to breathe. She could only cling to Tren, her mind numb with the knowledge that they were too late.
Ana appeared, flushed with excitement. She dragged Eva and Tren apart with astonishing strength, and grabbed Eva's hands.
'Feel it,' she said, and planted them against the draykon's side. Eva gasped as that terrifying energy ripped through her, leaving her weak. Ana had released her hands but she couldn't pull them back; she felt welded to the creature as the bones shuddered, growing hot. Her vision was returning, but something was wrong with it: she could see straight through Ana's chamber, straight through the fabric of the world. Layered with it was a forest she recognised as Glour, irignol trees clustering in a darkened forest. Though recognisable, the Middle Realms were hazy in her vision, as if glimpsed through poor quality glass.
Her mind opened and she saw farther, her vision soaring into the Upper Realms. A landscape of glissenwol caps drenched with light and colours she'd never seen before mingled with the irignol trees, a Realm that stood distinct and separate, yet also intrinsically linked to the two 'layers' below. Her thoughts whirled, clicking through the picture and its implications. Was this how the worlds existed? Not arranged in tiers, with the Dayworlds uppermost and the Darklands beneath and the Seven Realms in between; instead the three existed in the same place, impossibly mingled. The draykon's presence dominated the vision, and under its growing power Eva saw the three layers drawn closer and closer together. It began to seem as though the glissenwol trees and the irignol trees and Ana's stone chamber were the same thing, the differences merely superficial. 
Movement caught her attention as a slender figure faded into view. A slight female form knelt on the ground perhaps in the Uppers or perhaps in Glour, her grey wings folded over her back as she felt in the earth with deft fingers. She seemed to be only a few feet away; Eva felt that she could speak directly to the woman and she would hear. The ground glowed in the same way as the draykon bones, throwing out a strong silver light that illuminated the young woman's face. Her features were familiar...
Energy flexed under Eva's hands and the vision faded as her mind was drawn back to the draykon. The smooth, polished surfaces of the draykon's bones had vanished, along with the searing heat. Muscle, sinew and hide built under her hands with incredible speed; within minutes the skeletal structure had disappeared and a vibrant, vigorously healthy draykon crouched in its place. Eva gasped for breath, torn between wonder at the beast's pure magnificence, and sheer terror at its drenching power. There wasn't the smallest chance that she and Ana could control this beast, but it was too late now to reverse Ana's deed, too late...
Griel's tall frame burst into her field of vision. He struggled with his wife, trying to wrench her away from the draykon's form. She resisted, laughing. 
'Griel, we've done it! It's really alive!' Her eye fell on Eva. She was elated, beyond even her own control, but she still thought she could prevail against this beast.
'Now, Evastany! Before it is fully awake!' Eva felt her try to focus her summoner's will on the draykon, felt her try and try again as each time her will slipped off its polished mind like water over glass. She worked on, undaunted, until Griel's attempts to detach her from the beast finally broke in upon her concentration. 
'Ana, this is enough. Stop now! You cannot handle this creature.' Griel picked her up and hauled her away from the draykon. She looked at him in puzzlement.
'Even you, Griel? You have been with me since the beginning. Why this, now?' 
'We've overreached ourselves, we were crazy to think-' A crashing sound interrupted Griel as the stone chamber shook violently. The draykon was stirring into wakefulness, flexing its wings. Ana fought her way out of her husband's arms, biting and scratching at him. He fell back, helpless, wearing an expression of raw despair as he watched his wife run towards the draykon.
As Ana passed Eva, her hand shot out and fastened on Eva's arm in a grip of iron. Too startled to react, Eva found herself dragged bodily along as Ana raced to position herself directly underneath the draykon's head. Belatedly, Eva fought to free herself, but Ana was too viciously determined; her strong fingers dug painfully into Eva's flesh, her fingernails ripping through cloth to pierce skin. She grabbed Eva's free arm with her other hand, pinning her in place as she turned to face the draykon.
Eva sensed waves of Ana's will bear down on the beast, strong and masterful. Ana's nails bit harder into Eva's skin as she ruthlessly tightened her grip.
'You will help us,' she hissed, her face close to Eva's ear. The draykon, still weak and disoriented, had barely moved. If there was any chance that Ana's crazy plan might succeed, it would have to be now. It was like trying to dampen an inferno by stamping on it, but Eva could think of nothing better.
She joined her efforts to Ana's, reinforcing the deranged summoner’s will with her own. Ana laughed delightedly, but Eva could feel the futility of it. Even combined, their willpower barely touched the powerful force of the draykon's mind. They danced in the face of destruction like flies, and were brushed aside with fitting indifference. 
Ana finally seemed to realise her predicament. She began to gasp, sobbing with the effort to prevail. She was muttering something over and over under her breath: 'No, no, no, no... you're mine, you're mine...'
Footsteps beat behind Eva, then strong hands closed over hers, pulling them away from Ana's grip. Eva's concentration shattered and her will fractured into pieces. Ana struggled on alone as Tren half-carried Eva as far away from the draykon as possible. They fell back against the wall, both gasping for air. The draykon slowly raised its head, blinking its golden eyes, and the ceiling vanished, melting away as if it had never been. Through the new gap Eva could see a hazy pattern of glissenwol trees that wavered like water. 
The beast's scaled hide shone green and blue in the white moonlight now streaming into the room. Its head moved sluggishly, its long snout opening to allow its flickering tongue to test the air. Claws as long as Eva's forearm flexed against the stone floor, grating horribly. It stretched out its long neck, rose on its haunches and let out a shattering roar. 
Tren was dragging Eva towards the door, but she could barely move, so mesmerised was she by the draykon's presence. And its mind. It had intelligence, far more than any beast she'd encountered. Its thoughts were muddled, but only with long inaction; its mental processes were growing clearer by the second. She did not even need to reach out to it to feel its mind: it imposed its will upon everything around it with casual arrogance. 
'It's not an animal,' she whispered, awed.
'What? Eva, please. We have to get away from here.' Tren was pulling at her, and she knew he was right but she couldn't obey him. Not even when the fabric of the room began to ripple and shiver, similar to the Lowers' behaviour when the light began to change. But the white moon overhead remained constant. Eva felt the closeness of the other worlds, pulsing behind the flimsy fabric of the Lowers as if they sought to break through. 
The draykon was nearly fully alert now, its movements growing quicker and sharper. Its attention turned to the small figure of Ana standing at its feet. It opened its mouth slightly, revealing the glitter of teeth as its body tensed, ready to strike. Eva screamed a warning, but it was futile. She couldn't possibly reach Ana in time.
She had forgotten about Griel. He emerged from the shadows, launching himself at the spot where Ana stood. Ana fell, screaming with rage, just as the draykon struck. Its powerful teeth ripped through Griel's body with appalling ease. The sorcerer didn't make a sound, just crumpled to the floor and lay still. Ana bent over him, weeping and screaming, oblivious to the renewed attention of the beast crouching over her. 
It braced itself to strike at Ana, but then it stopped, distracted. The disruption in the weave of the world intensified so fast that Eva felt suddenly nauseous, sensing the fabric of the worlds fraying as though a large hole were being torn through. A figure appeared, a faint outline that grew rapidly more solid. It was the slight, winged female Eva had glimpsed walking in the Uppers. As her form solidified, Eva realised, to her complete astonishment, that she recognised the woman's black hair, grey wings and clear grey eyes. 
Llandry Sanfaer. 
Llandry collapsed onto the stone floor, curled up in obvious pain. She was panting, hyperventilating, her small body shaking uncontrollably. Eva rushed forward, kneeling at her side, trying with word and gesture to soothe her. 
Llandry finally sat up, still shaking. She seemed so fragile, a mere wisp of a woman wracked with pain. Eva hovered over her, unsure how to help her. She realised belatedly that the stone chamber was disappearing around them, replaced with a spreading forest of glissenwol caps. The change radiated outwards from the spot where Llandry sat trembling, her eyes taking in the transformation with complete incomprehension. She was changing the Lowers in the same way Ana had done; the way Eva had done when she'd held an istore piece in her hands. But the imposition of her will over her surroundings seemed involuntary. How could she not even know what she was doing?
Then her trembling intensified once more, shaking so hard that Eva was filled with serious alarm. She gripped Llandry's delicate frame, trying to support her, talking to her soothingly. Tren knelt now on her other side, helping to steady her. His eyes met Eva's, betraying a helplessness that matched her own. Despite their efforts, Llandry collapsed back onto the stone, curling herself around her belly. Then she screamed, shockingly loud, a raw cry of absolute agony.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty Seven
 
Llandry felt as though her body was turning itself inside out. The sensation mirrored the way she had felt when she had crossed into the Upper Realm, but now it was infinitely worse. It was a familiar pain; she had felt it before, with increasing frequency since she had discovered the draykon bone, but this bout was extreme; she truly felt that she might break into pieces. She lay curled around her stomach that pulsed with pain, her face wet with tears of shock. She forced her eyes open and found herself in near darkness, surrounded by figures whose faces were obscured by shadow. She closed her eyes again, squeezing them tightly shut like a child hoping it would go away if only she couldn't see it.
She tried to think back. She had left her grandfather's house a few hours ago. Finding herself still too sore to fly, she had walked instead, making her way somewhat aimlessly through Rheas's pretty alpine valley. To her confusion, the mountains had melted away before she had reached them. Glissenwol caps had crowded in upon her in their place, tall and draped with vines, just like the trees at home. This changefulness made her nervous, and she had redoubled her efforts to find a gate to take her home. 
Instead of finding a gate, she had found herself back at the site of the skeleton, the one her grandfather said was a draykon. Its bones drew her in some way that she was powerless to resist. She had replaced the piece she had taken earlier, fitting it back into the map of bones out of some compulsion she didn't understand. Then, as she crouched in the earth with her hands pressed against the bones, she'd felt energy suddenly roar into life beneath her fingers, and a mind flared abruptly into consciousness.
And that was when everything had begun to go horribly wrong. 
It had begun with a sensation of tugging, as though hands grabbed at every part of her body and tried to drag her away. It had become extremely difficult to walk. Llandry fiercely resisted the tug, but then the pain hit her. Crumpling to the ground, she had had time to glimpse the world dissolving around her before her vision had darkened and she had closed her eyes. 
Now, on top of everything else, she was hallucinating. A voice spoke to her, a deep female one with a refined Glour accent. Peeping through her lashes, Llandry thought she saw Lady Glostrum's face. That was not possible. She laughed weakly, trying to sit up. Dizziness engulfed her and she rapidly abandoned the endeavour. A gentle hand pressed her back to the ground.
'Don't move, Llandry. I think that would be best.' 
The apparition knew her name, then. Llandry stared at the face hazily.
'Where am I?' Her words emerged weak and rather slurred. She grimaced.
'You're in the Lowers, Llandry. No, I don't know how you got here. Just lie still.' 
'Are you Lady Glostrum, or am I dreaming?'
'No, I'm really here.' Llandry opened her mouth but Lady Glostrum cut her off. 'Don't ask; there isn't time to explain.' 
A glitter of silver caught Llandry's eye. She turned her head painfully. On the floor a few feet away lay a pool of silver links, in the midst of which rested a round piece of wrought silver. Llandry turned her eyes away but there was a familiarity about the shape of the necklace that tugged at her. She forced herself on to her hands and knees, grimly ignoring the pain, and inched her way over to it. Before she could reach it, Lady Glostrum picked it up. She handed it to her, gently pushing her back down to the ground.
Llandry turned the silver over in her hands. It was slightly oval in shape, engraved with stars. A cavity in the centre had, she knew, once held a piece of istore. She knew because she had placed it there herself.
It was undoubtedly the same pendant that Devary had been carrying.
She hardly knew how to process this new blow. Her mind and body were ripe with so much intense pain, she could barely feel any new stab of affliction. She allowed the necklace to fall from her numb fingers, blinking eyes gone bone dry. 
Llandry felt herself nudged from behind. Powerfully nudged, like being kicked by a house. The impact sent new waves of agony through her abused frame and she screamed again. Lady Glostrum's eyes widened and her face turned to ash as she stared behind Llandry.
'Tren,' she said, tightly. 
'Right,' said a male voice, then a pair of strong arms were around her, trying to pick her up. Everywhere she was touched her skin burned, as if a brand had been applied, and she screamed anew through the rawness in her throat. The man abandoned his attempts to gather her up, mercifully taking his hands away. Llandry ceased to be aware of anything external to her own body. She was wracked by a sensation of lengthening, as though her bones were stretching through her skin. She imagined, distantly, that this must be what it felt like to be racked.
Space opened inside of her and began to expand, pushing her flesh outwards. She felt every second as though she must explode, but somehow she did not. Instead she began to feel strong, impossibly so. She opened her eyes again, and she couldn't see Lady Glostrum anymore. Everything she saw was distorted, out of proportion. She blinked, and her eyes felt strange.
She was nudged again. This time it didn't hurt. Turning, she was confronted with a huge, dark shape, a beast whose scales glittered blue and green in the moonlight. Her vision had somehow sharpened, for now she could discern colours and textures in light that, previously, had seemed near complete darkness to her. 
A long snout descended into her line of sight and pushed at her body. The gesture seemed friendly, like encouragement. Her pain finally ebbed, running off her like water, and in its place she experienced a jolt of energy. She stretched her wings and they expanded, out and out, until they encountered an obstruction. 
Trees. Glissenwol caps, the same forest she had been walking through moments before, only now those stout trunks did not seem so tall. In fact the caps now hovered so close she would bump her head on them if she stretched her neck a little. The obstruction irritated her. As if in response to her unspoken command, the trees flickered and dissolved, and open air flooded in upon her. She shouted with joy, stretching her wings to their fullest extent. The wind caught under them and she was aloft, soaring into the sky with a rushing speed which terrified, then exhilarated her. Screaming in pleasure, she turned in the air like a leaf tumbling in the wind. 
A terrific roar shook the air and she turned. Behind her flew the blue-scaled beast, rapidly catching up with her. He was larger than she, stronger; the gleam of his hide mesmerised her, shining gloriously with scintillating shades of blue, green and gold. She had never experienced colour in this way before: she could feel each one like a physical sensation, taste the flavours of them on the wind. She circled the creature, enthralled. 
A bright flash distracted her, shining up at her from the ground. Her newly-sharp eyes caught sight of the pool of silver lying abandoned behind her, shimmering whitely under the moon. She wanted it. She flew back, covering the distance in seconds. Swooping, she caught it up in her claws. Several tiny figures gaped at her as she hurled herself back into the skies. The shape and scent and sense of their miniature forms was familiar, dragging at her memory, interrupting the wash of colour and sensation that drenched her brain. She paused, beating her wings lazily to hold herself aloft.
An image formed in her mind. A face smiled at her, pale and lit with hazel eyes. The man's brown hair fell over his shoulders. She heard music, the rippling notes of a lyre. 
Another shattering roar rent the air behind her. Glittering blue scales hurtled into her line of vision, pulsing with anger. A mind invaded hers, enraged that she could turn her back on it. He was possessive, this wondrous creature; as far as he was concerned she was his. She found herself herded away from the figures on the ground, forced up into the air. She screamed her resentment, her teeth connecting with the tough meat of a scaled flank. Then she was away, her smaller size and lighter form speeding her on ahead of the beast pursuing her. All she could think of was that pale face with the brown hair and the lyre's melancholy melody.
 
***
 
Devary lay in the damp grass, dreaming. Time had drifted by him at its own pace, leaving him forgotten: had he lain in the grass for mere hours, or even days? It felt like weeks. He watched insects dance in the twilit skies, absently noting his strength draining out of him in a warm, ceaseless trickle that left his clothes wet and sticky. He had an image of red in his mind, a shockingly bright, wet colour that darkened later to a crusted, rusty brown. He realised, distantly, that he was dying but the knowledge did not disturb him. He waited for sleep. 
The insects were changing colour. He noticed a ghostly grey one coming towards him, throwing out silver light. Borne on expansive wings, it grew larger and larger until it filled all of his vision with scales like polished coins. It stretched out its long neck, opened its mouth and shrieked. As it plummeted towards him, Devary noticed a bright silver object clutched tightly in one of its claws. The metal dangled freely, reflecting shards of light from mirror-smooth surfaces that dazzled him. He closed his eyes as the vast shape flew over him, feeling a rush of hot wind in its wake. 
He knew he was dreaming when those claws closed gently around his body and he was carried into the air, cradled carefully against gleaming silver-grey hide. The wind whipped around him, tugging insistently at his clothes and dragging at his wounds. Pain lanced through him and he cried out, shifting in the grip of pearlescent talons. His captor flew faster, driving hard into the face of a strong wind. Devary thought he saw another shape not far behind, this one shining in blue and green. He watched lazily as the creature pursued them, beating wings the size of houses. 
Abruptly the flight was over. Devary's cloud-coloured dream-beast swooped to the ground and opened its talons, letting him settle into the engulfing embrace of Glinnery's thick blue mosses. Its mouth opened, revealing long, pearlescent teeth; it emitted an ear-splitting shriek as it hurled itself back into the sky. Devary blinked, mistrusting his vision. The beast had vanished into the air, its pursuer disappearing along with it. 
Doors were flung open and the sky filled rapidly with winged human figures, chattering in shock and excitement. Devary realised that he had been deposited at the base of Ynara's tree, and here was the lady herself, descending from the heights with her glorious dark blue wings spread wide. 
'Oh, Dev,' she gasped, dropping to her knees beside him. She paled to a stark white, looking into his face with the wide eyes of fear. He wondered idly how bad his wounds were. He became aware, distantly, of a warm body clinging painfully to one of his legs. Glancing down, he saw grey fur and a stub of a tail. Ynara prised Sigwide off him, and the pressure eased on Devary's calf and shin. 
Aysun came up behind her and frowned down at him. Devary tried a weak smile, but his face wouldn't work properly.
'Right,' said Aysun, slowly. 'Lucky the infirmary's not far.' Devary was suddenly surrounded by people, faces bobbing blearily at him and voices raised in a babble of indistinguishable sound. He felt himself lifted again, and pain radiated outwards from the wound in his belly. 
'Dev,' said Ynara's voice from somewhere. 'Where's Llandry?'
He tried to answer, but the sky fell in on him and he dropped into darkness. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty Eight
 
Nobody moved for a long time after the draykons had flown away. Ana was slumped over Griel's body, as motionless as he. Tren had the vacant look of a man whose world has suddenly inverted itself. As indeed it had. The whurthags had vanished, and a profound silence reigned in the forest that was slowly reverting back to Ana's stone-built chamber. 
Eva felt stupefied. It seemed impossible to equate the day's events with anything that ought to be possible within the laws of nature and magic. No matter how hard she pushed her shocked brain, the edges refused to match up. At length she stopped trying. She stood up slowly, careful of her spinning head, and took a few deep breaths. The questions she placed to one side, to be examined later. A more pressing problem was Ana and Griel, if he was even still alive.
Ana looked up as she approached. Her face was initially blank, but when she registered Eva's identity her expression grew harsh.
'I suppose you've come to be kind to me.' She was a mess, her hands and hair stained with blood and her clothes torn. She wore it with a kind of incongruous insouciance, her air defiant rather than crippled. For the first time, Eva truly saw how dangerous she was.
'I was more inclined to arrest you.'
Ana laughed, a high-pitched sound with an edge of hysteria. 'You?'
'Mr. Warvel, actually, as the nearest representative of the Chief Investigator's Office.' 
Tren came up next to her and stood looking down at the wreck of a sorceress. 'You're under arrest,' he said gravely. 'Anything to say?'
Ana snarled something inarticulate. She grabbed Griel's body, dragging it close to her own. Then she disappeared.
'Inevitable, I suppose,' Tren murmured.
'Perfectly,' agreed Eva. 'I really must learn how she does that,' she added. 
'Add it to the list of mysteries.'
'There's already enough there to keep us busy for a couple of decades, I should think.'
'Then it's lucky that we're young and bursting with energy.'
Eva laughed faintly. 'Speak for yourself.'
Tren grinned lopsidedly. 'I don't think I was, even. I feel at least one hundred and fifty.' He rolled his shoulders, grimacing as joints cracked and popped. 'So... what just happened?'
'Why are you asking?'
'Because if I wasn't dreaming, a girl just appeared out of thin air, transformed into a draykon and flew away. It seemed significant.'
'I mean. Why are you asking me?'
Tren smiled tiredly. 'I view you as a fount of knowledge, that's why. If you're as confused as me, that's fine. You can just say that.'
'I have some theories, but I wouldn't like to hazard anything without conducting some research.'
'Admit it. You have no idea.'
Eva grimaced. 'Fine. I'm a useless scholar and I have no notion what in the world is going on.'
'Good. Well said.'
'We can work on that later. The important point is that we have two draykons on the loose. One of them was a bag of bones until today, and the other used to be a human. That's the kind of thing that ought to be reported pretty quickly.'
Searching for traces of her companions, Eva found the shortig cowering beneath a small table that was tucked into one corner of the room. Now that it was empty, the chamber seemed vaster than ever. Her footsteps rang sharply as she crossed the stone floor, the sound echoing off the bare walls. She coaxed the shortig out from his retreat, handing the small, shaking body to Tren.
'Keep a hold of him for a moment, if you will,' she murmured, her thoughts already seeking for Rikbeek. She was distantly aware of Tren's nod as he folded his arms around the little dog, stroking the fur that virtually stood on end with stress.
Rikbeek, predictably, had flown as far away as he could get. He was plastered to the wall near the ceiling, virtually insensible with fright. It took her much longer to soothe him. At last he unsealed himself from the wall and flew down, making straight for her skirts. He hid himself in the folds and refused to move. That was fine with her.
'It's a pity we've lost the book,' she said regretfully.
'Actually, it's not lost. I hid it. I'll take you to it in a moment, but we should search this place before we leave. There might be more books like that one.'
'Good thinking,' she said, flashing Tren an appreciative smile. 'Fortunate that one of us is still in possession of his mental faculties.' To her surprise Tren flushed slightly and looked away. He set off towards the far door, the one that lead back towards Eva's erstwhile prison. 
The search was conducted thoroughly, but with the swiftness of weary people anxious to be gone. Many of the books Eva found were copies of common texts, duplicates of many that she herself possessed at home. She found one exception, a half-finished work entitled 'Advanced Workings of the Sorcerous Mind.' No author was listed. Eva discovered it lying open in a tiny antechamber furnished only with a desk and chair. The book lay open, surrounded by pens and pots of ink. This and its unfinished state strongly suggested to Eva that Griel was its author. She took it.
Tren had stumbled over what appeared to be Ana's library. In it were all the core texts on Summoning that Eva had been familiar with for years, along with a few she'd never heard of. 
'We'd better take all of those,' Tren murmured, flicking through a small leather-bound volume. 'This one's a novel. I suppose Ana got bored sometimes.' He tossed the book back onto the shelf. 'There's nothing else very interesting here.'
Eva nodded and picked up two of the unusual texts. Naturally they were enormous and staggeringly heavy. She made a pile out of them, adding Griel's book to the top of the stack, and collected them all into her arms. 
'Let me,' said Tren. He was already carrying three others that looked at least as heavy, but he insisted on taking Griel's book off her and adding it to his own stack. 'I'm sure we can find a bag or something to carry them in.' 
They couldn't, as it turned out. In the end Eva took off the remains of her cloak and fashioned a makeshift one. She watched with misgivings as Tren stubbornly piled all the books into it and hefted it, throwing it over his shoulder. 
'It's fine,' he said as she tried to object. She rolled her eyes at this display of machismo but she let him have his way.
'Where's the other book?' she asked. He nodded his head in the direction of the draykon chamber.
'Back that way. I left it in the tunnel.'
'The tunnel?'
He nodded, setting off at a brisk pace. She followed, trying not to wince at the obvious discomfort of the bundle of books on his back. The tunnel proved to be a long corridor only just tall enough for a six-foot-something man to walk comfortably through. It was paved in stone like the rest of the house. Tren paused at the end of it, searching the darkened stonework with keen eyes. Then he dropped to his knees and slid his fingers under the edge of a protruding stone, lifting it. In a hollow beneath the stone lay her satchel and Tren's. She was relieved to find that the book was still inside, unharmed.
'How convenient a hiding place,' she observed.
'Thank you,' said Tren modestly. 'Actually I made it. I didn't have time to be precise about it or I'd have lost sight of Griel.'
Eva chuckled. 'You're an adept student. What of the door?'
Tren stood up again and tugged at the wall over his head. A door opened, illuminating a set of steps that wound upwards into the open air. She followed Tren as he climbed up them, his steps heavy with tiredness. Bartel, somewhat recovered, trotted listlessly at her heels as she emerged into a white sandy landscape.
Tren closed the door behind them. There was the arrow and the smiling face that he’d described. 'How curious,' she said, confounded. 
'I thought I was being so stealthy, following Griel like that. I'm convinced now that he knew I was there. He even found an excuse to pause briefly if I fell behind, to make sure I didn't go through the wrong door. I don't see why he didn't just kill me in the tunnel, if he was going to lure me down here.'
Eva thought fast. 'Odd, but I got the impression he didn't share his wife's fervour for her "project". He probably realised it was headed for disaster. Perhaps he hoped we could tip the scales in her favour.'
Tren shrugged. 'A rational possibility. I suppose we won't ever find out for sure.'
The light changed as he spoke, the moon turning to an unpromising shade of greenish brown. Abandoning her train of thought, Eva looked up into skies that were partially covered with fat clouds threatening rain.
'Why do I get the feeling things are about to turn unpleasant,' she muttered. 
Moments later, the white sand was gone. In its place a marsh had emerged, saturated with stagnant water and stinking of decay. 
'Ah, yes,' Eva sighed. 'Perfect.' 
 
 
 
 



Epilogue
 
Ynara frowned down at Devary's prone form, absently smoothing the blankets over him. He had been delirious for two days, obviously hallucinating. She hadn't been able to gain a clear picture of what had happened to him and Llandry, despite her repeated questioning. He rambled incoherently about scaled beasts and wings like sails; the word 'draykon' even passed his lips at one point. Ynara thought briefly of the terrific, bestial shriek that had sent her and her husband racing down from their treetop abode to find Devary unconscious at the bottom. An unusual sound it had undoubtedly been, but Ynara did not credit Devary's ramblings. Gracious, the woods were already thick with the sorts of creatures long since banished to the pages of storybooks. Any number of strange, unidentifiable sounds resounded through the trees from the moment the sun rose through to the softest of the dusk hours. Some one or other of those had undoubtedly made that shuddering cry.
Doubt flickered through her for a moment, undermining her certainty. So many supposedly extinct or non-existent beasts had lately emerged, stepping through the gates that still opened and closed themselves with unusual frequency across the Seven Realms. If the muumuk, the whurthag and the gloereme were as real as she, why not the king of them all? Why not draykons, indeed? The thought made her heart beat hard and quick with fear, and she pushed it resolutely away. She had not seen this supposed draykon, and she had been out of her house within moments of hearing that cry. Neither had any of the other bystanders present. The prospect of their simply failing to spot something so enormous was absurd. She took a deep breath, feeling better. 
Devary's eyes opened. He had been sleeping peacefully for more than two hours now, and she hoped that the delirium had passed. She bent over him, adopting a reassuring smile. 
'Hello, Dev,' she said quietly. 'You're looking a little better. Not so grey in the face. How do you feel?'
'Abominable.' He looked at her quite gravely, no smile tugging at his full mouth or lurking in his eyes. A premonition of disaster tugged at her, Llandry's name hovering on her lips.
'Oh?' she said lightly, smiling. 'The healers dealt very smartly with you. They said you'll be well enough to get up in a few days, if you're good.'
Devary's gaze slid away from hers. Detecting guilt foremost among the misery of his attitude, Ynara gripped his hand hard, forcing him to look back into her face.
'Dev. You must tell me. What happened to Llandry?'
He turned red first, then paled abruptly. 'She got away. I think.'
'You think?' 
'I... yes. We were on our way back to you. We stopped for a few hours on the southern edge of the forest. We were attacked. Ynara, some of them were from Glinnery.'
She could have shaken him, injured or not. 'Never mind that, Dev. Tell me about Llandry!'
Dev hurried on, painting a horrifying picture of the fight under the glissenwol caps and Llandry's escape. Her stomach clenched with fear when he spoke of the two winged men who had followed her into the skies.
'That was the last I saw of her,' he finished. 'After that, I lost the fight. I woke up back over the border in Nimdre, with someone standing over me. Not one of the original attackers. Tall man, grey hair, obviously a sorc. Pair of whurthags at his heels.' His words were growing faint with the effort to speak, but she didn't care. She levelled her coldest stare at him and waited. 
'He found the pendant and took it off me. Disappeared. All of them did, left me there. I must've passed out after that.' He subsided into silence, struggling a little to breathe. Ynara felt torn between sympathy and a fierce desire to kill him herself.
'Dev, this can't be right. If you were left in Nimdre, how did you get to my tree?'
Devary repeated much of the same nonsense he'd talked in his delirium. She shook her head impatiently. 'A draykon came out of the skies and carried you back to my house? That's absurd, Dev, you must see that. What really happened?'
He looked at her helplessly. 'I swear, Ynara, every word I've spoken is the truth.'
She stood up, disgusted with him. 'Get some sleep.' She left the room without looking back.
She found Aysun bent over his work table. Since Devary's return he had been closeted in here hour after hour, working constantly at a complex device whose function she didn't begin to understand. That was all right. She had long since stopped trying to grasp the intricacies of her husband's inventions; it was enough that they satisfied and exhilarated him. 
Set into the top of this contraption was a ring matching one that Llandry wore. He had given her that ring when she was five years old, and she never took it off, but neither she nor Ynara had ever realised that it was more than a trinket. Aysun had recently told her, rather tersely, that this ring was a twin to Llandry's and would be instrumental in finding her - as long as she was still wearing her own ring. Ynara hoped fervently that she hadn't lost it. 
She slid her arms around his waist and hugged him from behind. He paused to pat her hands, but he didn't turn around. She realised, with a growing sense of trepidation, that something was different about him. Each time she had entered this room she had found him bent intently over his machine, working at a feverish pace. It had been frustrating him because it ought to have pinpointed Llandry's vicinity within an hour or two, but it had given him nothing. She recognised his relentless attitude as born of fear: fear that Llandry had lost her ring, fear that the machine was malfunctioning. Fear that he would fail in finding her. 
Now his feverish energy had drained away. He was leaning on the table, braced on his two large hands, his head bowed. She released him and turned him gently to face her.
'Aysun?' She searched his face uncertainly. His expression was closed, unresponsive. 'Did you find her?'
'Not exactly.' He spoke with difficulty, his jaws fiercely clenched. 'I think I know why it won't show me her location.'
'Oh?' Ynara tried to keep her voice light, but it was hard. She had never seen him like this before.
'The machine cannot find her because she is no longer within its range.'
'You mean... she's dead?' 
'That, or she has gone off-world.'
Ynara blanched. She knew that, to him, off-world was as good as dead. Ever since his father had stepped through to the Uppers long years ago, and never come back. 
'Llandry... she wouldn't do that, Aysun. She must remember what you've always told her about the dangers up there. Perhaps the machine...' She trailed off helplessly. Aysun wouldn't want to believe it either. If he would rather believe Llandry to be off-world than that his machine was at fault, he must have sound reason. 
'She may not have done so deliberately. Possibly she was taken up there by someone else.' He looked down at her. At last the iron in his face softened and he gave her a look of love. 'I'm going after her, Ynara.'
Ynara knew what a concession this was for him. He had always refused to have anything to do with the Upper Realms. He hated his wife's sorcerous abilities, and she had exercised caution in displaying them around him. She had not gone back to the Uppers after her one visit there, because it had caused him such intense fear she hadn't the heart. And he had prevented Llandry's joining the summoner guild, knowing that the profession would periodically carry her off-world. His dread of it was too wholly understandable, and her heart contracted with love at his courage. 
She gripped his shirt. 'I'm going with you.'
He shook his head, gently disengaging her hands. 'Ynara. You know you can't. Glinnery is in turmoil. It needs its Council of Elders, present and active.'
'I don't care! I'll resign, someone else can take over. I want my girl.' She felt like sobbing, but she angrily blinked back the tears.
He cupped her face, kissed her gently. 'I don't want to take you up there with me. I need to know that you, at least, are safe.'
'How am I to know that you are safe?'
'I'll be fine.' She snorted, unable to think of a suitable reply to this piece of fatuity. He wrapped her in a tight embrace, rocking her slowly. 'What if she finds her way home? She'll need someone here to welcome her. To help her, if she's in trouble, or hurt.' 
Ynara felt wretched. This was an argument that struck at her painfully, as of course he knew it would. The prospect of Llandry returning home, possibly injured, to find nothing but an empty house was devastating. 
'And Devary still needs tending,' he continued. 
'He can rot,' she said curtly. 
Aysun tutted disapprovingly. 'You mustn't blame him. His wounds are proof enough that he did the best he could for her. You and I are really at fault; we should never have let her go.'
Tears escaped from under her tightly-shut lids. She blotted them on his shirt front.
'Make sure you come home,' she whispered fiercely. 'If I lose both of you...'
'I promise.' He pulled back enough to look seriously into her eyes, and she nodded. She knew he'd do everything in his power to keep his word.
Nonetheless, when she watched him leave a couple of hours later, she couldn't shake the feeling that her world was on its way to a disastrous end. 
 
***
 
Eva sat alone in the private parlour of a wayside inn not far from Westrarc. Having bathed, washed her hair and dressed in clean clothes, she felt considerably improved. Now if only she could eat, she might feel more like her former self.
Her former self. For a moment, she thought longingly of the days - not very far distant - when her job as High Summoner had consisted mostly of administrative and ceremonial duties. She had been free to divide most of the rest of her time between social occasions and her lovers. Or, more recently, social events and her fiance. It all seemed such a long time ago, but in fact it had taken a shockingly brief time for her life to become a succession of disasters, afflictions, dangers, staggeringly difficult problems and fiendishly obtuse mysteries. She didn't really miss her old life - she'd felt herself slowly stagnating in her enclosed world - but this was taking excitement a little too far.
'I suppose I won't be bored,' she sighed, pushing listlessly at the freshwater fish that lay on her plate. It was quite well cooked and the sauce wasn't bad, but she couldn't force it down. The prospect of her return to Glour City weighed heavily on her mind. As soon as she returned she would have to see Numinar Wrobsley; he deserved to know the circumstances that had led to the death of his wife. She would have to alert the city to the impending draykon problem - for doubtless they had not seen the last of those creatures - and it would fall largely to her to find a way to deal with it. That would be a tale difficult to tell.
Worst of all, she would have to tell Ynara Sanfaer what had become of her daughter. This was a task that lay heavily upon her. She had no explanation to offer to Ynara, no theory at all as to how, or why, or even what had really happened during that chaotic hour in the Lowers. This, also, it was down to her to discover.
The door opened, interrupting her reverie. Tren stepped into the room, looking a little shy. He too was freshly scrubbed, his hair curling damply over the collar of his newly-pressed shirt.
'I hope there's plenty of food,' he said lightly, 'or I might be forced to eat one of these chairs.'
Eva turned up the corner of her mouth briefly, waving a hand at the dishes crowding the table. 'I think the innkeeper emptied the village for us. Help yourself.' She pushed her own plate away, abandoning the struggle. 
'Not eating?' Tren looked at her with concern.
'I can't seem to face it,' she admitted. 
Tren seated himself on her left and surveyed the table. 'Perhaps a poor choice, that's all. Why don't you try some of this white stuff? That looks harmless. Or, look, baked gloren. You could manage that.' He pushed dishes towards her, trying to tempt her, but the mixture of smells was off-putting. 
'Are you going to mother me, Tren? I warn you, I am quite unmotherable.'
Tren ignored her, serving out a small piece of baked gloren on a clean dish. He placed it in front of her, together with a new fork and spoon and a napkin.
'Here is the deal,' he said seriously. 'For every two forkfuls that you eat, I get to eat four. I hope you're willing to sacrifice yourself just a little, or I may starve to death before I reach Westrarc.'
'You're not heading back to the City?'
'Not yet. I'm going to see Mrs. Geslin. Start eating.'
Eva wanted to resist, but she couldn't help chuckling. 'Very well.' He smiled as she picked up the fork and took a mouthful.
'I was thinking,' she said after a moment. 'I have no explanation for Griel’s control over those beasts. He was supposed to be a sorcerer, not a summoner. But it's possible that he didn't mean to kill Ed. Or Meesa. You remember he said the whurthags got away from him sometimes? Perhaps his control over them wasn’t always that good.' 
Tren glowered at his plate. 'That doesn't excuse it.'
'No, it doesn't. Besides, Ana was bloodthirsty enough for both of them.' She remembered Ana's casual order to kill Tren and shuddered. 'There's one thing that still puzzles me, though.'
'Only one?'
She smiled briefly. 'There are a lot of outstanding questions, yes. I'm thinking of Griel's extra abilities, though, and Ana's absurd strength as a summoner. And her disappearing act. The istore isn't explanation enough - once the draykon woke all of the bones had been restored to the skeleton, but Ana's abilities were still staggering without it. I think their enhanced abilities must be closely linked to spending time in the Off-Worlds.'
'You mean that being in the Lowers amplifies magical ability? That's already confirmed, isn't it?'
'Yes, but I think extended exposure is significant. Years ago, when I used to spend too much time down there, I could feel the change in myself. I felt progressively closer to the fabric of the realm, and I could manipulate beasts with greater skill because I felt increasingly like I was one of them. That's probably the real reason why I alone have a gwaystrel; I was the only one to break the rules that badly.'
'Ha,' said Tren. 'So much for the perfect peeress.' He set down his fork and rested his chin in his hand. 'So if the istore - the draykon bone - offers a similar amplification effect when worn next to the skin, what does that mean?' 
Eva didn't need to spell it out. The implications were clear: no other Lowers beast was known to have so powerful an effect on humans who wielded their bones or their hide. If the draykon bone was the sole exception, that suggested they were fully immersed in the Off-Worlds; born of the fabric of those Realms, part of it in a way no human could ever be. Wearing a piece of their bone was like wearing a shred of the realm itself. 
'In effect, they are sorcerers too, with strong instinctive abilities. Remember how Llandry-as-draykon vanished in mid-air? She was crossing into a different realm. Perhaps the Uppers, or the Middles. She didn't need a gate.' 
That triggered another recollection in Eva's thoughts. When she had touched the draykon, she had seen through the realms and grasped the truth: that they were not layered as their common names suggested but existed in the same space. She opened her mouth to share this thought with Tren, but she was interrupted by voices talking loudly in the hallway outside their parlour. One of the voices was familiar.
'I think the cavalry's here,' she said, with a small smile. The door was flung open and Vale walked into the room.
'Eva!' She found herself pulled out of her chair and roughly enfolded in an embrace. Vale began to scold and praise her by turns, apparently undecided whether she was a heroine or a villain for her reckless behaviour.
'Are you hurt? Anywhere? In any way at all?' He checked her over quite carefully, heedless of the room filling up with his men.
'I'm fine,' she said, pushing him away gently. 'I've an awful lot to tell you.'
He nodded. 'Your carriage is waiting outside.'
'Mine? How did you know I'd be here?'
'Fin told us which way you'd gone. We've been checking every inn, village and wayside tavern we've passed on the way out from Glour City.'
'What if you hadn't found me?'
'Then we were going down after you. I brought sorcs with me, summoners, people who hit things with sticks, the whole lot.'
'So this is a rescue mission.'
'Potentially. Only of course, you don't need rescuing.' He seemed to remember Tren, belatedly, and looked around for him. 'Where's Warvel? I suppose he survived?'
Eva glanced around. Tren's chair was empty. 'Alive and well as of a few minutes ago. He must have slipped off somewhere.'
Tren had hidden himself so thoroughly, in fact, that he could not be found anywhere. Eva smothered her disappointment as she left the inn on the way to her carriage. The filthy clothes she'd been wearing when she emerged from the Lowers had been burned, on her request, and her few remaining possessions had been loaded up already. She had instructed that the books be placed inside the carriage itself, so she could keep an eye on them on the journey home. The air was crisp, so she had hastily purchased a new, thick woollen cloak from the landlady. It was an inelegant garment, but she welcomed the warmth as she crossed the courtyard. 
Footsteps rang on the cobblestones behind her and a hand gripped hers.
'Eva, I'm sorry. I didn't realise you were - I mean - of course you would want to get home as soon as possible.'
She didn't. Actually, she was peculiarly dreading it, but she said "yes" anyway. 'Will you be in Westrarc long? I'm going to need your help convincing the Guardian that I'm not crazy.'
'I'll be a few days with Ed's mother, probably. Then I'll be coming home.' He glanced over his shoulder as Vale emerged from the inn and made his way in their direction. 'May I speak with you alone for a moment? Really briefly,' he added, seeing her hesitate.
'Of course,' she said graciously. She smiled at Vale as they passed. 'I'll join you in a moment,' she murmured, touching his hand briefly. 
Tren led her back inside the inn, into the private dining room they'd shared. He stood for so long, looking at her without speaking, that she grew confused and a little impatient.
'Tren, it would be rude of me to keep the carriage waiting long.'
'Oh - yes, of course. I'm sorry.' He stared at her again. 'I just... I just wanted to ask. Will I be seeing you again?'
She frowned slightly, uncertain what he was getting at. 'Didn't we just agree on that? I hope you aren't planning to abandon me to my fate. Without your corroboration, I'll be locked up in the asylum within a week.'
'Yes, I... suppose so. But what I really meant was - was -' He stuffed his hands into his pockets and looked at the floor. 'May I visit you? In a purely social way?'
'Oh. Well, yes, if you'd like to. You know where I live, of course.' 
He didn't. As she gave him her address he nodded solemnly, eyes fixed on her face as if he was engraving it on the inside of his brain. He didn't say anything else.
'I'd better go, then.'
'Yes,' said Tren. He opened his mouth to speak, hesitated, and shut it again. 'Safe journey home,' he said with a brief smile. Then he was gone, darting through the door as if keen to escape.
When she reached the door herself, he was nowhere in sight. Tucking her hands into the folds of her cloak, Eva walked slowly back out to the carriage where Vale waited to take her home. 
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Lokant
 
Tren was staring vacantly at the pages of an open book when the woman appeared.
It wasn’t that he’d given up, precisely. He had been hard at work since soon after moonrise and it was now long after moonset, but as he had nothing better to do and no company at all, he had every intention of continuing with his reading until he couldn’t stay awake anymore.
But some awkward part of his mind had had other ideas, ever since he’d learned that Lady Glostrum was spending the evening with Lord Angstrun instead of studying side-by-side with him as she usually did. 
Particularly since he had realised that she wasn’t coming home until the next day. What that meant did not take a great deal of intellect to decipher. When he had heard light footsteps crossing the floor of the study, his grey misery had lifted with the brief hope that Eva had come back after all.
But when he looked up, he saw a complete stranger. 
She wasn’t as tall as Eva, but she was larger in every other sense. Her hair was chestnut brown and her complexion was a shade of brown he’d never seen before. She smiled at him and paused before the desk.
‘Forgive my intrusion,’ she murmured. She had a lilting accent that was pleasing to the ear, though he couldn’t place it. ‘I wasn’t expecting anyone to be here so late.’
Tren stood up and bowed politely. ‘I probably shouldn’t be.’
‘Then that makes two of us, for I shouldn’t be here either.’
Tren smiled uncertainly. ‘Are you a friend of Lady Glostrum’s?’
‘I have never met her ladyship. I am looking for some lost property.’ The woman shifted her attention to the desk, still scattered with books, and she actually began searching through them. Feeling a flicker of alarm, Tren closed the book he was reading and stacked it up with a few others.
‘If you’ll grant me your name, I’ll tell Lady Glostrum you called. Perhaps she could help you another time?’
‘Oh, no, no,’ she replied mildly. ‘I don’t need to be helped. Ah, there it is.’ Her hand darted out; she grabbed a book from the middle of Tren’s pile and pulled it out. The rest collapsed and slithered to the floor. 
‘Um – wait, those belong to Lady Glostrum, you can’t just –’ He quickly began picking up fallen books, stacking them out of her reach.
‘This one is mine,’ the woman said, leafing through the large book that she held. Then her brow furrowed. ‘Hm. Did you remove these?’
Tren realised she was holding Andraly Winnier’s memoirs. The torn stubs of the missing pages stuck forlornly out of the centre of the book.
‘Certainly not!’ 
‘I see,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’ She turned away and made for the door, but before she reached it her form became suddenly less solid. He could make out the outline of the door before her. 
Then she vanished.
For an instant Tren sat frozen with confusion. Then, remembering that the study overlooked the street outside, he jumped out of his chair and hurried to the window. The streets were dark - the Night cloak reigned overhead, blotting out all sunlight - but the lamplighters had done their work diligently, and the streets were well illuminated with silvery-white light globes bobbing gently in the air. He could discern no sign of the chestnut-haired woman.
Tren drifted back to his chair and sat down, suddenly realising how tired he was. He had probably hallucinated the figure out of pure sleep deprivation. 
But the book was certainly gone...
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Chapter 1
 
SOMEWHERE NOT FAR from the edge of the plateau, where the goat-track snaked up the rock-strewn slope, the rain had turned to snow.
Cocooned in his cloak, his view restricted to the swaying back of the camel, Tandor had failed to notice until a gust of wind pelted icicles into his face.
He whipped off the hood and shook out his hair. The breeze, crackling with frost, smelled of his homeland. Oh, for a bath, to wash off the clinging dust and the stink of the prairie lands, of steam trains or the bane of his existence: this grumpy camel.
To his left, the escarpment descended into the land of Chevakia, its low hills and valleys bathed in murky twilight. To his right, the dying daylight touched the forbidding cliff face that formed the edge of the southern plateau, accessible only to those who knew the way.
Something flashed where the ragged rocks met the leaden sky. A tingle went up Tandor’s golden claw, pinching the skin where the metal rods met the stump of his arm. Icefire.
Ruko?
He peered up, shielding his eyes against the snow. Golden threads of icefire betrayed the boy’s presence, flooding Tandor with feelings of relief, of urgency, of panic.
Wait, wait, Ruko, not so fast. Tell me what’s going on.
There was no answer, of course. Ruko conversed only in images, and Tandor needed to be close to the boy to catch those.
But Ruko’s emotions had spoken clearly enough. By the skylights, something had happened while he was away. He flicked the reins to jolt the camel into a faster pace. The animal grumbled and tossed its head, but did as it was told.
Ruko waited at a rocky outcrop to the left of the path, seated cross-legged in the snow. An ethereal form, his skin blue-marbled, his brooding eyes black as a lowsun night. His chest shimmered where his heart should be. A lock of hair hung, dark and lanky, over his forehead; he shook it away in an impatient gesture.
Tandor slid off the camel’s back.
He held out his two hands, one of flesh, the other a golden claw. Come.
Ruko rose, towering at least a head over Tandor.
By the skylights, did that boy ever stop growing? While Tandor had been away, he had discarded his soft childish look for planes and angles.
Ruko put his hand in Tandor’s. The intense cold of it made Tandor gasp, but he steeled himself and sent a jolt of icefire into Ruko’s arm.
The image of the two hands, the live one and the blue one, faded for a scene of chaos. Huge birds with tan-coloured wings, white heads and yellow beaks swooped down on the village, carrying Eagle Knights in their traditional red tunics and short-hair cloaks, the swords on their belts clearly visible. They landed their birds in front of the guesthouse, jumped in the snow and ran to the houses, banged on doors, dragged out occupants. Adults, children.
“What, Ruko? What happened?” All those children Tandor had saved. He thought Bordertown was a safe haven, no longer frequented by merchants, no longer of interest to the Eagle Knights.
Images flowed through Tandor’s mind. Snow under his feet as Ruko ran from the village, screams from women, shouts from men. Trees flashing past. Crossbow bolts thunking into wood. And later, the main square, empty, except for deep tracks in the snow and a single child’s mitten.
Ruko’s shoulders slumped. There was a brief glimpse of the red-cheeked face of a girl, smiling. Shame. And grief.
Tandor pushed Ruko’s chin up. “No, Ruko, it’s not your fault.”
If anything, it was Tandor’s. He had left the boy alone; he couldn’t have done otherwise. He had needed to travel to Chevakia, and Ruko couldn’t leave the southern land. Across the border, where there was no icefire, Ruko would simply cease to exist.
“I’m sorry.”
Ruko batted Tandor’s hand away.
“Being angry with me doesn’t help. What can I do about it?”
Ruko’s fury burned inside him. His screams for his girl dragged away by a Knight. His pounding on the Knight’s back with insubstantial fists. Without the presence of the master, a servitor was little more than a ghost.
Ruko reached for Tandor’s belt for the dagger and the Chevakian powder gun.
“No—you’re not to kill anyone. Stay here. I’m going into town to see how many children they took.” There had better be some left, or his plan was in tatters.
Tandor swung himself back in the saddle. “Behave yourself.” In case the order wasn’t enough, he let icefire crackle from his clawed hand. Golden strands snaked around Ruko’s legs and then into the snow.
Ruko glowered at him.
“Behave, and you will get your revenge, I promise.”
He flicked the reins and the camel turned towards the town.
The southern plain spread before him, white, flat, the horizon bleeding into the grey sky. A gathering of low buildings lay in the snow like scattered fire-bricks.
Smoke curled from the chimneys. Light radiated from the windows, golden rectangles that were the only spots of colour in the grey dusk, occasionally interrupted by the silhouette of a head: someone checking out this late visitor.
There was no sound except the squeak of the saddle and the croaking of the camel’s footsteps in the freshly-fallen snow. The soft blanket had long since erased the signs of the events Ruko had witnessed in the town streets. How long ago had that been? A few days, he guessed, no more.
If only I’d come back earlier. Stupid Chevakian trains, stupid Chevakian bureaucrats not allowing the camel on the train.
At a house with a deep front yard which held a shed, Tandor tapped the camel’s shoulder. The beast sank stiffly to its knees, uttering a protesting howl.
Tandor slid from the saddle and led the beast through a creaky gate, through the yard to the shed which stood slightly apart from the house. He pushed aside the bar across the doors, dislodging clumps of snow which rained over his glove and golden claw, and went inside.
The plainsman had kept his part of the bargain. The box in the corner contained straw and a bale of hay, albeit a very dusty one.
He tied up the camel and left it to attack the hay, and ploughed through knee-deep snow to the house, a sturdy construction of rough stone. The top floor was dark, but warm light peeped around the frayed edges of a curtain in a ground floor window.
He knocked. Locks rattled; the door creaked open. It was the plainsman Ontane himself who stood there, unshaven, dressed in a loose woollen robe. For a moment, he squinted into the dusk, but then he shrank back into the hall, pushing the door half-shut. “No, no. She isn’t here.”
Tandor stopped him slamming the door with his golden arm, the points of his pincer-claw cutting gouges in the wood. “Where is your daughter?”
“Inside, but you can’t see—”
“I can’t see her? Is that what you’re saying? Fifteen years ago, I saved your daughter’s life, but I can’t see her?”
“The man said—”
“The man? Most likely, he came from the City of Glass, didn’t he? Most likely, he rode an eagle, didn’t he? And most likely he told you to give up all your citizens with . . . defects.” With each sentence, he thrust his golden claw closer to Ontane’s chest. “Imperfects. Like me. Huh? Is that what he said?”
Ontane licked his lips and straightened his back. “He said we be punished if the Knights found people like them. They got us all to come out of our houses and ransacked the place if they thought we’s hiding something. Then they lined up the children and took them all away.”
“To the City of Glass?” Please, let this not be true.
Ontane shrugged. “How do I know?”
“All of them?” Tandor clenched his good hand into a fist.
“Yes, except . . .”
“Except what?” Tandor almost screamed.
Ontane tried to retreat further, but already stood with his back against the wall. “No, no. I can’t tell you.”
“Except the one who was born since the others left, is that what you were going to say? Except your daughter and her child?” All those children he had saved over the last fifteen years. All gone?
“Not born. Not yet. They said they wasn’t going to take my daughter in the condition she’s in.”
“Let me see her.”
“No!” Ontane planted his hands at his sides.
“Why not? Would I pay for your daughter’s food if I wanted to harm her child?”
“You’ll do to the child what you did to that poor boy.” Ruko.
“That poor boy lived with an abusive family from which I saved him. That poor boy is only poor because you turned your backs on him.”
Ontane muttered, “Not a surprise, that is. He crackles with icefire, and the cold of him would freeze the kindest heart. Stupid as we be in your eyes, the villagers are not letting such in their houses as they do not understand. You know you can see through him? Here?” He put his hand on the position of his heart.
Of course you could. Ruko was a servitor. He had given his heart in exchange for his missing foot, and in exchange for never having to eat or never to be cold again. Tandor took a deep breath to calm himself.
“Have you spoken to him since?”
Ontane gave Tandor a what-do-you-take-me-for look.
“I have told you many times: he won’t harm you.”
“So you say, so you say. But many of us can’t even see him, and to the rest of us he looks like a spirit.”
Unbelievable. The Imperfect children had lived here for as long as fifteen years; the villagers should be used to them. “I’ll be taking Ruko. There is no point in leaving him here any longer. I want my sled to be ready tomorrow morning with a bear and supplies.”
A look of business came to Ontane’s eyes. “Usual fee?”
Tandor nodded. “The usual fee.” He let a silence lapse and added, “Can I see your daughter?”
Ontane opened his mouth, but Tandor said, “No look, no business.”
A silence, shifty eye movements, before Ontane said, “Jus’ a look then.” Still eyeing Tandor suspiciously, he moved into the house. Tandor followed him through the hall, where a flapping candle cast long shadows over unpainted walls and a threadbare carpet.
They entered a dimly-lit room with a blazing fire in the hearth.
In the chair against the far wall sat a girl, barely fifteen, propped up on pillows. Her face was pale and delicate, her hair dark but fine and straight. Her cheeks were red from the cold. A plain woollen dress stretched tightly over her extended belly.
Tandor breathed in deeply. The tingling of icefire snaked out from the child inside its mother’s womb: golden strands only he could see. Wild, untamed power. It called out to him, sang to him, like the voices of the mythical sirens said to be luring sailors on the iced sea.
He was sure: the child would be Imperfect. His life’s work had finally brought success.
The girl’s eyes widened. “Da, what’s he doing here? Take him away!”
Her father pulled at Tandor’s cloak. “Now leave, you sorcerer. You’ve seen her.”
With regret, Tandor let go of that tingling and retreated into the hall. He forced his breath to calm. “See? I mean her no harm.”
Ontane said nothing; the suspicious look didn’t vanish from his face.
Tandor forced a smile. “I’ll let the child grow up with her, don’t worry.” After all, it was only in adulthood that the child would be of use to him.
Ontane snorted. “Well, let’s just say I believe that when I see it.”
He accompanied Tandor through the hall back to the door. When he opened it, an icy breeze blew in a flurry of snowflakes. Tandor stepped into the cold.
With his good hand, he dug in his pocket and flicked Ontane a silvergull. The coin caught the light as it span through the air, before Ontane closed his fist around it.
The language of money convinces you easily enough. “My sled, with a strong bear. Provisions for six days.”
Ontane nodded once and shut the door.
In total silence, Tandor strode through the village, trying to ignore heads vanishing behind curtains.
All you shallow greedyguts. Took my money while it was available, but cared nothing for the lives of the children who lived with you?
In all these fifteen years, nothing had changed. In fact, nothing had changed since his mother had fled the City of Glass. Well, things were going to have to change now.
*     *     *
The front desk of the inn was unmanned, but Tandor’s ring of the bell brought the matron hustling from a back room.
“Oh.” She hesitated in the doorway, her eyes wide. For a moment, it looked like she was going to comment on Tandor’s long absence, but she didn’t. Clever woman, had a nose for business. “Usual room?”
Tandor nodded.
He followed her up the stairs where she opened the door to a musty room and bustled in the fireplace to light the fire.
He asked her to fill the bath with hot water.
“My maids have gone home, but I will do it myself. I always be glad to give the best to our best customer.” She winked at Tandor.
Once, he might have responded, but the villagers’ shallow bids to please him made him feel sick. The woman was about his age. Her face no longer held curves of beauty, but the lines of long, hard work. She cared nothing for him, or for the children. She only wanted his money.
“You be going after the children?” she asked when he failed to react.
“I’ll do my best.”
“Oh, it’s such a disaster. My poor daughter lost her little boy as well. He was only four, like a child he were to her. Every day poor Poony has been asking about her brother. Tell me, what do you think they will have done with the children?” Her eyes glittered by the lamplight.
Tandor shrugged. He truly had no idea. Most Knights were from the Pirosian clan who couldn’t even see icefire. They had been on a fifty-year mission to eradicate all remnants of the Thillei clan, but they wouldn’t have bundled the children onto sleds if they wanted to kill them.
“And then that mean bastard Ontane gets to keep his Myra. Y’know what I think? I think he’s paid the Knights so he could keep her. He’s willing enough to bargain with money. I think he—”
Tandor held up his hand.
“Yes, yes. The bath. I know. I’m going.”
Soaking in the tub not much later, Tandor transformed himself. First, he rubbed dirt from his skin. He washed dust from his hair until it was once again golden. Then he ran his golden claw through his locks until the colour leaked from it like honey, leaving his hair deep, glossy black.
Standing in front of the mirror, he blinked his eyes, let icefire crackle from his fingertips onto his face, and blinked a few more times. With each blink his eyes faded from brown, to grey, to green to a brilliant dark blue. The colour of his birth.
Then the hardest part. He called up a ball of icefire and shaped it into two symmetrical curls floating in the air. The curls descended towards Tandor’s cheeks, one on each side. He closed his eyes and braced himself. Searing pain. The smell of burned flesh. His mouth opened in a scream of pain, of punishment, of lust or satisfaction.
Panting, he opened his eyes, staring at his sweaty face in the mirror, where symmetrical curls of golden paint marked his cheeks, like the tattoos noble men in the City of Glass received when they became adults.
The Knights might have dealt him a blow, but he wasn’t defeated. The children were in custody, but they were most likely in the palace, exactly where he wanted them.
He needed to know if he had enough Imperfects to freeze the guards for long enough to get into the palace.
By the light of the fire in the hearth, he dug in his luggage and brought a heavy book on his knees. Let’s see, the guard level on the palace gates would be at a minimum because of the Newlight festival. He guessed there would be ten Knights. That meant he needed . . .
His pen scratched over the paper as he added up the numbers as he had learned from his grandfather’s diary. Body weight by strength. Himself, Ruko, the boy in the city . . . that was not enough. He did have one other Imperfect: Ontane’s daughter Myra. He crossed out the numbers and re-calculated. Yes, that would give him enough power to take out ten guards, and once he was in the palace, he could draw on the fifty Imperfect children.
Yes, he could do it.
 



Chapter 2
 
ONTANE CROSSED his arms over his chest. He leaned back against the shed door, which he had just closed after dragging the sled out into the yard. “I told you, she’s not for sale. Here in Bordertown we don’t do the women’s things like they do in the City of Glass.”
“How much do you want then?” Tandor asked, while casually dumping his travel chest on the luggage rack of the sled. The white bear in the harness gave an annoyed snort. Ruko leaned forward over the driver’s seat and patted the animal’s furry rump while giving Tandor an impatient glance. Yes, Ruko wanted to get going. He had been waiting outside the inn at daybreak. That in itself was worrying enough. Ruko should not have been able to break those bonds Tandor had put on him yesterday.
“You don’ give up, do you?” Ontane growled.
“No. A hundred silvergulls?”
“My daughter is not for sale!”
“I don’t want to buy her. I want her to come with me to the City of Glass. I’ll take her there, and I’ll bring her back. Two hundred silvergulls?”
Ontane shrugged. He cast a shifty-eyed look at the shed doors, as if wondering if his wife or daughter were listening. “The Knights thought it be too risky to take her a few days ago, why should you take her now? She’ll be needing another mother to be with her when she . . .” He spread his hands.
“My lady friend is one of the best midwives in the City of Glass. She has delivered hundreds of children and birthed nine of her own. Do you want a more experienced woman?” Or do you want me to take your wife off your hands as well? “Two hundred and fifty silvergulls?”
Ontane tightened his arms over his chest. “It’s not up to me to agree on something like this. Dara’s gonna kill me if I do anything to the girl.”
Tandor had only met the girl’s mother once, a dumpy, unattractive woman with a permanent scowl on her face.
“Your wife will be glad you have the money to buy her a new carpet.”
“There be nothing wrong with my carpet!” A blush rose to Ontane’s cheeks. He snorted and looked down. “Although it’s not exactly new . . .”
“Precisely. Women notice these things, take it from me.”
“Hmph. What do you know about women?”
“Enough to know that I’m right.”
Ontane sniffed and raked hair away from his face. “I don’ like it. Why do you want her to come anyway? I thought you were hiding her with us here.”
“I was, but your stupidity of bringing the Knights down on Bordertown has changed everything—”
“How many times do I need to tell you: it weren’t my fault.”
“Whoever’s fault it was, I need to go into the City of Glass to get the children back. Including, I presume, your grandson’s father. Don’t tell me none of the other families in Bordertown question why you got to keep your daughter.”
Ontane’s face went red. “I told you: the Knights din’ want to take her like this.”
“I’ve not known the Knights to show such compassion. Maybe there was a bribe involved?”
“Hmph.” Ontane scuffed his feet in the snow. “I want three hundred silvergulls.”
“That’s robbery!” But Tandor knew that now Ontane started negotiating, he’d won.
“It may be, but I’m the one that’s happy with my daughter being where she is.”
“And with an old carpet on your floor. Two hundred and sixty.”
“What do you think I am? I want two-ninety.”
“A man with a nose for business. I could just walk away from this deal and you’d get nothing. In fact, I’m in a hurry, so I best get going.” Tandor picked up another of his packs and set it on top of the chest, then went about lashing both items to the luggage rack.
Ruko was jiggling his leg and fiddling with the reins.
“No, no. It’s not as easy as that, mister. Two-eighty.”
“Da, what’s going on?” The shed door had opened and the girl poked her head out.
“Go back inside, Myra,” Ontane said.
“You’re talking about me.”
“We weren’t.”
“You can’t fool me, Da. I heard you. What’s it about?”
“The sorcerer wants you to come with him.”
The girl squeaked. “Go with him? Like this?”
She spread her arms. She was a thin, mousey thing with a fine-featured face, narrow shoulders and slender arms. One of her sleeves flapped empty below the wrist. While there might have been an element of beauty to her, Tandor’s gaze was drawn to her swollen belly. It was hard to believe a female belly could stretch that much and still be part of her.
Tandor repressed feelings of discomfort. “My lady friend in the City of Glass is a very good midwife. She will look after you. Certainly a country girl like yourself would like to see the marvels of the City of Glass? You would like to buy some nice dresses from the city’s best merchants, and go to the Newlight celebrations?”
The girl’s eyes widened. “The Newlight celebrations? In the City of Glass? See the games? People competing from all over the land?”
“That’s what I think I said, yes.”
“Oh Da, it doesn’t sound so bad. Can I go?”
Ontane snorted, and then shrugged. “I suppose your mother . . .” He shrugged again and met Tandor’s eyes. “This, uhm, lady friend of yours . . .”
“Mistress Loriane, one of the city’s midwives.”
“And what if she . . . if it happens on the way? I’m guessing he doesn’t have any experience.” Ontane nodded at Ruko.
Tandor repressed a shudder. “Look at it this way: the Knights will be back. If they find her here, you will never see her again. If she comes with us, there will be a good chance that you’ll see your grandchild. Anyway, my lady friend tells me that such . . . women’s things have a habit of happening safely by themselves.” He was groping for words. By the skylights, every word spoken delayed him further, with the chance that this dreaded thing would indeed happen before he got to Loriane’s house. He’d heard a woman’s birth screams once, while he stood, powerless, hidden between stuffy clothing in a dressing room. Oh my love, if I knew I’d do that to you.
“It’s all about your daughter’s safety,” he said, pushing away those memories.
“Hmph safety. I want your guarantee that you’ll bring her back here alive and healthy, not blue and cold like that ghost over there.” Ontane raised a warning finger, the nail chipped and blackened from work.
Tandor met his piercing eyes. Ontane wasn’t stupid. He knew that Tandor would have to turn Myra into a servitor if she was to be useful to him.
“She will be back here as you know her.” Once he had control of the City of Glass, all the power of its Heart would be his, and he could return her in the original state. “Are we agreed then?”
Ontane fixed his gaze on his daughter, who smiled at him. “Please, Da?”
“Right then,” Ontane muttered.
“Oh, thank you.” She gave him an awkward hug.
Over his daughter’s shoulder, Ontane mouthed, two-seventy.
Two-sixty, Tandor mouthed back.
Ontane’s face twisted into a snarl, but he didn’t protest. “You’ll be the ruin of me.” He hawked and spat in the snow to seal the deal. “Go get your things then, girl.”
Tandor put his attention to securing his luggage to the sled.
Promises, promises. His life hung together with promises. Once he had established himself in the City of Glass, there would be no more promises. He raised his eyes to the sky. Not even to you, Mother.
 



Chapter 3
 
CARRO PICKED UP the cup from the merchant’s table, feigning interest. A mother and a daughter had come to the stall and the mother had asked if the merchant had any good sets of tableware for sale, and she had unwittingly saved Carro from doing what he dreaded.
While her mother spoke to the merchant, the daughter studied the items on the table, a dusty collection of bric-a-brac, the sort of things that remained after grandmother had died and all her relatives had scavenged her possessions.
The girl was nervously winding a thin strip of leather with a gull’s tail feather attached around her fingers. One of the newly blooded virgins.
She let her eyes roam over Carro’s shorthair Knight’s cloak and the straps of his riding harness, which dangled from underneath. Her expression was one of fear or interest; he couldn’t decide which. He knew her vaguely, like he knew most people here, or they knew him. His stomach churned. He did not want to do this, not in the safe haven of his childhood.
He glanced over his shoulder, between the crowded stalls, the garlands of yellow paper hung from their canopies, and the steady stream of patrons that tottered out of the meltery, faces red from bloodwine. All the signs that the Newlight festival was in full swing.
The Junior Knight Captain leaned against the wall, the map in his hands. He was looking straight at Carro.
“Can I assist the dear sir?”
Carro started. The mother and daughter had left.
“Uhm . . .” He put down the cup he was still holding.
The merchant was a middle-aged man, his short-cropped hair and beard more grey than black. Age had lined his face, but his eyes were clear and blue. He wore black. Everyone in the Outer City knew what that meant.
“Oh, it’s you.” The man smiled. “I had been wondering how you were getting on with the Knights.”
“Very well, thank you.”
“You know that all of us in the Outer City are proud of you?”
*     *     *
Carro stands at the stall; the table has suddenly become a lot taller. The cover of the book feels rough under his fingers. He opens it, marvelling at the beautiful print on pages of glossy paper. The book’s scent floats on the breeze, releasing the smell of fifty years of hiding in a musty cupboard.
I want this one, he says.
The merchant reaches across the table. He wears a short beard, black, the same colour as his clothes. It’s the colour of the Brotherhood of the Light.
The merchant says, I don’t think your couple of foxes of pocket money would pay for that. He eases the book out of Carro’s hands. Besides, I don’t think you want to be seen with this. Your father would whip you if he knew you had it.
Carro shivers. His father would, too. His father doesn’t like the Brothers. It’s illegal to possess anything that belonged to families who supported the old king. But he promised his friend Isandor. And the book is so beautiful.
Carro puts his hand in his pocket and closes his fingers on the gold eagle, the metal warm and heavy against his leg. It’s not his money, well, some of it is, but most of it is his friend’s. He takes it out and puts it on the table.
He says, I want the book.
*     *     *
“You’ll be flying in the race today?”
Carro gasped. The words of the past were still on his lips. I want the book. He blinked at the merchant, who was waiting for a reply.
“Oh—uhm—the race. Yes, I will.” His heart thudded. He hated how he had these spells where he drifted off into his memories.
“So you’re here to visit your parents?”
Carro glanced over his shoulder again, where the Junior Knight Captain was still looking at him, drumming his fingers on the side of the sled. No way to get out of this. He closed his eyes and sighed.
“No. I’m afraid I’m on patrol. Do you have any illegal items?”
The merchant took in a sharp breath. His eyes widened. No, he hadn’t expected that either, after Carro’s history.
Carro ploughed on, speaking rehearsed words with a tongue that felt like tanned hide. “You can give illegal items to me now, and there will be no fuss. If I have to call my Captain . . .” He shivered. The merchant might tell the Captain that he had sold Carro some of those illegal items.
“No, no, you needn’t do that.” The man rummaged in the space under the bench and retrieved a box with a dusty assortment of bric-a-brac. There were some forks, silver, richly stamped with the crests of the old families, the Thilleian house. There were metal stands for lights—the silver globes gone of course—a couple of sheets in neat print. Carro ran his finger over the paper, feeling the raised profile of the ink. Familiar. His books were like that. The old people used to have machines that melted ink onto the paper. The books that were still under his bed in his father’s house, the books Carro hoped no one would find.
Carro took the box, meeting the merchant’s eyes. He cringed with the anger in the man’s expression. “I’m sorry, but I’m asking every merchant.”
“Sure,” the man said, his voice stiff. “You know this sort of stuff turns up every now and then.”
“You should hand in any illegal material as soon as you get it.” Carro hated his own words.
“I hadn’t gotten around to doing that.”
All lies. Carro wanted to hear no more, lest the merchant dig up uncomfortable truths from Carro’s past. This was enough warning, for both of them.
*     *     *
Seated on a mound of snow, with his peg leg sticking out awkwardly into the narrow alley, Isandor opens the book on his knees. His skinny fingers trace the writing. He whispers, Wow. A lock of glossy hair falls over his shoulders.
A real diary from the time of the old king, Carro boasts. The best he had. You should have seen his face when I showed him the money.
You’re a real hero, Carro.
Carro smiles. No one else calls him a hero.
Who wrote this? Isandor has a dreamy look on his face.
The king’s court historian. Carro bends forward and flicks the pages, trying to ignore his numb and cold fingers. Heroes are not cold.
Wait. Isandor stops Carro’s hand. There is a drawing on the page with many lines leading from one box to another. Look at this. It’s a map of the city with this thing they call the Heart.
The Heart? There is no such thing. Carro feels uncomfortable. His father has spoken of this thing once and he’d seen it when he flicked through the book.
It is the Heart, Isandor says. It says so in the book. It’s a machine under the palace. They say it’s the source of icefire. Isandor raises his head. His eyes are distant. You know this book sings?
Sings? Carro shivers.
Yes, can’t you hear it?
Carro shakes his head. What song?
There isn’t a song. It’s like the band in the meltery. The music just plays on and on, but no one takes any notice of it until it stops. That’s what it’s like.
Carro shrugs. It’s strange. Then again, Isandor has Thilleian blood, Carro is sure about that.
The old king only needed to reach into the air and icefire would spark from his fingers. He would kill people with it. Old people still tell the stories.
*     *     *
Carro carried the box across the marketplace to the sled, repressing memories unlocked by the musty smell. Other merchants, all people he knew, followed his every move. Stone-hard looks on stone-hard faces. He wanted to scream that it wasn’t his choice to do this job, that he’d been told to do it, that the Knights with him were all older and hated him, that . . .
He dumped the box on the luggage tray of the sled. The Knight Captain strolled to the sled and rummaged through the contents in a bored fashion.
“Another load of old junk,” he drawled. “You know, we’ve collected so many light stands over the past few days, one wonders where the lights are.”
Carro didn’t meet his gaze. The silver light globes were always gone by the time these items came to the market. Even if the lights had been complete when the merchant obtained the items, he would know better than take the globes to market. They were worth a fortune, those bulbs that needed only icefire to glow.
The merchant hadn’t given up everything he had, Carro was sure of that. He had just hoped that by going to the Brother’s stand first, he would have spared the man a more thorough inspection.
No such luck.
The Captain flicked his fingers and pushed himself off the sled.
The other two Knights of the patrol moved towards the stall. One spoke, but they were too far away for Carro to hear. The merchant shook his head. Then the second Knight grabbed the edge of the table and turned it upside down. Pots and plates flew everywhere, shattering on the frozen ground.
As Carro had suspected, there were more boxes underneath, ones that held far more damning material than the few stands and leaflets he had collected. He could see the spines of books and items of clothing in black and silver: the colours of the Thilleian house.
“You said you inspected that one?” The Knight Captain raised his eyebrows at Carro. “Are you Apprentice puppies capable of anything?”
Carro clenched his fists. The Brotherhood merchant was looking straight at him.
“I thought you would actually be of some use to us here,” the Captain continued. “That’s why I asked your Tutor if you could come. You did weasel your way into the knighthood from this slum, didn’t you?”
Carro shrugged.
“Answer me when I ask you a question.” The Captain slapped Carro in the face. “And look at me when I’m talking to you.”
“Yes, Captain.” Carro met the man’s eyes.
“Then go and carry all that rubbish onto the sled.”
“Yes, Captain.”
Carro set off to the ravaged stand, past the yellow garlands that seemed to mock him. His cheek stung, but he resisted the urge to wipe it. Every merchant and many of the market’s customers were looking at him. Carro, the pride boy of the Outer City. Carro, the son of a lowly merchant who had made it into the Eagle Knights. Carro, who had come back to betray his own people.
“I want that merchant watched,” the Knight Captain said behind him to another member of the patrol. “See who visits him and what they bring, or buy.”
 



Chapter 4
 
THE SLED swished to a halt at a spot where a mound of snow broke the monotony of the plain. Tandor peered into the low sun, which trailed long shadows over the snow. Little diamond-like specks twinkled in the powdery surface untouched by man or beast. At the horizon, the sky faded from pink to the most delicate of blue. The tall buildings of the City of Glass were mere specks in the distance, glittering needles that reflected the sunlight in their glass facades. What tranquility, what incredible beauty. This was home, this was what his heart had been denied all those years his mother had forced him to live in the dust and noise of Chevakia.
“What are we doing here?” a whining girl’s voice said. The bundle of furs that hid Myra from view stirred. Her head poked out.
“Enjoying the view,” Tandor said. He’d grown wary of her complaints. Her back hurt, her head hurt, she was cold, she needed to piss. “You asked for us to stop somewhere you could piss behind a tree. Well, there aren’t any trees on this plain as you might have noticed, so it will have to be a stack of ice instead. Here you go.”
He jumped down from the sled, his footsteps creaking in the snow. The cool air that charged his lungs made steaming puffs of mist when he exhaled.
He unlashed a net from the back of the sled and took an ice pick and a shovel.
“What are you doing with those?” Myra asked.
“Some big business.”
She wrinkled her face, but pushed herself up awkwardly. With a bit of luck, she would go for a walk to the other side of the mound.
“You’re welcome to watch.”
“You’re not just creepy, you’re disgusting.”
“At your service, lady.”
She sniffed, let herself down from sled with a wince and waddled off. Good.
Tandor positioned himself so that the peak of the snow mound and the glittering buildings of the City of Glass aligned. His gaze tracked the barely perceptible line that marked the shore of the Frozen Sea, the flat plain of the iced-over bay to his left, soft undulating snow-covered hills on his right.
Yes, he was at the place the diary had described.
He glanced around, checking if Myra had gone. Ruko stood at the sled, glaring into the light. The bear fidgeted, shaking its shoulders and jiggling the harness. Steam blew from its nostrils. Ruko patted its back, to which it responded with an angry snort.
Tandor glanced at Ruko. You deal with it.
Ruko gave Tandor his usual fuck-you look and flicked his hair out of his eyes. Tandor had tried to cut it, but the boy wouldn’t let him near. With every step they came closer to the City of Glass, Ruko grew stronger. He had heaved huge blocks of ice out of the sled’s path with his bare hands. He had run after the bear when it got it into its mind to chase after a group of gulls and he had dragged the bear back by the scruff of its neck. Tandor had needed a lot of icefire to make Ruko let go of the bear.
Tandor swung his ice-pick up above his shoulder and drove it hard into the mound. Ice chips flew in arcs of glittering diamonds. Two more hits and the point of the pick hit a hard object under the snow with a “ping”.
Good. He was definitely at the right place. The secret had not been disturbed. There was hope yet.
A few scrapes with the shovel later, he had unearthed a door handle, a few more and the rest of the door had become visible, a plain metal surface, pitted and weathered over time. Tandor stuck the pick and shovel in the snow and yanked at the handle. It wouldn’t turn.
He gathered strands of icefire from the air—much stronger this close to the city—and directed them at the door. Steam hissed. The metal vibrated and glowed. He yanked at the door again and this time it opened. Cold and stale air spilled out of the dark maw.
The bear gave a low growl, lifting one corner of its dark lips.
Tandor let his hand stray to the Chevakian powder gun he carried in his belt. Icefire oozed from the door, against which the gun was of course perfectly useless.
He felt a stab of anger at having shown such a basic Chevakian reaction. All his life he’d lived in the blasted foreign country. It had corrupted him.
He had even known that there was supposed to be a field of icefire here.
This was not the time to hesitate or make silly mistakes. He’d best hurry up before the nosy girl came back. If the past day was anything to go by, she’d be asking plenty of questions already.
He stepped inside and tripped over something. By the skylights, it was dark in here. According to the maps in the diary, there should be a light somewhere on the wall.
He stumbled to the side, hands outstretched, until his palms met slime-covered stone. A waft of cold air drifted in from outside.
Ah, there was the lever, the metal ice-cold under his fingers. He pushed it up. A light flicked on, cold and white and incredibly bright. It came from a round globe unlike the oil lamps used by the common folk in the city or the gas lamps in Chevakia.
The beauty, the wonder of it. How could the Pirosian Eagle Knights have denied the people of the City of Glass this technology? How could they have condemned the citizens to living in poverty as primitives while these wonders existed?
The room was dank and moist. Against the far wall, a staircase wound down into the earth, much like the dungeons in the palace, with which he had made unfortunate acquaintance, and just as slippery. Unlike the one in the palace, this staircase was covered in slime from disuse, accumulated over all those years that water had seeped through the stone.
Tandor made his way down, groping along the wall for additional lights. A fear grew in him as to what he would find at the bottom of the stairs. What would remain of his plan if the machine was ruined by meltwater?
The stairs ended in a round chamber. A table stood in the middle, and on it, an array of jars and tubes, a large metal box with levels and buttons. He ran his finger along a glass tube. A tingle of icefire crept up his hand. What purposes had this strange equipment served? There might be some records of it scattered in the antique shops of Chevakia and Arania, where refugees from the palace had taken their goods, but it was likely that no one would ever know. That was the crime the Eagle Knights had committed. All that knowledge lost. They had plunged the City of Glass into the worst period of backwardness history had ever seen, condemned anyone who was not of Pirosian noble blood to poverty. Simply because they were afraid of icefire, and jealous of those who could see and use it.
At the far end of the room a bank of tables lined the wall, their surface a maze of controls and dials, many of which were rusty and probably no longer worked. In the old days, this machine distributed the power for the city’s heat and lights and for trains that flew along rails, much like Chevakia’s steam trains, but without the smoke, the stink and the noise of the engine.
In those days, the machine they called the Heart of the City beat strongly in the catacombs of the palace. The more power was channelled away, the more the Heart produced. Now, ignored and isolated, cocooned in its underground prison, its beat had faded to a feeble throb. Even after they’d seized power, the Knights hadn’t been able to turn it off. Its fuel was contained within the machine, which dated from much further back.
Tandor sank in the chair that faced the panels, and slowly extracted the key which he had spent months travelling to find from under his clothes. Discovering it, after a lifetime of searching, in a box of curiosities on a market in northern Chevakia, had been the culmination of his work. If he could turn the distribution network back on, the Heart would again be powerful, and increased icefire would be available to all who could use it around the city. Then those people, the Thilleians, would make the southern land great again. Of course it wasn’t quite so simple, even though his mother would like to think so, but it was a start.
The key was a strange thing, a thin strip of metal as long as his thumb, with two ridges on either side. He slipped the chain that held it in place from around his neck, feeling the stern eyes of his dead ancestors prick in the back of his head. They knew what he risked, and they knew of the glory of days past, and of the disasters. They also knew that he had no army to control the icefire the machine would produce.
They’re in the City of Glass already; they will help me because they are destined to do so.
But he had to obtain their hearts for them to be unconditionally obedient to him. They had to be servitors, like Ruko. At the thought of Ruko, an unpleasant thought surfaced.
If I wait any longer, I won’t be able to control him anymore. If I wait any longer, the Knights will kill the children, and then all my work will have been for nothing.
He stared at the controls. Dust-coated engravings in the metal surface. Levers stuck out of slots, their handles made from Chevakian wood inlaid with river pearl. There were little silica windows with silver embossing, now dark and lifeless. The work oozed beauty and craftsmanship.
I owe it to the souls of all the Imperfects who have been killed since the Knights took power.
There would not be a second chance. This was the best time of the year to find the Eagle Knights distracted with the Newlight celebrations. Half of them would take part in the competitions and the other half would be drunk or in some woman’s bed.
He didn’t have another fifteen years to scout out another army. It was make do with these children, or not at all. He did have enough power to get into the palace.
I am no quitter, Mother, no matter how much you think I am.
He breathed in deeply and slotted the key into the panel. Strands of icefire bent to his hand. He pressed a button. A tiny light lit up, under a cover yellowed with age. Silver engraving reflected the glow. Underneath the ice on the plain between here and the City of Glass, in a pipe that contained threads that Chevakians called wire, a signal would travel to the underground power network to come to life. And under the palace, the Heart would respond.
Tandor went through the motions he had memorised from the diary. The network needed water to cool down. The underground passages needed to be opened up to let the heat escape. He slid up levers and turned dials. More lights blinked into life.
Everything seemed to be working the way it should. He had five days before the machine would come into its full power. This would be one sizzler of a Newlight celebration.
Cramped, shivering, Tandor rose from the seat.
He charged back up the stairs, across the slippery bunker and out into the brightness of the snow-covered ice. He heaved the door back into its place and used his pick to push snow over it.
Ruko waited in the driver’s seat, the reins in his hands, an impatient scowl on his face.
Myra sat in the sled, rummaging through her luggage.
Tandor jumped onto the seat. “Ready to go? From here straight to the City of Glass. We’ll be there today.”
He expected a keen response from her. The prospects of visiting markets and shops had kept her happy for the past two days, but she wasn’t looking at the horizon at all. Her underwear was bunched around her knees. His heart jumped. Please, no.
“Anything wrong?”
“I’m bleeding.” She sniffed, wiping a tear from her cheek.
“What does that mean?” His heart thudded.
“I don’t know!”
“Does it hurt?”
She shook her head. “It’s only a tiny bit.” But her voice sounded unsteady. Her face was very pale. He glanced at her underwear, spotting streaks of blood-tinged slime. Was that normal?
“Do you have any . . . pains?”
She shook her head again.
“You think you can hang on for a bit longer? We’re almost there.” By the skylights, please. He heard a woman’s screams in his mind. Then the feeble cry of a baby. The horrified voice of the midwife, This one’s deformed.
“I think so,” Myra whispered.
Tandor took a deep breath to calm his thudding heart. “Let’s go then.”
 



Chapter 5
 
THE EYRIE of the eagle knights perched atop the second highest tower in the City of Glass. A place where windows had been removed and eagles and their riders could fly in and out freely.
Yellow feet outstretched, Carro’s eagle glided into this dark maw that was its home. Air disturbed by its flapping wings propelled straw in little eddies to the corners of the landing area. From their tethering spots further into the building, other eagles squawked and ruffled feathers.
Carro unclipped his harness and slid off the back of his eagle. He swayed with the effects of too much bloodwine, but he forced his feet to move. Never mind the Newlight festival, there’d be trouble if he was caught drunk in the Eyrie.
Six birds stood tethered to the central bar. One of them was ripping at a mass of blood and fur that might once have been a Legless Lion cub. Two other birds were preening themselves, and one regarded Carro with a roving orange eye.
Carro tied the reins to the far end of the bar and threw the bird a hunk of meat. As if it knew that he was supposed to rub it down before leaving, the animal cocked its head and gave him a disdainful glare before it pierced the meat with its claw to claim it. Yet it didn’t bend down to tear strips off the meat. It arched its neck. A series of spasms rippled through the animal’s body. It opened its beak wide and spat a fur ball onto the floor.
A stable boy skittered past and shovelled it, still steaming, into a bucket. His eyes were wide. “Did you see that, how fast I got it?”
If he expected coin, Carro had spent his last money on drink. He shrugged, and continued to the door, bloodwine churning uncomfortably in his stomach.
That was not an honourable thing to do. But he had no coin left.
After the market raids, the men had gone to the meltery. The older Knights had been drinking hard and had challenged him to keep up. Which he had, just, including two trips to the alley at the back of the meltery to spew, standing over the pink-stained snow, hating himself for the waste of money. His father might be a merchant, but he was an Outer City merchant with nowhere near as much wealth as the city nobles whose sons usually went into the Knighthood.
He avoided the young stable boy’s questioning gaze.
Later. He’d give double the going rate later. The thought only added to the misery he already felt.
The merchant’s shocked face. I trusted you. All those others watching him. He’d betrayed his own people. What would they do when he came back, when he and Isandor flew in the race? Would they still cheer? What would the Knights do if they knew the full truth about him? There was no way, no way, he’d go back to his father.
He left the eyrie for the darkness of the corridor. Against the wall stood an eagle statue carved from opaque glass, with orange gems for eyes.
The Knight served his eagle; the eagle served the Knight.
It was said that the first eagles had been bred in the palace from the much smaller birds that lived in the mountains. Rumours went that icefire had gone into their blood and that this was the reason they were big enough to carry a fully grown man in leather armour.
The Tutor said that this was nonsense spread by “certain elements”, by which he meant the Brotherhood. But the Brothers said they spoke the truth about the eagles being giant forms of wild eagles, and many Knights believed it. This statue symbolised the first of those birds.
The Tutors and upper command didn’t like it, but most Knights placed small offerings at the glass eagle’s feet. For luck. The Tutors didn’t like that either.
Carro stopped and stroked the cold glass neck, smoothened by the passage of many hands. He leaned his forehead against the glass, hoping it would clear his drunken head. If you have any power at all, help me.
Then again, why should it help him? He had never been brave enough to give an offering.
*     *     *
Carro’s mother sits across the table, yelling at him.
If I hear one more word about that nonsense . . .
It’s not nonsense. Just because his mother fails to understand why the Brotherhood does things such as calculating the power of sunlight doesn’t mean that it is untrue.
It is true; he and Isandor did the experiment as it said in the book. They went out into the alley and let the light shine through the looking-glass they bought at the markets. The intense spot of light caused the paper to burst into flames. The book told them why this happened: because of the shape of the glass and the direction of the sunlight. It also explained that you could do a similar thing with icefire.
They were laughing at their success when his mother found them.
Carro hangs his head. No use arguing.
Go and help your father in the warehouse. She flaps her hand at the door, already bored.
Yes. mother.
*     *     *
Carro froze, his heart thudding, his cheek still against the glass beak of the eagle.
Voices echoed from lower levels of the eyrie, the meaning inaudible. Carro heard his name in every shout, mockery in every bout of laugher. Even the winds whistling through the howling staircase shrieked his name. Carro, the betrayer. Carro, the gutless. Carro, who had to follow his cripple friend to the Knighthood.
“There you are, Apprentice Carro.”
Carro gasped.
The Tutor Rider stood behind him, hands on his hips. A man with a beak-like nose, much like an eagle.
Carro scrambled away from the statue, kicking a few coins across the stone floor. Blood rose in his cheeks. Had the Tutor seen how he’d embraced the glass eagle?
“Where were you? I expected you at training.”
“With the Knight patrol. You gave me permission—”
“I did?”
“Yes, the patrol Captain—”
The Tutor slapped Carro’s face, hard. “The Eagle Order has five pillars: Obedience, Honour, Honesty, Humility and Silence. You disregard all of them. May I remind you that your status is of no import amongst the Knights?”
Status? He had no status. His father was a lowly merchant. Oh, his status as the only Outer City Apprentice? His status as the Apprentices’ pissing post?
His gaze on the toes of his boots—scuffed, unpolished—he said, “The Patrol Captain asked if I could come with them to the markets. You gave me permission to go.” He’d done nothing wrong—except getting drunk.
The Tutor pushed Carro’s head up and spat in his face.
“You disrespect me. And you’re drunk. Go to your dormitory and sleep it off. Report for cleaning duty tomorrow.”
The Tutor turned and made for the door. “And be glad I’m not giving you worse punishment.”
Carro looked up defiantly, wiping saliva off his face with the sleeve of his tunic.
“And wash yourself. You’re disgusting!” the Tutor yelled in the confined space of the corridor. The sound of his footsteps faded.
Carro went down the staircase which took him down to the Apprentices’ dormitory, a long room with rows of mats against both walls. Blankets lay neatly rolled-up at the head-end of each.
A few older Learners huddled together on one mat, casting furtive glances at the door as Carro came in.
“And then,” one boy was saying, “Then I could see her, right through her dress, you know, and man, does she have puppies.”
The boys guffawed. One or two glanced at Carro.
“Heh, you look like you fell off your bird again,” snorted one called Jono.
They always had to remind him of that moment, in the second lesson, when his eagle had taken off so quickly that he hadn’t secured himself in the harness.
Clamping his jaws, Carro crossed the room to the shelves at the far end, and took a clean uniform from the shelf labelled with his name.
“Listen to me then,” another Apprentice said. “I seen her the day before yesterday. She were going into the baths. There were guards outside, and some went inside with her.”
“Do you think they . . .”
More guffaws.
“Nah. She’ll pick the real pretty ones. Like that one.”
All boys turned to Carro. A grin spread across Jono’s face.
“Hey, pretty boy.”
One elbowed the speaker in the side. “Hush. He be selected, I think. I heard some Tutors talking about him.”
“And they let him stay with us? Do they want him undamaged?”
Jono laughed aloud. For some reason, he’d been picking on Carro since the first day of their training. It started with comments on Carro’s clothing, and his parents. Then there had been taunts about the Outer City, and about his clumsiness and his girl-like curls—which Carro had cut off at the earliest opportunity.
Carro kept his gaze to the floor. Do not talk back, do not talk back. With everything at the eyrie, that only made things.
“Hey, boy? You be a virgin?”
*     *     *
Carro stares across the room. The girl has hair like bronze. It dances over her shoulders when she moves her head. She’s come with the seamstress who is going to make some new dresses for his sister to wear to dinner parties to show off the material his father has imported from Arania. Then rich women will come from the city to buy the fabric.
Business. Fabric on the table and patterns spread out over the couch.
The pretty girl should be wearing the dresses, not his dumpy sister. The girl would look like a goddess. She should be outside, celebrating Newlight, but instead she’s here with her boss on his mother’s whim.
She smiles. Around her neck she wears a strip of leather with a gull’s tail feather tied to it. She’s freshly blooded and free to consort with whomever she wants. And she’s watching him.
Carro’s cheeks burn with heat. Distant thumps of festival music roar in his ears.
Carro, I told you to get the account books. Why haven’t you done it yet?
Carro gasps. That’s his father. He’ll be in for another punishment when the seamstress leaves.
He jumps up, but still looks at the girl, and doesn’t see the table. He hits the corner with his knee. Cups go flying with loud clanks and clatters. Tea seeps into the tablecloth.
You clumsy boy! his mother yells.
The girl giggles.
Carro flees, blood throbbing in all sorts of uncomfortable places.
*     *     *
Carro snuck into the bathroom as quietly as he could, trying not to catch the boys’ attention.
Here, his footsteps echoed in an icy silence of tiles and stone. Puffs of mist lingered in the air from his breath. The fire from the drying room barely brought any warmth. A fat icicle trailed from the tiny window in the top of the opposite wall almost to the ground. The city buildings were so different from those in the Outer City. These buildings were open, square and cold. The houses in the Outer City were round, without windows, and with a central stove that kept the house warm all day.
Being a Knight wasn’t meant to be comfortable.
He undressed himself, and rinsed the smell of bloodwine out of his clothes, shuddering at the memories of the Learner Knight from the patrol who had kept buying him drinks, while his stomach was already protesting. To get him punished no doubt. He poured several pitchers of ice-cold water over his head and then got to work on the bathroom floor. Cleaning duty, he’d done his fair share. He collected the broom and scrubbed the tiles.
When he went to hang his clothes to dry, the Apprentices who had been in the dormitory blocked the door of the drying room. Jono was in the middle of the group. He said lazily, “It think it’s time the pet got a lesson, don’t you?” He scratched the crotch of his trousers.
*     *     *
The girl’s name is Kaila. She holds his arm and talks and giggles. Carro listens to her cheerful babble and wonders how he can guide her into the furniture-maker’s warehouse. It’s big and empty, and young people go there to lose their innocence during the Newlight celebrations. And now he’s managed to sneak her out of the house, he can think of nothing else. His whole body aches for it.
A couple of older boys block the street. Carro recognises some of them as his sister’s friends. The pleasant pulsing of blood fades for an icy cold.
The leader of the group, a lanky boy whose name he doesn’t know, pulls Carro’s cloak off.
Hey, Carro yells. His voice sounds high and boyish. Not the way he wants the girl to hear it. He wants to be manly; he wants her to think he knows all about having girls.
The boy holds the cloak out of his reach.
You don’t need that. You have enough blubber to keep you warm.
Give that back to him, Kaila says. She lets go of Carro’s arm—leaving a warm spot—and yanks the cloak out of the boy’s hands.
Hey, what have we here? The boy grabs her arm. He reaches out and pulls the feather from under her cloak with a broad grin on his face. His mates are cheering.
You keep your hands off her! Carro shouts.
Ah, she’s yours, is she?
Another boy laughs. Do you guys reckon he knows where to put it?
A volley of laughter cascades through the street.
You know what, the leader says. We will let you go.
Carro breathes out heavily, but doesn’t understand. Let him go? They never let him go without humiliation.
Then the boy says, And we’ll come. We’re going to watch.
*     *     *
One of the boys pushed Carro face first into the wall. Others laughed. Hands yanked away the towel, which slipped past his thighs into a puddle on the floor. An icy breeze made his skin break out in goosebumps.
No. He would not think of what happened that day in the furniture-maker’s warehouse, about the girl and her pale flesh and his own unwilling body, the laughter at his flaccid member, shrunken and shrivelled in the cold. The girl was crying; the boys were cheering, pushing him, jostling him. He could not do it.
And he would not go and relive it. He needed to toughen up; his father said often enough, and as much as he hated his father, the man was probably right. He was not a pretty boy with too much fat and no muscle. He was not an artist with certain parts of his anatomy removed. He was not a boy lover.
*     *     *
Carro stands in his father’s room. His father sits in his chair by the hearth, smiling.
Carro doesn’t like the smile. When his father is angry, things are bad. When he smiles, things are worse.
But his father doesn’t speak. He sits, saying nothing.
Carro grasps his hands behind his back and stands there, determined not to say anything.
But the silence lasts on.
Eventually he can’t stand it anymore.
He asks, You wanted to see me, Father?
His father doesn’t answer.
Uhm—Father? I’d like to continue with my study.
His father says nothing. Doesn’t even look at him.
What sort of silly game is this? Carro balls his fists, but knows getting angry will not do much good. Whatever he does, his father always wins.
So he stands there, and stares into the fire.
But his father still doesn’t speak.
He gathers all his courage. Father. I really need to study. Please tell me why I needed to come.
Another silence.
Well, if you won’t . . .
A raised eyebrow, and then his father goes back to staring into the fire.
Father, I’m not going to stand here if you won’t tell me what this is about. I have a lot of study to do. I won’t let you keep me here and then punish me for not doing my work.
Carro turns on his heel and leaves the room.
In the hall he stops, panting, listening to his thudding heart, stilling his trembling limbs. He can’t believe what he’s just done.
*     *     *
Carro mustered his strength and pushed himself back, slamming his elbow hard into the nose of Jono, who was fumbling with his trousers.
Jono swore hard.
There were shouts, cursing, a jostle and few more boys pushed Carro back against the wall. The mixed taste of plaster and blood was too familiar. Two boys on each side held Carro’s arms.
“What did you think you were doing?” Jono stroked Carro’s naked shoulders and let his hand slide down his back, between his buttocks. A cold hand closed around his balls.
“You thought you could beat me, pup?”
Carro dared not breathe. He whispered, “No.”
The hand let go, and slid over the skin. Carro broke out in goosebumps.
“You like that, huh?”
“Yes.” No other reply was possible, not without making this worse than it already was.
Both hands now grabbed the sides of his thighs.
“I didn’t hear that. Can you say it again?”
“Yes!”
“Beg me.”
Carro pushed his eyes shut.
Jono hit him hard on the back of the head. “Beg, I said.”
“Please!”
Jono came up from behind and rammed hard into Carro’s arse. Carro couldn’t restrain a moan. His whole backside was on fire.
“You like that, huh?” Jono’s breath tickled in the back of his neck. Warm fluid trickled over his shoulder. Blood, from Jono’s nose.
“Do I have a choice?” Carro snarled, with one cheek pressed against the wall.
Jono grunted and pushed deeper.
Goosebumps broke out on Carro’s skin. The pain had subsided and now he was starting to go hard. It always happened. They’d fuck him, use him, and leave him, sore and aching for release. He hated how his body betrayed him. He hated everything.
Carro clamped his jaws. He would not scream or cry. Next time, he would hit harder and in a more delicate spot.
 



Chapter 6
 
“THE CITY OF GLASS,” Tandor said, gesturing at the horizon.
Since stopping at the cave early that morning, the sled had skirted the frozen bay, cutting across points and peninsulas. Now at last, the sled had crested the last hill on their path and they had an uninterrupted view of the snow-swept white bay where it joined the southern ocean. To the right, fluffy clouds hung over higher hills that would eventually become the mountains that formed the border with Arania.
Straight ahead, where stacks of ice floes met the bay, the jagged peaks of the City of Glass reached towards the heavens, tall structures that reflected the light of the low sun. The palace tower protruded from the cluster like a broken stick. That was where Queen Jevaithi looked down upon them all from her rooms with the soft carpets, the ruffled curtains, the stuffed armchairs and the huge bed. Oh yes, the bed.
To Tandor’s eyes, the City lay at the centre of a golden web that spread out over the plain, always moving and shimmering. By the skylights, he had never seen it as strong as this. In days to come, it would get stronger, and that was all his doing. Power returning to the Thilleian clan.
Myra sat straight, wincing. She had stopped complaining but kept casting Tandor angry looks. It alternately annoyed Tandor or he ignored it. At the moment, ignoring it was the better option. He had made it here without mishaps. Loriane would probably scold him for taking Myra, but now the women could worry about the women’s things.
“You’ll soon be warm in mistress Loriane’s house.”
“It’s not the cold why I’m shivering. There’s something creepy about this place.”
She let her eyes wander to the jagged out lines of the city. Tandor wondered how much icefire she saw.
Ruko was pulling a hooded cloak from the luggage. Good boy.
Tandor nodded his appreciation; Ruko glared back and sent Tandor images of an infirmary ward. People wore the cloak for fear of contamination.
No one will bother you, Tandor said by way of excuse.
Covering up avoided risky situations. If people saw a driver-less sled moving by itself, there would be panic, or worse, arrests and questions.
A rush of images flashed through Tandor’s head: the same infirmary ward, but the patients bloody and injured in their beds. Red sheets. Some people decapitated, some with their bellies slit open and their intestines spilling out. A madman looking like Ruko, with a knife—
Tandor clamped down on the visions. He gathered icefire in his hand, and threw a loop of it around Ruko’s legs.
The images faded, except for one: that of the girl Tandor had seen in Ruko’s mind before.
Ruko’s inaudible angry howl rang through Tandor’s mind.
You love her? Tandor asked.
The girl’s image smiled, and reached out.
If you do what I say, we will free her from the palace. If you disobey me . . . Tandor cast a glance at the chest strapped to the luggage rack. Ruko’s heart was in there. Returning it to his body would not only turn Ruko back to a weakened, mortal state, it would make him Imperfect, and persecuted in the city.
Ruko pulled on the hooded cloak with jerky movements that oozed anger. While he stepped back up onto the driver’s seat, his eyes met Tandor’s. They both knew that Tandor’s threat was useless. He needed Ruko to be a servitor for his plan to succeed.
Ruko flicked the reins. Even that simple gesture made Tandor’s skin creep. With every step the bear took towards the city, the boy’s power grew.
The bear started moving again.
The Outer City lay on a hillock to the right, a jumble of snow-covered humps which were houses built by those who had been exiled from the city after the Knights had taken over power. Initially, it had been nothing more than a camp, frequently razed by Knights to weed out the last remains of Thillei blood. These days, the settlement was a decent town in its own right, a gathering of buildings that had been thrown together without plans or foresight, home of commerce, and crime.
The traditional festival grounds were a temporary town made of colourful tents on the plain separating the Outer City from the City of Glass proper. It was busy; the breeze brought shards of music and clapping, and grumbles of bears from the sled parking area. There were fences, a course for racing Tusked Lions. They even had igloos for the animals. Tandor spotted the flapping wings of an eagle, and the grey and red uniform of a Knight. Yes, they would be out here in force, too.
Newlight meant free unlimited girls, most of whom were throwing themselves at the Knights, so most of them wouldn’t look so closely at what went on in the Outer City.
Ruko steered the sled along a track that had many marks from passing traffic, no doubt made by Lion-catchers returning to the city with the first of the to-be-slaughtered animals.
Soon, they had reached the ramshackle collection of houses, with Ruko negotiating the twisty streets. Getting lost was easy in the Outer City. No street was straight and the houses, structures locals called limpets, all looked the same from the outside: large conical shapes of ice. The ones that had just been resurfaced were pristine white, while the older ones had gone dirty and grey. Usually, the only other thing that distinguished individual houses was the colour of the doors, but during the Newlight festival, most doors were yellow.
There were people everywhere: talking on street corners, watching artistes in colourful clothing juggling balls while standing on each other’s shoulders.
The sled progressed at walking pace. The people would see a noble and a girl heavy with child—a man from the city proper with his breeder woman, nothing out of the ordinary. Nobles came to the Outer City for shady business, and as such they were best ignored when they were there.
A juggler performed an act with a set of black coals and a huge butcher’s knife. At his feet lay a stuffed pillow made from bear fur, symbolising the animal that would be ritually killed at the height of the celebrations. Newlight celebrated the end of the long, dark winter, when the sun rose above the horizon and hunting trips were again possible. It was the start of a time of plenty, of new life, and of fertility.
The sled had gone past the juggler before the man got to the part of his act that involved stabbing the stuffed bear and ripping it apart. Usually, there was something inside for the children. Chevakian sweets, or bits of saltmeat. Tandor could taste it on his tongue.
By the skylights, the memories. His mother used to take him here for visits almost every year.
Myra looked wide-eyed at the scenery sliding past. For a short time at least, she seemed to have forgotten to complain.
They crossed the markets, with busy stalls and roaring fires, where people were eating hot food and warming themselves. Tandor felt the pull of icefire from the merchant who usually had his stall in the very corner. To the common people in the street, he sold crockery and bits and pieces he scavenged from old estates, but under his benches, he held forbidden items from the past. Little portraits of the King, a piece of cutlery with the Thillei emblem, scavenged from the palace storerooms. Today there was no opportunity for Tandor to see the man, but he’d come back later. First he must deposit this complaining child in mistress Loriane’s hands.
Ruko halted the sled in front of a newly-covered limpet with a blue door. So familiar, down to the white snowflake patterns on the blue paint—Tandor had painted them—and the mark on the door which he had made trying to manoeuvre a chair inside. So many times had Tandor stepped through that door into Loriane’s soft arms. He could taste her lips against his, he could feel the softness of her breasts under his hands. He could—
“Is this it?” Myra asked, frowning.
Tandor shook himself out of his memories. “Yes.”
He jumped off the sled. A young couple came past and stared at him as he lifted the knocker and let it fall on the door. Why would a noble come to mistress Loriane’s house? Good question.
Tandor ignored the gazes. He imagined the big round stove that was the centre of the limpet, where Loriane would make her heavenly soup. He could almost see her determined face, the cheeks red with cold, the slightly crooked mouth and the way one of her eyes always seemed to squint. No, Loriane wasn’t pretty either. Her beauty was on the inside.
Why had no one opened the door yet?
“Well, your woman obviously isn’t at home.” Myra’s voice sounded peevish.
Tandor wanted to snap at her. Yes, he was sore and tired, too—and how was he to know that Loriane would be out?—but he bit on his irritation.
“She might be at the festival,” he said.
The remaining Imperfect boy would be fifteen. He might take part in some of the competitions. Loriane’s brother was a butcher. He would have an important role in the festivities. Yes, that was it.
He climbed back into the sled.
Ruko’s questioning mind touched his.
Tandor forced his thoughts back on the snow-covered field where the crowds and the tents had been. And the eagles. The place crawled with Knights, since a lot of them would be competing. Well, that was not to be helped.
Ruko steered the sled away from the house, and they went back through the same busy streets, drawing annoyed glances from pedestrians.
When they reached the festival grounds, the sled could go no further. The designated parking area was already full and the igloos occupied with bears. But never mind; they wouldn’t stay long.
Tandor jumped out, after which Myra pulled up her legs and settled sideways on the bench. “You go and look for her. I’ll stay here.”
“No, you won’t.” He couldn’t risk losing her now.
“I’m tired.”
“No, you come. I promised your father I’d look after you.” And I didn’t take you to play stubborn adolescent either.
Her face scrunched up briefly, but then she pressed her lips together and rose. “I don’t know why you wanted me to come. So far, you’ve only been disgusting and nasty to me.”
“You’ll find out.” He held out an arm. She took it, clambering awkwardly from the sled. A man walking past shot him a look that might have been disdain. Noble men of the City of Glass paid their breeder women to have their children but did not, ever, fall in love with them. He wanted to scream at those curious people the child isn’t mine.
A man walked past pulling a sled full of barrels. Bloodwine. That load was worth a lot of sore heads tomorrow morning.
To his right, at the bottom of the slope, stood several bright-coloured tents. Clouds of steam rose into the air from food stalls.
A bit further away over the plains, a group of eagles were coming in. The tail end of the long-distance race for Apprentice Knights, Tandor picked up from a shard of conversation.
A couple of youngsters were walking in the snow in bare feet, with bare legs protruding from blankets. Ah, the swimming. Didn’t they make that race harder every year? Jump in the water, swim to the ice floe, climb on, get the token, jump back in and return to the start? By that time, most of the competitors were so cold they needed rescuing, to loud jeers of the audience. Oh, the memories were coming back.
Soon, they were amongst the thick of the activity. Tandor wanted to run from tent to tent. Now he was so close, he hungered for Loriane’s touch, the twinkle in her eyes and the caress of her hands.
Loriane had once said she manned the drinks booth, so they looked at the food stalls. It was so busy that Tandor had to hold Myra close for fear of becoming separated in the throng. She shuddered under his touch.
The crowds at the swimming were so thick that even he, tall as he was, could only hear the splashes and the shouts. Further past the tents, nurses’ sleds marked with green were doing a brisk trade shipping contestants off to the various Outer City healers.
Ah. As midwife, Loriane was a healer of sorts. Maybe she was on duty in the medical post.
A huge queue lined up there. Tandor pushed past the line. People glared, but said nothing at the sight of the golden curls on his cheeks. The advantages of being a noble.
In one tent, a couple of frazzled nurses were treating a young man with cuts all over his upper body. Tandor guessed he had fallen on the ice.
In another tent, a group of young men continued to brawl while Tandor tried to make himself heard. Where was Loriane? The young nurse thought maybe in the main post. Where was that? Her reply was interrupted by a loud burp. The next thing one of the brawling youths projecto-vomited bloodwine all over his mates and collapsed face first onto the floor. Then everyone started yelling.
Tandor retreated. The smell of vomit made him feel sick.
“Have you seen anything that might look like a main medical post?” he asked Myra.
She didn’t reply. Her face was pale; she seemed not to have heard anything.
A stab of irritation shot through him. “What’s wrong with you?”
“What’s wrong? Well, you’re so good at being crude. In case you haven’t noticed, having a child inside you puts a lot of pressure on your rear end. In case you don’t understand that: my butt hurts and I feel like pissing myself with every step. I want to use the outroom.” Her voice spilled over.
“But you did only just before we came here.”
“Didn’t you listen to what I said? I feel like that. All. The. Fucking. Time.”
People were stepping back, leaving a small circle around them, keen expressions on their faces. At Newslight, fights were entertainment, no matter who was fighting.
He grabbed her arm. “Come. You’re making a spectacle of yourself.”
“No, I’m not coming anywhere. I’ve had enough.”
She yanked her arm out of his grip and ran, shouldering people aside. Oh, by the skylights!
Tandor pushed between curious onlookers, but she had vanished. Great. That was just what he needed.
He stood there, gnashing his teeth when a shiver crawled over his arm. Icefire. A brief golden thread snaked through the air. That had to be from Myra, but the thread had not come from the direction of the sled. Where was she going? Was she lost already?
Women.
He pushed through the crowd. The sensation grew stronger. Golden threads shivered and dissolved into sparks. At that point he realised that this icefire didn’t come from Myra: the boy was here.
Stupid. He should have realised that. Myra had Thillei blood, but it wasn’t half as strong as the boy’s. Isandor had turned fifteen and would be out here looking for girls, maybe drinking if he had money, or taking part in a competition or two.
All Tandor needed to do was follow the tug of icefire and collect another of his children. Except the strand led him . . . to the eagles’ pens.
Tandor spotted Myra before he found Isandor. She was at the fence, staring into the pen where at least thirty eagles were tied up on bars. She was even leaning her Imperfect arm on the fence. By the skylights, get away before anyone sees you. The place was crawling with Knights. There were at least ten of them in their distinctive red tunics with grey cloaks.
“Myra, come,” he hissed at her. “I promise we’ll go back to the sled now.”
She didn’t move, but stared ahead.
Tandor followed her gaze. In a group of a few young Knights stood a distinctive young man, lean and quite tall. His skin was milk-pale and his hair black as lowsun night. Since Tandor had seen him last, his face had become more mature. He even sported a dark fuzz of hair on his chin. But his eyes were the clearest, darkest blue, that colour people called royal blue. It was Loriane’s boy Isandor, and he was wearing an Eagle Knight uniform.
 



Chapter 7
 
ICE FLOES, belly slithers, what would they think of next?
Loriane pulled the thread and knotted it close to the young man’s skin. She cut the needle free and covered the wound with a dab of paste to stop it going bad.
“That will become a nasty scar, I’m afraid,” she said. On his forehead, too. Stupidity forever engraved on his face.
The man blinked, looking up at the canvas ceiling of the treatment tent. Light from the central fire flickered in his eyes. He was too drunk to respond, too drunk to feel pain. He also had been too drunk to swim probably, otherwise he would not be sitting here.
“I’ve finished with him,” she said to his friends who waited by the fire, hands outstretched to warm themselves. “Take him home and make sure he rests for a tennight.”
They mumbled agreement.
Loriane heaved herself to her feet and tossed her instruments—scalpel and needles—into the cooking pot that hung over the fire.
“Help me put his clothes back on.”
One of the young men came forward and pulled his mate up from the chair while Loriane wrestled unwilling limbs back into armholes, sliding cloth over wounds she had bandaged earlier. The stench of bloodwine around the men made her gag.
The man’s cloak, blood-splattered and dirty, went over his clothes. The two shuffled out with the patient.
Loriane sighed and sank down in the chair that still held the young man’s lingering warmth. Rest. Like that would ever happen. More likely, she’d see him back here tomorrow with . . . Let’s see . . . alcohol poisoning, cuts from the ice, bruises from his fellow’s fists or deep ugly scratches from trying to mount an eagle. Seriously, had she ever been that stupid at that age?
She so much preferred her usual patients: pregnant women who came to her for advice and who asked her to come to the palace birthing rooms to help deliver their children.
She should pack up and go home before someone brought the next victim. During the Newlight festival, there was always a next victim. She had been on her feet since this morning. They hurt. Her belly hurt.
As she picked up her cloak, the tent’s outer flap whispered like it did when someone entered. A girl stood there, barely out of adolescence. Loriane knew her; she lived a few streets away, the daughter of a merchant.
“Mistress Loriane! Am I too late?”
Loriane sighed. “I was about to go home. Be quick.”
“I’d like to get my ichina.” The girl’s eyes shone. “I got my first bleeding, just in time for Newlight.”
All girls went through this trial, the ritual deflowering of their innocence. When they bled, they were allowed to consort with whomever they liked whenever they liked during the Newlight celebrations.
Loriane went to her medicine chests. She rummaged through her medicines for the jar of ichina, and measured out a small quantity of the red powder on her scales.
“You must take it on the first day you stop bleeding. You should mix it in a drink. It’s most effective if you use it in the morning.”
The girl nodded solemnly, but her eyes shone.
“Are you sure you want it now? Because you would have more chance next year. A girl’s bleeding usually takes some time to settle before you can conceive.” If that happened at all. Far too many women went barren.
“No, I want it now.” The girl blushed.
All right—she fancied someone.
“Anyone important? If it is, you have to make sure you get a contract negotiated if you fall pregnant. Don’t ask too much. They might use you again if they’re happy with you.”
The tent flap rustled again, letting in Aera, one of the Outer City’s regular healers, an older woman with a severe bun on top of her head. She advanced silently into the tent, put down a bucket and peeled off her cloak. Underneath, she wore a study dress. She rolled up the sleeves and started transferring chunks of ice from her bucket into a large pot of water that hung over the fire.
Loriane rattled off the other things in a business-like manner. The girl left, happy and red-cheeked, clutching the treasure in her pocket.
“You go home,” Aera said into the silence. “I’ll take over. You look tired.”
Loriane nodded. She was tired. Somehow, this child exhausted her more than the previous nine had.
“How long until you drop that child?”
“A tennight, no more.” Or tonight, she wished with all her mind, but so far none of the concoctions she gave her girls had worked.
“Urgh. Rather you than me. Whose is this one?”
“Yanko.”
“Good catch. Hope he’ll pay well for the suffering.”
Loriane nodded non-committally. The world of breeders was far removed from this woman’s life. Most of the bright-eyed girls who came to ask Loriane for ichina never came back again. Like so many of the city’s women, they were barren. If they were lucky, they would snare a decent husband who would pay a breeder to have his children. If they found no husband, well, there was always the street, the pleasure parlours and the merchants were always looking for workers in poorly-heated warehouses.
Loriane donned her cloak, bid the healer good luck and left the tent.
She had feared there would be more people waiting outside for treatment, but the queues had gone and a sense of quiet had descended over the festival grounds in preparation for the night, when revellers moved to the Outer City’s melteries.
Soon enough, the stream of patients would recommence, bringing unconscious drunks choking in their own vomit and men with gashes from fights.
With a shiver, she wondered what Isandor was doing. He’d been a boy this time last year, talking about the races with wide-eyed wonder. Now he was with the Knights, there was brooding handsomeness to him that made her sure that by the end of Newlight, he would no longer be a virgin. If a girl came to her door claiming to carry his child, would he have the money to deal with it? Could she cope with raising another one of those strange children that made her skin crawl? He was fifteen, not ready for any of this.
I was thirteen when I let myself be taken by the young noble Knight with the curly hair, and fourteen when I pushed out his son. After a day of pain, a beautiful baby with big bright eyes. She had fed the child and had never wanted to part with him. But the palace midwives had taken him away. The boy would be sixteen and living a world away in the towers of the City of Glass.
Oh, she had done well enough. With the Knight’s money, she had been able to leave her embittered father. But no amount of money could take away the pain.
She wanted a different future for Isandor. She wanted to tell him not to touch any girls, but knew he wouldn’t listen anyway.
“Loriane,” a male voice called.
“I’m on my way home. Go to the help post at the festival.” Then she realised she sounded snippy and added, “Unless it’s an emergency.”
“For you, there is always an emergency.”
The next moment warm arms enclosed her from behind. The man’s clothes smelled of exotic spices and oil.
“Tandor!” Could it be true? She leaned away from his male warmth.
Tandor indeed. By the skylights, where had he been? His blue eyes smiled at her. The street lamps glinted in golden curls on his cheeks. He was wearing his noblemen’s disguise again. He looked so good; he was here for her.
“What are you doing here?”
“Shh.” He put a finger to her lips and pulled it away when his lips came closer. His kiss was hungry, and for a moment, she lost herself in desire.
His hands strayed to the taut skin of her belly. “Another one, eh?”
“It pays my food.”
“Oh, Loriane, how many times do I have to tell you that you don’t have to do this.”
“And I’ll tell you just as many times that I have no other option. I’m a fertile woman, and there’d be talk if I wasn’t carrying.”
By the skylights, she was angry all of a sudden. Why hadn’t he let her know he was coming?
“So, what are you doing here?”
“It’s a long story. We need a safe place to stay, and I thought—”
“Isandor’s bed is empty so you can stay with me.” By the skylights, he was so transparent. “Tandor, you don’t need to find silly excuses to stay with me, even though you always manage to think of some.” Wait—he had said we?
She glanced over his shoulder. His familiar sled waited in the street, with the equally familiar cloaked and hooded driver. She had never seen the man’s face, and had never heard him speak. Tandor had told her the young man had an accident and couldn’t speak. His face had become terribly disfigured, he said. Would he have to sleep in her house, too? He never came inside.
Fur stirred on the back seat of the sled; a head lifted from what had looked like Tandor’s luggage a moment ago.
“Can we go now?” asked a female voice.
Loriane stiffened. “Who’s that?”
She pushed himself out of his embrace. Her heart thudded like crazy.
“This is Myra, from Bordertown.”
His eyes met hers, intense, and she had no idea what that look meant.
Her lips felt stiff when she spoke her next words. “It’ll cost to stay with me. This is the time of Newlight. There are no beds for hire anywhere in the city. If you stay in my house, I’ll have to cancel a paying visitor I’d agreed to take.”
“Loriane, Loriane, you know you’re the worst liar in the world?”
Damn him. She shrugged and let a silence lapse. Then she let go of his arm, severing the last bit of physical contact between them. “Let’s go.”
He guided her to the sled, where he sat between her and the girl. She was a wisp of a thing, barely older than Isandor. It looked like she had travelled with him for quite some distance, with the amount of furs that covered her and her wind-blown rough cheeks.
Tandor never said a word to the cloaked driver, but the man flicked the reins and the bear loped into action. Once they were out of the street, the going was slow. Groups of drunken youths came out of side streets, laughing and pushing each other, and generally not looking out for other people, let alone sleds.
“Busy,” Tandor said into the uneasy silence. He kept his gloved hands ostensibly on his lap, as if uncomfortable with showing either her or his young lover affection.
Loriane turned her head away, seeing shops and groups of revellers pass through a blur of tears.
She thought he travelled to collect knowledge and to conduct his Chevakian stepfather’s merchanting business. She thought he belonged to her; she thought that was why he visited the Outer City. She thought . . .
What did it matter?
The sled stopped in front of her limpet. Loriane stepped from the sled fighting her pricking eyes. She opened the door and stumbled into the short hallway. The air was cold and still in the space between the outer layer of ice blocks and the inner wall of the limpet structure. She had tossed a few bricks in the stove this morning, but they had burnt a long time ago. Not even Isandor waited for her these days, not since he had moved to the eyrie in the City of Glass.
Loriane charged into the central room, not waiting to see if Tandor and his mistress followed. She opened the door in the side of the huge stove and flung in a few fire bricks—rubbishy ones. No point wasting her good bricks on someone who cheated her. With a wick of fire, she then went around the circular room and lit the lanterns. Greasy curls of blubber oil rose past the sleeping shelves towards the ceiling. She indicated to what had been Isandor’s shelf, above her head.
“The bed up there will be yours, once I’ve—”
She turned. Tandor and the girl had come in after her. In the flapping light of the oil lamps, she saw how pale and tired the girl looked, and how young she was. And how incredibly pregnant.
Loriane froze, looking from Tandor to the girl.
Impossible. If Tandor had the necessary equipment, all her ten children would have been his. Or had he perhaps found a way . . . Why this girl? She’d been available for him all these years.
The girl gave her a desperate look. “Mistress Loriane, can I please, please use your outroom?”
Loriane played with the notion to refuse, but tucked it away just as quickly. She was a midwife first, always. “Sure, it’s at the back over there.”
The girl stumbled past the stove to the door Loriane had indicated, clutching her belly, leaving Tandor and Loriane facing each other in an uneasy silence. The fire bricks sputtered and hissed in the stove.
“Don’t tell me that you took her all the way from Bordertown in that condition,” Loriane said.
“She’s in danger.”
“From dropping the child on your lap, yes. What do you know about delivering a child, Tandor?”
His face hardened. Right, one didn’t go there with him. “Must’ve been some pretty big danger to do something as stupid as that.” She flung a pan onto the cookplate and re-opened the door on the stove.
“Loriane—”
She grabbed the poker from its spot against the chimney and stabbed the dying coals underneath the bricks more vigorously than necessary. A volley of sparks flew into the chimney.
“—I will explain. There’s a real danger to her—”
“No, just leave it. When you talk like this, everything that’s real to you isn’t to me.” She hated how her voice sounded unsteady. Tandor was the only bit of colour in her dull life. She waited for his visits. She dreamed of travelling with him. Why, Tandor, why?
A small noise indicated that the girl had finished her business in the outroom, and remained standing by the door. Loriane couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. Had she asked to carry his child, did he pay her, or—she cast Tandor a glance—had he played some sort of trick on her? How had he done it?
Loriane, jealousy is an ugly emotion.
“Come on, shut the door, come here and sit down. Let me have a look at you.”
The girl sat down on Loriane’s old couch and folded her hands in her lap. No, wait, one of her sleeves hung empty; she had only one hand. The other ended in a stump just above the wrist. Oh. That explained a lot. Tandor had said something about other Imperfects during his last visit. It was so long ago, she struggled to remember what it was.
Loriane kneeled on the carpet and pushed her hands under the girl’s dress. The skin on her belly tensed into a hard ball. The girl took in a sharp breath.
“Does that hurt?”
“A bit.”
Loriane prodded the skin, feeling bumps of the child’s elbows and feet. “How long do you have to go?”
The girl shrugged.
“Do you know when you slept with a man?” She tried to see how Tandor responded to this question, but he had gone to the other side of the stove and studied the contents of her pantry, where she couldn’t see his face.
“Many times,” the girl whispered. “My father didn’t like it, so we climbed into the hay loft. My father was furious when my belly started growing.” Her face crumpled. “I wasn’t the only one either, just the first one. Tandor says the Knights took the others to the City of Glass. Do you know where they are?”
Others? A chill went over Loriane’s back.
Just what had Tandor been doing?
“The Knights discovered the sanctuary I set up for Imperfect children in Bordertown,” Tandor said, still speaking at the wall.
Loriane could tell from the tenseness in his posture that this was important to him. So he had found himself a bunch of teenage lovers and was breeding an army of Imperfects?
He continued, “That’s why I took her with me. The Knights didn’t take her because of her condition, but they will be back.”
“So you brought her to the one place in the land that’s crawling with Knights. Some days you make so much sense to me, Tandor.”
She pulled down the girl’s dress, a coarsely-knitted thing which barely fit over her stomach. Tears trickled down the girl’s freckled cheeks.
Loriane hated herself for being so jealous, for admitting how much she had longed for him to come back. It had all been a waste of time.
She rose. “Come.” And charged across the room.
When he was a small boy, Isandor, with his peg leg, had fallen down the ladder to his sleeping shelf a few times, so her brother had built him proper stairs. The girl followed Loriane up these steps to where Isandor’s bed stood, untouched and musty. It was dark up here, and the air thick with rancid smoke from the lanterns. The light that reached from downstairs was feeble and orange.
“Take off your clothes and get in the bed.”
Loriane snipped another lantern into life as the girl obeyed. First she took off her cloak, her jacket and her dress. In the pale light, she looked like a misshapen troll. Too skinny.
The girl hesitated. “Bottoms, too?”
She wore a coarsely woven pair of shorts, tied with a ribbon under her belly. Her bellybutton stood out like a weak spot on a waterskin.
“I’ll give you some clean bottoms.”
Myra undid the ribbon and let the garment fall to the floor, not looking at Loriane. She wore a piece of cloth between her legs, covered with blood-streaked slime.
By the skylights. “How long have you been bleeding?”
“Started yesterday.” Her voice trembled. “I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t tell Tandor . . . Does it mean . . . the child is harmed?”
Loriane picked up the cloth. The discharge was slimy, and brownish. “You’ve been having pains?”
She shook her head. “Is that bad?” New tears threatened in her eyes.
“I don’t think so. It just your body getting ready for the birth. It means that you will be having a child very, very soon.”
“It hurts a lot, doesn’t it?” Her voice was barely more than a whisper.
“If you panic and fight it. You should let the pains come over you and it will hurt a lot less.” But as skinny as you are, it will be a very hard job.
The girl nodded but her face was pale. Oh, she was so young, and obviously no one had taught her anything about becoming or being a mother.
Shivering, Myra slipped between the covers of Isandor’s bed. Loriane draped the blankets and Isandor’s bear skin spreads over her. Poor girl.
“I’ll be back to bring you some soup. Eat it all. You will soon need your strength.”
The girl nodded, but was already drifting off to sleep. Loriane guessed soup—and sleep for herself—would have to wait.
Before going downstairs, she pulled the string to open an air vent at the limpet’s very top. For Myra’s health, air laced with smoke and smells would never do. Too many people died from stale air inside their limpets.
Tandor paced around the stove.
The orange light made his golden tattoos glitter. His hair was smooth and glossy, tied back in a loose ponytail from his face bronzed by the Chevakian sun. He was so handsome, so mysterious it made her heart ache.
Tandor looked up to where she had stopped on the stairs, white-knuckled hands gripping the railing. There was a look of concern on his face, a look that said you-shouldn’t-be-doing-this-in-your-state. Loriane raised her chin, daring him to say it, but he didn’t.
“I’m angry with you,” she said instead, still shivering. “You let that poor girl suffer. She’s scared and in pain. She needs a mother to show her what to do and I have no time—”
“No, Loriane. I’m angry with you.”
“Angry with me?” she whispered. “You are angry with me?”
“About Isandor. I saw him this afternoon. He’s wearing a Knight’s uniform. What’s this, Loriane? How could you allow that?”
“Allow it?” She gave a hollow laugh while trying to keep her voice down so Myra wouldn’t overhear. “You try and raise an adolescent boy alone and tell me how you can or cannot allow him to do anything. It was either the butcher’s or the Eagle Knights. It was his idea to sign up. I’m happy for him. The uniform looks good on him.”
Next thing she knew, Tandor had crossed the room and was looming over her. His mouth trembled.
“Looks good on him? By the skylights, looks good on him? Have you forgotten?” Spit flew into her face. “Have you forgotten who made me what I am, who killed my family and made me an outcast in my own country? Have you forgotten who is killing all people of my clan?”
He had to take a panting breath.
“No, I have not forgotten, but that’s your life, not his.”
“It’s his life as much as it’s mine. I saved him. I asked you to keep him safe, and where is he? With the Knighthood by the skylights. He’s Imperfect, and the Knights will kill him. I don’t understand why they haven’t done so already.”
“Times have changed, Tandor.”
“They haven’t. What do you know about it? How could you let him join?”
“Well, I never received instructions that he couldn’t. And I couldn’t have stopped him if I wanted anyway. He’s a pretty wilful young man.” And much stronger than me, besides. Frankly, Isandor was starting to scare her, with the wild look in his eyes. Those times, she wondered who his parents were, and wondered why Tandor had brought him, red and screaming, to her door with the end of the umbilical cord still attached.
“Just leave it, Tandor. It’s his life. What is it to you anyway? I’ve looked after the boy and you’ve never shown any interest in him. And now you have your little family . . .”
Tandor’s mouth fell open. Then he threw his head back and laughed, not a pleasant laugh. Loriane motioned for him to be quiet, gesturing upstairs to the sleeping shelf.
He snorted. “So that is what you think? You think the damage the Knights did to me can be restored like that? Yes, Loriane, this is about family, but much wider than your narrow understanding of it.”
“I don’t care about my narrow understanding of family! You intrude into my life, impose yourself on me, let me think you feel something for me, and then you think you can get away with this and I won’t mind?” She turned away before she would burst into tears and left the living room for the outroom, slamming the door behind her.
She stood there, panting in the dark. Forget about him, forget him.
She lit the wick and let its end sink into the oil reservoir of the light that hung next to the door. It was cold here in the washroom, and her breath steamed in the air. Tears were streaming down her face. She had been such a fool.
“Loriane.”
She gasped. “Will you stop sneaking up on me like that? In my own outroom?”
“You’re not using it.” He glanced pointedly at the seat with the hole against the outer wall of the limpet’s double layer. Natural sculptures of glistening icicles dripped down the inner cladding.
“I have used it.” Loriane raised her chin and stalked past him back into the warmth of the central room.
Tandor spoke in a low voice. “Is that really what you think? That I have hidden all these young girls for my own fun and they’re carrying my children?”
Loriane looked away. The accusation sounded silly when he spoke it aloud. She knew what the Knights had done to him, and if he’d been able to restore himself with icefire, he would have done so.
Tandor pulled out a stool from under the bench and sat down.
For a while no one said anything. The yelling and laughing of partygoers drifted in from outside.
Then Tandor said, “The father of Myra’s child is a young man called Beido. He’s fifteen, like her, and one of my oldest charges. When the Knights came to Bordertown, he was taken with the others to the palace dungeons. Myra is very upset about it.”
Loriane saw nothing except the flapping light.
Oh, she had been such a fool. Such an incredible stupid, jealous fool. She turned away from him, straining to hold back tears. They came anyway.
His arms closed around her.
“Sorry, Tandor, I’m so sorry. I’m just a big emotional fool.”
She leaned against his chest, listening to the heavenly sound of his heart beating. He stroked her hair. Everything was all right now. Things would be as they were before.
“Loriane, did you think I had abandoned you?”
“I shouldn’t have, but I did. You were away so long.”
“I know, but I’m here now. I’m not leaving you anymore.”
She turned and faced him, meeting his royal blue eyes.
“I love you,” she said.
“I know.”
His lips tasted salty with her tears.
 



Chapter 8
 
AT THIS TIME of the year, the land of the south knew no night. Day bled into dusk and slightly deeper dusk and then, slowly, the sun rose again.
Sick of watching Loriane sleep, Tandor had gone outside at the first hint of sunlight.
The drunken festival crowds had gone home, surrendering the streets to the humdrum of business: melteries replenishing their stocks of ice and distillates, cooks from the Outer City’s eating houses haggling over the last vats of saltmeat, because certainly, it would be the worst of shame to ask one’s customers to eat only tubers and beans, with the only sniff of meat that of the lard used to cook the pancakes.
No. Must not think of food. His stomach had felt queasy for two days in a row.
He yearned for freshly baked bread, and fruity muffins. Chevakian things. The food of his youth. He had become soft, corrupted.
In the chaos of the markets no one paid attention to a noble roaming the stalls. Tandor pretended interest in the wares offered for sale, but he listened for anything that might be of use. From merchants, he learned that there were no games on today that Knights were likely to enter. It looked like they were right, because the eagle pens remained empty.
Yet, he had to find a way to talk to Isandor, because without Isandor, he would need one extra Imperfect for his plan to get into the palace. There was no way he could get his hands on the other girl.
He lingered at a stall where two men were warming their hands in front of a grill sizzling with battered pieces of saltmeat while discussing swimming races which would be held today. One man said that girls would win because they suffered less in the freezing water, to which the other man argued—
“Excuse me, do either of you know what’s on tomorrow?” Tandor asked.
Both men turned to him, eyebrows raised.
“You’re not from here?”
Tandor cringed. His accent always gave him away. I’m a blasted Chevakian. “I’ve been away.”
“Good time to return,” one man said.
“Tomorrow’s going to be a big day,” the other man added. “There’s the long distance race for the Apprentice Knights, and the choosing of the Queen’s Champion.”
So— Isandor was likely to be back here tomorrow. He must find some way to talk to the boy and offer him something he could not refuse. But he had to be careful. He was not as young and strong as he used to be. As soon as he asked Ruko to help, Isandor would be suspicious. He was a trained Knight, and knew how to defend himself. On top of that, Isandor would be able to see Ruko very well, and with his interest in old books, Isandor might even know what Ruko was. Few books said good things about servitors, and fewer still fully understood the concept. That was one thing he would have to change, once he had his victory.
Meanwhile, securing Isandor’s cooperation was going to be hard enough. Damn Loriane for allowing the boy to join the Knights. No, Tandor hadn’t forbidden it, because the thought that Isandor would want to join the Knights had never even entered his mind. Why would a Thilleian do such a thing? Did he have so little regard for his heritage?
By the skylights, all his children were in prison, weakened, like Myra, or corrupted, like Isandor, and even Ruko.
What a mess.
Tandor arrived at the second-hand bric-a-brac stall that was run by a man who was an ordained member of the Brotherhood of the Light. Last time he visited the stall, probably a few years ago, the man had sold him some interesting material from the old royal family, which had probably come out of the palace. He still remembered showing his mother the purchases. She had gone all misty-eyed over a small bronze statue. I can still see it standing in his study. That statue now stood on her desk in Tiverius.
“Can I help the dear sir?” a man asked.
Tandor started and looked up into the bearded face. The stall owner had gone grey in those years, but this was indeed the Brother.
“I bought something interesting from you a while ago,” Tandor said. “A bronze statue that belonged to the royal family.”
The man obviously hadn’t recognised him before, but he so did now. His lips formed the letter O, but his eyes showed an emotion not quite so indifferent. Surprise? Fear? It was hard to tell.
“Do you have anything new for me to look at?” Tandor kept his voice low.
“No, no. I don’t have anything like that. It’s illegal. The Knights took all I had. I should have handed it in before—”
“What sort of things?”
“All sorts. The usual knick-knackery, plates, cups, some napkins with the royal crest. All gone.”
“Books?” Those were the most precious. Those books should not fall into the hands of Pirosians.
“Yes, there were books, but they’re all gone.”
“You have nothing left?”
“Nothing, nothing, nothing. It’s a disgrace. I’m an honest businessman. What harm can a few cups and some forks do anyway? I mean—without the old royal family’s stuff, what would we have to sell? Nothing good’s been made since the Knights came to power. Nothing that people want to buy.”
“Shhh.” Tandor waved his hand. “I agree with you, but saying it aloud is dangerous.”
“Not here at the markets it isn’t. In most of the Outer City, it isn’t. Many people are fed up. We’ll no longer live in poverty while the Knights and nobles get everything. We’ll no longer have any children taken away from their mothers’ arms.”
Tandor was surprised by the anger in the man’s voice. He didn’t know the resistance against the Knights had grown so much and was delighted with this turn of events. Maybe he didn’t need to go as far as snatching Isandor away from the Eagle Knights’ eyrie. There might be other Imperfects in hiding.
He clasped his live hand in his claw behind his back, feigning a relaxed pose.
“So,” he said and licked his lips. “If I were to tell you that someone who’s sympathetic to your cause might be looking for a person with a certain . . . imperfection, is there a chance I’d find such a person in the Outer City?”
A shrewd expression crossed the merchant’s face. “There might be.”
“Could you tell me?”
The merchant glanced aside.
“The Knights have been rather keen to investigate us. I was searched recently, and things were taken. We fear . . . a raid, maybe. We might be . . . interested if someone were to offer this person shelter . . . If there is a certain . . . remuneration.”
“An Imperfect?”
Another glance aside. “There’s a boy. He’s eleven years old. I’ve been expecting the Knights to get word of him soon. Rumour goes that you saved . . . others.”
“This boy of yours, he’s in the Outer City?”
“Yes.”
“In your compound?”
The merchant gave a single nod.
Tandor considered his next response. At eleven, the boy was too young to be of much use, but it might be all he could get. He attempted some provisional calculations, but he couldn’t concentrate under the merchant’s hawkish gaze.
By the skylights, it had been so long since he had found an Imperfect, and for one to spring up just when he needed one so desperately could be a trap.
Tandor let the silence linger for a little longer before he put his hand in his pocket and drew out a golden eagle, which he deposited carelessly on the table amongst the second-hand jumble of cookware. Then he picked it back up. The merchant watched every move. Oh, he was keen to have the money all right.
“I’d be willing to pay, but I’m not sure if this boy is worth my money.”
The man gave an indignant sniff. “I have not deceived you, have I?”
“No, you haven’t, but there is a first for everything.” He grabbed some strands of icefire, which came so readily, and found and held the man’s gaze until the merchant looked away.
“Don’t stare at me like that. It gives me a headache. If you’re going to stare me into revealing lies, you can stare all you want, because I don’t have no lies. I won’t lie about the money either. I’m broke.”
Yes, Tandor was sure of it now: the man had felt icefire and had Thilleian blood. He took the coin out of his pocket again and put it on the market stall. “Tell me who this boy is and where to find him.”
“You must promise you’ll do him no harm.”
Where did these people get the idea that he was out to kill everyone? “Would I harm one of my own kind?”
“Then come to the compound. But be careful, Brother, I can sense the Light in you. The Knights will sense it, too.”
“Don’t worry about me.”
“May the Light guide you.”
Tandor found it hard not to walk too fast from the markets, since it would only draw attention, but there was energy in his step that he hadn’t possessed before. He pushed his way through the crowd waiting outside the door of the meltery. The shouting and bawdy music was audible even around the corner where Tandor stopped.
A cloaked and hooded figure came to his side, oozing out of the shadows between the limpets. Tandor tugged off his glove and parted the sides of his cloak. His hand of flesh and bone met Ruko’s, blue and ice-cold.
Ruko, go and find me that boy.
There was no reaction, but he knew Ruko had understood. Moreover, Ruko was glad to have something to do. Without meeting Tandor’s eyes, he pulled his hood further over his face and strode down the street.
Total obedience, that was how a servitor worked. It seemed Ruko’s errant behaviour had been brought under control for now.
 



Chapter 9
 
JEVAITHI PICKED at her dinner, shoving bits of meat around the plate with a golden fork. They were perfectly cooked to her personal taste, but today even those morsels tasted bland. A feeling of pressure, an underlying thrum, coursed through her, a singing excitement she didn’t understand. She couldn’t say when it had started, only that she had first noticed it yesterday. All too easily, when she flexed her fingers on her left hand, did sparks leap off them. Those sparks her mother said no one must ever see.
Eyes unfocused, she stared out the window, where the glare of the light on the horizon silhouetted the buildings of the city. Directly before her, but lower down, was the Eagle Knight’s eyrie. If she squinted, she thought she could see the great birds moving within. In the past few years, there had been days she had watched the Knights fly out and wished she could be one of them, but these days the sight of them just filled her with bitterness because she knew she never would.
She pushed her plate away.
“Not hungry, Your Highness?”
She glanced up at the dry sound of the male voice. Supreme Rider Cornatan stood a few paces from her, in the middle of her tower room. He was grey-haired, stiff and reedy, his short-haired Knight’s cloak held together with golden clasps in a never-ending display of status. Why did he always have to be here? Chaperoning her, watching over her as if she were his possession.
He was the regent, not her father.
“I have enough of children’s meat.” She put her fork down with a clunk to illustrate her point, then counted the heartbeats before he would say something about her childishness.
One . . . two . . . three . . . four—
“You are still a child as I am sure I do not need to remind you.”
Five. That was a poor score. He must be distracted. He deserved to work a bit harder for his presence here.
“It’s almost my birthday.”
“That’s true, but until that day, you are a child and you will not eat any organ meat. We must consider your health. You know that, Your Highness, and you need not bring it up. Your birthday will come soon enough.”
A chill crept over her back at his sideways glance and the change in the tone of his voice: from harsh to something she couldn’t fathom. One thing she knew: after her birthday, nothing would be the same.
For one thing, she didn’t think Rider Cornatan was going to give up his power as regent so easily, the power he had since she was ten and her mother died. Rider Cornatan devoured power and twisted it. He sat at the table of the Knights’ Council, his chair before the empty throne, and rebuked anyone who challenged him. He thought he ruled the world. Jevaithi wasn’t even allowed to attend the meetings. Too young, he said.
Just look at the smug expression on his face. He thought she was dumb; he never made a secret of that. He thought she would let him continue as before.
“Rider Cornatan, I would like to discuss my attendance of the Newlight celebrations.”
“Your attendance of the—No, Your Highness. I don’t think it’s appropriate for a girl of your age.” Through clenched jaws. Good.
Now she put on her most innocent voice. “It is not appropriate that I want to show myself to the good people of the city who celebrate in my name?”
“Your Highness, there are far too many inappropriate things going on at the Newlight celebrations.”
“All I ask is to take part in the traditions of my own people.”
“Traditions?” His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat.
Jevaithi straightened her back; he knew perfectly well what she meant.
She was no longer a girl; she was a virgin, blooded three moons ago. He knew that. He had stood, straight-faced, as she came out of the bath chamber screaming, with blood on her hands. He had stood by the door as his own elderly mother explained to her what it was all about.
“You weren’t seriously thinking . . .” His voice was indignant. “Your Highness . . . the men in the Outer City . . .”
“The men of the city who are celebrating are deemed unsuitable to take my blessed innocence as they do with every other newly-blooded girl at the festival?”
“If you want to put it that way . . . Your Highness.” His cheeks had gone red. “But I’d rather that you didn’t—”
“Then, Supreme Rider Cornatan, tell me what the Knights have in mind for me, because surely the matter of my fertility—or not—must have come before the regent, and it is a matter that must be attended to as soon as possible. There must be an heir to the throne.”
He nodded. “Yes, there must be.” Dry-voiced and stiff-faced.
“If a young Learner Knight or an Apprentice isn’t suitable for me, not even if he comes from the best family, then tell me, do I get a choice in this matter? Maybe we should discuss it?”
“Maybe.” He sounded like he wanted anything but.
“Or maybe I should take it to the Knights’ Council.”
A shudder went over him. Oh, this was delicious. They had discussed it, she was sure. She was also sure that none of the Eagle Knights wanted to repeat the mess that surrounded her mother’s succession. A virgin until twenty-nine, the Eagle Knights had squabbled over who from their midst would have the right to father her children, until they found that an unknown stranger had already done the job. But by that time Maraithe had been visibly pregnant, and in the face of the cheering citizens, all the Knights could do was smile with their teeth clenched.
“I don’t think the Knight’s Council should bother itself with such things,” he said.
He turned to her, his expression now more soft. “But maybe we could organise an excursion for you to the festival.”
Oh glory, he was giving in already. The threat of the Knight’s Council must give him panic attacks. She must remember that.
“However, I insist that you would need to need to be suitably attired.”
“Is anything wrong with the way I look?” She held up her arms, letting air breeze through her dress.
“No, not at all. It’s just that your dress . . .”
“Is a little revealing?”
He said nothing.
“Then I will order proper garments.” She hated these flimsy garments the courtiers made her wear anyway. Layers of gauze so thin the wind breezed through them even when she walked around the room. They were designed to keep her indoors.
“You could do that.” Rider Cornatan stopped pacing and stared out the window, hands clasped behind his back. A couple of gulls sat on the outside windowsill.
“I want a dress such as the maidens of the city wear. One that’s warm enough for outside. I want to go into a real meltery and meet real men.”
He stiffened. “Out of the question.”
“Why? I will speak the words you tell me to speak. I will dance only with men you have chosen. Hire the meltery if you wish. Tell the owner to put guards at his door and let in only Knights. They don’t have too much trouble drooling over my puppies when I’m merely walking past.”
“Your Highness, where did you learn to speak so? If you were my daughter—”
“Which I am not. I am your Queen, and this is how my men speak about me. I listen to their voices, Rider Cornatan.”
He let another silence lapse. She knew he would offer a compromise of some sort. A trip in the royal sled—she didn’t care as long as she could leave this room. She didn’t really fancy getting a close-up view of Knights drooling over her anyway. The junior Knights maybe, but the Senior Knights scared her.
“We could organise for you to witness a race and a walk over the festival grounds. Every year one of the Apprentice Knights is chosen to be the Queen’s Champion. You could choose the winner yourself.”
Yes, she could, but it was just another boring official function, not something she wanted to do. “Could I see the Legless Lions?”
His lips twitched into a smile. Was he glad she no longer mentioned men?
Hoping for a kiss and awkward fumbling in the dark with a young man of her age was futile anyway. The man who took her would be older, experienced, and in her bed for only one reason: to get his blood on the throne. She was probably facing that very man right now.
She had known it all her life.
There is no point fighting, Jevaithi, her mother used to say. The Knights do as the Knights want to do. She could still see her mother over there in the bed, pale and sickly. Devoid of a will to live.
“We can certainly arrange for you to see the Legless Lions, and the bears. Perhaps you would like to see the ritual killing?”
She shuddered at the thought of guts and blood on some beefy butcher’s hands, but nodded. The longer she was out there, the more time she had to do real things and pretend she was a real girl. And real girls wouldn’t mind to see an animal killed. For them, it meant work and food.
“Yes, I would like that.”
Rider Cornatan bowed. “I will organise that for tomorrow, with your permission.”
“You have my permission.”
He bowed again and left.
Drained and still hungry, Jevaithi sank down on the bed. Her plate remained on the table, the sauce congealed into a jelly-like blob. A servant scurried to take it.
“You haven’t eaten, Your Highness.”
“No. Next time, I want you to bring me real food.”
The man’s eyes widened. “But Ruder Cornatan says—”
“Never mind what he says. Bring me adult food. If he tries to mistreat you, come to me.”
The man nodded and retreated.
She gazed out the window, where the people of the city moved about like little black specks.
She would try to charge into a meltery once she was out there. When they were surrounded by the people, Rider Cornatan wouldn’t dare to lay a hand on her. The people loved her, not him.
Mother, maybe you gave up the fight, but I will be free.
 



Chapter 10
 
ISANDOR TOSSED a couple of coins onto the bar and wriggled sideways between sweating bodies to pick up the tray of drinks the barman had put there. A maid burst out the kitchen door, yelling at two younger girls who were collecting tottering piles of dirty glasses. In the din of the meltery room, Isandor couldn’t hear what she said, but the gist of it was written on her face. Hurry up, work faster. The girls were rosy-cheeked, their hands red from alternately washing up in ice chips and tending the roaring fire, or stirring the giant vats of meltwater and mixing in spirits and berry distillate to make bloodwine.
Isandor lifted the tray with drinks carefully over the heads of a couple of fishermen and backed into marginally less-crowded territory. Here, patrons sat at tables, every chair occupied. Some talked, some were gambling, and here and there, a few couples were engaged in other activities. A layer of smoke hovered over the patrons. It wafted from the fire every time the door was opened, which happened a lot.
A heaving crowd on the dance floor made so much noise that it was hard hearing the musicians.
Carro and his cousin Daman sat alone at a table. Carro leaned his head in his hands and stared into the crowd, while Daman fiddled with the hem of his tunic.
“Hey, smile,” Isandor said as he set the tray down. He regained his seat and distributed the drinks.
“That’s easy for you to say,” Carro muttered into his glass. His pale blue eyes had a haunted look to them.
Isandor laughed. “Yeah, we’ll have this race in the bag, and then you’ll just have the swimming and running races to win.”
Carro clamped his large hands over his glass as if to retain the warmth of the wine. “The running and swimming are unfair competitions. I’m the only Knight Apprentice who can compete as Outer City citizen. It’d be embarrassing if I didn’t win those races.”
“Carro, have you noticed I’m from the Outer City, too and I didn’t even enter.”
“It’s different for you.” He let the reference to Isandor’s peg leg hang in the air. “Besides, the flying race tomorrow is important. Knights live for flying.”
“And so we won our selection heat. Smile, Carro. We won. We’re in the final.”
“I almost fell off,” Carro said. “Look, why don’t you find another partner. You’re so much better than me, you deserve someone who can actually control their bird.”
“Carro, please . . .”
Why did he go into sulky moods like this? Isandor had thought it would get better when Carro was away from that horrible father of his, but if anything, being in the Knighhood had made it worse.
Carro shook his head and drank deeply from his bloodwine, staring ahead. Daman still fiddled with his tunic. His eyes were following one particular girl swept in the tide of dancers. Tall, with curved hips and tresses of honey-coloured hair, and completely out of his league.
“Hey, good evening boys!” A girl dropped into the empty chair. Her cheeks were red from dancing and bloodwine and her perfume mingled with a faint scent of sweat. Around her pale-skinned neck, she wore a simple strip of leather with on it, a gull’s tail feather.
“Uhm, good evening, Korinne,” Isandor said. “Still here? I thought you said your father wanted you to come home.”
Stupid. That’s sounds too hopeful. Bloodwine had addled his thoughts. He had to clamp his jaws to stop himself laughing, because laughing at the daughter of Rider Cornatan’s closest advisor would never do.
“What’s so funny?” she asked.
“Carro was just telling a joke,” Isandor said.
“What?” Carro woke up from his moody thoughts.
Isandor gestured, You deal with her. All day, Carro had been staring at this girl like a hungry pup whenever she came near.
Carro began, “Oh yeah, I can tell you a good joke. Did you hear about the two Chevakians who went fishing . . .”
Isandor stifled a groan.
The girl continued to look at him, batting long eyelashes over her clear grey eyes. She fiddled with her feather. Yes, he knew she was available. He’d hardly had a chance to forget it.
“I guess you already heard the joke,” Carro said, his voice flat.
“I just wanted to congratulate you on winning your race. It was amazing. I saw you come back so far ahead of everyone else. You flew really well.” Then she glanced at Carro. “Both of you, of course.”
Carro rose from his seat. He’d already finished half his glass and stood unsteady. “Can I invite you to dance, Korinne?”
“Knights can always ask me to dance.” She giggled, and as Carro led her away, she gave Isandor an intense stare and added, “Whether I agree depends on who’s asking.” She winked.
By the skylights, that stupid girl just didn’t give up. She had been following him around all night.
Isandor drank deeply from his cup, letting the bloodwine sting its way into his stomach.
“For someone who’s had their first taste of booze only yesterday, you sure know how to put it away,” Carro’s cousin remarked.
Isandor had almost forgotten about him. “So,” he said to Daman. “Do you know what happened when the two Chevakians went fishing?”
“I think we shouldn’t joke about Chevakia. One day they will invade us. You know my father says”
Isandor let his mind drift off. He didn’t mind discussing politics, but not today and not with Carro’s cousin.
Carro and Korinne came past on the dance floor. He was talking to her, his hand on her shoulder—too close to her neck—and his head bent towards her. He was too tall, and his steps too large. She held her body stiff, so she didn’t touch him, and stared past him at Isandor.
Isandor averted his gaze. Between the dancers, his eyes met those of a much older man, a noble from the city proper, with golden swirls tattooed on his cheeks. He sat alone at a table. More than twice the age of most patrons, he didn’t belong here.
Isandor shivered. This was the man he’d seen after the race today, the man whose presence he’d felt.
“Heh, d’you think that one fancies you?” Daman asked, looking at Korinne whirling past.
“Does she really?”
“It’s not fair,” Daman went on, oblivious to Isandor’s sarcasm. “The best girls are always taken by you Eagle Knights.”
Isandor took another gulp from his drink, stifling the comment that Daman could have her if he wanted, and that if it was so unfair, maybe he should sign up for the Knighthood himself instead of whinge about it.
Before he could say anything stupid, and he was feeling rather drunk by now, Carro and Korinne came back to the table, both red-faced. Carro picked up his glass took a large gulp from his drink.
“Oh, Isandor, you’re not going to ask me?” Korinne said.
“Oh, come on, be a man to her,” Daman said. “She’s throwing herself at you.”
Carro sunk into his chair, his face hard and not meeting Isandor’s eyes.
All right, so they had a disagreement. Let’s see. It would have been about Carro treading on her toes or grabbing her too tightly? Next thing she would go back to her friends and gossip about it.
Oh, by the skylights. Isandor wanted to stay with his friend. No, he wanted to leave this stuffy place and walk with Carro back to the birds, or find some place more quiet, and away from pushy females, to have a drink and a good talk, but he couldn’t refuse such a blatant offer by the daughter of Rider Cornatan’s advisor. So the took the girl’s hand and led her onto the dance floor, where it was so busy that bodies pressed into him from all sides. The musicians struck up a rowdy tune.
Soon, they were swept up in the tide of dancers, and Korinne attached herself to him, like a suffocating parasite. He had to concentrate hard to keep his gait even, to make sure that his empty boot didn’t get stuck or pulled off his peg leg. The crowd heaved and surged. And he was attached to this girl, red-cheeked and bright-eyed with bloodwine, holding him more closely than necessary.
“You dance well,” she said.
He just nodded. Never mind that he didn’t think so, not when dancing had become a matter of life and death.
“I could dance with you all night,” she said into the hollow under his chin. Her breasts pressed against his chest. When he looked down he could see into the deep crevasse between them.
Sweat rolled down his back. His hands felt like slippery fish. The scent of her perfume made it hard to breathe so he concentrated on his steps. One, two, three, four, one, two . . .
“It’s so hot in here,” she said.
This was the part where he should say We can always go outside. And then they’d go into the chill air, and he’d have to keep her warm with his kisses and no doubt she’d taken her ichina and was after a bit more than kisses, and that was all fine during Newlight, as long as the girl fell pregnant.
Part of him wanted to go, badly. No doubt she could feel that part in the space between his hips and hers. But he couldn’t. It would mean taking his clothes off, and she would see his wooden leg. And although the Knights at the eyrie must have seen that he was Imperfect, no one seemed to have actually noticed it. He didn’t understand why, and knew that someone would, one day. And while he was vulnerable, literally with his pants down about to ride a girl was not the time for that to happen. Especially while he was so drunk that he could barely see the opposite side of the room. He wasn’t supposed to have lived. He knew no other Imperfects. According to the books, Imperfect babies were left to die on the ice floes, not to join the Knights, win races, or attempt to get any girls pregnant.
But it was so hot in here. He concentrated on his dancing. Korinne pouted. Isandor’s heart was going like crazy. Would it hurt just to give her a kiss and see if he could do that? To see what it was like? But no, his body might betray him, like it did sometimes at night when he dreamed of this girl who came to the markets sometimes. She didn’t know him, or how beautiful he thought she was. But for some reason in this dream she would come up to his sleeping shelf—he was always at home or some other place that was a weird combination of home and the eyrie, and he was always alone—and then she would take off her clothes, but as soon as she folded back the covers to get into his bed, he’d wake up and then he would be all wet. But he hadn’t actually wet himself, since it didn’t smell like piss, and it wasn’t unpleasant at all, just embarrassing. Definitely too embarrassing to be thinking about now, since the thoughts only made his . . . problem worse. Korinne would be able to feel it now for sure.
Carro was sitting at the table with his cousin, who gabbled away, probably about some political thing, but Carro stared at Isandor with uncomfortable intensity, as if he knew what Isandor was thinking. His eyes said, Get your hands off my girl.
Sweat made Isandor’s shirt stick to his back. Everyone was staring at him. He could see the question in their eyes. What was he waiting for?
Then, thankfully, the music ended. His face and ears glowing, he led Korinne back to the table, raising his eyebrows at Carro and hoping that Carro would get the hint and take her off somewhere to a dark warehouse. It might cheer him up. As for him, he felt like getting disgracefully drunk.
“Oh, do we stop dancing already?” Korinne said.
“I’m tired. I have to think of tomorrow’s race and feed the birds. I think Carro would like one more dance with you.”
A painful look passed over her face.
Carro was already getting up from the table, ready to take her hand, but she stepped back. “I promised my father I wouldn’t stay out too long.”
A feeble excuse. No girl promised their fathers anything during Newlight except that they’d do their very best to fall pregnant.
She extracted herself from Isandor’s grip and ran out, her lips pressed together.
Isandor cringed. He hadn’t meant to hurt her, and didn’t know how he was meant to have rejected her without hurting her. What a mess.
“What, Carro? M . . . my sister laughed in your face, din’ she?” The voice was haughty but the speech was slurred.
Oh no, Jono. He stood at the table, his usual smirk on sharp-nosed face. He had taken off his Knights’ cloak, displaying the distinctive red tunic.
“Shut your stupid mouth.” Carro took a step towards him.
“You in . . . ssssulted my sister,” Jono said.
“She came here begging for a dance.”
“Heh,” Jono sneered. “Why sh . . . should my sss..sister ever want you?”
“Shut up!” Carro grabbed Jono by his shoulder.
A circle formed as other dancers stepped aside, faces keen and eyes wide.
“Oh, Carro, come, don’t be silly,” Isandor said in his friend’s ear. “This isn’t worth a fight.”
Worst of all, the Tutor had warned that any Apprentices caught brawling would not be allowed to go out tomorrow.
Carro didn’t move.
“Yeah, that’shhh right,” Jono said, his arms over his chest. “Get y . . . your friend to sss . . . sort it out for you.”
“Shut up!” Carro said again, this time louder.
“What? You’re jjjjealous be . . . becaushe your friend gets more girls than you?”
Carro lunged.
But he was drink-addled and Jono evaded him easily. Carro lost his balance and almost fell, but Jono grabbed him by his tunic. He drew Carro back to his feet. “So y . . . you want to fight? Let’sh fffight!”
“Carro, no,” Isandor called.
“Don’t, Jono!” Korinne said. “You’ll be in so much trouble.”
“Shut up, all of you!” Carro shouted.
He grabbed Jono’s arms and tried to push him over. Jono stumbled backwards into the crowd, and fell. Carro was on top of him, and then Jono was on top of Carro, thumping his face.
Everyone was shouting and cheering.
Isandor grabbed the back of Jono’s shirt, but he didn’t have enough strength to lift Jono off. He was afraid his leg would slip away under him.
“Stop fighting, you two!” These stupid oafs would get them all into trouble. “Stop it, Carro, stop!” But they weren’t listening, and any moment some older Knights would come and haul Carro off to the eyrie. He needed Carro in the race tomorrow. He—
Golden threads burst from his fingers. They crackled over Carro, as if he’d been caught in a living net of icefire. Carro and Jono froze. And then the threads snapped into diamond-specks of light which scattered through the air and vanished.
Jono stumbled back as if stung.
Isandor’s heart thudded in his chest so loudly that he thought the people around him must hear it. Had anyone seen that?
“That’s right,” Carro said while scrambling to his feet.
Isandor knew his friend couldn’t see the golden glow, but his eyes had gone hollow and distant again, as they did when Carro scared him most.
Carro wiped blood from his brow. “I’m wasting my time here. I have better things to do than concern myself with the lot of you.”
He pushed into the circle of onlookers and was gone in a few heartbeats.
“Carro!” Isandor shouted, but he had lost sight of his friend.
Isandor wrestled against the stream of revellers coming in through the meltery’s doors. Young men pushed aside to let him through and young girls glanced at him with drunken longing. The bolder ones clapped him one the shoulder and told him good luck. He was their Isandor, from the Outer City, riding in the Champion Race tomorrow. Except he wouldn’t be if Carro got into trouble.
Outside in the street, people lined up to get in. Some had their own drinks and were sharing flasks of wine around. An older Knight was kissing a girl in the light of a street lamp, his hands fumbling under her cloak.
Isandor stopped, both revolted and fascinated. Knights were supposed to hold up respectability. Much leering and inappropriate behaviour of course went on in the eyrie. Family visit passes being traded for the sake of going to the whorehouse. Money being used to bribe superiors to turn a blind eye. But it always went on inside the eyrie walls, never openly in the street.
Isandor stifled thoughts of Korinne’s hips against his. He could have had her, snuck away somewhere in a warehouse. That was what normal boys did. Normal boys didn’t run after their friends if they behaved like stupid oafs. Normal boys fought.
“Carro,” he called into the emptiness of the street.
There was no reply.
He walked away from the meltery, breathing the cold and fresh air. The streets became deserted. A single man leant against a wall, his eyes closed. Isandor stopped, intending to ask if he was all right and needed help, but realised that the man was so drunk that standing up was probably the most he could do. The front of his trousers was wet and had been frozen over. His mother would love injuries like that. She’d talk about it in gory detail for days. You know frostbite leaves blisters on your . . .  He jammed his hands into the pockets of his cloak. Well, if this was Newlight, it wasn’t much fun.
 



Chapter 11
 
ISANDOR WALKED ON in the grey-blue light of eternal dusk. Above the roofs of houses, the skylights danced and shimmered in pretty displays of orange, pink and green. Far away, the sound of partying continued, the crowd cheering the jugglers in the markets, and the drummers at the festival grounds.
He had no idea where Carro had gone, but he didn’t feel like going back into the meltery.
He might as well go back to the eyrie.
And then . . . golden strands snaked from the sky. Very briefly, they touched roofs and chimneys; they shimmered over the sloping sides of the limpets and crackled along the ground. A thread touched his hand and burst into a spray of diamonds. The display lasted a heartbeat before it winked out.
Icefire.
He stopped to look over his shoulder, his heart thudding. Icefire had never been this strong. Sometimes, when he stood looking over the city from the eyrie tower, the golden threads crackled over the city. They would bend to his hands, but they had never touched him, like they just had in the meltery. Icefire never ventured indoors.
“You felt that, didn’t you, young Knight?” a soft male voice said in the darkness. The man had a lilting accent.
Isandor gasped. He’d thought he was alone. “Uhm—good evening.”
The man was tall and lanky, with piercing eyes and a sharp face lined with age. There were golden curls tattooed on his prominent cheekbones. A city noble? With a foreign accent? Talking about icefire?
“Who are you?”
But he knew who this was: that man who had been staring at him in the meltery.
In answer, the man pushed back his sleeve and pulled off a leather glove. The white-skinned arm underneath shimmered and dissolved. The skylight gleamed on two golden rods extending from the man’s elbow. At the end, they joined in a “wrist” of black stone, where he had a pair of crab-like pinchers.
Isandor stammered, “You are . . .” He reached for his wooden leg in an automatic gesture. In all his life, he had never come across another Imperfect person. When he had been little, his mother liked to remind him that children born Imperfect were left on the ice floes for the wild beasts to eat. Not even the Knights’ riding eagles would dine on such contaminated fare.
“My name is Tandor, and I’m a Traveller. Come.” He held out his good hand. A tiny crackle of icefire played along the skin.
“Why?” Isandor stepped back. Everything about this man radiated danger.
“We need to talk.”
Need to? “I need to look after my eagle.”
A flicker of distaste went over the man’s face.
“You felt the icefire,” he said again. “When you reach for it, the light bends to your will.” It was a statement, not a question. “Do you know what that means?”
Isandor kept his silence. During the time of the old king, there were people who could use icefire, and who had done so to bring terror to the people of the City of Glass, by enslaving them as servitors.
“You’re Imperfect,” the man continued. “You helped your friend win the fight. I saw the icefire.”
“There was nothing I could do about it!”
“No, there wasn’t. I agree.”
“Then why are you bothering me?”
“Others might have seen the threads, too. Maybe one day others will see the illusion you weave about your leg. Or they will notice how every person in the Knighthood you meet looks anywhere except at your leg. Or maybe—”
“Stop it! What are you trying to do? Who are you, trying to destroy me?”
“To the contrary. I’m trying to help you.”
“Some help.”
“If you are aware that icefire weaves an illusion around your leg, you can make sure it never falters. That way, no one will ever notice, not even if you take off your trousers.”
That last bit he added with a sarcastic tone.
“Just go away, will you?”
“You don’t want to learn how to hide your imperfections?”
Isandor wanted to shout that he had no interest, but that wasn’t true. Being found out was his greatest worry. The Knights had never said anything about it, and every day, he feared that the subject would come up. “You can’t hide it. You can make it look like there is a complete arm or leg, but they’ll find out as soon as they touch it.”
“Not if you learned how to control it.”
“Control it? Isn’t the same as using it? Turning people into ghosts? Isn’t that why, after the king was killed, all his people were sentenced to death?”
Tandor shook his head, an expression of pity on his face. “I see you’re upset and confused. We should sit down somewhere and talk.”
Every fibre of Isandor’s being protested. This man was danger.
“Come,” Tandor said again. “I’m buying. What I have to say is important. It will change your life.”
His eyes met Isandor’s in the light of a street lamp.
Isandor followed the stranger through the twisted streets of a quiet part of the Outer City. It looked like most people had gone to bed already or were hiding from the crowds inside the warmth of their limpets.
In an alley, away from the main streets, was an eating house, recognisable only by a small sign on the door of a limpet larger and with less steep sides than the surrounding ones. Tandor went in first.
Inside the circular room, most tables surrounding the stove were occupied by a selection of the best middle class citizens from the Outer City. Men and women in middle age, dressed well and wearing jewellery, a far cry from the rowdy melteries. The cook was stirring a large pot and a kitchen hand was kneading dough.
Tandor went to one of the few empty tables. Isandor sat opposite him. Already, the warmth made him drowsy. It was even hotter than in the meltery. Couldn’t they open a vent?
A waiter came to them.
“Bring some soup and bread for two,” Tandor said.
“I’m not hungry,” Isandor said. The bloodwine sat heavy in his stomach.
“I am,” Tandor said. “And you should be, too. Adolescent boys are always hungry.”
Isandor shrugged. Not when they’re drunk. But he wasn’t sure if he was still drunk.
The waiter left and they sat among the quiet murmur of the customers. Snatches of conversation drifted past, mostly about the Newlight festival and its various circus shows. Firelight gleamed in Tandor’s tattoos. At this angle, he looked older than he had appeared at first. Isandor guessed him to be about fifty. His hair was glossy and black, his eyes . . . he couldn’t look away from them.
They had that elusive hue citizens of the City of Glass called royal blue. He knew only one person with eyes like that; he looked at him from the mirror above the sink in the dormitory bathroom every morning.
“Are you my father?”
Tandor lunged across the table. The pincher-claw grabbed the collar of Isandor’s shirt so tight that he could barely breathe. Isandor uttered a strangled, “Hey!”
Up close, the gold tattoos on Tandor’s face looked frightening. Come to think of it, why did he have that sign of nobility? Certainly, nobles wouldn’t pay for Imperfect children?
Tandor let a tense silence lapse, in which all Isandor heard was the roaring of blood in his ears. Diners on surrounding tables had stopped talking and stared at him.
“Let me go if you don’t like the people to notice us,” he whispered in a croaky voice.
Tandor blew out a breath. He relaxed and let go of Isandor’s collar, his gaze still boring into Isandor’s.
Isandor inhaled; the smoke-tinged air stroked his lungs. What, just what, was he getting himself involved in?
“All right, since you don’t know me, I will tell you, once, and once only. Moreover, you will never speak of this.”
Isandor nodded, nervously, tucking his tunic back into his waistband, too conscious of the glances at him. He was still in his uniform, by the skylights, and he should do something. This man could not attack a Knight without repercussion.
Tandor leaned on his elbows on the table. “My mother had the courage of a bear pup. When I was born Imperfect, rather than give me up, she ran away to the northern lands where she had heard people do not mind Imperfects. In time, she found a family, and married a travelling merchant and lived in comfort. The merchant collected old books, and as a boy, I became interested in them. I read that Imperfects are special people who have the power to shape icefire, and that they need to be in the vicinity of the City of Glass to use it. So I wanted to use that ability, didn’t I? I was young, I was curious and I didn’t get along with my stepfather, so I came to the white lands of the south.”
He gave a hollow laugh. “Sounds simple, huh? What did I know about the southern laws and the Eagle Knights? I was a boy, just like you are now. I came to the City of Glass at the height of the tension over the raids on Chevakian border regions. I was both of southern stock and living in Chevakia and a prime suspect for being a spy. I was captured by the Queen’s guards. They saw I was Imperfect, and judged me to be a king’s supporter and too old to be abandoned on the ice floes—I might find my way back and come to haunt them—so the Queen ordered that I be changed so I could never father an Imperfect child.”
It took Isandor a heartbeat to figure what Tandor meant, but then he realised. Ouch. He winced. “I’m sorry.”
“If you don’t want to attract my wrath, don’t be. But no, I cannot be your father.”
Isandor repressed the urge to shove his hand down his pants to check on his private parts, which felt larger-than-life and throbbing.
“And . . . are you? A king’s supporter? A Thillei?” He had heard of such things whispered in the melteries, of people who said that the king should return. It was said that the Brotherhood of the Light organised meetings for these people.
A serving girl turned up with a tray containing two bowls of soup and a basket of fresh bread. Isandor found that Tandor had been right: he was enormously hungry.
He attacked the bread, dunking pieces in the bowl. The bread came away dripping with fat, which ran down his fingers as he stuffed the pieces in his mouth. Taste exploded on his tongue. Just like his mother used to make it.
Tandor put his spoon down and broke a piece off his bread. “There is one thing you need to understand. The Thillei are a clan much bigger than only the royal family. You cannot become one. You are one at birth. And you, boy . . . enough Thillei blood runs through your veins to make your eyes turn blue. There are few of us left. You, me and a handful of others. If it wasn’t for me, there would have been none.”
Isandor had suspected this, but hearing it spoken out loud made his skin crawl. He ripped a piece off a roll and mopped his bowl with it, disguising unease. Then another thought came to him.
“Then . . . when I was born . . . you paid for my mother to look after me?”
“Yes.”
“Why, if you’re not my father?”
Tandor gave him an intense look. “Don’t you want to know who your real mother is?”
“Why should I? She wanted to kill me.”
“How can you be so sure of that? Couldn’t it be that someone else wanted to kill you, and she had no power to protect you, and gave you to me to bring to safety?”
Isandor scratched his head. He was beginning to feel sleepy from the bloodwine, and Tandor’s stories were so confusing. Why should he care? Children in the City of Glass never grew up with the women who had given birth to them. They were breeders, like his mother.
“What do you want from me?”
Tandor shook his head, his expression sad.
“It is not about what I want or what anyone else wants. This is much bigger than the wants of individual people. It is about making the City of Glass great again, and about stopping the slaughter of children.”
He hesitated. “I know this may not sound important to you, but I see in you myself when I was your age. I didn’t know what to do with my gift. I was scared. I have found out how to deal with icefire the hard way. There is no need for you to do the same.”
“You want me to be a sorcerer’s apprentice?”
Tandor breathed out heavily through his nose. “Sorcery? I wouldn’t use that despicable word, but that’s obviously what the Knights have told you to think. Tell me this, though: do you think there is a good reason you should be punished if you were discovered?”
“I . . . can use icefire. I’m Imperfect. There are laws that forbid—”
“Is there anything that punishment could stop you doing, if you wanted?”
Isandor shrugged. “It’s not as if I could help being Imperfect.”
“Exactly. You can’t help being what you are, but they will punish you anyway. Is that the way you want to live? I want to see you out of this slum. I want to see you soaring in the sky. You, and all other Imperfects. We need to save them, and I’m going to need your help for that. As . . . Knight, you would be perfectly placed to do that. Give me the word and I will teach you about icefire.”
And then Isandor saw what Tandor wanted: to single-handedly change the Knights’ view on Imperfects, to become a spy, or an agent. Did Tandor really think he was as stupid as all that? He respected the Knights, most of them at least. They were harsh but fair. He was determined not to let his wooden leg be a problem. No one needed to know. But on the other hand . . . if they found out, he would have to leave the Knights.
Damn this man. He was caught now. He couldn’t refuse Tandor’s offer or tell the Knights about him, or Tandor would tell the Knights.
He licked his lips. “What would you want me to do?”
A smile ghosted over Tandor’s face. “A few days ago, the Knights discovered my safe sanctuary where I had hidden the Imperfects I rescued from the ice floes as babies. Children who are now young people your age. The Knights broke into the sanctuary, flushed out all the Imperfects and took them away. As far as I know, they were taken to the palace bunkers, and we need to free them, if they’re still alive.”
“And you want me to do that. By myself.” Isandor chuckled. “Do you know how many Knights there are at the eyrie? Do you know how many guards there are on the entrance to the prisons, if that’s where those children are? How do you even think I could get into the prisons? I’m only an Apprentice—”
“I could provide you with a good illusion that would make you look like someone who could get into the dungeons. All you have to do is maintain it. That should be easy after I’ve trained you.”
“Deliberately use icefire? Under the Senior Knights’ noses?” Isandor found it hard not to laugh. This was getting ever more ridiculous.
“Then what are you doing with your leg? What were you doing back there in the meltery?”
“That was—”
“Icefire, strong and clear. You used it to scare that bully.”
“I didn’t mean to—”
“No, I know. That is where the problem lies, I’ve been trying to make it clear to you. You’ve been doing it and you have no control over it. One day, you will be found out. Or someone will betray you, like that halfwit friend of yours.”
“Carro? He will never betray me.”
But a twinge of discomfort tugged at him Carro had said such strange things recently.
“In the end, it comes down to a simple thing: children are killed and harmed because they were born with strong Thillei blood. You have the chance to help me save some of them. Will you do it?”
“If I help you, I will be cast from the Knights.”
“You don’t belong there anyway.”
“Who are you to say where I do and don’t belong?”
“You don’t get the opportunity I’m offering, don’t you? If you help me, I will give you real power.” That last bit was almost a whisper.
Real power, like the old king, who had murdered thousands of people.
That was enough. Isandor strained his muscles to get up. “I’m going. I’m sorry, but I can’t do what you want.” He tried to sound angry, but he thought he sounded scared more than anything. “I’m an Eagle Knight and I will obey by their laws. The Knights serve the Queen with honour. They wouldn’t do anything without her approval.”
“Stop your naive daydreaming. Do you know how much power one fifteen-year old girl has over an ages-old institute of men?”
Isandor shivered uncomfortably, remembering the thin figure of a young girl standing alone before a coffin. So lonely, so small. Jevaithi.
“Do you see that I’m right?” Tandor said.
“I don’t see anything except that you’re telling me stories so I will come with you. I don’t know what you want, but I don’t like it. Find someone else to bother.”
Isandor rose from the table, catching glances of fellow patrons.
“Good night, Tandor.”
He turned and walked back to the door. He expected a shout, but none came. He opened the door and let himself into the cold night.
When he looked over his shoulder, Tandor was still sitting at the table.
 



Chapter 12
 
THE FOOTSTEPS of his hard-heeled riding boots echoing against stone walls, Carro strode through the corridor. His cloak flapped behind him. His riding harness creaked. Polished, clean, his hair slicked and bound by a leather thong. He’d done his best to clean himself and look good, as if any amount of cleaning chased away the ominous feeling that had become infinitely more ominous since his return to the eyrie.
When the Tutor had said the high command wants to see you, Carro had expected to deal with the Senior Knight who dealt with Apprentices.
Instead, the Knight at the entrance to the command centre had informed him that he was to see Supreme Rider Cornatan himself. Carro hadn’t dared to ask why.
His face tingled with cold from the flight back to the eyrie and the air in the corridor did nothing to dispel it. Here, in the lower levels of the eyrie, warmth was as sparse as furniture.
Eagle Knights lived hard, simple lives. There was some aspect in that he liked. He had never felt comfortable with his father’s opulence or his sister’s obsession with clothes and hair ribbons.
Obedience, Honour, Honesty, Humility and Silence. He mumbled the Knights’ mantra silently, as if to remind himself of the meaning of those words.
He had violated several of them in fighting with Jono. The Knights lived for punishing each other. There was a certain humility, obedience and silence in being fucked in the arse, but honour and honesty?
It hurt, that was all he knew, on more levels than one.
Yet, if he ever wanted to be someone in the eyrie, he’d have to endure it. This was what older Knights did to younger ones. Fit in, shut up and don’t show your weaker side.
He failed in all three accounts.
*     *     *
Carro stands in his father’s room. His father has the account books open on his desk. Long lines of figures stretch across two pages.
Do you think I’ve calculated this right, Carro?
Carro hesitates.
Well? You tell me. You are so learned. There is mockery in his father’s voice.
I’d need to figure out the numbers. I need time.
You need time. Ha, that’s right. You have so many books, and you still need time to work out a calculation.
He laughs. He doesn’t need to say that he thinks the books are a waste of Carro’s time. Carro has heard it all before.
The books tell him that in the days of the old king, people had machines that could work out sums, but telling his father would make him sound cocky. Some things are not worth the punishment.
*     *     *
Carro stopped, counting the doors he had passed since coming down the stairs.
Two, three four, five. That’s what the guard said: the fifth door. This one had to be it. Just a solid door, no different from the previous one, or the next one.
He knocked, and waited, glancing left and right into the featureless corridor.
Strange, he’d have expected guards. The Tutor Rider responsible for Apprentice Knights had guards outside his quarters. So why didn’t the Supreme Rider have any?
Before Carro could knock, the door clicked and opened. A dark room yawned beyond, polished stone bathed in emerald light.
No one met him in the door opening, and no one spoke, so Carro stepped inside, his footsteps echoing in the emptiness.
A stone chair stood in the middle of the room like a throne on a dais of black marble several steps high and with corners that looked sharp enough to slice skin. There was no other furniture.
A voice said, “Sit down.”
Except there was nowhere to sit. The room was square, and entirely made out of black marble of the kind found in the mountains. The walls, too, were smooth, reflecting the soft green light.
The voice said again, “Sit down.”
On the throne.
It seemed obvious. It was some kind of interrogation chair. Maybe the chair would get hot, like the chairs he heard they had in Chevakia. That would be his punishment. Pain and suffering. Rider Cornatan wouldn’t even have to set eyes on him.
*     *     *
The tutor stands at the window, reduced to a silhouette against the low sun. The man’s shadow falls over Carro’s work book, obscuring the print. He squints against the page, trying to read.
What does it say? The tutor’s voice is harsh.
It’s a history of Tiverius.
The tutor drags a chair near the fire so that it stands on the middle of the carpet like a throne.
Sit here. Read it.
Carro sits and takes the book on his knees.
Sit up straight. The cane descends on the desk with a thwack.
Carro stares at the long Chevakian words.
If you make one mistake, I’ll hit you. I’ll tell your father.
Carro wants to shout that he hates his father. Why does he have to learn Chevakian? His father hates the Chevakians. No Chevakians ever come to the City of Glass.
They would die if they did. He wants to die.
*     *     *
Gingerly, Carro climbed the dais, and sat down in the regal chair. The cold stone bit through his trousers, but he sat up straight as if he was a king.
Just like Jevaithi.
There was a tiny noise which made Carro straighten his back even more. He would not be seen slumping in the seat. His heart thudded against his ribs. Punishment would not be far off.
But nothing happened, and his back became stiff and his buttocks very cold. What sort of punishment was this? The sort of unfathomable thing his father did.
*     *     *
Carro stands in the dining room. The dining table is so high that he can barely see what’s on top of it.
His mother sits in the seat closest to the fire, his sister next to her. Neither says anything, but his mother looks at the floor.
Carro’s boots leak melting snow onto the carpet, growing brown puddles seeping into the precious wool.
The door clangs behind him. His mother flaps her hand, and all of a sudden, Carro is lifted off the ground by the maid.
He kicks and screams while she carries him across the hall. The maid opens the front door and dumps Carro on the ground. Shuts the door. The lock clicks.
Carro bangs his fists on the door, but no one comes. Shivering, he sits down on the mat. It is wet and soaks freezing water into his pants. He draws his knees up to his chest, and waits. He doesn’t have his coat. The wind cuts through his thin shirt. It is snowing.
*     *     *
A rumbling of stone on stone made Carro start. He turned, but the back of the chair blocked his view. There were footsteps, long and slow, hard heels on stone. Carro straightened, staring ahead, his hands on the armrests. Don’t show your fear. There was a swish of a cloak, the creaking of leather, and jingling of metal rings. It was said that although Supreme Rider Cornatan was too old to ride eagles, he wore his riding harness every day.
“Boy,” said a voice that chilled Carro with its reminiscence of his father. “I’m glad you could come.”
“Yes, sir.” How was that for a sarcastic answer? The Supreme Rider was glad to see him punished?
There was a soft laugh, not unfriendly. “You have quite a lot of courage, for an Apprentice.”
“Sir?”
“Quite a few discipline issues, too, I hear.”
“I am sorry. I was not in my right mind. I’d been drinking.” He didn’t like this brand of humility. Jono had needled him on purpose.
“I accept your apology.”
There was strange tone in the voice that puzzled Carro. Amusement, affection almost. Since when did the Supreme Rider concern himself with individual Apprentices?
“But that is not why I want to talk to you.”
The Supreme Rider came from around the back of the chair.
Carro met the sky-blue eyes and then dropped his gaze, the wrinkled but powerful face etched in his memory. He pushed himself up from the chair. How had he ever thought he was meant to be sitting here?
“I’m sorry, I—”
“Stay seated.”
“I’m sorry I got in a fight. I’m sorry I hit Jono.”
“Forget Jono.”
“Sir?”
“If Jono works hard and holds up the Knights’ ethic like his father, he might get somewhere. For now, he’s insignificant. Did you really think that’s why I wanted to talk to you?”
“But I did start a fight. I’m not always very nice.”
Rider Cornatan chuckled. “None of us are. If we were nice all the time, we would never get anywhere.” He stopped in front of the dais, meeting Carro’s eyes with his light blue ones. “The old king, for example, was a dreadfully mean person, but he was so powerful that even his family didn’t dare disobey him. At the very end, he locked himself in the palace and sent his son and his daughter-in-law away. He said it was for their safety, but it was to distract the guards, so they were killed while he himself stayed in the palace.”
Carro remembered the story, but he had thought the king had sent his family away and stayed in the palace as ruse, so that they could flee safely and that the unborn heir to the throne would survive. But he didn’t dare disagree with Rider Cornatan’s version. In fact he hardly dared breathe. Why did the Supreme Rider mention this?
“You know the story?”
“I do.”
“Because you read the books.”
“Yes.” Carro looked at his knees. He wasn’t sure if it was a reprimand. No one read those books in the City of Glass.
There were steps on the floor, and a hand touched his arm, weathered and wrinkled.
“Don’t be shy. I’m impressed with you.”
“Sir?” This visit was starting to puzzle him more and more. No one had told Carro he was impressed. No one. Ever.
Rider Cornatan smiled, and he looked more like a favourite uncle than a feared leader.
“I’ve brought you here, because I need you for a special mission.”
Special mission? “Sir?” Doubt hovered in his mind again. He was only an Apprentice. What did he know that would make him eligible for a special mission?
“You haven’t noticed I’ve already sent you on some unusual tasks?”
“You mean—when you . . . I went with the Junior Knights to the markets?”
Had Rider Cornatan selected him for that task? Carro felt sick. By the skylights, what was this going to be about? Who was he going to betray now?
“That was just a small job, that you handled well, I heard.”
“Wasn’t that because I am from the Outer City? That’s what I thought.”
“It was, but it was also because you are a very special young man, although I don’t think anyone has mentioned it to you yet.”
“Special?”
Rider Cornatan nodded.
Special as in good-special or bad-special?
“Come, boy, I’ll show you something.”
Carro rose from the cold stone chair, his head still reeling. Something very odd was going on here. There had to be a catch somewhere, there had to be.
 



Chapter 13
 
RIDER CORNATAN led Carro through a corridor made of dark stone into another room, also illuminated with the same eerie green light. The polished black marble on the floor contained the shapes of leaves and many-legged creatures such as Carro had never seen. The room was bare except for a table in the middle.
On a table lay a variety of things Carro surmised must be weapons. Long sticks of metal, glinting in the emerald light that radiated from the walls. On the end of one of the sticks was a glass bulb with many carved facets.
Carro wanted to ask about it, but Rider Cornatan strode past the table and pressed a panel on the opposite wall. At his touch, an entire section of stone slid aside to reveal a hidden room.
There were four men in the room, two of them grey-haired Senior Knights in uniform. They stood near a stone chair similar to the one in the room where Carro had waited. On this chair sat a man in black, his hands and feet tied down by leather straps threaded through rings on the armrests and base of the chair.
The second-hand merchant who sold the books.
His eyes widened when they met Carro’s, betraying an expression of utter panic. He was sweating, his face pale.
The man showed no signs of torture, but there was a strange apparatus on a table behind the chair. The last man wore a green protective suit with a helmet. The dark visor showed only his eyes. He was laying out snaking leads and sharp metal implements on the table with a heavily gloved hand.
Carro’s knees felt weak. Oh, by the skylights. Was this all his fault because he’d betrayed the merchant? His dagger burned against his thigh. He felt like grabbing it and cutting the merchant free.
Rider Cornatan was talking to the Senior Knights.
One of them said, “Is that the boy?”
Rider Cornatan nodded, and his expression turned hard, as if he defied anyone to comment.
“You see, boy, what we’re trying to do here is something very new. You will witness our first true application of knowledge we’ve acquired over the last few years. The Thillei have been saying it for a long time—”
“The Thillei? But I thought there weren’t any left—”
“No visibly recognisable ones, no, but there are those who still practice the Thillei ways, and we might as well call them by their name.”
Carro whispered, “The Brotherhood.” He didn’t dare look at the merchant.
“Very good.” Rider Cornatan smiled first at Carro, then at his Senior Knights, as if he had proven a point. “Whatever can be said about the ways of the old king, the truth is that he had a vision for this land. When the Knights took over, they, naturally, abandoned his plans, but it has not been to the benefit of our land. Our people are poor. We no longer trade with our neighbouring nations. Instead, they laugh at us, and have erected barriers at their borders. They wish to ignore us and cut us out as if we were a festering sore.”
He turned back to Carro, more intent than before. “It is said that because our land is frozen, we have nothing to offer, but that is a lie. We have much, and it has been right under our noses all the time. The power we call icefire can be used to drive machines that do incredible things: dig the ore out of the ground and make it into useful things, heat the caverns under the city and grow exquisite crops, then build fast trains to take produce to the borders. We have everything we need: we have water and we have unlimited energy. Why should we deny it exists?”
“But . . . but . . . that was what the old king did, and he became so powerful that he no longer needed his people, and he started turning them into mindless machines, the servitors.”
Rider Cornatan chuckled. “Yes, that is the version commonly told at dinner tables, and it is also the very thing that has been holding us back. It’s the belief that everything the king did was bad, the belief that we couldn’t possibly use icefire differently and better. The power of icefire is ours. We have been blessed with it, and we should use it if we want to get ahead.”
Carro realised why the sudden emphasis on confiscating illegal material: the Knights didn’t want to burn it; they wanted to use it. That brought a whole new perspective to his own situation. He’d read about the old days—and the Knights considered that a good thing.
“Now of course re-starting fifty-year-old plans is not easy, but we’ve made some breakthroughs, one of which I’m about to show you. But I’m wondering, since you are doing so well, could you tell me what is the great weakness in our plan?”
All eyes were on Carro, as if this was some sort of test.
“Uhm . . .” He wanted to say I don’t know but that would never do. “I . . . don’t know much about icefire. I can’t see it.”
“Exactly!” Rider Cornatan smiled. “Most of us are unable to see or work with icefire. But there are those who can.”
“Does that . . .” Carro swallowed. His gaze flicked to the merchant, who was sweating more than ever. “Does that mean you want the Thilleians back?”
“No. Their powers can be turned to true evil. Once infected with the sense of power, they tend to become corrupted. But we can learn from them.”
“But the powerful ones were all killed.” And at the same time, his mind squealed Isandor.
“Exactly. And that is where this man comes in. Go ahead.” He motioned to the suited man, who pulled some metal frame from the table. It went over the chair to cover the merchant’s head in a lock, with plates fitted to both sides of his head so he couldn’t move it. The pale green light showed the man’s face sheened in sweat. Another suited man had come into the room while Rider Cornatan was speaking. He stuck a very thin needle into the skin of the man’s forearm. It had a soft balloon of fluid attached, which he hung on a stand.
The merchant struggled at first, but quickly gave up, and a stupid look came over his face, his tongue lolling out. A dribble of spit tracked down his chin. Carro’s stomach lurched.
The suited man then dragged the table with the strange machines so that it stood in front of the chair. With click of a handle, he brought a light to life. There were two beams, which he adjusted so each shone into the merchant’s eyes. His eyes had gone wide, the pupils wide open.
He started speaking.
At first, his voice was a barely audible mumble, made harder to follow by drool dripping from his flaccid bottom lip, but gradually words formed.
“. . . no money . . . no money. Have to pay the landlord . . .  Sorry, dear, but the Knights came and took all my stock. Now I can’t sell it to the collectors. I have no more money, dear. Yes, I remember that man. He came to me before. He bought some books . . .”
Carro clamped his hands behind his back. The merchant was going to mention him as purchaser for illegal items, and that was why he was here.
“I have . . . no more books, but the stranger has lots of money. I tell him . . . I will tell him about the boy, the one who’s Imperfect. He wants them, the Imperfects, you know. He pays lots. I can pay the landlord, dear. I’m sorry . . .”
The man blinked and then his eyes fell closed. The beams of light tracked over his cheeks, no longer focused on his eyes.
Carro’s heart thudded against his ribcage. He was going to be punished for not letting the Knights know about Isandor, who had to be “the boy” the merchant referred to.
The suited man turned off the light and released the plates that pressed against the merchant’s head. The merchant collapsed forward into the chair, gasping. He made a kind of huuh-huuuh sound while holding out a trembling hand as if trying to grab something he couldn’t reach. The green-suited men were busy with their machine, and the Senior Knights spoke softly to each other, as if no one else was in the room.
But the man was still going huuuh-huuuh-huuuh and Carro wanted to do something about this whole awful business, but he didn’t know what, and meanwhile the gasping and the huuuh-huuuh intensified, and the trembling hand looked like some sort of insect clawing at the chair’s arm rest.
Carro couldn’t stand it any longer. “Can you help him, please?” His voice sounded high and young.
“Take him away,” one of the suited men said, muffled inside the suit.
Carro wasn’t sure if he was the “him” referred to, or the merchant. The other suited man went to the chair and tried to untie the merchant’s wrist straps, but he was leaning too hard into them, so he pushed the merchant back. As he did so, the man arched his back and with an explosive huuuuh projectile-vomited. It went all over the suited man’s helmet and face mask. The suited man swore, and dragged the merchant out of the chair, out of the room, leaving a foul-smelling trail on the floor.
Carro felt sick.
“Come.” Rider Cornatan’s voice sounded far off. “We’ll leave the staff to clean this up.”
He sounded so matter-of-fact, as if seeing people in this sort of distress was normal to him. He led Carro out of the room, gingerly stepping over the vomit trail, while Carro still heard the huuuh-huuuuh in his mind. He was used to brawls, and fights, and fellow Apprentices drinking themselves stupid until they spent all night puking their guts out in the bathroom. He had never heard anything so desperate as this man.
It was all his fault.
Meanwhile, Rider Cornatan kept speaking.
“As you are probably aware, since you helped inspect this man’s wares, we had this merchant watched. He wears the black of the Brotherhood of the Light, but no longer lives in the compound. It seems he has taken a wife, and he is desperate to get someone to pay for the privilege of using his son. The child was born Imperfect, and his wife rejected it. The boy has lived with the Brotherhood ever since. The merchant passed the knowledge of this boy to another man, a visitor to the Outer City. He paid two gold eagles for the information, and vanished. At the moment, the boy is still in the Brotherhood compound. We are going to get him first. And that is where you come in.”
Carro stiffened, alert now.
“You are familiar with the Outer City. No one will find it odd to see you wandering around the streets.”
“So . . .” Carro swallowed. “You want me to go to get this boy, while some sort of stranger is also after him?”
Rider Cornatan chuckled. “Of course I’m not going to let you go out without help. Let me show you something else.” He walked to the table with the weapons in the other room.
Carro followed him, his head reeling.
*     *     *
It’s cold in the lawkeeper’s office. The room is bare with just a bench along the wall. There is a tiny window that lets in a meagre beam of bluish light.
Carro sinks down on the bench. Cold and shame bites through his trousers. This is where criminals sit.
Carro’s tears run across his cheeks like icicles.
Isandor says, Don’t worry.
It’s easy for him to say. Isandor’s mother comes to pick up her son. There is an officer with her.
The merchant has put in a complaint, he says. He wants compensation for goods broken.
Oh, why did they have to play with boomerangs so close to the market? Why did the boomerang have to hit the merchant’s sled full of glasswork?
Isandor’s mother puts an arm around her son’s shoulder. Isandor looks up at her with his big blue eyes. I’m sorry.
She says, Don’t worry. I know things sometimes break when you play. Her voice is warm. She smiles at the officer and the man smiles back. She radiant, glowing and pregnant, one of the city’s best breeders. I’m sure we can come to an arrangement with the merchant.
They leave the room, their backs disappearing into the corridor.
Carro’s parents won’t be so kind.
No dinner, no oil for his lamp, and his books taken away from him, and that is if he escapes the whip.
He waits. It’s cold in the room. The feeling inside him is even colder. No one is ever going to come for him. His parents are going to leave him here.
*     *     *
Rider Cornatan had turned around, giving Carro a concerned look. “Are you feeling ill?”
Carro’s heart jumped a beat. “No, no, I’m fine.” He tried to push away lingering nausea from the smell of vomit and the hazy remains of the memory, and the realisation: the recurring memories were getting worse.
How long before he had an accident while his mind was off somewhere else? How long before someone discovered and declared him unsuitable for service? Declared him insane?
Rider Cornatan’s expression wasn’t convincing. “You looked out of sorts for a bit. Not an advocate of medical procedures?” He glanced back at the room with the chair, where the wall panel was just sliding shut again, and two Junior Knights were mopping the floor.
“No, no. I’m fine.” A drop of sweat trickled down Carro’s back.
“Good, then have a look at this.” Rider Cornatan gestured at the strange contraptions on the table.
They were definitely weapons of some description. Eagle Knights used crossbows and poisoned arrows, or in close combat, swords or daggers. Carro reached out for the staff with the shining stone, but withdrew his hand, casting a glance at Rider Cornatan. Touching it wouldn’t be very humble. Stupid that he had even thought he could touch these weapons.
Rider Cornatan laughed, his eyes gleaming with pleasure. “You like that, boy?”
“Yes.” Carro hated how his voice sounded too innocent. His father always said boy and never used his name.
“Take it.”
Carro picked up the staff. The metal felt warm, almost alive, in his hands.
“Try some blows.”
Try blows? Where? Rider Cornatan didn’t expect to be sparring with him? He was an old man.
“Stand over there.”
Apprehensively, Carro went to stand where Rider Cornatan indicated, in the middle of the room. To his dismay, the Supreme Rider threw off his cloak and grabbed another staff off the table. While he strode across the room, the eerie light made his white hair almost green. He took up position opposite Carro, his legs apart, as if he was about to start a sword fight.
Rider Cornatan ran his hand over the metal rod of the staff. There was a noise like lightning.
Icefire! Rider Cornatan did know he couldn’t see it.
“Yes, boy. That surprises you, doesn’t it? Thought we had forgotten that the curse that taints our land can be used in more ways than one?”
He thrust out with the staff. A line of dust lifted from the floor.
Carro cried out, turned and tried to run. What sort of defence did he have against icefire?
“Use the staff!” Rider Cornatan’s voice grated like stone on stone.
Carro grabbed the staff in both hands, but had no idea what to do with it. Dust now crackled all around him, making his nose itch. He swung the staff into thin air, like a blind man swordfighting.
“That’s right. A good, honest Knight doesn’t run like a coward. A good Knight stands his ground and fights with whatever weapon he has.”
“But it’s not fair . . .” Carro panted.
“Warfare is rarely fair, boy. Yes, the enemy will use icefire. Then now, so do we. Come on, show me what you’ve learned.” He swung the staff.
Sweat pouring down his stomach, Carro gripped the staff in both hands. He adopted a fighting stance, legs apart, swaying from side to side.
Rider Cornatan circled him. Slowly, watching with eagle-eyes. The heels of his boots clacked on the stone floor. Carro’s skin pricked. He turned on the spot, as he’d been taught in sword fighting, always watching.
Rider Cornatan chuckled.
“I see you’ve been taught well.”
And then he thrust up. Lightning crackled around Carro.
Carro swung his staff. Too late. He didn’t know what he was doing. However was he supposed to fight icefire he couldn’t see with nothing more than a stick? Rider Cornatan thrust again. The air was thick with the scent of singed clothing.
“Fight, fight,” Rider Cornatan urged and punctuated each word with a thrust of the staff. He could still laugh. Or maybe he thought it was funny. Maybe this was Carro’s punishment.
He thrust faster and faster. Dust swirled in the room. Carro whirled, swung his staff whichever way seemed right, but Rider Cornatan always went faster.
Eventually, Carro could no longer keep it up. “This is ridiculous. I can’t see what I’m fighting!” He stopped, panting, embarrassed about his outburst. “I’m sorry. You win.”
He hung his shoulders. Humility. Lost to an old man.
Rider Cornatan laughed. “No. You win. Give me this.” He took the staff from Carro’s sweat-slicked hand. “Notice how the metal is cold?”
It was. Ice-cold in fact.
“You noticed how none of the rays hit you?”
Carro blinked. He couldn’t see the rays, but hadn’t felt anything either, so he supposed it was true. The floor certainly bore plenty of marks.
“That is because when you hold this weapon, it acts as a sink for icefire. When you’re holding this staff, instead of hitting the intended target, icefire is all absorbed in this staff.”
Carro’s spirits deflated. “So . . .  Nothing would have happened to me even if I had not defended myself.”
“Precisely.” A smile curled the old lips. “You are special, because of what you are. Pure Pirosians are rare. Cherish it, keep it a secret and use it well.”
Carro tried hard to feel misused or suspicious, but he only succeeded partially. He was special He was more than Carro, useless boy from the Outer City, who was only here because the Knights wanted to spy on the Outer City residents.
“Apprentice Carro, we have a dire need of your talent. How would you like to be promoted?”
“Promoted?” Carro swallowed. This was getting more and more strange.
“The first Apprentice ever to skip straight to Learner? Your father would like that, wouldn’t he?”
Carro flinched. What did Rider Cornatan know of his father? What did he know of what his father thought about him? Did his father have a hand in this? Was that the catch?
*     *     *
The carpet is dark red and has a pattern of squares within squares that Carro knows all too well. He stands just inside the door, his hands behind his back, his gaze on the ground.
His father gets up from the desk and walks across the office. Carro follows his father’s movement from the corner of his eye. Don’t go to the cupboard please, not the cupboard. He doesn’t think he can stand any more work in the warehouse on the accounting books, but he will not cry, or the boys will tease him. All the boys who were already teasing him in the streets. It will just get worse.
His father opens the cupboard door. Takes a long time to select a big book. The stocktake records.
Carro closes his eyes and tries not to show his despair. He shivers with the intense cold in the warehouse.
He can feel the chill breeze as his father crosses to the rough table where he is sitting. The book lands on the table with a thud.
I want this done by tomorrow morning.
Carro just nods, his mind numb. He fights back tears of despair.
His fingers will be blue and sore by the time the night is over. Then his reading tutor will hit him for not paying attention. Then his father will order the stove to be tempered, because the luxurious warmth is obviously putting his errant son to sleep.
And then . . .
*     *     *
Carro wobbled. Oh, by the skylights, why was he seeing these things?
Fortunately, Rider Cornatan hadn’t noticed the spell. He was putting the staff back on the table. When Carro moved to do the same, his hands trembling, Rider Cornatan put his hand on the metal. “Keep it. I’m allocating you two elite soldiers. Get the boy and come back here. The soldiers are waiting for you.”
“What—now?”
“Yes. Everyone is asleep or too drunk to notice. You should be able to take the boy on your bird. He’s only a child. Bring him back here as soon as you can. Report to me directly. Don’t tell anyone else.”
Rider Cornatan turned to Carro and lifted up his chin with a single finger.
“Go on, make your family proud.”
“My family hates me, especially my father.”
Rider Cornatan’s eyes met his, blue, intense. “I don’t know about the rest of your family, but I can assure you, Carro, your father loves you very much.”
 



Chapter 14
 
THERE WERE many questions Carro should have asked, but his brain was so numb that he was out the door before he remembered any of them. It felt like it had all been a dream, except he had the staff in his hands and his Learner’s badge on his collar, and a fuzzy feeling in his head that told him that, yes, this was real, and if he wanted to come out of this alive, he had better obey orders. Someone was testing him, or teasing him, or using him as expendable bait, and all he could do was run along and hope he wasn’t going to get caught in something sticky.
The two elite Knights waited at the end of the corridor that led to Rider Cornatan’s quarters, both sharp-faced, silent men at least ten years older than Carro. He had never seen them before. Their eyes were hard, their gazes neither approving nor disapproving, but Carro was all-too-aware of their muscled arms and lean physiques. Body-guards or child-minders?
Their faces remained impassive.
They started moving through the dark corridor in the direction Carro recognised as leading towards the howling staircase. At night, there was no wind to make the jagged edges howl, and they climbed its many steps in uncomfortable silence. The sky was dark blue, too light to show any but the brightest of stars. Pink and green skylights shimmered above.
“You know where to find this Brotherhood compound?”
Carro had grown so used to silence that the man’s voice startled him.
“I do.” Carro explained the location on the far side of the Outer City. The men only listened. Evidently, they had been briefed on their mission.
They reached the eyrie, where dark shapes of birds shuffled and fidgeted as they came in. One of the Knights flicked the light lever up. The bulb sprang into life with its too-bright glow. Heads lifted from under wings, baleful eyes blinked. Both men had their birds untied before Carro had even done up his harness. His fingers trembled. He was fumbling with the staff Rider Cornatan had given him, not sure how to carry it. He settled on lashing his belt around the glass head. The stick banged against his leg, a feeling that was clumsy and awkward.
Carro untied his eagle. It hissed at him and flapped its wings, which made a few other eagles hiss and squawk.
Clumsy, clumsy.
At the opening, the two Knights mounted with fluid grace. Their birds stood ready, their eyes alert.
How had Rider Cornatan ever thought he could match men like these? Normally, the Apprentices mounted their birds from a platform, but it had been taken away for the night. Carro put his foot in the harness trying to imitate the Knights. He heaved himself up and almost overbalanced. The eagle flapped with his sudden shift of weight. Carro salvaged the situation by grabbing the handholds at the top of the saddle with both hands. The reins slipped from his hands, but at least he didn’t fall.
One of the Knights gave a quick flick with his eyebrows before he launched the eagle out. Carro clicked his tongue and the eagle followed the other bird out, hurtling into the air that cut his face with the sting of thousands of knives.
Carro was shivering, already struggling to hold onto the saddle.
Most of the buildings in the city were dark. Lights burned in the odd window here or there, but most decent nobles and proper folk of the City of Glass had gone to bed. Alternatively, they were partying in the Outer City, which was an island of light on the plain dark blue with eternal dusk.
Carro kneed his eagle into catching up with the others. The bird was unwilling and made no secret of its dislike at being woken up. The two Knights fell back and let him lead the way, over the festival grounds, mostly dark, over the market square, bathed in light and full of revellers, to the part of the Outer City furthest from the City of Glass. Here, Carro landed his eagle in a rough piece of land amongst warehouses. There used to be a warehouse at this plot of land, but it had burned down some years ago. He remembered the flames, which had been visible from his street. He had Isandor had climbed up the limpet roof to see the flames roaring into the sky. Now it was just an empty piece of land with mounds of snow and stone pillars which had once been the foundations of the building.
There was nowhere to tie up the eagles, and it would probably be unwise to leave them behind anyway, so he dismounted and led the bird by the reins into the street. Eagles were not fond of walking and the bird kept jerking its head up. Carro almost lost his grip on the reins twice before he noticed how the two Knights had the leather straps wrapped around their wrists. They also kept the reins very tight, so their birds didn’t have the slack to get any force into the upward jerk. The Tutor didn’t teach that. Interesting. It worked, too.
In silence, they progressed to the wall that was the back of the compound.
Carro hadn’t expected guards at the gate, and indeed there were none. But now they couldn’t take the eagles any further and there was still nowhere to tie them up. Instead, the two Knights tied their birds onto each other. Their reins were interesting as well. His tack was the standard length of leather, fastened onto the harness on one end with a metal ring and looped back onto the harness on the other end. Their reins were two separate pieces of leather, each lashed around the rider’s wrist when in flight. They now tied one of these strips to each other, threading the knot through the reins of Carro’s eagle.
Carro wanted to ask, but what about if we need them? He envisaged a tangle of feathers and wings as all three birds tried to take off at once and found they were attached to each other. But evidently, the Knights had considered this and had some sort of solution.
Carro felt so dumb. I’m an Outer City pup, and they’ll do their best to prove it with every step I take.
The men took daggers from their belts. Carro untied the staff and unsheathed his dagger. He was unsure in which hand to hold which and his hands were too cold to do much with either weapon anyway.
They walked in through the open gates. On the other side was a small courtyard surrounded on three sides by a low building with a columned façade, very unlike the regular building style in the Outer City. Carro knew from earlier visits that the door was somewhere in the darkness between those columns, although he couldn’t see it. This was the furthest he had ever gone into the compound, bringing a delivery from his father to the Brothers. Fabric for bed sheets, he seemed to remember.
Every time he’d come here, there had been children of his own age playing in the snow, those who had been rescued from abusive families, lived in the compound and received teaching from the Brothers. They had always seemed happy and harmonious. This was not a place of shouting and punishment; it was a place of learning.
Sometimes, in his darkest hours, Carro had considered seeking refuge here, but he had always thought it unfair to the children whose families actually beat them, the girls whose fathers came home drunk and raped them every night. Those children needed the Brothers, not him. Being ignored, ridiculed or scorned every moment he spent inside his parents’ limpet didn’t injure him or kill him.
He walked across the snow-covered yard and took the two steps up the porch. The two Knights followed him like silent shadows. From memory, the dining room was directly opposite the entrance, and the sleeping quarters were to the right. A glow lit up behind him. One of the Knights held a pebble no bigger than a fingernail, which gave off bright light. The first few windows they checked were store rooms with lots of boxes, or classrooms with benches and tables. There was a blackboard against the far wall, on which someone had drawn diagrams of squares and triangles. Carro was unsure what it meant, but he had seen similar pictures in the books he and Isandor used to read, ones that spoke of calculations of icefire.
The next window looked into a living room of some kind, but a thick layer of ice made it hard to see. The second Knight gestured to a window further ahead.
Inside was a dormitory-style room with two rows of beds against the walls. In each of those beds was a child. The Knight tried the window, but it wouldn’t open.
The other Knight gestured that there was an entry on the side of the building. They headed back into the courtyard and the Knight led through a passage between the building and the compound wall. There was an outroom at the back, and facing it, a wooden door. It was locked, but it took the Knights no longer than a few heartbeats to prise it open.
The quiet efficiency of these men chilled Carro. They had spoken no more than a handful of words since he had met them, and now he wondered if these men ever spoke. They certainly didn’t seem the type to attend Newlight celebrations and start rowdy brawls in melteries, nor to get distracted by the presence of female flesh.
These were real Knights in the way he was not. Real Knights didn’t party, didn’t fight in melteries, didn’t try to get into a girl’s bed. Real Knights didn’t even show off their status to their families and old friends. Real Knights didn’t have old friends. They only had their jobs, and their superiors.
Into the building. A straight corridor stretched into darkness.
The fur-soled riding boots made not the slightest sound on the floor. The Knight indicated, in here. He pushed the door open, again without sound. The air inside was impossibly warm and laced with the must-tinged smell of blankets.
The first Knight marched into the room, while the second shut the door, holding aloft the light. Meanwhile, the first Knight was yanking blankets off the beds, uncovering sleeping children who woke up to a hand pressed over their mouths. Carro clutched his staff and felt completely useless.
The Knight struck success with the fifth child. Carro felt a cold shiver in the staff before the Knight had pulled the blankets off the bed. He was going to say that one for the sake of being useful, but the boy already sat at the edge of his bed. The harsh light showed his missing toes. Imperfect. Two heartbeats later, the Knight had the boy wrapped in a blanket and was pushing him into the corridor. All silent.
The other Knight gestured, Quick, let’s get out of here.
As Carro pulled the door to the dormitory shut behind him, the staff jerked in his hand, nearly causing him to drop it. He couldn’t restrain a gasp.
Both Knights looked at him. One had slung the blanket with the boy over his shoulder.
“Someone’s coming,” Carro whispered. He wasn’t sure if it was someone, but something was definitely happening. The metal of the staff was going alternately warm and cold in his hands.
The Knights had stopped. Neither spoke, but their sharp gazes roamed the corridor. Carro didn’t even know their names.
They listened. All Carro could hear was the thudding of his own heart.
“Your imagination.” The Knight closest to him gave him a disdainful glance and turned towards the door.
Carro shrugged, trying to be careless. Fine; these men thought he was an idiot, everyone did. He could do nothing but follow, even though the coldness in the staff increased.
They walked back along the path between the wall and the building, into the courtyard. Carro looked over his shoulder again. Saw nothing.
The staff chilled in his hands.
“There’s something . . .” He didn’t know how to continue. Speak of icefire in the presence of older Knights? Did they know what Rider Cornatan knew?
But the Knights broke into a trot.
Carro didn’t question their motivation.
Quick, back to the eagles. Hurry up. The staff was jerking now. He took the lead in the courtyard, the two Knights close behind. Almost at the gate. There was a noise, a soft sigh as if someone expelled a breath.
Carro glanced over his shoulder.
Something moved at the dormitory window, a smudge of distorted air.
Quick.
Puffs of snow blew up in the courtyard, coming towards them.
Carro ran.
A loud crack reverberated between the wings of the building, followed by a thump. Carro skidded to a stop. One of the Knights lay face-down in the snow. The second Knight, holding the boy over his shoulder, had his dagger in his hand, slashing uselessly in thin air.
Some artefact of icefire
Carro gripped the staff even though its surface almost froze onto his hands. Something was in the courtyard with them, something he couldn’t see. But he could see footsteps forming in the snow as the apparition walked. He waved the staff. The second Knight glanced around, his eyes wide, his dagger ready. His comrade hadn’t stirred.
The second Knight’s head jerked back. His face froze in a surprised expression. There was a loud crack that echoed in the courtyard.
The man fell backwards as if in slow motion and landed on the icy ground with a dull thud, the blanket with the boy under him.
Carro wanted to run, but fear made his legs unwilling. He stared at the man’s neck, bent at an impossible angle. The invisible thing had broken the man’s neck.
Carro waved the staff like crazy. That thing was going to kill him next. “Begone, begone, whatever you are!”
A sudden gust of wind picked up, howling around the building. The air crackled. Snow sizzled, and blew into Carro’s face. He stood stiff with fear. He wanted to scream, but could make no sound. It felt like his entire face was on fire.
And then quiet returned.
Carro stood there, holding the staff. His hands ached with cold. Snow had blown into heaps obliterating any footsteps the apparition might have left. Where was it now? All Carro could see were indistinct mounds of snow, two of whom contained the Knights’ lifeless bodies.
“Please, help.” The voice was soft and muffled.
The Imperfect boy was pushing himself up from under the dead Knight, shaking snow out of his hair.
“Come to me,” Carro called, still staring at the snow, expecting to see footsteps coming towards him.
He waved the staff. The metal was so cold it steamed. His hands hurt from holding it, but he was too scared to worry about frostbite. A deep keening filled the courtyard. Wind tore through the gate, throwing up a cloud of snow.
The boy had pushed the Knight off him. The man’s head flopped back like it was attached to this body only by skin.
“Come now!” Carro shouted into the howling wind.
The boy ran, clutching his blanket.
Carro grabbed hold of him with his free arm, while hanging onto the staff with the other. The staff, and his hand, were rimed with frost. He ran, whistled for the eagle, and then remembered the business with the tied-up reins.
But the eagles came, all three of them, flying low through the street, with their wing tips almost touching the houses on either side. The reins dangled loose—snapped? The two Knights’ eagles kept flying, but his bird landed.
Carro heaved the boy on the saddle and clambered on behind him. One stroke of powerful wings and they were off into the night. Carro wrestled to gain control of the reins. His leather loop had broken, too, no, it had been cut.
The boy was shivering.
“S-s-so glad you came,” he said. His voice was young and hadn’t broken yet. “I thought . . . that blue thing was going t’ kill me like th’others.”
Blue thing? “What did you see?”
Carro shifted his weight to free his arm so he could lash the dangling reins around his wrist. He now saw how the tying-up trick worked. The knot still dangled in the reins of the eagle flying to the left of him. At his whistle, the birds had simply bitten through the leather. The Knights would replace the straps once they became too short.
“Din’ you see th’ blue man?”
“I didn’t see anything.” His teeth chattered.
“He were all shimmery an’ in places you could see right through ’im.”
Just what was he talking about?
Carro had to concentrate on flying and the boy fell into silence. He didn’t shiver so much anymore. Carro was too busy staying in the saddle to talk, and too busy worrying what Rider Cornatan would say about the death of two of his elite soldiers, men much more experienced than him.
Riding with the loose reins would have been tricky even during daytime, and the deadweight of the boy didn’t help. The eagle laboured to stay in the air, but he made the eyrie.
Rider Cornatan was waiting at the back of the room, silhouetted by the light. Carro slid off his bird, the weight of the boy pressing him down.
It was only when he stood in the straw, and the boy slumped on the ground that he realised the boy had lost consciousness.
Rider Cornatan gave a sharp command. A Knight ran forward to lift the boy’s prone body off the floor.
“Take him to the infirmary. Impress on the medicos that I want him to live.”
Then the man was gone, and Carro faced Rider Cornatan. He couldn’t bear looking up. He’d taken out two capable Knights and had come back alone. Rider Cornatan had given him the metal staff to protect the patrol, but he had run first.
“I can explain,” he whispered, but the horror of that snap echoed in his mind. How strong was this invisible monstrosity that it could break a grown man’s neck with such a loud crack?
There were footsteps on the floor, Rider Cornatan coming closer. Carro cringed. He would sure be beaten, punished for his failure.
*     *     *
Carro sits at the big table in the dining room. His sister is next to him, crying.
Why did you do that, Carro? his mother asks.
Because she is ugly.
That is such a horrid thing to say, I don’t know how you these things come into your head.
But it’s true.
His mother slaps him across the face. You need to grow up. You want to be treated like a big boy, you act like one.
*     *     *
But a warm hand touched his shoulder.
“Look at me, Carro.”
Carro raised his head, blinking hard to repress threatening tears. He couldn’t help it—he always did or said stupid things that got himself and, most importantly, other people, into trouble.
Rider Cornatan’s eyes met his. It was impossible to guess what went on behind that gaze.
“I know what it means to face the horrors of the Thillei legacy,” Rider Cornatan said in a low voice. “There are certain things we simple human beings cannot fight. That is the true reason I sent you: because you alone have a chance. Had you not been there, the boy would have been in the hands of the enemy. You did as well as you could.”
“Who . . .” Carro swallowed. Did this mean that the death of two capable men would be written off as inevitable? While it was his fault? “Who is this enemy?”
“That is what we need to find out. We might have thought that all Thilleians were dead, but it seems they are not.”
Isandor. And then Carro had another chilling thought: did his friend have anything to do with this invisible monstrosity? It was Isandor’s idea to read the books, but what if he had kept the most important ones of them secret?
“Now, I want you to clean up and rest. Go downstairs to my quarters and use the bathroom there.” He winked. “I know it’s Newlight. Don’t stay too long, though. I believe you’re racing tomorrow.”
He passed an arm over Carro’s shoulders and squeezed them briefly.
Carro’s head was full of questions. What did he mean—don’t stay too long? How could Rider Cornatan be so indifferent about the death of two men? What was he going to do with that boy? Why, if he wanted Imperfects, had he not noticed the one right in front of his nose in the eyrie, and what would Carro do if asked to betray Isandor?
But he left the room and slouched down the howling staircase to the Senior Knight quarters. When he came to the bathroom in question, he understood at least the first part of Rider Cornatan’s remarks, because he could heard the sound of relaxed talk and laughter before he opened the door. It sounded like there was a party going on.
The room beyond was huge and impossibly warm. Steam drifted from the surface of a huge bath. At least twenty people sat in the water, on a bench around the perimeter of the bath.
“Hey, there is the hero!” one young man called out.
The others cheered, holding up glasses.
The group included some of the noble sons who had always been indifferent to him, men who should know about the deaths of two of their fellows. And, by the skylights, there was Korinne, seated in the water.
Their eyes met, and Carro looked away, acutely aware of his filthy clothes. No way to face a girl.
In a corner filled with benches and wash basins, Carro slipped out of his clothes and washed blood off his hands. It was warm in the room, and the laughter and cheerful voices made his ears ring, where he still heard that snap, that awful snap, of the Knight’s neck breaking.
Footsteps in the snow.
Crack.
A servant came with a tray of hot bloodwine. Carro accepted a glass and drained it in one gulp. The liquid burned a way to his stomach. There. That was better. He slipped into the huge bath, not meeting anyone’s eyes. The water stung his cold-numbed hands.
Carro leaned back against the side of the bath, letting the talk in the room wash over him. His head was becoming comfortably dizzy with the heat and the effect of the bloodwine.
“Hi, Carro.”
Korinne, on the underwater seat next to him. Her curls were flattened against her head and the bottom ends of her hair fanned out from her shoulders, partially covering her breasts.
“Uhm, hello,” he said, and then he felt like he had to add something. “Have you been here long?”
Stupid question, really, seeing as what he’d been through.
“Not very long,” she said. She took one of his hands and began rubbing it, examining blisters on his palms. “Flying out at night?” she asked.
He nodded, the simplest answer that didn’t require him to lie.
“Didn’t you wear gloves?”
Carro shrugged. He didn’t want to talk about his mission. The flow of the water drew her hair away from her breasts, soft white orbs with dark nipples. He felt oddly detached.
“We were just getting ready for the party and were waiting for you.” She ran her hands up his arm, meeting his eyes.
“For me?” Heat crept up his cheeks.
Was this the girl who had called him a clumsy idiot earlier that evening? By the skylights—was it only that evening? It seemed many days ago.
“Drink?” someone behind him asked.
Carro turned and took the bottle from the man next to him, a tall, dark-haired young man with olive skin. His shoulders were lean and corded with muscle.
The man met Carro’s eyes; his were grey and uncomfortably intense. He had long eyelashes. His face was narrow, with a long, hook-like nose.
Foreign blood.
“Uhm . . .” Carro hated how he blushed. “I’m Carro.”
The man chuckled. “We figured.”
“And you are?”
“Farey.”
His intense stare made Carro uneasy, but he felt he had to say something. He wanted to say something. Not to look like an idiot, for once.
“I haven’t seen you at the eyrie before.” It was an insanely stupid remark, he knew that as soon as it left his mouth. Apprentices only ever saw a very small part of what went on in the eyrie.
Again that chuckle, breathy and nervous and very strange at the same time. “You wouldn’t have seen me. It’s my job not to be seen when I don’t want to.” The grey gaze roamed Carro’s naked shoulders, the pale skin of his belly.
Carro turned back to Korinne and made a show of unstoppering the bottle. His hands trembled. He drank a few swigs without tasting anything, and when he passed the bottle on, noticed how on the other side of the bath two noble sons faced each other. One was old enough to have the golden markings on his cheeks, the other was not much older than Carro. As he watched, the older Knight pulled the younger closer and kissed him full on the mouth. The light gilded the younger man’s cheekbones, His eyes were closed; his hands slid down the older Knight’s chest.
Blood roared in Carro’s ears. He wanted to turn away, give his attention to Korinne, who was stroking his shoulders, but he couldn’t. Men did these things to each other by choice?
Next to him, that strange Farey gave another one of his breathy chuckles. “You’re not with kiddies anymore, boy.” The tone of his voice made Carro shiver.
Carro didn’t trust himself to meet the man’s eyes. He forced his gaze back to Korinne, but saw sinewy, olive-skinned shoulders. “You . . .” He cleared his throat. “You have parties here often?”
“Not me.” She laughed. “But Rider Cornatan invites his elite group here quite often, I hear. This is the first time I’ve been here. He asked me to come.” Her eyes said for you.
She looped her arm around his neck. Her bare breasts pressed against his chest. Carro wondered what had made her change her mind about him. Nothing he had done, that was for sure.
But it was pleasant, and she was offering, and doing what she wanted, whatever the reason behind it, seemed easier than facing that strange Farey on his other side, and with all the uncomfortable feelings that brought.
He bent forward, pressing his lips on hers. She replied, eager and passionate.
The rest of the night passed in a drunken blur. When he stood in the deeper part of the bath, Korinne could loop her legs around him. It was easy to lift her in the water at the height he wanted her. She swallowed him, and he didn’t object. His body obeyed his mind. For those few crazy moments, he ruled the world. He was Carro. He’d show his father how “useless” he was. Let his father beg him on his knees for forgiveness. Let his mother learn what it was to live in hardship.
If we are nice all the time, we’d never get anywhere.
He didn’t suffer any flashbacks all night.
 



Chapter 15
 
JEVAITHI PULLED ON her thick furs and looked at herself in the dressing room mirror. Lush, thick and pure white, the cloak had been made in all haste for this visit. It suited her, she had to admit, and brought out the lushness of her hair. She had the maid pin it up in a loose bun today.
Underneath the cloak she wore a thick dress, tall boots, woollen stockings and felt underwear over her usual silk finery. She twirled in front of the mirror, admiring her new clothes, feeling like a little girl again, like walking on her mother’s hand. Exciting, as if the whole world was out there to be discovered.
She had even put some colour on her face. Lines of kohl and a fine coating of silver paint accentuated her eyes.
Not too much or Rider Cornatan would object. She could almost hear his voice You are still a child.
No, she wasn’t. She pulled up the leather strap she had insisted her maid bring her, and let the feather dangle over her chest. It was a crude thing, but one such as the new maidens of the city wore. It made her feel grown-up. It made her feel like she was in control of part of her life, no matter how small that part was.
“Your escort is ready,” a male voice said.
Jevaithi gasped and tucked the feather back under the white fur of her cloak, her heart still thudding.
Rider Cornatan strode into the room. The dressing room! She should really have to talk to him about that. She was no longer a girl and he would have to start treating her like an adult, and an adult of the opposite sex at that.
He stopped a few paces inside the door and stared. Oh yes, she did not mistake the look in his eyes. She saw it in the Knights who attended her.
“Your Highness, you look . . . magnificent,” he said. His blue gaze roamed her body as if seeking something to criticise, something that was too daring or too revealing for the citizens of the City of Glass to see, and, having found nothing, came to rest on her right arm, which she held in her pocket. Nothing untoward there either.
She stared back defiantly. No, nobody will know.
“Are we ready to go, then?” she asked.
“We are, Your Highness, unless . . .”
“Unless what?”
“Unless you would decide it’s not safe enough.”
Not safe enough? She frowned at him. “Is there a reason why I should change my mind about this trip? A reason that wasn’t present when you agreed to take me? Which was . . . yesterday?”
His eyes met hers. He opened his mouth. Hesitated. “No, Your Highness, there isn’t.”
“Then let’s go.”
He was lying, she could feel that. Something was happening right here in the palace. And she bet it was something to do with those golden rays that wormed their way up from the ground to her tower room. Icefire, stronger than ever before. Whatever it was, he was worried, but would rather endanger her than talk about it.
Interesting.
She left the dressing room straight-backed, without looking at him. The fur lining of the cloak swished around her ankles. It was an unfamiliar sensation that left her feeling wonderfully warm and covered. For once, she wouldn’t have to look at the world from a great height. For once, people would look at her face rather than her dress, or what they could see through the fabric.
The door opened, the Knights stepped to the side and then . . . oh, freedom. She walked onto the landing in front of her quarters. A breeze of frost-tinged air wafted up from the depths of the atrium, an immense triangular hall filled with bluish light, glass and mirrors. It was said that the hall was formed through the collapse of one building against another. When seen from here, the very top of the triangle, the theory made sense, and as far as she knew, the floors did slope in most of the unused floors of the other side of the palace.
Down below, far down, the palace workers moved like crawling insects, past the fountain, a triangular basin of water in the middle of the hall. Although blue with salts, dripping water had frozen in grotesque stalagmites at the foot of the burbling fountain. Miniature ice floes bobbed on the pond’s surface, carved in shapes of flowers and animals.
Lifts trundled up or down along rails set in the atrium’s walls. There was the sound of ordinary people talking, laughing. It was intoxicating.
“Your Highness.”
Rider Cornatan’s voice broke her reverie.
A lift cubicle had come. Two guards stepped in, then Jevaithi and Rider Cornatan and then two more guards. The doors hissed closed. The cubicle jolted into action. Through the glass ceiling, Jevaithi spotted the jiggling chain that held the cubicle in place. The floors slid by. Sometimes they passed remnants of destruction that created the palace: twisted metal bent into elegant sculptures, haphazardly holding up sheets of grey stone. Molten glass carved into arches. Sometimes she wondered what weapon could twist stone and metal so.
Lights lit up above the doors to indicate that the lift had come to the ground floor. The doors opened and out came more Knights, forming a guard of honour across the polished tiles of the atrium floor.
Through the glass wall of the main entrance Jevaithi spotted a sled in the street, surrounded by yet more guards. Were all these Knights going to come with her? There wouldn’t be anyone left to guard the palace. Never mind her desire for an unobtrusive visit. She was going out, that was the important thing. Once she was amongst the people, she would try to stay there as long as possible.
As they were about to leave the atrium, a stiff grey-haired man came up to Rider Cornatan.
“You’re going out?” he said in a low voice and his eyes flashed hidden meaning. He was a Senior Knight, with golden stripes for years of service on his collar. There were more stripes than times Jevaithi had celebrated her birthday.
Rider Cornatan nodded curtly. “Newlight festival.”
“When are you back?”
“Why? Anything wrong?”
“Well—about the young lad you brought in last night . . .” Then he must have realised Jevaithi could hear what he said and he lowered his voice. They stopped walking. Jevaithi stopped, too, a few paces off.
The two men exchanged a few comments in voices too low for her to hear. Rider Cornatan’s eyes widened briefly then he turned to Jevaithi.
“Continue on to the sled, Your Highness, I will be there soon.”
Jevaithi didn’t move.
Rider Cornatan raised his eyebrows in a way he did when he was annoyed.
“I said I will be there soon.”
“I am the Queen. I have a right to hear what is going on in my city, don’t I? So I think I’d rather stay and hear about this problem.”
“Your Highness, it’s only a minor thing and not important enough even to discuss in the Knights’ Council. It’s certainly not important enough to delay our trip. You might miss the races.” He turned to the Senior Knight. “We will discuss this later.”
The man gave a stiff nod, but Jevaithi didn’t miss the tightly-pressed lips. He obviously didn’t think it was a minor concern. She wondered if it had anything to do with increase of the golden rays of icefire she had noticed. If so, it wasn’t unimportant to her either. Or maybe it had something to do with the more than fifty criminals the Knights had caught in Bordertown. One of her guards had let slip that information, but Rider Cornatan hadn’t wanted to tell her why those people had been caught and what they had done.
“I think I should like to attend when the Knights’ Council sits next,” she said.
Rider Cornatan turned to her, his expression stiff. “We should start to think in that direction, yes, but I’m not sure you need to be introduced to the politics of running the land just yet.”
Politics? There were the Knights and the Knights. What was so hard about that?
“I want to.”
“We shall see.”
He kept his face neutral, since he could hardly berate her with all these people present, but he would probably like to do so if the twitch of a muscle in his neck was anything to go by.
Her people were her protection. Once she was back in her prison, she would suffer. She thought of the gull’s tail feather on the leather strap around her neck. The token suddenly felt heavy as stone. Suppose Rider Cornatan was to take her up on her advertisement tonight . . .
Quite a crowd had gathered to watch in the street. Held back by a couple of Knights, the people were all nobles of the City of Glass, dressed in their fine furs and gaudy head-dresses. Women wore face paint and jewellery.
As soon as Jevaithi stepped out the door, a cheer went up.
She waved to the people as she had been taught. A Knight spread sand from a bucket so she didn’t slip in the snow. Another held open the door to the carriage. She climbed up the steps and settled on the bench next to Rider Cornatan.
The sled was huge and white, drawn by four bears. Their white fur shone and was washed and groomed to perfection. They even had jewels even on their collars and harnesses, which were made from red leather. One of the palace guards sat in the driver’s seat. Two Knights stood on the front runners, and two behind, all prominently displaying weapons. So she was to have four minders, and Rider Cornatan, and the driver, who would stay with the sled. She could handle that.
With a flick of the reins the bears loped into action and started moving down the street. Jevaithi saw herself in the sled reflected in the glass facades of the buildings that lined the street. Pompous entrances were guarded by sculptures carved of molten glass. Behind the windows, racks of the finest clothing by the city’s finest leather workers, or brightly-lit benches with swathes of green plants. Customers stood in line for attendants to cut their fresh vegetables. No such things as mundane shops here. Through another window, customers sat drinking from bronze-coloured cups on dainty tables surrounding a giant glass sculpture of a dragon.
The going was slow in the streets. The Knights had to motion aside people, who then crowded along the street and in porches. They cheered. Jevaithi waved and smiled. A young man ran with the sled offering a tray of biscuits. They looked wonderful, but Rider Cornatan’s sharp glance stopped her taking one. They could be poisoned after all. Silly. She didn’t care. If she died today, she would die having fun. Fifteen years old, and she didn’t care if she never saw the sun rise on another day. If she died, she would have denied the Knight’s Council the pleasure of using her body to further their aims. If she died, it would be without having a Senior Knight’s handprints all over her and his child in her belly. If she died, it would be because she wanted to, not because anyone said so. Although, of course, there were better things than dying, and possibly other ways to escape her fate.
Escape. The taste of the word on her tongue was like that of a rare exotic fruit. Being out here amongst the people almost felt as good as escape.
They passed the city gates and the bears moved at full speed. The white plains spread out before her. Sunlight poured gold over the snow, casting long shadows and millions of glittering gem-like crystals.
An icy breeze bit into Jevaithi’s cheeks. Her maids would probably complain about what it did to her skin, but she didn’t care; she felt alive. Out there waited young men who didn’t yet know the newly blooded virgin who would throw herself at their feet. She’d take herself off into one of the melteries, she’d dance, she’d flirt, and when the young man took the bait, she’d make sure it was out in the open, when none of the Senior Knights could make a scene.
Escape.
The jumble of low buildings that was the Outer City grew on the horizon at the same speed with which the excitement bloomed in her heart.
The buildings had been designed by locals and the people called them limpets. She had never been inside one—another task to add to her list of things to do after she ascended the throne on her birthday.
Before long, she could make out the colourful tents that had been set up on the plain and the fences for the animals. No Legless Lions yet, but one of her maids told her this morning that the festivities included a Legless Lion race. She would have to see that. Legless Lions were fun to watch when they ran on their flippers.
A number of eagles rose from the festival grounds. Knights in the saddles rode with quiet confidence. Low and gliding, they escorted the sled towards the tents. More guards. She’d escape them all.
Children ran out onto the plain, cheering and shouting when they met the sled. They ran along, stumbling through the snow to keep up with the bears. Their faces were red; their eyes shone with wonder. Jevaithi smiled at them and waved. The kids laughed and waved back, excitement in their eyes. She could hear their young voices, Mother, I saw the Queen today. What would it be like to be one of these kids, to live anonymously, to ride sleds down the hill, to build snow castles, to just walk around here without anyone watching.
The sled passed a fence and then they were amongst the festivities. The driver slowed the bears to a walking pace. The audience grew quickly. People ran through the pens, poked their heads out of tents, came with their families. Faces bright with happiness. The driver stood up on his seat and shouted, “Make way for Queen Jevaithi of the City of Glass!”
More and more people gathered along the sides, cheering and shouting. Someone started a chant, Jevaithi, Jevaithi, and before long everyone was shouting her name. Jevaithi waved until her arm ached. These people were her safety shield.
The sled came to a halt.
Rider Cornatan jumped off first and bowed, holding out his hand. “Your Highness.”
If he was still angry about her insistence to attend the Knights’ Council, he didn’t show it.
Jevaithi stepped from the sled onto hard frozen ground where again a Knight was spreading sand. They sweep the ground I walk on. Rider Cornatan held out his arm to support her, but she waved it away. Her new boots were soft and warm. She wanted to walk in the snow, away from all these eyes. She wanted to run, be alone and free. She wanted to slip and fall, tumble in the snow. It looked soft.
But more Knights were coming up to her, all older men with lots of gold on their collars.
“How wonderful of you to grace us with a visit,” a Knight said. She couldn’t see his face because he bowed so deeply.
“Thank you for receiving me.” She had to stay polite and formal, oh so boring.
“I have had the honour of being appointed as your guide, Your Highness. What would you like to see first?” He was still speaking to the snow at his feet.
“I should like to see the flying races,” Jevaithi said.
“The eagle race pens are on the other side of the festival grounds,” the Knight said.
“Then I shall walk there.”
Rider Cornatan bent to her, whispering, “Your Highness, I don’t think—”
“Walking is healthy.”
He didn’t dare protest.
“Lead the way, my good Knight,” she said to the guide.
The guards cleared a path through the crowd. People crowded along the sides. Burly merchants, mothers with children, all chanting. Jevaithi, Jevaithi.
Jevaithi smiled and waved. She stopped to admire a young mother’s baby, stroking the little head with hair soft as fur. A young man—the woman’s older son?—stood, red-faced slaving over a vat of steaming oil. Whatever he sold, the smell made her mouth water.
“Rider Cornatan, I’d like to have some of what he’s cooking.”
“It’s saltmeat,” he hissed at her shoulder. “You can’t eat that, Your Highness.”
“Why not?” She breathed the delicious scent that rose from the pot. The young man blushed furiously. He was perhaps only a few years older than her. Did he see her feather?
“Yes, I will have some,” Jevaithi said in a clear voice.
The man scrambled to ladle a spoonful of steaming meat into a bag. Jevaithi reached forward, but a Knight had already taken the bag.
“With the compliments of my family, Your Highness.”
“No, I won’t have that. I’m a decent person. Pay him, Rider Cornatan.”
He did. Unfortunately Jevaithi couldn’t see the look on his face.
The Knight held the bag for her while she slipped the glove off her left hand to pick up a piece of meat.
“Do you want some?” she asked him.
His face radiated distaste. “Your Highness, you may want to be careful what you eat. This is the Outer City, and it’s not as clean as—”
She put the meat in her mouth. It was very salty and crispy, but hot and spicy. The taste exploded on her tongue. The taste of freedom.
“I shall be just fine.” Anything that was this salty couldn’t possibly be contaminated anyway.
By the time the group had made their way across the chaos of the festival grounds, the bag was empty. She had eaten half of it, and offered the other half to children along the way. Those children now followed the parade, along with hundreds of other people. Some came up offering her presents. A young merchant boy ran up to her and gave her a shawl made of thin silk. It was a beautiful thing, and he insisted that she keep it and that he didn’t want to be paid for it. If his mother, who wove the silk, heard that the queen was wearing her work, the light might return to her eyes.
Jevaithi found it hard to keep her composure. These people loved her more than she had loved them. These were her people, not the Knights.
They arrived at the eagle pens.
Hemmed in by a frame of temporary metal fencing stood at least fifty eagles, magnificent creatures with gleaming white feathered heads, bright yellow beaks and strong and tawny-coloured wings. The beasts fidgeted and flapped, no doubt sensing the tension and activity around them. Each eagle was being attended by its young Knight. Most of them were Apprentices, boys of between fourteen and seventeen years of age. As old as she was. What would it be like, to fly on the back of an eagle? Did girls ever do that? They should have female Knights. There were enough women in the city who were not fertile and lived as grumpy old maids. She should propose that, the first time she attended the Knight’s Council. That would get those old men talking.
To the left of the pens was the official starting point, a square arena outlined by red paint in the snow.
Someone had made a viewing stand out of pieces of fencing. There were two benches, covered by bear skins and even a frame for a canopy, in case of snow.
This was where Rider Cornatan led her. Jevaithi felt embarrassed. Someone had made this just for her? She sat down, wrapping the furs around her legs. The Knights stood at attention. Rider Cornatan remained standing next to her.
A cheer went up around the pen. Eagles flapped and squawked, disturbed by the noise, which prompted their handlers to pull on reins while ducking out of the way of flapping wings.
“What are rules for the race?” she asked the Knight guide.
He bowed. “The contestants had a preliminary race the day before yesterday.” She wished he would stand up straight and look at her. “The Knights you see here are the ones who came through that selection, the finest in the land. They fly in teams of two where they have to pass a message cylinder between them twelve times, and be the first team back here. If they drop the cylinder, they’re out of the race. If they make an improper change, they’re out as well. They’re flying a distance of twenty miles. Part of it will be over ocean and dangerous terrain—”
A blast from a horn drowned out his words.
Something was happening in the pens. Each young Knight had untied his eagle and was leading his bird forward by the reins. Some birds walked stately, others found it necessary to snap and hiss at their neighbours. Silver coins glistened on the birds’ harnesses. Bells tinkled on the reins. One Knight had painted gold spots on the bird’s beak.
Jevaithi had been to the eyrie a few times, but she had never seen the birds so magnificently attired. Each Knight was dressed in a thick shorthair cloak and immaculate red tunic. They had keen eyes and proud faces, the sons of the city’s nobles.
As they filed past, and lined up in the starting area, a young man amongst them drew Jevaithi’s attention. He stood straight-backed and proud. His glossy black hair was tied in a plait. He wore no jewellery, unlike most other Apprentices, nothing that wasn’t part of the uniform. His hands were red and rough from riding, his gaze was serious. He didn’t wave at parents or wink at girls.
As she watched, a single strand of golden light snaked over his right leg.
She realised with a shock. He’s Imperfect. How was that possible? All her life, she’d been told Imperfect children were killed after birth.
And there he was, looking at her, as if he knew . . . or felt . . . or saw what she hid, just like she saw what he was trying to hide.
The Knight next to her was still explaining the rules, but his words slid past her.
The Apprentice was about her age, teamed up with a boy taller and broader than him but much coarser in features, although this boy also stared at her, and at Rider Cornatan. Rider Cornatan even winked at him.
An older Knight blew a whistle. All the riders mounted their birds. Some put their foot in the stirrup and swung the other leg over. Some, like the Imperfect Apprentice, let their eagles crouch first. He definitely had only one leg, although it was cleverly concealed by a boot on the end of what she presumed was a wooden peg. Now that she was aware of it, she noticed the golden glow around his leg more clearly. Clever. Even his trouser leg stood up as if there was a proper lower limb inside. No one would notice. No one but her.
A second whistle sounded. Eagles poised, their wings spread. The crowd grew quiet. The Knights gripped their reins. The Imperfect rider glanced at her. Jevaithi couldn’t contain a smile. He met her eyes squarely. He had heavy eyebrows, high cheekbones and full lips. His skin was pale with a tinge of red excitement. One corner of his mouth curled up, leaving a dimple in his cheek.
Jevaithi slid her hand up to her throat, pulling the feather out from under her cloak, but at that moment, there was another blast of the horn and the Knights were off with a flurry of flapping wings.
“It will be a while before they return,” Rider Cornatan said, while Jevaithi looked after the eagle silhouettes which were fast getting smaller. “We could meet some of the Senior Knights.”
“Let them come here,” she said. “I’ll wait.”
She’d wait however long was necessary to see that young man return.
Rider Cornatan raised his eyebrows.
“If I am to choose a Queen’s Champion as you said, I better watch the riders.”
Rider Cornatan seemed happy with that response. She guessed it made protecting her easier for him. He sat down next to her, and said in a low voice, “On the subject of the Queen’s Champion, Your Highness, I shall point out to you which Apprentice has the highest points score.”
“You already know that? Before the race has even finished? That’s not how it should be done. I read the rules and it says the Queen or her representative can choose from all participants, as long as they completed the race and made all twelve changes. It is the tradition that the Champion is chosen from the first five, although my mother chose a different Apprentice on at least one occasion. The Queen’s Champion is about fairness and skill.”
He gave her a sharp glance, opened his mouth, but closed it again. “Yes, that it true, Your Highness. You read the books well.”
“I thought I had better check the rules for what I’m supposed to be choosing.” And it was not as if she had so much else to do.
She leaned back in her seat on mock-relaxed fashion. Her heart was hammering in her chest. She’d been openly defying and needling him since she left her tower room. Would he punish her when they returned?
A wry smile played over Rider Cornatan’s mouth, also not a pleasant expression. “Pardon me for taking liberties, Your Highness. I should have said I can give you some good suggestions.”
Oh, indeed. “Go ahead, and give me the suggestions, then. I don’t know any of these Apprentices by name.”
So she listened to a string of middle-ranked Knights extolling the virtues of the young Apprentices who had just gone out to race. The name of the Imperfect boy was Isandor, and he was a native of the Outer City. Even the name made her shiver. She very much wanted to, but she didn’t ask about him and the Knights volunteered little information. Her mother had always said, If you want something that’s not in your power to have, keep quiet about it until it is. Several times, she found the question on her tongue, but one glance at Rider Cornatan stopped her.
She didn’t want to bring the Apprentice in danger with her questioning, but she had to speak to him. No one, not even her mother, had mentioned that there were other Imperfects.
 



Chapter 16
 
ISANDOR HELD the reins tight and gazed at his destination over the bobbing head of the eagle. Even though he wore goggles and a face mask, his face was numb from the cold. There was no sun today, only a mass of dull white clouds. Darker clouds on the horizon promised more snow.
Isandor and Carro led a group of eagles which had detached from the main body of competitors about the halfway mark. One Apprentice had since dropped the cylinder in the frigid waters of the sea, disqualifying his team. Now they were on the home leg, the cylinder had passed from Isandor to Carro and back ten times. They still had two changes to make.
The other riders, led by Jono and Caman, were uncomfortably close. Carro wasn’t flying well. He was using the reins too much to balance. He’d barely said anything since they got up this morning; he’d looked tired, but wouldn’t answer questions about what he’d done last night.
Carro’s eagle was fidgety and snappy, probably tired, too. What had Carro been doing? Yesterday was meant to have been a rest day.
They had to win, they just had to. The winners would be presented to the Queen, and her gaze still burned in Isandor’s mind. Those eyes were true royal blue. Her smile was more beautiful than he had ever seen.
The second last exchange of the cylinder was due. A Knight on a lazily circling eagle patrolled the change point. Isandor steered his eagle into a circle and swung the cylinder. It flew through the air, catching the light. Carro caught it neatly. He grinned, although his face was hard with fatigue.
“Now, come on!” Isandor yelled and pulled the eagle out of the spin. “We’ve almost done it.”
Jono and Caman were now circling the change point, only a few wingbeats behind, but Isandor could already see the festival grounds, and on the edge, the stands where the Queen was waiting.
Come on, come on, come on.
He saw her cheering—no not cheering, that was too undignified for a Queen—but clapping. He saw himself walking up to her to receive his medal. Queen’s Champion.
No, he’d better keep his mind on the job. The Senior Knights always decided who would become Champion anyway, and they always chose a boy from the noble families.
Stop daydreaming. Do you know how much power one fifteen-year old girl has over an ages-old institute of men? Tandor’s words came to haunt him.
The last change point. He brought his eagle into a tight spin so it circled Carro’s.
Carro raised himself in the saddle. He was shivering, Isandor could see that even from his position. He lifted his arm and threw the cylinder. It flipped through the air, catching the light.
Short.
Isandor reached as far as he could, but his hand grasped thin air.
No.
For one horrible moment he stared at the twirling cylinder plummeting towards the gleaming ocean and the ice floes.
No.
Another moment and he had pulled the reins hard. The eagle screeched protest, but it pulled in its wings and dived. It went hurtling towards the ground. Isandor’s stomach lurched. Freezing air cut into his face as the ground came up fast. His vision blurred from his watering eyes, but he focused on the tumbling cylinder.
Down, down, faster, faster.
He plummeted past the Knight who patrolled the change point. The man yelled out but Isandor couldn’t make out the words.
He was not going to make it. He was not going to make it. The eagle couldn’t dive fast enough.
Stop, stop, stop!
Golden light snaked out of the air. It wrapped around his hands, cocooned the eagle and caught the falling cylinder, freezing it in mid-air. Just a moment, and then Isandor had reached it and clasped his hand around the cold metal. A sharp pull of the reins brought the eagle soaring into the air again, its immense wings flapping. It gave a piercing cry.
Isandor stood in the saddle, balling his fist around the cylinder.
Yes, yes, yes!
“By the skylights, how did you do that, Isandor?” Carro shouted from his beast. His eyes were wide, pleading almost, scared. His lips were blue with cold and he shivered worse than ever. Isandor on the other hand, was hot and glowing from his victory.
Isandor smiled, but felt uneasy. Carro couldn’t see icefire. But one day, Tandor said someone would see it.
“Never mind that, I’ve got it,” he shouted at Carro, trying to sound careless. “Just don’t fall off until we get there, all right?”
Carro returned a sharp look, and something flickered over his face. Worry?
Isandor didn’t like to think about it. He had to concentrate, or he would fall off himself, as shivers overtook him.
The eagle flew lower, spread its wings and stretched out its yellow feet. It landed in the snow with a thump. People were cheering, but he barely heard it. The truth hit him hard. He had just used icefire to win the race, not just bent it to hide his missing leg, but used it to his advantage. The old king used to do that, the old king, who had been the worst murderer the southern land had ever known.
In his mind, he heard Tandor’s voice. The Thillei blood is strong in you.
No, he didn’t want this. He wanted to be a good Knight.
The crowd had swelled since the start of the race. People were clapping and cheering. Isandor spotted his uncle in the crowd, waving wildly. He waved back, but felt sick. He had failed them all.
Isandor let himself slide from the saddle, clutching the cylinder against his chest. His heart was still going at a crazy rate. There was no escape. The bird handlers were hustling him and Carro out of the arena to the holding pens, where young boys threw steaming hunks of meat at the birds. He didn’t dare look at his friend. Carro had all the rights to be angry. They’d lose all their points. Isandor didn’t even want to contemplate what the Knights would do to him when he got back to the eyrie later today. Carro would never forgive him.
The crowd was yelling his name, and clapping and whistling and cheering. His eagle held its meat under a claw, but was hissing as the crowd, its wings spread. Isandor rubbed its head, burrowing his fingers in the feathers down to the hot skin. It was said that the animals were created through icefire and could feel its presence, and attached closely to those riders who could wield it. That’s what he was: a dangerous freak.
“Apprentice Isandor?”
A Senior Knight was standing behind him.
“Sir.” Isandor bowed, his heart thudding. This was it.
“Come with me,” the man said.
Isandor followed him through the cheering crowd. He wished the people would shut up. There was nothing to cheer about. Hands were touching his arms, clapping his shoulder. Snatches of conversation drifted on the air.
“. . . Did you see that?”
“What about the other one?”
“. . . Queen is going to make him the Champion.”
Oh yes, one of the boys would be the Queen’s Champion, probably Jono, since he had the right family heritage. But first, his punishment, and the citizens of the Outer City loved that as much as they loved their bloodsports.
They stopped at the base of the stand. The guards moved aside, giving Isandor a view of the Queen’s legs, wrapped in thick bear furs. He bowed, unable to face pity in her eyes. “Your Highness.”
The furs moved aside. The feet in dainty boots descended the steps. Soft boots and a cloak of fur white as snow. He bowed more deeply.
“Do not be shy,” the Queen said. “Look me in the eye, Champion.”
Champion? His heart missed a beat. He blurted out, “That can’t be right.”
Her laugh sounded like the tinkling of crystal. “Oh, you Knights are priceless. Don’t be so humble. You won fairly. I have the honour of choosing the Queen’s Champion, and I have chosen.”
Next to her, the reedy man Isandor recognised as Supreme Rider Cornatan sniffed, his lips pressed together in a thin line. Oh no, he didn’t think Isandor deserved to be Queen’s Champion.
“I don’t deserve the honour.” I cheated. He let his head droop again.
A soft glove entered his vision and pushed his chin up. A strand of golden light seeped over her arm and into his face. He exploded in warmth.
Isandor looked into those dark blue eyes, and found himself drowning in her gaze. Her face was pale, her lips full and marked with just a touch of red paint. Long eyelashes were dusted with silver. She blinked.
Isandor had to look away. His gaze slid down her soft, white-skinned neck to the elaborately-worked fastening of her cloak. She wore a crude strip of leather around her neck. The shaft of a gull’s tail feather poked just above the neckline of the cloak.
Somewhere at the edge of his hearing, over the roaring of blood in his ears, she said, “You do deserve it, Isandor. I wish to declare you my champion. It is my title, and I choose whom I see fit.”
The barbs in that remark weren’t intended for him.
Again he heard Tandor’s words. How much power to you think a fifteen-year old girl has over an aged-old institute of men?
At this very moment, she had all the power in the world over him.
A junior Knight approached him with a box that contained the medal and Isandor was forced to step back from the stand to make room for the man. The Queen’s hand fell back from his cheek, severing the warmth between them. The Knight hung the medal around Isandor’s neck, but Isandor had only eyes for the Queen, and how she kept her left hand in her pocket. He knew the signs. She didn’t give him the medal herself, because she couldn’t. She had only one hand.
Supreme Rider Cornatan came to stand next to her. “Your Highness, there are some jugglers who would be honoured if you could watch their act.”
“Certainly,” she said, still looking at Isandor.
She took Rider Cornatan’s proffered arm and let him lead her away, but even while she disappeared amongst the Knight guards, she kept looking at Isandor. Her eyes were intense, and pleading.
Isandor stood there, numbed, barely aware that the Junior Knight was speaking to him. “As winner of the race you will also get the honour of making the first kill of the hunting season. That ceremony will be held this afternoon in this arena. Be here on time so we can instruct you.”
Isandor swallowed away that embarrassing, glowing feeling and met the man’s eyes, registering what he had said. “Don’t worry. I used to work in a butchery. I know how to kill a Legless Lion.”
“Be there on time,” the Knight repeated.
He turned away, leaving Isandor was alone amongst the Senior Knights, some of whom congratulated him with stiff nods.
Someone said behind him, “Well I guess you don’t need to have a drink with me anymore now you have all these new admirers.”
It was Carro, with more bitterness on his face than Isandor had ever seen.
*     *     *
Should I warn him, should I not warn him, should I warn him?
Carro glared at Isandor who was receiving yet more congratulations from random patrons in the meltery. The man, someone Isandor must know from the butchery, clapped a meaty hand on his shoulder.
They had advanced barely a few steps into the main room. The door was still open, as more patrons followed, couldn’t get it and then wondered what the hold-up was.
Carro jammed his hands in his pockets. He was tired.
Wan light slanted into the dimness, lighting up misty sections of heavy and smoke-tinged air.
The beefy man now left, towards the exit.
“Come on,” Carro urged, pulling at Isandor’s cloak. “You said we’d have a drink.”
He dragged back a chair.
Seriously, if one more person was going to congratulate Isandor, he was going to scream. What about him? Had he not won the race together with Isandor?
But if it had been up to me, we’d have been disqualified.
Carro slumped into the chair, clenching his jaws.
Isandor paid for two glasses of bloodwine from a passing waitress and sank down opposite him, plonking the glasses down. He leaned both his elbows on the table and sighed. His medal dangled from his chest, glittering in the smoky light.
“Oh, yeah, life as a champion is so hard,” Carro said and knew he sounded petulant.
Isandor looked up, meeting his eyes squarely. It wasn’t anger Carro saw in that blue gaze, but something else Carro couldn’t place. It chilled him.
“Carro, I didn’t ask for any of this. You can have this medal if it makes you feel any better.”
A moment of regret passed between them. Carro knew he was acting like a jealous toddler, but he could not, he just could not . . .
“Carro, we are friends, right?” Isandor said.
“Yes.”
Friends, as long as Carro didn’t tell Rider Cornatan what Isandor was, as long as no one found out. Friends, as long as it was appropriate for a Learner Knight to associate with an Apprentice, and an Imperfect one at that. Yet, Carro had taken off his new badge, because he didn’t want any talk in the dormitory about being favoured by the Senior Knights. He wanted to have earned his promotion.
“You are my friend. You can tell me what worries you,” Isandor said.
“Nothing worries me.”
Only that he had awoken late this morning, sweating and his bedding tangled around his legs, plagued by that nightmarish image: Korinne and her father, Rider Cornatan’s advisor, at his father’s doorstep.
We need to talk business with you.
As the maid let them in, Korinne gave him a sly look from under her curled eyelashes, and placed her hand on her swollen stomach.
Payment. They wanted payment for his few moments of stupidity, and he wasn’t rich, and his father wasn’t rich, neither of them wanted a child, and as soon as Korinne and her father were out the door, his father was going to kill him.
What were you thinking, stupid oaf of a son of mine!
Carro wiped sweat from his upper lip. What was he thinking indeed. It had been a setup from the beginning. She hadn’t enjoyed it. He had, but he had known, even in his drunken stupor, that someone had ordered her to submit to him. Who was playing games with him?
And Isandor sat there looking at him with genuine worry in his eyes. Isandor, who had everything he wanted. His natural ability to fly well, his ability to make people listen, his innocence, and true innocent love. Oh no, Carro hadn’t missed the look that passed between his friend and Jevaithi.
And that, he knew, was the root of it all.
You’re jealous, Carro, simple as that.
Isandor slammed his glass down. He seemed to have taken to the drink just as badly as Carro had.
“You know,” Carro said, swallowing discomfort. “You know I wish it was still last year?”
“Why?” Isandor asked, and then his face cleared. “Did she refuse you again?”
The truth was on Carro’s tongue. Get out before I can no longer hide you. It’s the only way I can protect you. He licked his lips.
The meltery door opened, letting in flash of wan light. People scrambled aside. Rider Cornatan had come in. The Supreme Rider looked around, spotted Carro and gestured.
Panic rising in him, Carro met his friend’s eyes.
Rider Cornatan is after Imperfects. I don’t know what he wants, but it scares me.
Someone is trying to buy me, and I don’t know how long I can resist.
Treasure your virginity for as long as you can. Sex hurts and corrupts.
But he said none of those words. “Sorry, have to go.”
“Me, too.” Isandor rose from the table. His face looked drawn.
He faced Carro wordlessly, nodded stiffly as if greeting another Knight and left. By the skylights, was that what their friendship had become?
Carro drank the last of the hot liquid and set his empty cup on the table, clinging onto its lingering warmth. As he rose and crossed the meltery’s room, his knees turned weak with fear. It occurred to him that instead of his father, he now bowed to Rider Cornatan, who treated him far better, on the surface at least. But why? What did Rider Cornatan expect in return?
Carro met his leader in the middle of the meltery room.
“Good, boy.” Rider Cornatan put his hand on Carro’s shoulder and squeezed it briefly.
Together, they walked to the far end of the meltery’s room, where there were private alcoves against the perimeter wall.
As they settled in an alcove, Carro hardly dared meet the Supreme Rider’s eyes.
People on the main floor of the meltery pretended to ignore them, but Carro didn’t miss the furtive looks out of corners of eyes. Jono had been sitting at a table somewhere, raising his eyebrows as Carro walked past in the company of Rider Cornatan resplendent in his full uniform and riding harness.
“The young boy you brought yesterday woke up this morning,” Rider Cornatan said.
“Oh?” Carro didn’t know what else to say, but obviously there would be something of great meaning following this statement otherwise Rider Cornatan wouldn’t have insisted on seeing him here in this very public meltery.
“He said that when you came out of the Brotherhood building a blue man attacked you and the other Knights.”
“I can’t tell. I didn’t see anyone. I used the staff as you said I should, but I saw nothing. I just grabbed the boy as soon as I could.”
“Yes, you did well. But, according to you, the two Knights were killed by something that snapped their necks. Something you didn’t—or couldn’t—see.”
The voice quivered with meaning. Intense blue eyes met his.
“You mean a servitor?” His voice was barely more than a whisper.
A chill crept over his back. He should have realised it earlier.
“That’s what I mean, indeed,” Rider Cornatan said. “The Brothers have confirmed that they have the Knights’ bodies, but they’re hesitant to cooperate with our investigation. I think they know more than they’re willing to say.”
“But how can servitors exist?” His books had spoken of the slave-servants of the old king. They had no will, and did everything their master wanted. They could not be killed except when their master died.
“There is only one way: there has to be a Thilleian in the Outer City. One who is strong and has the capability to make servitors.”
Isandor. Carro’s heart jumped.
*     *     *
Isandor runs through the street, holding out a box . For you, Carro. It’s your birthday.
Carro stares. He doesn’t have birthdays. His father made him work this morning. In the warehouse. No heating. No one said anything about a birthday at breakfast.
He takes the box. Opens it up and finds a book inside, a fat volume with a leather cover and thick, yellow pages. Doesn’t know what to say. He’s turning eleven today. You shouldn’t do that, Isandor.
Why not? You’re my friend.
Embarrassed, by someone who has so much less than he.
*     *     *
“But anyone . . .” Carro swallowed, hoping Rider Cornatan wouldn’t notice his lapses in attention. “. . . any sorcerer who can make a servitor is very powerful.” He didn’t think Isandor could do that, but what did he know, maybe he could.
“We must find this person.” Rider Cornatan’s eyes fixed his with uncomfortable intensity.
Carro looked down at his empty cup, bloodwine churning in his stomach. Once it came out he had been friends with Isandor, what would that mean for him? Back to his father’s warehouse? Death by accountancy?
Not that. Never that. He’d kill himself first.
“Did you enjoy last night?” Rider Cornatan’s voice sounded far off.
Heat crept into Carro’s cheeks. “Yes, I did.”
“There were some elite young Knights invited, a special team of mine. Did you have a chance to have a word with Farey?”
The olive-skinned Knight who had been staring at him in a most embarrassing way.
“I did. We didn’t say much—”
“Farey never says much. I’ve asked him to keep an eye on you. He leads a group of elite hunters. They scout out rogues that flee the city and spies to our lands. I was thinking that with your flying skills, you could possibly join them.”
“Hunters?” They were special units of highly-trained men. Jobs that attracted whispers and rumours.
Rider Cornatan drank. He seemed to be enjoying himself. “I think you could make a valuable contribution to our search teams. I wouldn’t rule out rapid promotions. You, boy, are destined to do well.”
Carro didn’t think so.
“No, don’t look like that. I think it’s time you showed leadership. It’s one thing to tag along with a group of others, but you need to learn how to give commands.”
He? Give commands?
“I notice you’re not wearing your Learner’s badge.”
“I . . .” Carro stammered. “Some of the Apprentices will tease me. They’re already saying that I have no right to be here.”
“Ha—and you let them say that to your face?”
Carro shrugged. What else could he do? “Apprentices are not allowed to fight. I’ve already been punished too much for that. Fighting will just make the mocking worse.”
Rider Cornatan put a hand under his chin and forced him to look up. “Boy, take it from me: men never mock those they fear. I am giving you the means to hold power over your peers. You are a Learner. You outrank them. They should fear you.”
“But . . .”
“If they don’t fear you, punish them for their insolence, and punish them hard. I can assure you: if you do it well, you only need to do so once.”
“I’m not sure I—”
“Yes, you could do it. Tell me, you don’t think you deserve being bullied by these cowardly boys?”
Bullied? How about raped? “No, but—”
“There you go. You don’t deserve it. Those boys are insulting you. You are worth more than ten of them. You know that, Carro. Promise me you will do the worst you can imagine to anyone who defies your orders.”
Carro nodded, his cheeks glowing.
The man was the opposite of his father, giving him compliments where he deserved none.
“You’re very quiet today, boy.”
“I’m . . . a bit tired.”
Rider Cornatan laughed. “You would be. By the way, Korinne was most insistent in asking if you were available to come again tonight.”
Korinne, asking for him. Offering herself to him without being asked. Did she like him after all?
He nodded again. “I will be there.”
“Very well, boy. That’s the sort of thing I like to hear. Lift your chin and make sure none of your peers tell you what to do. You obey your superiors, and no one else. You understand that?”
“Yes, Sir.”
Rider Cornatan hesitated, as if he wanted to say something else, but thought the better of it.
 



Chapter 17
 
TANDOR KNELT in the snow in the shade of the alley, tugged off his glove with his pincer claw and put his hand flat on the hard, icy ground. In the feeble blue light of not-quite dawn, the area around his fingers glowed with a few specks of gold before winking out.
Yes, Ruko had come this way. The trail was half a day old at least, but Ruko had been here.
There were footsteps behind him, and voices of women. Tandor rose quickly and pressed himself to the wall on one side of the alley. The women walked past, casting Tandor strange looks that said, what is he doing here at this time of the day?
Tandor waited until the women had disappeared from view and continued down the alley, kneeling and touching the snow. With each step he walked, and each time he looked up at the sky and saw it had lightened, his despair grew.
Ruko was in trouble somewhere, or he would have returned long ago. It meant that someone out here could see Ruko and had a means of injuring him.
To add to that, picking up Ruko’s response became ever harder with the increasing strength of icefire.
Golden strands now frequently crackled through the air, escaped from the matrix that normally held its power.
The breeze carried the sounds of cheers, shouting and music. At the festival grounds, the common folk were watching the races. As yet, they were blissfully ignorant of the increased level of icefire, but that wouldn’t remain so. The Heart was coming into its full power soon, and he had recruited not a single servitor to help him channel that raw energy. There were limits even to how much icefire the citizens of the City of Glass could stand without becoming ill.
Ruko!
A flutter of icefire responded, the tiniest of pulses.
Ruko?
The wind sighed through the alley, an exhaled breath of pain. The connection was weak. Ruko was injured and he was close.
The sound of children’s voices drifted from the other side of a high wall at his back. Tandor couldn’t make out the words, but the conversation held an edge of tense-ness, the voices curious, more than just children at play.
He crept along the wall until he came to a gate, which judging by the amount of snow piled up on the ground, was always open. It led into a walled courtyard surrounded on three sides by a building with a columned facade. Made of mountain marble, the building was ancient, because it was a long time since any marble had been brought from the border with Arania. It was also a long time since anyone had used the inscriptions which graced the building’s facade. Tandor remembered learning the formulae off by heart. How to calculate the power of icefire at different points from its source. How to predict how many people could handle a certain amount of icefire, how to calculate how far the temperature would drop with increased power. How to convert icefire into heat and light. How had he hated those lessons with his mother.
A door opened in the rightmost wing of the building. A bearded man dressed in black came out, leading a group of children across the courtyard. Some were crying, some held the man’s hand.
The Brotherhood of the Light. Named not after the sun, but after the power of the Heart.
On the far side of the courtyard, two men came into view, heaving a large object between them that looked suspiciously like a body covered with cloth. There was another one already on the ground.
A little boy came out of a door onto the veranda, but was ordered back inside with a sharp command. Both brothers in black stood silent, balling their hands against their chests. One of the men went inside, but the other hesitated and glanced at a heap of snow against the courtyard’s wall. Icefire leapt from the air, a single strand which forked like lightning. It shattered into golden diamonds, which rained down onto the snow mound.
The young man didn’t react to the light spectacle, but Tandor had no illusion that he could see it in some form. The Brothers of the Light had been the old king’s spiritual order. Further back in history, the order had served as a handy depository for idle noble sons, including princes with minor claims on the throne. As such, many of its current members would have traces of Thillei blood. This Brother’s Thilleian blood had located Ruko.
Bless the boy. Weak and injured as he obviously was, he’d gone and buried himself under the snow. Now all Tandor needed to do was wait until the courtyard was empty.
*     *     *
Loriane shut the door to the inner chamber of the limpet behind her. She crossed to the table and set down her tray.
Myra sat cross-legged on the mat in front of the stove. The fierce glow from the fire gilded the folds of the girl’s thin night gown.
She didn’t look up or open her eyes. Her hands on her knees, she sat there, counting and breathing slowly.
Loriane sat down and watched for a while. Maybe there was hope yet to prepare her for the birth. Her spot-bleeding had stopped overnight. Loriane might have a few days to teach the girl some relaxation routines.
She felt guilty about not being able to help at the festival anymore, but if she was honest with herself, Loriane didn’t mind losing out on treating drunken louts.
Myra opened her eyes. “Was that better?”
“Much better,” Loriane said. “Now if you can take that off, I can examine you, before Tandor comes back.”
“Did he say where he was going?”
“No.” If she sounded snippy, she meant it. “Does he think I have nothing to do but pamper him?”
“Tandor doesn’t pamper—”
“What do you know?” Again, too angry. Loriane looked away, ashamed to have let herself go.
“I’m worried about him,” she said to the room in general. “He comes here, he does whatever he wants. He makes promises. He disappears.”
“Does he keep his promises?” A lot of anxiety hung in the girl’s question. What had Tandor promised her?
“Usually.” Loriane heaved a sigh. “Come, lie down here. After that we better make sure the washing is dry and we have all those oils poured in jars.”
“I didn’t think being a midwife was so much work,” Myra said.
Myra slipped off her nightgown and lay down on the couch as Loriane indicated.
“Oh, preparing the medicines is just a small part of the job. You don’t even know about the times I get called out in the middle of the night and have to stay all of the next day as well.”
She grabbed her basket of supplies and kneeled awkwardly. Her own belly was getting in the way of this job. She rummaged through and then realised the bottle of disinfecting oil was empty. By the skylights. She had more, but she had left it in the tent at the festival grounds.
“All right, this will have to wait.”
The girl stared at the basket, her eyes wide. “What were you going to do?”
Clearly, no one had ever examined her. By the skylights, had anyone looked after this girl? Did the people in Bordertown just let women have their children—and die giving birth—like beasts?
Instead, she probed the girl’s belly. The womb tensed up under her touch, hard as rock.
Myra gasped. “It hurts, it hurts.”
“Yes,” Loriane said and withdrew. “You know what I think? I think your pains have already started.”
“I’ve . . . I’ve been having cramps all day.”
“That will be it.”
“Is that all?” She sounded too relieved.
“No, it’s not.” Loriane rose. She really needed that disinfectant so she could examine Myra inside.
Myra pushed herself up. She was trembling when she reached for her gown and hesitated putting it on. “Or do you want me to leave it off?”
“We’re not getting to that stage so soon. That will be a while yet. You better do some more of those exercises I gave you.”
Myra nodded and wriggled back onto the mat, crossed her legs and went on with the breathing exercises.
Loriane studied the girl’s shape. The weight in her belly restricted movement of her spine, which she held at an uncomfortable curve. Her shoulders and hips were narrow, with not a scrap of meat on them. Loriane hoped, for all she was worth, that the father of the child was not too broad or big-boned. Myra was heavy for her thin frame, and a gentle start to the process like this often meant a protracted and painful birth, especially in young girls.
“Loriane, how many children have you had?”
“This is my tenth.”
“Ten?” A stunned silence. “I don’t know any woman at Bordertown who has had that many.”
And lived to tell the tale, Loriane added in her mind.
“When is your child going to be born?”
“Soon.” Should have been a few days ago.
Another short silence.
“I’ve heard that women in the City of Glass . . . sell their children.”
“Noblemen pay fertile women to have children for them if their wives aren’t fertile. Many of them are barren.”
“Why?”
“They say it’s to do with icefire. It may not kill us as it does with the Chevakians, but many of us can’t have children.”
“Yes, icefire so strong here. I’ve never seen it like this before.”
Loriane studied the girl’s face. She had forgotten that one of the attributes of being Imperfect was the ability to see icefire. Even when Isandor was still at home, he had avoided this very subject. She couldn’t see icefire, not a single scrap of it.
“Someone paid for your child?” Myra asked.
Loriane nodded. She thought again of Yanko, and how much she doubted the child was his, and how she had no idea whose it could be. She hadn’t been with a man except Tandor a tennight earlier, but just last night she had seen again how he lacked the necessary equipment to do the job.
She glanced at Myra. Was there a way Tandor could have gotten both Myra and herself pregnant, even though he was no longer a man?
Yeah, that was wishful thinking. Admit it, woman, this man has got you by the scruff of the neck.
Loriane rose, rubbing her belly.
Now if Tandor would come back, she could send him out to get some disinfectant from the tent at the festival grounds.
Unless . . .  She eyed his traveller’s chest, which he had left open next to the bed. His thermals lay over the chest’s contents. Whenever he visited, she usually gave him a few things from her practice, to use on his travels. He might still have some disinfectant.
She lifted the woollen underwear from the chest. There were clothes, neatly folded, and stacks of old books. A basket made of tough leaves unknown to the southern land contained an assortment of stoppered flasks, jars and boxes with foreign labels. She rummaged through the selection, recognising—she thought—ointment for cuts, syrup for upset stomachs and pills, but the latter were labelled in a language she didn’t recognise. By the skylights, he even had face paint and perfumes. Did men use such things in the northern lands? There was a large jar with a wooden stopper that she had seen many times before, and the sight of it, with Myra watching, made her blush. Tandor brought this jar to her bed at night. It contained a gel which, when rubbed across certain sensitive parts, made those parts much more sensitive and made certain activities more pleasurable. She tucked that one away quickly. But: no disinfectant.
Tucked in the deep corner of the chest stood a jar made of clear glass with an elaborately-carved stopper. Clearly an item from an apothecary. The jar was heavy. The glass felt warm under her hands. There was pink fluid inside in which floated a fist-sized sac of soft flesh. A bundle of tube-like veins sprouted from the top, waving gently in the eerie bath.
The sac pulsed of its own accord.
Loriane stared at it, feeling sick. The pink sac was a human heart.
What had Tandor said again? That Ruko was restored in return for something he had traded? His heart? The old king used to do things like that.
Myra gave a soft gasp. “That hurt.”
Her words broke Loriane from her transfixed state. With trembling hands, she put the jar with its hideous content down and dropped the woollen tunics back into the chest.
Myra had stopped her exercises. Her eyes were wide. “It hurts, Loriane.”
“Yes, it probably does. Breathe as I’ve shown you. Nothing more I can do. It’s all up to you.”
Where was Tandor? What was he doing with that horrible thing in his luggage?
*     *     *
It took a long time before the courtyard emptied and Tandor dared enter it. When the last boys and the Brothers had finally gone, he ran across and fell to his knees at the snow mound. Faint golden strands of icefire showed the shape of a man underneath the snow. Tandor dug into the biting cold, scrabbling chunks of iced-up snow off Ruko’s body. He lay curled up like an oversized sleeping child, and didn’t move when Tandor uncovered him. He was no longer blue, but a sickly grey.
Ruko, Ruko!
The response was weak, a mere tugging at the edge of his senses. Tandor breathed deeply, stifling panic that crept up from his gut.
What, just what, had happened to him? Ruko was supposed to be invincible. A servitor. You couldn’t kill them unless you killed the maker. And not dead was just about the only thing that could be said in favour of Ruko’s condition.
Tandor pushed the snow off Ruko’s legs and tried to drag him to his feet. The boy was too heavy for Tandor to lift, so he picked him up under the arms and dragged him across the courtyard.
Tandor stopped at the gate. Where to now? He could hardly walk back to Loriane’s house like this, dragging a body that most people couldn’t even see.
There was a narrow passageway between two houses opposite the gate. Tandor waited for the alley to empty of women returning from the markets before he dragged Ruko across. The recently-fallen snow had been trampled into a hard cover, on which industrious citizens had spread layers of sand. As Tandor dragged Ruko across, the heels of Ruko’s boots scratched into the sand cover, leaving tracks of pristine white.
There was no time to grab sand from the bucket that stood next to the door of a nearby house—someone was coming.
Tandor cursed, sending a burst of icefire to spread the sand and cursed again when icefire lifted all the sand and blew it against the outer wall of the compound instead. Icefire was so strong already, and he was no closer to getting into the palace.
He dragged Ruko further into the alley, sending another burst of icefire to obscure the alley’s entrance from curious eyes. Passersby would see something that repulsed them, and made them look away. A drunk man, a dead animal, a pile of rubbish, two lovers engaged in an indecent act.
Tandor proceeded further into the alley, past a side entrance to a house, past steps and a rubbish bin to where the passage ended. He tipped the snow off the bin’s lid and fashioned it into a wall, grabbing icefire from the air to melt the snow enough so it would stick together. The structure didn’t reach very high, but it hid Ruko from view in case someone could see past the illusion at the alley’s entrance.
By the skylights, what now?
He eyed the wall at his back. It was ages since he’d sneaked around the streets of Tiverius as a young boy getting away from his mother, scaling walls and climbing onto roofs. It wasn’t just that he’d become unaccustomed to moving around in such a way—he was a prince by the skylights—but the roofs of the City of Glass were too steep, ice-covered and utterly unfamiliar. A man’s survival instinct is honed and primed in his youthful scampering away from obnoxious adults his weapons tutor used to say. And Tandor’s experience was all in Tiverius. In Chevakia.
He was a blasted Chevakian.
He sat on the cold ground, his back against the wall, sheltering behind the rubbish bin. There was no way he could move until Ruko recovered, but he didn’t have the time. Someone was on the loose who not only knew he had a servitor, but who knew how to deal with servitors as well.
He loosened the clasp of Ruko’s cloak and wriggled one of the boy’s hands from underneath.
Tell me what you know.
Ruko’s hand lay grey and pale in his live one. At first, Tandor didn’t see anything, but when he grabbed strands of icefire and poured them into Ruko’s prone form, images came to his mind.
The courtyard, the building of the Brotherhood shrouded in darkness. An unclear fuzz as Ruko walked through the wall. The boys’ dormitory. There was someone walking around inside: three silhouettes escaping into the corridor. Beds against both walls, one of them empty but still warm. The three figures had taken the imperfect boy.
Blurry outlines as Ruko walked back through the wall, just as the three figures ran across the courtyard. One of them carried the Imperfect boy rolled in a blanket.
Two or three steps, and Ruko had grabbed the first Knight. Snapped his neck like an icicle, then the other one. But the third one, a slight man younger than the others, held a metal rod in his hands and waved it in the air indiscriminately. The rod pulled and tore at the very fabric of Ruko’s being. Searing pain, blinding light. As the image faded, and Ruko slumped in the snow, the third Knight called out to the Imperfect boy, who scrambled from underneath the corpse of the Knight who had carried him.
Tandor ripped himself from Ruko’s memories. The horrid image tore at him with the realisation of what the young man held. A sink. The third Knight, the inexperienced young man, was of pure Pirosian blood. No one could harm him, and while he held the sink, it attracted icefire. Someone had read the king’s notes on the properties of icefire. And were using them against him.
What now. What now? The only servitor he had lay incapacitated at his feet. The Heart was beating and someone in the palace had started silly experiments with icefire.
He needed servitors. Isandor, the boy, Myra, or . . . did he dare hope that he could get the only other free Imperfect? Not without Ruko.
Ruko, I need you to recover.
He grabbed as many strands of icefire as he could and poured them into Ruko’s prone form. The golden light resisted him. Making a servitor was easier than healing one. When the flesh was live and fresh, it would meld with icefire under the hands of a skilled worker. When he took Ruko’s heart, it had fallen into his hands freely. As long as it beat, Ruko would live. But Ruko was his own entity, linked with the world through the heart in its jar in Tandor’s travel chest. The flesh of his body had become old and scarred and resisted icefire from any other sources than itself.
Now that so much had been siphoned off by the sink, Ruko needed to absorb more icefire to recover. And his very skin was resisting it.
There was only one way.
Tandor felt at his belt for his dagger.
Ruko barely flinched when Tandor drew a sharp cut across the skin of his lower arm. He stuck the dagger into the flesh and lifted up a flap of skin. The dark blue muscle tissue underneath rimed with frost. A trickle of blood oozed out of the wound and froze on his fingers, a light blue coating of crystals. He dug the tips of the dagger amongst tissue, hitting bone. Bits of nerve and gristle slid under his fingers. All blue and lifeless. Was there any hope?
He made another cut, this time in Ruko’s neck. After peeling away the skin, he found the jugular vein, pulsing faintly, a dirty brown-orange in colour where it should be gold and fat with icefire.
Tandor reached out with his claw hand. Icefire crackled through the air and sprang from his arm to Ruko’s vein. It glowed bright yellow before the colour seeped into Ruko’s body. More, more. Icefire flowed down his arm. Ruko’s battered body drank it in like a sponge. Tandor fed him as much as he could gather. Ruko stirred, a muscle twitched, but his eyes remained closed. Tandor let go of the icefire he was still holding. Its pull had become too strong for him.
Tandor breathed relief, tears pricking in the corners of his eyes. He couldn’t restrain himself and bent over the boy in a hug. Intense cold crept through him. Frost rimed his cloak where Ruko touched it. Ruko’s icefire still felt weak, but at least Tandor could feel it now.
So much of his plan hinged on Ruko.
Tandor sat with his back against the wall, holding Ruko’s hand.
From his position in the alley, he could see a narrow strip of the street outside the Brotherhood compound.
A sled pulled by a bear came past. A Knight sat at the driver’s bench, and a few more in the back, probably here to pick up the bodies.
Not much later three Knights walked back through the street. They were all young, with Apprentice badges on their collars. Tandor didn’t move, counting on his disguises to keep him from sight. The fourth Knight was a Learner, and he looked straight down the alley in spite of the guards Tandor has put in place. Tandor didn’t doubt for a moment: this Knight had seen him. This young man was a purest-blood Pirosian, who could not be fooled by icefire tricks. He would have been the one carrying the sink.
Tandor pressed himself hard against the wall, not daring to move. The young Knight was quite tall and broad for his age, with a determined face and a head full of soft black curls. He hesitated, but walked on.
Heart thudding, Tandor ran to the corner of the alley and looked into the street. The Apprentice Knights had stopped at the gate to the Brotherhood compound. The Learner was pointing into the yard. But Tandor didn’t doubt that the young man would be back.
He needed to draw attention away from Ruko and the best way to do that was to give the Knights a more urgent problem to deal with.
Tandor opened the lid to the rubbish bin. Wrinkling his nose in disgust, he lifted up a slab of frozen fish bones and draped it half on top of Ruko. There. Now it looked like a snow fox had been at the bin.
The Knights still stood at the gates to the Brotherhood compound. One of the Brothers was with them, black amongst grey and red. They were in heavy discussion, gesturing and pointing.
Tandor turned into the street and walked away from the Knights. He disliked turning his back on them and it cost him all effort in the world not to run. But dignified citizens who had just come out of their house and were on the way to the markets did not run.
As he reached the corner, Tandor glanced over his shoulder.
The young Knight with the sink also looked up. Their eyes met. Tandor froze. A strand of icefire crackled from him to the shining staff on the Knight’s belt, accompanied by a sharp jolt of pain in Tandor’s chest.
Tandor gasped.
The man yelled, “There!”
Still clutching his chest, Tandor ran.
 



Chapter 18
 
CARRO STOPPED, panting, in the street. The Apprentices of his patrol came to a halt behind him.
“Where did he go?” Inran asked.
They had halted at the intersection of two streets. Patrons spilled out of the meltery on the corner, talking and laughing in groups. To the left the street led to the markets, but more people obscured a clear view. Ahead a troupe of jugglers was performing an act. To the right was another meltery which was so popular that people queued up to get in.
Some Junior Knights were in the queue, raising eyebrows at Carro, like they wanted to ask why he was working while everyone ought to be enjoying themselves, or why he seemed to be leading this group of Apprentices while he was only a Learner, and a very young one at that.
Well, some of us have to do the work. And he thought of the Knights he had met last night, the ones who had died on duty, and the ones who held their parties in Rider Cornatan’s bathroom. None of them mingled with the drunken crowds.
“Have you seen a man running past?” he asked the Knight.
“Well, if you mean seen a man run after the girls, I’ve seen plenty.” The Knight laughed.
His breath smelled of bloodwine, and he wasn’t pronouncing his words properly. “Hey, boys, forget the work and join us.”
Carro turned away, not trusting himself to shut up. He wanted to berate the Knight, but he was an Initiate, higher in rank than a Learner, and he didn’t want to obtain the label arrogant upstart, because ultimately, the punishment that would earn him would not be worth it. That’s what Rider Cornatan had said: punish the ones of lower rank, obey the ones of higher rank. Even, if they were drunk.
So he gave a half-hearted salute and led his group towards the markets, past the jugglers. Spectators blocked the way. Carro told Inran to clear the path. People glanced over their shoulders and frowned at them, at him, an Outer City boy so obviously obeying the other side. Yes, the Outer City loved the Knights, but only as long as they stayed out of Outer City affairs.
“We’re not going to find him in this crowd,” Jono complained at his side. “Why don’t we go back to the festival grounds? The ritual killing must be about to start.”
“Because that is not our job,” Carro said. “We need to find this man.” The staff at his side was only just warming up after that jolt of icefire that had gone into it, but he could still feel the cold burning through his trouser leg.
“He’s gone,” Caman said, not meeting Carro’s eyes.
“Then we will start a search of all the streets surrounding the markets.” Carro clenched his teeth.
Jono scowled.
Punish them, Rider Cornatan said, and Carro had threatened extra duties, but both boys still challenged him. Both Jono and Caman were taller than Carro. His former bullies. Rider Cornatan must have known that when he selected these Apprentices for the job. Maybe because Carro had mentioned Jono.
Punish them hard and you only need to punish them once. And clearly, Carro failed at the punishing department.
“Move now. Markets first. Quick, get on with it.”
Carro waited until the other boys had gone first. When he walked past, Jono’s eyes flashed a challenge.
*     *     *
Isandor hurried through the streets, every step putting more distance between himself and the Senior Knights at the festival grounds, and Rider Cornatan in the meltery.
Everything was wrong, even Carro seemed to sense that. Carro knew he’d used icefire to stop the cylinder falling, even though he hadn’t seen it. His friend’s voice still echoed in his mind. How did you do that?
He could still see the expression in Carro’s eyes when the Queen had declared him Champion, a look that frightened him.
Carro frightened him.
A change had come over his friend since his inexplicable promotion. He was harsher, and to be frank Isandor didn’t think the promotion was because of something Carro had done. Someone was advancing him for a reason. In his limited experience, those types of reasons were rarely good. Carro had been evasive at the meltery, as if he held some sort of secret, and what secret would that be other than that he knew Isandor had used icefire?
Maybe Carro was advanced under the condition that he spilled all he knew about the Outer City, and its inhabitants, about Isandor, about the Brotherhood and the old books they had.
There was only one option. Tandor was right: he had been born like this and couldn’t undo abilities the Knights considered illegal. But rather than try to hide it better as Tandor suggested, he had to get out of here. Beyond the edges of the southern land there was a whole world he had never seen. Chevakia, Arania, a world without icefire, where no one would see what he could do, where no one even knew that using icefire was illegal, because there was no icefire.
He would run, before the senior Knights heard about his imperfection.
But he must bring food, and his own clothes. Beyond the border, a Knight’s uniform would no longer be a disguise, or a reason for respect.
He opened the door to his mother’s house, and stepped into the warmth of the hall between the outer and inner shell. The sound of voices floated through the door. His mother would be seeing some sort of customer, maybe that stupid Yanko, and he preferred to have as little to do with that business as possible. He was sick of defending his mother’s reputation. No, she wasn’t a whore, but while she carried Yanko’s child, Yanko was entitled to see her as often as he liked. So she was a whore, of a kind. He didn’t understand how she could easily give away children of her own blood. The whole business made him feel queasy.
The stand in the short entranceway held his cloak, but all this other clothing was next to his old bed on the sleeping shelf inside the main room. How to get up there without attracting too many questions? Where are you going? What are you doing with that bag? He could already hear his mother’s voice.
There was a noise behind him.
A figure entered the limpet’s front door and a burst of icefire hissed through the air.
Isandor didn’t think. He dropped his cloak, raised his arm, sending a bolt to meet it. The strands clashed in mid-air, exploding into a rain of golden diamonds.
“So, you have learned something,” a languid voice said.
Tandor.
“What are you doing here?” Isandor breathed quickly. Tandor had actually attacked him with icefire. “Are you crazy?”
“No,” Tandor said. “But I’m getting impatient with your stupidity.”
He stepped into the entrance hall, letting the door fall shut behind him. His complete hand moved to his waist and grasped the hilt of his dagger.
Isandor backed away, but there was nowhere to go. Tandor blocked the only way to the outside door. Worse, Isandor only wore the bare minimum of arms required for proper uniform rules. No crossbow, no sword.
“What do you want from me?”
“Same thing as before. Your help.”
“And you’ll get that from me when I’m dead?”
“Not dead. I wouldn’t kill you. You know that. When you help me, I will give you unprecedented powers. You will not know pain, or death. You will never know hunger or cold. You will have two healthy legs.”
The hand that held the dagger was covered in blue-tinged rime. Icefire crackled over the delicate crystals.
“I don’t want any powers. Leave me alone.”
“The Knights will find you out what you are, and you know what they will do to you.” Tandor’s voice was low and mocking. “There is nowhere to run for you except to me.”
“You’re crazy.”
“Not crazy, I’m right. I’m finally righting all that has gone wrong for our land. No Imperfect should be murdered for his ability. No children should be left on the ice floes. I intend to put things right. I don’t care what you think of me. I need you. You will come.” Tandor’s bloodshot eyes stared like a madman’s. “I’m out of patience and out of time.”
A net of icefire flowed from the metal of his pincer hand.
Isandor threw up an instinctive defence. Strands of icefire clashed in mid-air. Shatters exploded through the hall.
Isandor groped for the door handle behind his back. Tandor’s net hovered closer. Isandor strained to hold it off, but his golden stream was weakening.
Tandor laughed. “Out of ideas, boy?”
The door to the central room opened. “Oh, I thought I heard you, Tandor—”
Isandor stumbled back, into the heat of the room. The net of icefire melted away.
“Isandor?” she gasped. “When did you come in? Oh my boy, congratulations. The Queen’s Champion.”
Isandor hugged her, noticing over her shoulder how Tandor slipped the dagger back into his belt and smiled. Was he his mother’s lover? By the skylights, no. She had to be more intelligent than that.
He was shocked how tired his mother looked, and how pregnant. He had never before realised she was quite so old and small and fragile.
“I . . . thought I’d come to see how you are.” By the skylights, how could he get all his things and leave the city now?
She stroked his hair. “I’m sorry, but your bed is occupied.”
“It doesn’t matter. You know I can’t stay. I have to get back to the Knights. I just needed to get . . .”
No, he couldn’t say that, and he couldn’t flee either. Tandor wasn’t after him in particular, but was after Imperfects, and Isandor knew one other Imperfect. He must warn her. And he couldn’t leave his mother to deal with this twisted madman alone either.
“I was . . . I was just going. I need to be at the hunt ritual.” His courage sank. He had fully expected not to attend. He’d watched his uncle kill an animal often enough to know that he didn’t want to do it.
“Oh yes, of course.” She smiled. “I’m proud of you, my Champion.”
Tandor still glared.
“Will I see you at the arena?” Isandor took another step towards the door, and then another one. Tandor watched him, but didn’t move. He didn’t dare. So Tandor cared about his mother.
“Maybe.” His mother’s gaze met Tandor’s. “I was waiting for you to come back. You could give me a hand. I need to someone to go to the tent in the festival grounds to get . . .”
Isandor ran.
 



Chapter 19
 
THE DOOR CLANGED and Isandor was gone, leaving behind a tense silence.
“Champion?” Tandor asked.
“Yes, Isandor was made the Queen’s Champion. Didn’t you hear that?”
“The Queen’s Champion.” Wasn’t that one of those silly titles?
Her grey eyes searched his face. “You could at least pretend to be proud for me. He flew very well.”
“He shouldn’t be with the Knights at all.”
“Tandor, we’ve had that argument already. You can’t change the boy’s choices. I don’t understand why you’re always so nasty about him. I’m sure he would have liked knowing that you wanted him to survive.”
Tandor bit his tongue. Giving her answers she wanted would only lose him valuable time.
“Loriane—”
“No, listen, I need your help.”
“Loriane,” Tandor protested. With all his being, he wanted to go after Isandor, but with all these people in the streets, there was no way he could do what he wanted. He searched Loriane’s face for signs of what she had understood of their confrontation. As Pirosian, he knew she didn’t see icefire, but she had to suspect something. She had seen him facing Isandor. By the skylights, since when had the boy become so strong? He had never received training.
And why had Ruko not turned up yet? He should have recovered by now.
“I need you to run up to the tent at the festival ground and get a few things. It really can’t wait, Tandor. Myra’s pains have started.”
Tandor started to protest, “I can’t go out there. The Knights—”
“Then can you look after her while I’m gone?”
“What—me?” By the skylights, no.
“I don’t see anyone behind you.”
“But Loriane—”
“Just sit here with her and give her water if she wants. Rub her back if you feel like being useful.” She yanked her cloak from the hook on the wall.
“But what if the child—”
“It won’t,” Loriane said, her eyes intense. “Trust me. This is going to take a very long time. I’ll be back soon.”
Soon? Tandor took in a sharp breath. The dagger at his waist burned against his leg, a freezing burn from where Isandor’s icefire had hit it.
“Please, Tandor. All I want for you is to sit with her so she’s not alone.”
Panic welled up in him. Did she know about his past experience? Loriane’s eyes were pleading. “Please, Tandor, be my hero. I don’t know who else to ask.”
Oh, my Queen. He bent forward and brushed her lips with his.
“How long?”
“Not long. I’ll be back before the hunting season ritual starts. I take it you want to watch it?”
“Uhm—yes.”
Lies, lies, all such horrible lies. If only he told her he wanted to make her his queen after he had defeated the Knights, if only he showed her his grandfather’s ring, the Thillei royal seal, if he told her why he needed Isandor and Myra, if he told her why he needed the crossbreed child she carried . . .
Loriane would hate him, he was sure of that. And that was why he loved her.
She tied up the cloak’s fastenings over the bulge of her belly. “Well then the sooner I go, the sooner I’ll be back.”
A few steps and she was at the door, which Isandor had so recently slammed behind him.
Loriane, be safe.
If there were reasons out there for her not to be safe, he had created every single one of them.
She blew a kiss to him and was gone.
Tandor grabbed the door handle to the inner room door, gathering courage. He listened, but heard no noise. Heard in his mind the screams of a young woman. Fifteen years it had been, and he had never forgotten.
His hand strayed to the dagger at his side. Myra was Imperfect. What if he . . .
Another deep breath.
He could just wait here, outside the room, until Loriane came back.
No, he couldn’t. Myra was young and frightened. Ontane would hear about it if he left her alone.
He pushed open the door. Stale warm air wafted out of the room.
Myra sat on a low stool next to the stove, leaning forward. She breathed heavily and didn’t look up when he came in.
Tandor stood there, frozen, until her breathing slowed. She looked up.
“Don’t just stand there. Shut the door.” Her voice was husky.
Tandor did, although he would rather have bolted out. He took a few uncertain steps towards the couch. The dagger bumped against his leg.
As if he felt his thoughts, Myra’s light blue eyes fixed on it.
He gathered courage. “Do you want me to—”
“Don’t touch me.” Her voice was sharp and full of distrust.
That nightgown wasn’t very thick, and showed the tight curve of her belly. She was skinny, just like . . .
“I won’t,” he said, swallowing nausea.
He settled himself on the couch. Her sharp gaze followed him, even when her breathing became harsh.
Then she bent forward, uttering a low moan.
Tandor folded his arms over his chest, pulling them tight to stop his trembling. The metal rods of his arm bit into to bottom of his other arm.
Myra’s moan became a cry.
Tandor cringed, clenching his teeth.
Stop it, be quiet.
In his mind, he went back to that dressing room, the smell of furs around him. The shrill sound of a woman screaming. Keep your hands off me! Get out! A blood curdling scream.
Footsteps, the clanging of a door, voices, male and female.
Someone else runs into the room.
A female voice yells, push.
Another bloodcurdling scream.
Tandor stands there, frozen, dizzy, while the woman screams and howls. There seems no end to it—
“Can I have drink?”
Myra’s voice shook Tandor out of his nightmare.
“Yes, sure.” He rose and almost fell from dizziness. He must forget what had happened and avenge what the Knights had done to her and his family. He must complete his life’s struggle. His mother and other surviving Thilleians relied on him. She had not survived the massacre for her son to be such a coward.
Lies, lies, lies. He told everyone he was southern, but his mother had given birth in the merchant’s house in Tiverius. He’d never even been to the City of Glass until his mother took him when he was about ten.
He was Chevakian, and a coward.
There was a carafe of water on the table. He took the glass out of Myra’s sweaty and trembling hand and filled it up. His hand also trembled, and he spilled some water, which he mopped up with a towel.
By the time he had finished, she was moaning again, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees. The thin nightgown didn’t do much to hide her pale skin. Her right arm ended in a withered stump just above the wrist
Tandor felt for the dagger at his side. If only he had the courage, he could solve all his problems now. He gripped the hilt, studied her back for where to cut. The dagger slid out of its sheath. He lifted it, gathering strands of icefire around his hand. And hesitated.
If he took her heart, what would it do to her? Would it freeze her in a permanent state of agony, making her useless for his purpose? What about the child? It could be killed. If he waited a bit longer, he could have two servitors.
He hesitated. Too long.
Myra pushed herself back up. Quickly, Tandor slipped the dagger back into its sheath.
“Can I have that water now?”
He handed the glass into her good hand. She gulped deeply and gave it back to him.
Yes, it would be better to wait.
*     *     *
The front door clanged.
Tandor flew up from his seat by the fire. Loriane came into the room, her cheeks red from the cold.
“And?” he asked. Behind him, Myra was still moaning.
She frowned at him. “And what?”
“Did you see where Isandor went?”
“No, I didn’t ask. He went to the festival grounds, I imagine. He’s got the hunting ritual to lead.” Loriane looked past him, shrugging off her cloak. “Any progress?”
“I don’t know. She told me to stay away from her.”
“Tandor, I can’t believe you.” She dropped her basket and went to Myra, speaking soft words. The girl cried while Loriane rubbed her back. She gripped Loriane’s hands.
“Don’t go, please, don’t go.”
“No, I’m here now. Not going anywhere until you have that baby.”
Loriane started unpacking items from her basket. Bottles, salves, bandages, all sorts of things. Tandor glared at her in the silence. Did she need all that? Couldn’t she hurry things up a bit?
“There are a lot of Knights in the streets with a lot of gold on their collars,” Loriane said without looking up. “I heard someone say that the Queen is there, and that it was her who declared Isandor champion.”
“What—the queen? Jevaithi? In the Outer City?”
“I just told you.”
Myra’s gasps started again. Loriane was telling her to be quiet. Tandor waited for it to pass, scrunching up his hands behind his back.
When Myra had gone silent, Loriane wiped her face with something that smelled like mint.
“Thank you,” Myra whispered. “You’re doing so much for me. I’m sorry.”
“Oh no, I wouldn’t let another mother suffer.”
Tandor clamped his teeth. Why didn’t she hurry up with this dreadful business?
“What is the Queen doing here?”
“I don’t know. Watch the races, I guess.” Loriane dipped the cloth in water.
“I’ve heard rumours she wants to see the killing.”
“Eeew. What’s so great about that?” Myra said. Her voice was husky. “I never watch. The tavern’s much more fun to be around after Newlight.”
“Well, there is that, too,” Loriane said. “But I think she’ll be heading back before that time. The Knights were tense and didn’t look very happy to let her come here. Poor girl.”
No, poor Tandor. His whole plan was falling apart. The children gone, Isandor with the Knights and the last two Imperfect children either out of reach or unwilling to help. The street was crawling with Knights, and Ruko had not yet returned.
Meanwhile, the Heart was beating at a faster rate than before, feeding more and more icefire into the air. If the children were in the palace, they might absorb some of it, but if he couldn’t get to them soon enough, who knew what would happen?
He heard his own voice echoing in his mother’s palatial living room. But it’s lunacy! I can’t do all that alone.
The spirits of our family will guide you.
By the skylights, Mother, what good were spirits?
He was stuck here with two pregnant women. He could run out, but there would be nowhere for him to go, except to be discovered by the Knights, and have them follow him back to his last Imperfect children. Jevaithi was here, but he couldn’t use her; there were too many Knights. He might be able to use icefire, but he was not invincible, not alone, and who said that Pirosian with his sink wouldn’t be there?
He jumped when two hands grabbed his shoulders from behind.
“You are so tense, Tandor.”
“Don’t you have to look after . . .” He gestured at Myra.
“There’s nothing much we can do except wait. She’s not yet close to giving birth.”
She massaged the muscles in his shoulders. Myra sat hunched over, breathing harshly through another pain.
Loriane continued in a low voice. “I’m worried about you, Tandor. It feels like there is something going on. You bring this girl here, I don’t know why. Then what were you trying to do to Isandor? If I hadn’t seen you come to my house with him as a baby, I might have thought you were trying to kill him back there. What has he done? I’d really like to know what this is about. Having you here is a risk for me, too. My clients are of the city nobility and I have taken enough of a gamble already looking after Isandor. You come here, barge into my house with a young girl about to give birth in the middle of the Newlight festival and I get no explanation. I’m busy, I’m pregnant, and I don’t have time for your plans, even less so if you keep them secret.”
“I told you life was too dangerous for Myra in Bordertown. I thought you understood that.”
“Then why come here where there’s even more Knights?” Myra asked
Tandor balled his fists behind his back. Why did sound carry so well in these damned limpets?
“She’s right,” Loriane said. “I believe she would have been much better off at home. She’s only a young mother and it’s not right to—”
“Don’t talk to me about not right!” Tandor whirled.
A moan from Myra interrupted him. She clutched her belly, panting and crying.
“Calm down, calm down,” Loriane said.
“It hurts, it hurts!” Myra screamed.
“Breathe like I told you.”
Myra’s screams faded into heavy panting.
Tandor turned away, looking at the door. All his hair stood on end. He could not stand this much longer.
When Myra’s harsh breathing subsided, he continued. “I’ll tell you what is not right. My family was murdered. My grandfather hacked to pieces as he tried to protect the wonders of the City of Glass and his throne. I was exiled. I have lived my life for this plan. I am not going to let it slip through my fingers.”
“Tandor, what happened is a long time ago. It’s not even something you personally remember.” She let the shameful truth hang in the air, You were born in Chevakia. “Let it go.”
“And let Imperfects suffer? Let Imperfect babies be killed?”
“I think Isandor is proof that things are changing.”
“It is not. You know that. He would have been killed if it hadn’t been for me, and he’s only with the Knights because he shapes icefire around an illusion of the missing part of his leg, without ever having been taught how to do so, and because someone put it in his head that being with the Knights was a noble thing to do.”
“Isandor is not stupid. He just doesn’t care for your pointless quest for revenge.”
Loriane’s eyes blazed with anger.
Not pointless. Tandor saw his mother’s proud figure, exiled matriarch of his family. Isandor would return to the Thilleians, no matter what. Tandor would send that message that would end his mother’s pain: it is safe to return home.
“Loriane, they killed my family. They’re continuing to kill any children born with my family’s blood. The Knights took the fifty children from Bordertown. I saved those children, every single one of them.” His voice spilled over. The Knights would have left those children on the ice floes.
“For what aim, Tandor? That’s all I’m asking. Because you saved Isandor, and then hardly cared about him until now. You never told me who this boy is. You never gave me any guidance. And now it seems I have done everything wrong by letting him do what he wanted.”
Tandor stared at her, raising his clawed hand. “Oh, I give up.”
“Give up? You never even started. You try and bring up a child. It’s not some . . . possession you can dictate what to do. If you wanted him to see your ways, why haven’t you been around more, and explained to him what he is and what you meant for him to become?”
“I have—”
Myra let out a wailing moan. She was rocking backwards and forwards on her stool. Loriane turned away from Tandor and massaged the girl’s back, speaking soft words.
Tandor heaved a sigh of frustration and strode up the stairs to the sleeping shelves. He was trapped here, trapped, with two crazy women, while outside the Knights were looking for him.
Icefire streamed in from all sides. The Heart was producing more than ever before, and he had lost Ruko and Isandor, and he couldn’t reach his one remaining Imperfect.
He lay down on the bed, even though the room was stuffy enough to make him dizzy. Loriane should open a vent.
He closed his eyes and cast his feelings out for Ruko.
But even the pillow over his head did not stifle Myra’s screams from below.
Come on, woman, shut up and get on with it.
Then a cold breeze drifted over him. Not just cold, but freezing. Was that . . . Tandor pulled the pillow off his head and looked up. The wall next to the bed shimmered. First the rough planks that formed the inner wall of the limpet dissolved. An amorphous blob of blue rose from the middle. The blue become clearer and took the shape of a young man. Ruko stood next to him, blue and shimmery.
Ruko, his saviour.
He wasted no time in grabbing Ruko’s hands. The boy was strong again. His anger burned, not just for the Knights who had come to Bordertown, but the ones who had injured him. Ruko wanted his girl back, and he was angry enough to kill everyone in his path. And he was Tandor’s to command. The time for trying to solve this nicely was over.
So he ordered Ruko, I want Isandor brought here. Alive. I don’t care how you do it. Make sure that the Queen doesn’t leave the Outer City. I don’t care how you do that either.
Ruko said nothing, but Tandor knew he would obey. Ah, blissful obedience and none of the women’s silly protests.
 



Chapter 20
 
ISANDOR RE-ARRANGED his cloak on his shoulders for what had to be the tenth time, ignoring the gazes of hundreds—no—thousands of people who were waiting for this ceremonial part of the festival to begin. The eagles in their pens at his back squawked and hissed, two of the Outer City’s butchers were talking to each other accompanied with hand gestures to the animal pens and a young boy was sweeping the dull layer of sand off the snow-covered ground so it was again white.
Every time he put down his broom, golden sparks flew along the handle, but the boy gave no sign of having seen them.
To Isandor’s eyes, the atmosphere in the arena thrummed with tension. Icefire sizzled and crackled through the air like he had never seen it before. Isandor couldn’t believe he was the only one who noticed. Some in the audience would see it, too, but no one mentioned it, perhaps for fear of being labelled a sorcerer. Perhaps they hoped it would go away.
A large group of Knights gathered at the spectator stand to his left, where Jevaithi had come in moments earlier. Isandor had only spotted glimpses of her white fur cloak amongst the crowd of grey ones as she settled in the seating stand. The Knights carried daggers and swords, and Isandor even spotted a crossbow. The Knights might not be able to feel or see the icefire strands, but they knew something was going on, or they would not be as heavily armed.
He tried to catch Jevaithi’s eye, but couldn’t even see her head most of the time. He’d been silly to think that he would be allowed near her for the second time. And he’d even been so stupid to think that he should warn her.
The citizens of the Outer City crowded around the perimeter fence, bright-eyed, to cheer on one of their own. Young girls with ribbons in their hair, older girls with their hair pinned up, wearing pretty earrings, with their leather necklaces and feathers prominently displayed. Younger boys with dreams in their eyes of becoming an Eagle Knight themselves.
In one corner of the arena, a couple of men were dragging a large wriggling shape in a net. The bark of the Legless Lion cut through the chatter of the crowd. The men would have caught this animal on this morning’s hunting trip. The first of the annual harvest.
The men moved the net into the middle of the arena and drove stakes into the ice to pin the corners down before retreating to the perimeter. They were all wearing butchers’ aprons. A nearly bald man winked at Isandor and smiled. His uncle.
Oh yes, he would be happy. Isandor knew from past years that his uncle’s back room would hold a number of other animals, waiting to be killed for the festivities, waiting for customers who would be flooding in after today to buy fresh meat.
From today for the next few moon cycles of highsun, the butchery would be a place of activity, of large vats with salted meat and oil, stacks of uncured skins and racks of drying meat. During highsun, the hunters harvested enough for the people to survive the dark lowsun days. Tonight, there would be a huge feast.
Jevaithi had settled on her bench, and the Knights stepped back to form a line around the stand.
“Are you ready, Apprentice Isandor?”
Isandor started, and nodded at the Knight who had come into the arena.
The three butchers came forward. One of them, Isandor’s uncle, approached, handing Isandor a fearsome knife.
Isandor gripped his dagger’s hilt, cold in his fingers and drew it out of its sheath. The blade, sharpened by his uncle, gleamed in the sun.
The two other butchers were at the net, one of them undoing the knot that kept it closed. He glanced at Isandor.
“Ready?”
Isandor nodded. He took up a fighting stance, his legs wide.
His uncle yelled and the man pulled away the rope that held the net. All three of the men retreated.
As they did so, a strand of icefire crackled through the air like lightning, and struck the ground at the other end of the arena.
Some people gasped, but most looked around confused; they hadn’t seen the icefire.
The Legless Lion writhed on the ground, trying to free itself from the loose net, splashing its flippers in puddles.
Isandor stalked closer, holding the dagger in a white-knuckled hand.
The animal’s mouth opened, showing yellow teeth, emitting its fearful bark and a waft of fishy breath. The eyes, liquid brown, roved the arena. Did animals see icefire or did it see the citizens who had come to witness this spectacle? Did it see Queen Jevaithi who had insisted watching her champion kill the beast?
Quickly.
Cut the heart, kill in one stroke, as it was done properly. Don’t show his uncle his hesitation. He’d cut up carcases often enough in the butchery. There was nothing to it.
His uncle stood on the edge of the area, holding an axe at his waist. Ready for action.
The rope around the animal’s flippers and neck dangled on the ground. Isandor grabbed it and with a sharp yank, he pulled the animal upside down, like he had helped his uncle do many times.
Before the animal could get up, he stabbed deep into the hairy chest. As the blade sank in, icefire crackled out of the ground. Strands exploded all around him. A golden glow burst, unbidden, from his fingers.
Oh, by the skylights!
The chest split open with a sickening snap, widening the cut he had made. The animal’s heart jumped out. Isandor managed to catch it in his numb hands. Gold light poured from his fingers, filling the hole in the animal’s chest. The lion barked and snapped at the rope around its neck, raising itself on clumsy flippers. Its fur had faded from mottled grey to an eerie blue, a faint glow. At the place where the heart should be, the chest shimmered.
Isandor stared from the throbbing heart in his hands to the animal. Severed arteries spilled no blood, but pure icefire. The golden threads snaked through the air, gathering to converge around the animal.
Around him, people in the stands stared. Some murmured in a tone of confusion. Someone said, the voice carrying across the pen, “Where is the Lion?”
A little boy pointed, but his mother clamped a hand over his eyes.
The Lion hobbled a few paces away from him, the net dragging through puddles, now half-frozen. It glanced at the end of the arena, where the plains beckoned.
“Oh no, you don’t.” Isandor lunged as fast as his wooden leg would allow, catching the Lion around the neck with one arm. Someone in the audience shouted. “Look, look!”
The animal’s fur was rough and stank of fish, but Isandor cared not about the animal’s snapping mouth.
But he was still holding the blood-covered heart, and the fur was greasy and slippery. The animal shrugged, and Isandor’s arm lost its purchase.
He fell, painfully, on the ragged frozen ground. The heart rolled from his grip, still thudding, and came to rest against a block of ice. Sparks of icefire burst from it and leaked into the snow
On hands and knees in bloodstained-puddles, Isandor met the Legless Lion’s deep blue eyes. Its fur rippled with tension. Whiskers twitched. The net lay free on the ground.
Isandor’s ears roared, but through the sound, he heard the shouts from the crowd. A servitor! He scrabbled up, grabbed the netting, but before he could throw it over the animal’s head, it waddled away, in the direction of the plain. A line of onlookers stood between the Legless Lion and freedom. People screamed and tried to run away from the animal, pushing into other people, some of whom looked confused, because they couldn’t see the Lion.
The crowd cleared a small opening to the left, and the Lion took its chance.
Isandor shouted, “Hold it!” But it was no use.
A few heartbeats, and the animal was gone, a blue form fast disappearing amongst the tents. Isandor hobbled after it, but there was no way he could ever catch up.
Oh no, by the skylights!
People in the audience were screaming and pushing out of the arena. Others stood staring into the sky. Still others were talking to each other, confusion on their faces.
Isandor scrambled in the snow for the Lion’s still-beating heart, scooped it up and slid it into his pocket, where it continued beating.
What now? Was there any chance of getting away unnoticed? Where to go in this confusion?
He looked up, straight into the Queen’s eyes.
The Knights around her were shouting, but it was confusion, more than anger, that marked their words. Like Carro, most of them were Pirosians. They hadn’t seen what had happened.
But Jevaithi just looked at him, unmoving, her eyes wide, her mouth open in an expression of shock. She had seen it.
In his mind, he was running past tents. People were screaming words he couldn’t understand and running out of the way, tripping over their feet. He saw the shore where he belonged, where his females lazed on the ice floes. He couldn’t get out of this maze; there was a fence in his way. A man ran after him, shouting unintelligible words.
No, no, he had to escape. He must get back to defend his females from the other bulls.
The image melded with the arena, the audience, Knights, his uncle staring with wide, bulging eyes.
All around him the Knights were stirring, and the first ones were already entering the arena.
He wanted to run, but his legs felt like they would buckle under him.
*     *     *
Carro stood with his patrol at the edge of the crowd at the arena. Being taller than many people had allowed him to see most of what had happened, but he didn’t understand it. One moment, the Legless Lion was there in the net, the next moment, it was gone, and Isandor stood there, holding the animal’s heart. And then Isandor ran, or tripped, and fell, and some people in the audience seemed to have seen something. Now, everyone was shouting and the whole festive atmosphere had turned into panic. Knights were forming a circle around the Queen.
“What happened?” he asked Inran next to him.
The young man was staring wide-eyed, at Isandor.
“I don’t know what happened,” another Knight answered. “One moment the Lion was there, and the next moment it was gone, become invisible.”
A chill went over Carro’s back. He had seen an invisible creature before: last night, when it snapped the necks of two Knights. A servitor, Rider Cornatan had confirmed. And he had just seen who had made a servitor by taking the animal’s heart, just like it was described in the old books. Isandor had been behind the servitors all along. Isandor had wanted to read about the old king’s practices because he wanted to use them. Isandor had deceived everyone, including him.
His heart thudding, he searched the crowd for Rider Cornatan. He would be with the Queen no doubt.
The Apprentices in his patrol were just as confused as everyone else. Jono was looking over the roof of the tent on the opposite side of the arena. Caman was observing a group of Knights trying to get into the arena, while Inran kept glancing over his shoulder. None of them knew where the real danger was.
“You. Stay here,” he ordered.
Jono gave him a sneering look but said nothing.
Carro pushed through the crowd, filled with the uncomfortable feeling that he would have to discipline his patrol when they came back to the eyrie. They should be afraid of him, and they were not. But he’d deal with that later. The praise for what he was going to tell Rider Cornatan now would give him the courage to do what needed to be done. Hopefully.
Knights were pressing each other to see into the central area.
Carro pushed them aside. “Let me through, let me through.”
His voice had become deeper, louder. They actually listened, and, after glancing at his Learner badge, move aside.
Up to the viewing stand, where Rider Cornatan sat next to the Queen. All around, Knights were talking frantically, looking over their shoulders and left and right, frowns on faces.
Carro bowed before the viewing stand. Rider Cornatan acknowledged him, but the Queen just sat there, staring hollow-eyed at Isandor, her cheeks red, like she was deeply upset with his trickery.
Well, he should put an end to that.
The words burst from Carro’s mouth. “The one you call a Champion shouldn’t be here. He’s a cripple. He turned the Lion into a servitor.”
Rider Cornatan fixed him with his light blue eyes. “He’s what?”
“A cripple. Ask him.” There. That served him right. That horrid apparition last night had killed two good Knights.
“Imperfect?” Rider Cornatan lowered his voice and met Carro’s eyes.
Carro nodded. The next question would surely be Why haven’t you told us before? but he would have to handle that, too. Because he has deceived us all.
“Well, that would explain a lot.” A smile crept over the wizened face.
Carro added, “There is another cripple in the Outer City, an older man. He was loitering around the area of the brotherhood compound. We followed him, but unfortunately lost track of him in the markets.”
Rider Cornatan’s face showed intense interest. He nodded, a satisfied smile on his face. “I see. You are proving your worth. Keep looking for this man. Let me know if you want more men.” Then Rider Cornatan pushed himself up, his face set. “Now let’s see about this young man. If what you say is true, you will have done the Queen a great service.”
Rider Cornatan walked down the steps. A Senior Knight stepped in his way and held up a hand.
“The boy’s dangerous,” the man whispered.
“I know,” Rider Cornatan said.
He pushed the man’s hand away and continued into the arena.
Knights surrounded Isandor, but none had dared to touch him. In the confusion, no one seemed to have ordered them to do so. And yet Carro’s friend wasn’t arguing; he just stood there, with that gruesome heart in his pocket, still beating.
Carro could almost feel that someone was looking at him. He glanced over his shoulder into the Queen’s eyes, which burned with pure hatred. She held her lips pursed and little white spots appeared at her upper lip and chin. Carro had to avert his gaze.
*     *     *
Isandor laughs. Gestures at the notice from the palace that Carro has brought. In curly letters, it says that Carro has been accepted into the Eagle Knights. Carro applied. His father was against it, but he applied anyway. Isandor encouraged him. He wants to be a Knight, too, and his mother doesn’t mind. He has already been accepted.
Then we will join up together and we’ll both be famous Knights.
Carro laughs.
Then Isandor’s expression changes to one of wonder. Do you think we’ll get to stand guard for the Queen?
Of course we will. All Knights do.
Isandor looks dreamy. There is something in those blue eyes Carro can’t fathom. Something he doesn’t want to fathom.
The Queen belongs to the Knights. She is his, with her honey-coloured hair and milk-white arms. Her eyes gaze into people’s hearts. Carro has seen her twice, both from a distance. She is the most beautiful woman in the known world.
Yes, he will join the Knights, even though his father will hate him for it.
The Knights protect the Queen. He cannot trust a boy with a wooden leg to protect the Queen. The books say Imperfects are sorcerers. Carro is trying not to believe the books. They are only stories, after all.
*     *     *
“Apprentice Isandor?” Rider Cornatan’s voice was hard and thin over the chatter of onlookers. He had pushed through the circle of Knights around Isandor and faced him directly.
Oh no, Rider Cornatan wasn’t scared of sorcery. Real Knights weren’t scared.
“Yes,” Isandor said, his back straight and proud. His hair black and shiny, his eyes dark blue. Royal blue.
Carro’s stomach squirmed. Oh, by the skylights, how did he hate Isandor. Even like this, he managed to look arrogant, like he owned the world, like he challenged Rider Cornatan to do something to him, even though he would know he could never escape.
And I am just a coward. Waited all this time to tell Rider Cornatan about Isandor. Can’t even punish my own patrol.
Rider Cornatan looked Isandor up and down.
“Do you have any secrets, Apprentice Isandor?”
“Secrets, Sir?”
Rider Cornatan hit out, lightning fast and kicked Isandor’s legs from under him. He stumbled and tipped backwards into the fast-retreating Knights, and then fell in the snow. A blast of wind went over the arena, whipping at clothes and hair. Isandor’s trouser leg had moved up, clearly displaying the boot stuck to his wooden leg. Everyone in the audience stopped talking.
Someone whispered, “A cripple.”
“How is that possible? I thought they were all . . .”
“Watch out, he’s going to blast us.”
*     *     *
In the alley and under the cover of gathering darkness, Isandor lifts up his trouser leg.
I do have a secret. I have a wooden leg, see? I can’t run as fast as you can. People don’t seem to like it. I don’t know why.
Carro shrugs. Why should people do that? Isandor is just like him, someone people don’t like him very much. He also doesn’t understand why.
Isandor bends closer, and whispers in Carro’s ear, like real friends do. They say that anyone who is born like this has magic. You know, icefire
Carros shivers. Stares. Do you?
Of course not. Do you see me making things disappear?
Uhm—no. But Carro doubts. His mother always told him icefire was real. She says she can see it. But his mother always lies.
There you go. It’s all nonsense. But we won’t tell anyone that, won’t we?
Of course not. Certainly not his parents.
It’s a secret.
A real secret, between friends?
Isandor nods.
Friends forever.
*     *     *
Onlookers fled. People pushed away. Knights retreated to the edge of the arena. In the holding pens, eagle attendants shuffled back, pulling their eagles away, wide-eyed. Isandor lay there alone in the snow.
“What is this?” Rider Cornatan kicked Isandor’s wooden leg.
Isandor raised himself, stumbling to get the leg under him. He still managed to act dignified, but the look in his eyes frightened Carro more than anger would have. It was not anger, not hurt, but a withering look of determination.
“Who said cripples could join the Knights?” Rider Cornatan asked.
“No one said they couldn’t.” Isandor’s voice was cold as the southern wind.
A cold gust of wind blew eddies of snow in the corners of the arena.
“You should well know cripples can’t even live in this city. You are an abomination. I don’t understand why no one has seen it before.”
“I’ve not hidden anything.” Again, that confident tone.
That was true. Isandor had come up to the registration as he was, with his slight limp. Why had no one seen it? Yes, why? Everyone with half a brain could see that Isandor didn’t walk normally. Yet no one had commented.
“How come you’re even alive? Who hid you?”
“No one. I’ve lived with my mother in the Outer City all along.”
Look at the cockiness of him. Look at him stand there.
“Well, whatever you did, you’re finished now.” Rider Cornatan stepped forward and tore the golden badge from Isandor’s collar. “You will never darken the eyrie with your presence again. Thanks to my vigilant spies, I have saved the City of Glass from this evil. Take him away.”
Knights closed in. Two grabbed Isandor under the armpits and yanked him up.
What were they going to do with him? Carro had flown over the jagged shapes of the ice floes earlier today. Anyone left there alone would be attacked by stray bears. Anyone put in the dungeons would die a slow death of hunger and disease. Why did I say this? Isandor is my friend. He looked after me. He would never kill anyone. The fact that he made the Lion a servitor doesn’t prove that he made the human one.
Knights don’t have Imperfect friends, the other voice in his mind said.
Isandor has been good to me. He’s a good person.
But I’ve had enough of “good” people. I don’t want pity. I want people to be honest. Right, they are honest, and don’t like me. I want people to like me and be honest. No pity. I can’t stand pity. I want to be accepted because of what I am, not because my father is a moderately successful merchant. I hate him anyway.
Oh, he was so confused.
 



Chapter 21
 
NO. ISANDOR!
Everyone was getting up, blocking Jevaithi’s view of the arena. The citizens were filing out, most still uttering expressions of confusion and trading gossip. A whole group of Knights rushed into the arena and out again. Jevaithi presumed that they escorted the young Champion Knight away.
To the palace dungeons. She had to put a stop to it; she had to.
Rider Cornatan returned to her, his face red.
“With respect, Your Highness. We must take you to a safe place.”
“What happened?” she asked, although she was sure she had seen it better than any of them. The animal had run off into the festival grounds in its blue state, leaving the Champion standing there holding the pulsing heart. The animal had become his servitor.
“It was inappropriate for your eyes. Rest assured, the Knight will be punished severely.”
No. She saw an emaciated body, wounds from lashes, matted hair. She remembered. She had only been young when she saw the man who had been blamed for poisoning her mother. He’d spent ten years in the dungeons. “I would like to set eyes on him, who dares to perform these deeds before the Queen.” She was trembling, fighting to keep control over her speech. That day, last year, she had presided over the poor wretch’s execution. She didn’t believe the man had poisoned her mother any more than she wanted him dead. He’d been a palace servant. All the servants adored her mother. But the Knights had to have someone to punish.
“He’ll be taken into custody.” Rider Cornatan’s voice sounded far off.
“Can I see him?” She ached to ask more, but anything she said could be dangerous. Rider Cornatan raised an eyebrow. He knew what she was, and probably had thoughts along the same lines as her fascination with the strange young Knight.
“I would think that inappropriate. Come, Your Highness, We must go now. It’s getting late and this place is not safe at night.”
Jevaithi stifled a sob. She must save that young Knight, the only other person of her kind. But how? The Knights controlled everything. They gave her the illusion of power as long as she did what she was told.
She took Rider Cornatan’s arm and let him lead her away from the arena, which was completely abandoned now, save for a few remaining splatters of blood. To Jevaithi’s eyes, they exuded a soft yellow glow.
People in the tents along the way cheered and waved at her, but she paid them no attention. In her mind, she saw those blue eyes, looking up at her with the boy’s innocence. When she looked at him, declaring him her Champion, it was as if she had seen into his soul, as if their hearts beat in unison. If he was tortured, she would lie awake with the pain. If he was killed, part of her would die.
“We shall return to the palace as soon as possible,” Rider Cornatan said.
For once, she couldn’t find a reason to disagree with him. She longed for the warmth of her room, the comfort of her bed and the whisper of servants bringing her dinner.
She shuffled with her entourage, nervous Knights looking everywhere, Rider Cornatan holding her arm like an over-protective mother bear. They passed the food stalls, where it had become quiet. Stall holders were cleaning up for the night. Most of the revellers had gone into the Outer City to celebrate in the melteries. How stupid had she been to imagine she could ever dance with the local boys.
Stupid. Naïve.
Ahead, a woman screamed.
Rider Cornatan halted. The Knights at the front of the group had all stopped, a solid wall of cloaked backs. The woman’s screams had turned into sobs. The Knights murmured. Hands went to swords, but most of the men just stood there.
“What’s going on?” Rider Cornatan demanded.
“See for yourself, sir.” The wall of Knights parted.
Jevaithi’s royal sled stood abandoned on the plain. Splatters of blood marked the white paint and had seeped into the snow. The harness which had held the four magnificent bears lay empty on the ground. The bears themselves were bloodied humps of white fur in the snow.
Jevaithi took a gasp of stinging cold air and couldn’t breathe out again. She clutched her throat, dizzy, blood pounding in her ears.
“No, no,” she stuttered, fighting to repel blackness from the edge of her vision. Her beautiful bears, and the driver—where was he?
“Guard the Queen!” Rider Cornatan shouted, while he started running towards the sled with agility that belied his age.
Between the bodies of the Knights who closed in around her, Jevaithi saw how he jumped into the driver’s seat and hauled up the body of the sled’s driver. His head was bent back like a broken stick and his cloak dark with blood. His arms flopped by his side; his body hadn’t been out here long enough to have frozen stiff.
“Don’t look, Your Highness,” one of the guards said.
“Who would do such a thing?” Jevaithi’s voice sounded weak, even to her own ears. All of a sudden, she had trouble keeping her balance.
A soft warmth closed around her, the dense fur of a shorthair cloak, and a man’s arms. It was one of the Senior Knights, a man normally calm and reserved. Jevaithi stifled her sobs in the man’s shirt. She was shivering.
The Knights were shouting amongst themselves over her head.
“Who could have done this?”
“I’d say—what has done this? This wasn’t done by a human.”
“He’s right. Look at the bears. No one can kill a bear that easily.”
Jevaithi pressed herself deeper under the Knight’s cloak, seeing images of a blue-tinged Legless Lion running from the arena. No humans . . .
“I want to go home,” she said to no one in particular.
Why ever did she entertain such silly plans to go amongst the common people? There were murdering strangers out there. Poor, poor bears, poor driver. What had they done to deserve this?
“Shh, Your Highness. You are safe with us.” The man’s voice rumbled in his chest. He tightened an arm around her, while he continued to give orders to the guards.
Jevaithi felt warm, and protected. Was this the feeling kids had about their fathers?
She didn’t know how long she had stood there when Rider Cornatan returned. She heard his voice before he came into view.
“Where is the Queen?”
“Safe,” the Knight said.
Jevaithi extracted her face from the warmth of his cloak.
Rider Cornatan came to a stop. Stared at her and then at the Senior Knight.
“I’ll take care of her now,” Rider Cornatan said.
A sharp look passed between the two men over Jevaithi’s head. The Knight released her. Jevaithi reluctantly left the warmth of his cloak to take Rider Cornatan’s arm. Even in times such as this, they jostled to be first in line to her bedroom.
The group started moving, away from the slaughter scene.
“What’s happening now?” Jevaithi asked Rider Cornatan, doing her utmost best to sound composed.
“I’ve sent a messenger to the City. He’ll bring back another sled. We’ll wait for it to arrive.”
“Couldn’t I . . .” She licked her lips. “Couldn’t I fly on an Eagle with a Knight? We would be back very quickly—”
The look he gave her stopped her talking. Obviously out-of-the-question.
They crossed the festival grounds through the maze of tents and fences. Legless Lions barked in the distance. There were now so many Knights around her that it was impossible for her to see the cheering people. The Knights walked quickly, ushering the crowd aside. Jevaithi wasn’t in the mood to be cheered.
They left the festival grounds, and clambered up the slope that led into the Outer City. Through a wide street, where abandoned sleds stood in shop entrances, their terrified drivers holed up in alleyways by Knights. How many Knights had come from the city with her? How could someone still have killed the bears and the driver with all these Knights to guard her?
A person invisible to the Knights could do it.
They were now crossing the market place over trampled snow covered with sand. The Knights halted again in front of a cone-shaped building on the corner. The locals called these structures limpets. The writings had told her that there was a waterproof inner layer, made of ancient debris from the city before the Great War, a mantle of still air, and then an outer layer made from blocks of ice. This limpet was larger than most, and had three entrances. Someone had carved patterns in the icy outer cover.
A few of the Knights had gone inside. The glow of a fierce fire peeped through a crack between the doors.
There were shouts and bangs inside. The doors were flung open and lots of people streamed out, some speaking in angry voices.
Jevaithi shivered with the piercing breeze. She glanced over her shoulder to the Knight who had offered her the warmth of his cloak.
The Knights moved forward, through the door and a short hall with racks for cloaks—all empty—into a room where the air was impossibly warm and laced with a tang of liquor and smoke. The inner walls, made from sheets of metal and other unidentified material, sloped slowly to a high ceiling. A balcony surrounded the wall, with stairs leading up to it. There were tables and chairs up there. Empty.
A huge metal stove stood in the middle of the room, a blazing fire within. Surrounding the stove were many small tables and chairs. A couple of red-faced girls were hastily removing glasses from the tables, many still containing dark red fluid. A young man was righted chairs that had fallen over.
“Your Highness, what a surprise and honour to receive you in my humble establishment.”
The man who bowed before her was rotund and almost bald. Although his words had been polite, his tone gave away his extreme annoyance.
Oh, she could see why. He’d had a room full of drinking, paying patrons and the next thing the Knights barged in and tossed everyone out on the street. The voices of those paying patrons now drifted in from outside, shouts and jeers. A crash, the tinkle of glass. Angry voices.
“I would be happy if you let your customers back inside,” Jevaithi said, making her voice as clear and regal as she could.
“For once, Your Highness, be quiet and stop your childish demands,” Rider Cornatan hissed. She had never heard his voice as tight as this.
The flicker of hope that dashed across the meltery owner’s face died instantly.
“Sit here by the fire, Your Highness.” He indicated a soft, high-backed chair that had worn fabric but looked very comfortable indeed.
There was another crash of glass outside. A man shouted and something thudded against the door.
“I’m sure,” she said, as peevishly as she could, while sitting down in the chair, “I’m absolutely sure that a street brawl is just what you need to calm things down, especially if your men are out there attempting to catch a Legless Lion most of them can’t even see.”
In two steps, Rider Cornatan stood next to her. He grabbed a strand of her hair as he bent to her ear and pulled hard. His whisper sounded like a hiss of air. “I’m warning you . . .  You’re behaving like a brat. You want to be grown-up? I’ll show you grown-up. When we come back to the palace, I will take you to your rooms and teach you a lesson you won’t forget in a hurry.” He let her go and stepped back as if he had merely conveyed a private message.
Jevaithi shivered and leaned back in the chair. Her eyes met the meltery owner’s. His were wide, shocked.
Yes, the common people loved her and that love was her protection, but tonight, that would not be enough.
 



Chapter 22
 
ISANDOR TRIED to run, but he never had a chance.
The Knights had him blindfolded and tied his arms behind his back before he could do anything. They pushed him out of the arena and through the crowd. There were as many people cheering as shouting.
“Show them, show them!” a man yelled.
Show them what?
He struggled against the Knights’ hands. “Stop pushing. I can walk. Where are you taking me?”
“To the only place sorcerers belong,” the man holding him growled. “I hope you had a good look at the sky, because you won’t see it again.”
People around them were calling for the Queen, and then there were other voices from further away.
“Let the boy go, tyrants!”
“Down with the oppression!”
“Give us our houses back, and our businesses, and our money!”
“Death to Pirosian scum.”
There were more scuffles and screams. People bumped into him. Knights shouted out. Out-of-control, hoarse voices. Daggers came out of sheaths. The sound of people running. Something heavy landed near his feet with a dull thud.
Isandor tried to free his arm to pull the rag from his eyes, but the Knights held him too tightly. He wanted to see these people. There were still supporters of the old king in the Outer City? The revelation confused him. The deeds the king had done, according to the books about the fall of the royal family, horrified him.
But what if those books had been written by Knights?
He did remember that last book Carro had bought, the one that described all the wonders of icefire, not just the bad things. Deadly, but very useful and powerful.
Why had he never known that people still supported the old king?
He was running through the street. Even though he was blindfolded, he could see. People were in his way, running, pushing each other. Their unintelligible screams filled the air. Their words were garbled bursts of sound that meant nothing.
Some had sticks and tried to push him. He kept slipping, his flippers finding no purchase on the trampled ice.
I am much faster in the water.
The water, where the fish were fresh and wet and where the females waited for him.
He needed to get back there.
Isandor stumbled and gasped, realising how he’d been holding his breath and how lack of air had made him dizzy. By the skylights, what was wrong with him?
The Knights were dragging him along at a fast walking pace, having left the shouting crowd behind. Judging by the echoing footsteps, they were somewhere in the alleys of the Outer City. The ground was uneven, and every now and then, the Knight holding his arm kicked his wooden leg, and then laughed when he stumbled.
“Hey,” he shouted. “Where are we going? Where are you taking me?”
His angry shouts echoed in the street, and were taken up by other voices.
“Where you be taking him? He’s done nothing,” one man said in Outer City slang.
“You’ll be taking him away like Merro,” another man yelled.
“Where is Merro?” This voice was more educated.
The Knights sped up, tightening their grip on Isandor’s arm. The sound of running footsteps followed them. Isandor was heartened by that. Certainly the Knights were less likely to harm him when there were witnesses. He had to face it. His time with the Knighthood was over. He might as well make the transition into evil complete.
He reached out for icefire. The strands sizzled and crackled. He could feel them on his hands bound behind his back. His body drank in the power he had denied for so long.
“You go, boy. Show them,” the man with the educated voice growled.
They want me to do this? Isandor felt the rush of icefire swirl around him. A satisfying rush.
Next moment, the rag flew from his eyes with a gust of ice-cold wind. The rope that held his wrists fell to the ground.
Isandor stopped, panting, still holding the strands of icefire.
The Knights had taken him to one of the darker alleys behind the markets. There were many other people here, but strangely no one took any notice of him. The Knights were shouting and swearing, their weapons drawn, their backs to him.
Isandor couldn’t restrain a chuckle. They hadn’t realised that he made the icefire whip up the wind? Amusing. He grabbed another strand. It crackled and sizzled when he whipped it over their backs. The men shielded their faces with arms and hands.
Isandor ran as fast as he his wooden leg allowed.
Behind him, a man yelled, “The prisoner! Stop the prisoner!”
Isandor skidded into a side alley only to find many people were already hiding there, all dressed in black.
A man at the front yelled, “Here he comes. Step aside, step aside everyone!”
People shuffled aside.
“This way!” a man shouted and opened a door for him at the back of the alley.
Isandor didn’t think, didn’t question; he ran through the open door, down a narrow passageway that zig-zagged between limpets, their side doors, their outroom collection buckets, composting trays and broken furniture.
He ran and ran, charged by the power of icefire. His leg worked better than it ever had before. He felt like he was flying, running like a normal man.
All the time, he saw the images of snow sliding under his belly, of partygoers in the streets running away and screaming their incomprehensible words. Where to go? Where was the ice plain with his females? Where was the ocean? This maze had trapped him. It was dizzying . . .
Breathe.
Isandor stopped, gasping.
He had to find that Legless Lion whose heart beat in his pocket. At times, he became the Lion, and Legless Lions could stay under water without breath for much longer than he could. If this went on, those images would kill him.
He made his way through the alleys, pulling his cloak tight around his neck so his red shirt wouldn’t show. Shouts and cries rang in the night, sounds of fighting. The sky glowed orange ahead, and there were the telltale billowing clouds of a fire. Some of the limpets belonging to poorer families were made from light, foamy material that burned like fire bricks, and gave off thick smoke that made people who breathed it sick for days.
A group of youths tromped through the street, their faces hidden behind scarves, carrying sticks and shovels. He slipped in with the group, shaking his hair loose from the ponytail. No one protested the presence of one extra person.
“. . . yeah, and they took Indo, too,” one boy was saying.
“What? He wouldn’t harm a puppy.”
“Everyone who was there, they said. Did you see what happened to the Queen’s bears?”
“Didn’t see, but heard. And they think we did it?” This boy sounded angry.
The other boy shrugged. “We’re Outer City folk. Can’t be trusted.”
“Always the same. We got to stop the Knights, you know. Stop them right here. We can’t be ruled like this.”
A few others grumbled consent.
The street opened out into the market square. Two lines of Knights stood on both sides of the meltery doors. Isandor recognised their uniforms: these were Jevaithi’s personal guards.
Jevaithi.
What was she still doing here?
The group of youths marched on, but Isandor stopped, barely aware of their receding footsteps. Jevaithi, the only other Imperfect he knew who lived in the city. Jevaithi, whose eyes pleaded him for help. And help he would.
Isandor stumbled across the square, deliberately unsteady, his eyes unfocused and his gaze directed at the ground.
“Hey, you!” one of the Knights said.
Isandor took the last few steps in a stumbling rush and leaned against the meltery’s outer wall. His heart thudded in his throat. The Knights fell silent.
He swallowed a mouthful of air, and another one, and let it out in a mighty belch that made acid rise into the back of his throat.
“Hey, you. Move along,” the Knight repeated.
“Be a moment,” he said, slurring his words.
He dug under his cloak and undid the fastening of his trousers. He’d seen drunks often enough to know they always pissed everywhere. Cold bit into delicate skin, and all of a sudden, he needed to piss. A yellow hole melted into the ice of the meltery’s outer wall. The Knights laughed and continued talking. He was no longer a danger to them, just another drunk.
Finished.
He re-fastened his trousers and leaned against the icy wall.
The door clanged and two Knights came out of the meltery. Their voices carried over the square.
“. . . should have been here long ago.”
“. . . is so embarrassing . . . what do you think she . . .”
“And all this on the whim of a spoilt brat.”
Then he ran through the streets, his flippers slapping on the hard ground. Someone threw a stick at him, but it missed. He barked at the man; he tore the cloak off his shoulders. The fur of my fellows.
A deep gasp of breath. His face pressed against the ice wall. By the skylights, he had almost passed out. The Legless Lion heart beat against his leg, in unison with his heart.
One of the Knights called out, “Thank the skylights, there he is.”
Isandor glanced over his shoulder, still panting. Another Knight was crossing the square at a trot.
“Got the sled,” he shouted to his comrades.
“Good. Let’s get out of here.” One of the Knights went back inside the meltery.
“Hey, move along, you drunkard!” This shout was directed at Isandor.
“Just . . . just a moment . . .” Isandor deliberately slurred his voice, stumbled a few steps, fell back against the meltery wall, swallowed air, and let out another burp.
“Disgusting,” the Knight mumbled and went inside.
Isandor took as long as he dared to push himself off the wall, aware of the Knight guards’ gazes on him. He moved away slowly, swaying on his feet. A faint breeze brought the sound of shouts and yells from elsewhere in the Outer City. The orange glow of fire had intensified. Once the surrounding ice had melted, those ancient building materials burned well. Isandor hoped the blaze was away from limpets of people he knew. He hoped someone was controlling the fire. He hoped his mother was all right.
The meltery doors opened, flooding the ice-covered ground with yellow light. A couple of Knights came out, long shadows over the empty square.
“We’ll take you to the sled as quickly as we can, Your Highness.”
Isandor couldn’t believe his luck. She was going to walk right past him . . .
His vision faded. He ran on clumsy flippers. I’m much faster in the water. He shot out into the market square. Skidded to a halt. On the other side of the square was a building which glowed yellow light such as humans had. There were a bunch of people gathered around it. What they couldn’t see was that a blue man hid around the corner.
Isandor gasped. He recognised the blue form of the man, taller than him, broader and with expressionless black eyes. He carried a dagger in his blue-marbled hand, blood dripping from the blade.
This was a true servitor. Tandor’s.
 



Chapter 23
 
THE SKY had turned deep blue, and the meltery’s owner had grown restless when the door opened, letting in a blast of cold air that made the fire in the stove flare up.
A group of Knights marched in and came to a halt before Rider Cornatan’s chair. Saluted.
One stepped forward and bowed. “The sled has arrived.”
“What took you so long?” Rider Cornatan’s voice sounded annoyed. He broke his glare at Jevaithi, which he had managed to maintain for much of the time he’d sat opposite her. Undressing her with his eyes.
“There’s a few houses on fire near the festival grounds, and the eagles had some trouble with the smoke, and when we got back, we had to come the long way. There are also too many people out to take the sled through the streets.”
Rider Cornatan raised an annoyed eyebrow. “I hope you left an adequate guard with it.”
“We did.”
Rider Cornatan gave him a sharp look, but let the unspoken truth hung between them. No normal person could have inflicted the injuries that had killed the driver of the other sled. No normal human could have slaughtered those bears, and so there was no guarantee that this not-normal apparition wouldn’t attack the new sled with guards.
He rose from his seat. “Let’s go then. Are you ready, Your Highness?”
Jevaithi scrambled for her cloak, which a Knight held up for her. She met the meltery’s owner’s eyes across the bar, where he was putting away glasses.
“Rider Cornatan, can you make sure he is compensated for the earnings he didn’t take while we were in here?”
Rider Cornatan grumbled something to a younger Knight, who went to the bar. A few of the men gave her strange glances, but the owner took the money and bent his head to her.
“Your Highness, you are always welcome here.”
“Thank you.”
She met the man’s eyes and held his gaze while walking to the door, in a daze. Please help me, if you can. The citizens were her saviours, if she could still be saved after tonight.
The man didn’t give any sign that he had understood what was going on. As citizen of the Outer City, there was probably nothing he could do.
Jevaithi followed Rider Cornatan outside, every step bringing her closer to the palace, to her bedroom.
A thin mist hung over the marketplace, a damper over the voices of groups of revellers walking across. A powder-like drizzle of snow drifted from the sky. The air smelled of smoke.
The Knights started off across the marketplace, with at least six close to Jevaithi. They were all taller and broader than her, and she didn’t see much beyond cloaks and hands on swords.
She shivered. Something pricked at her senses. Icefire was thicker in the air than ever. It buzzed and shimmered, lining roofs and gutters. It danced on top of a lamp post. It didn’t touch the Knights; it bent around them.
Maybe—she was getting ideas—maybe she could use it to defend herself, later, when she and Rider Cornatan were alone in her room.
A voice rang out from beyond her circle of guards, “Watch out, Your Highness!”
She turned around, and saw nothing but Knights’ backs.
“Keep moving, Your Highness,” the Knight behind her said. “There’s nothing—”
“By the skylights!” another yelled.
There was a sickening snap. All around her, Knights were yelling and pulling swords.
Jevaithi shouted, “What’s happening?”
Someone shouted, “Move, move!”
A man at the back of the group screamed, his voice descending into a beastly wail, which was followed by a hard snap, and silence. There was the sound of a sword being drawn, and another. Footsteps scuffling in the snow. Knights closed in around Jevaithi.
Silence, except for the Knights’ breaths, which made puffs of mist in the air.
“Where is he?” a Knight asked.
“Uhm—just what exactly are we looking for?” another whispered. “Did you see what killed him?”
In the silence, Jevaithi shivered. She couldn’t see anything with all these men in her way, but she felt it well enough: icefire burst from something a couple of steps in front.
The thing that killed the driver and the bears.
Another scream, short, loud and sharp. It broke off abruptly.
“By the skylights,” one of the Knights whispered. There was horror in his voice.
Bodies pressed closer to Jevaithi. The shorthair cloaks smelled of oil and beast. Slowly, the Knights shuffled back towards the meltery. They nodded signals to each other, and Jevaithi found herself being lifted off the ground by a couple of strong arms. The Knights went faster, first at a trot, then a full run.
Men screamed behind them. A few Knights stumbled. A waft of cold air descended on Jevaithi. Through the gap between two of the Knights, she saw what they were fleeing.
A blue shadow, like the Legless Lion had been. This one was a man, taller than any of the Knights. His face was hard and white with a blue tinge. His eyes were dark holes without expression.
The protecting group around her fell apart as Knights drew swords.
“Go away, you spawn of sorcery!” someone yelled.
Jevaithi stumbled back, and would have fallen if it hadn’t been for Rider Cornatan behind her.
“Careful, Your Highness.” He put her back on her feet, and peered into the semidarkness.
He couldn’t see the blue giant, nor could any of the Knights, some of whom were fighting a band of brawling youths who had come out of a street behind them. The Knights weren’t even looking in the right direction. The blue giant grabbed one man by the collar of his cloak and smashed him into a lamp post. He didn’t even scream, but sank in a boneless heap into the snow.
Jevaithi cried, “There!” and pointed at the fallen man. The blue giant was now coming towards her.
The Knights, including Rider Cornatan, jumped in front of her, even though she was sure they still couldn’t see what they were fighting.
“There, there!” She pointed.
“Stay out of the way, Your Highness,” Rider Cornatan snapped. “Or, you’ll get in the way of our—”
The first of her guards fell.
Another group of youths burst into the square. One was running so fast he crashed into a Knight. The young man screamed garbled words. Following him was the blue Legless Lion, snarling, jumping around. The youth, who could obviously see the creature, was backing away, flailing his arms and shouting.
The Knights, who could not see the creature, mistook the young man for an attacker. One belted the young man on the head. His fellows attacked the Knight. Within moments, everyone was fighting each other, while the blue giant tossed bodies aside and smashed his way through the chaos.
He was coming for her, and the Knights couldn’t see him.
“Stand aside!” a clear voice shouted.
A shadow sprang forward, putting itself between the blue man and the crowd. Yellow threads sparked from the cloaked silhouette, fanning out over the street. People yelled and ran in different directions. Some of them also couldn’t see the golden strands. Icefire whipped up cloaks and crackled over the street in sizzling bolts like lightning that encased the blue giant in a shimmering net of icefire.
The Legless Lion jumped and snapped at the blue giant who was trying to push himself free of the golden threads.
“Come.” The mysterious newcomer took hold of Jevaithi’s hand. His voice sounded like that of a young man and grip was warm. “Before he kills everyone. I don’t know how long this will hold him back. I’ll take you to safety.”
Jevaithi didn’t question the order. She ran. The young man dragged her along. He turned sharply into a narrow alley where they had to squeeze past overflowing rubbish bins, out into another alley, around a corner into a narrower alley, past another group of brawling revellers, into another alley. He knows the way. Her companion was tall and lanky. He wore a Knight’s cloak, but if there was an insignia of rank on his collar, she didn’t see it.
He stopped at the door to some sort of warehouse, in a dead-end passageway. Their panting breaths sounded loud in the sudden silence. Puffs of steam floated in the blue air. He fumbled with something in his pocket.
“Just need to find the key.” He gestured at the door. “We’ll be safe in here.”
His voice sounded so familiar that she reached out and pushed the hood of his cloak back.
The soft light showed the face of her rescuer. It was the flying champion, Isandor.
A strand of icefire snaked through the darkness, over her head. Jevaithi whirled just in time to see the ice wall behind her shimmering. A section of it went blue. Hardened, grey ice formed into a booted foot, a knee, a leg . . . Jevaithi stood as frozen. A blue-hued hand emerged from the wall.
“It’s him,” she whispered to Isandor, gripping his arm. “It’s that blue monster.”
*     *     *
Isandor retreated, pushing Jevaithi behind him. They couldn’t run any more.
The alley ended here, in the door to the warehouse that belonged to Carro’s father, and the blue giant blocked the only way out. Isandor reached for icefire, but he found only weak strands. He looked frantically for a weapon and found a snow shovel propped up against the wall.
The servitor detached from the wall, his face a mask of blue marble, expressionless, with black holes for eyes. He lunged.
Isandor hit out at the man. The shovel struck his arm with a bone-juddering clang like he had hit stone. The giant’s aching cold shuddered through his bones.
Isandor fell back, dazed. How could that man have walked through a wall?
His view faded and he was jumping and barking. He snapped his jaws together, got a hold of the blue man’s buttocks, but the blue giant just shook the Legless Lion off. He rolled in the snow, into a pile of crates.
Remember to breathe.
Isandor gulped air.
The Lion scrambled to its flippers, never ceasing its barking and snapping at the servitor.
Isandor picked up a snow shovel and flung it in the man’s face, but he just batted it away.
The giant was too strong. He blocked the only way out of the alley. They were trapped.
“I’ll make a bargain with you,” Isandor tried.
The giant said nothing. He simply grabbed both his and Jevaithi’s arms. The cold of the blue-skinned hand went through Isandor’s clothes into his very bones.
“Keep me, but let her go,” Isandor tried again.
Again, there was no reaction, not even to Jevaithi, who pummelled her fist into the man’s arm. Silly, servitors only listened to their makers. This blue giant only listened to Tandor.
Isandor held his breath and looked at the Legless Lion. Bite him!
The animal surged forward, snapping and snarling, but the blue man pushed it aside as if it were a small child. An icy cold hand grabbed hold of Isandor’s collar. Jevaithi was similarly constrained, and she was bashing the giant’s arms, but he took no notice of her.
He dragged Isandor and Jevaithi out of the alley.
Jevaithi’s eyes were wide with fear.
“I’m sorry,” Isandor whispered. If he hadn’t intervened, she might have made it back to the palace.
Maybe, maybe not.
“What’s happening now?” she whispered. Her voice spilled over.
Isandor shrugged, too much of a coward to say, Tandor is going to turn us into slaves.
The blue man dragged them through other alleys, staying away from main streets, until they came to another warehouse. The Legless Lion, which had hobbled after them, sniffed the air and barked. From inside the building, barks responded.
A butchery.
The giant pulled a door open, pushed Isandor and Jevaithi inside, and slammed the door shut.
They were in a butchery backroom, much like his uncle’s. A single icefire light burned in a bracket against the opposite wall. It gave off an eerie white glow, much brighter than the oil lamps used by most in the Outer City. White tiles covered the floor and walls. There were cages under the benches which lined the perimeter of the room. Inside, dark shapes moved about, snorting and sniffing.
Jevaithi stared, white-faced.
“I’m sorry,” Isandor said again, and he looked away. It was his fault that she was in danger.
“Sorry about what? You’ve already helped me. The Knights were going to—”
“The Knights know you’re Imperfect?”
She stared at him, wide-eyed. “You can see that?” Like this, she sounded like an ordinary girl, a very scared ordinary girl.
“I can see it in you just as well as you see it in me.”
“It’s the icefire that gives it away.” She licked her lips. Her breath steamed.
Isandor said, “We must get out of here as soon as possible. The servitor is going to get Tandor, his master. I don’t know exactly what he wants, but I think he wants to turn us into servitors, too.”
“Us?” Her eyes widened. “What for?”
“We will be strong enough to break a man’s neck. We can use icefire as he directs us. We can’t disobey him.”
“But what does he want with that power?”
“Kill the Knights? Rule the City of Glass. I don’t know. I know that I don’t like it and I want to get out of here before he comes back.”
He inspected the door. It was bolted. There was a small window in the door, but even if it had been big enough for a person to climb through, which it wasn’t, it had metal bars. There was another door at the back of the room, but it led into a storage room without doors or windows. The shelves were stacked with piles of frozen meat and folded parcels of skin. Nothing to use as a battering ram. There was no way out except that tiny window with metal bars. If he could turn himself into a long and skinny animal, he could get through. Even a snow fox could, he thought. The books had mentioned rumours of people so powerful they could change the physical shape of their bodies. That would be handy right now.
He shivered.
In his mind, he saw the blue man walking through the wall . . .  He saw the blue Legless Lion hobble out of the arena; he felt the Lion’s heart thud against his leg.
“Wait—I have an idea. It’s probably stupid, but . . .” He hobbled over to one of the cages, and fumbled with the latch.
“What are you doing?”
“Help me. I’m going to open this. I want you to slam the door shut after one animal has come out.”
“Why?”
“I’m going make a servitor. I have an idea. I could be stupid, but we don’t know until we try.”
She gave a small squeak, but nodded, her lips pressed together in a thin line. She took up position on the other side of the door.
All of a sudden it struck him how ridiculous this was, asking the Queen to do these things. Isandor hesitated.
“You know . . . for a noble girl having grown up in the palace, you’re not afraid of anything.”
“I am afraid,” she said, and her voice trembled. “I’m just a lot more afraid of what will happen if I don’t get out, or if the Knights catch me.”
“The Knights? You are afraid of the Knights? I thought they protected you?”
That was what he always believed the Knights were about. That’s what he had been told the Knights were about. They were the eyes and hands of the Queen, noble, honest—
She nodded, once, her eyes blinking. “I live in a prison. I’m kept better than this animal here, but that is only while the Knights squabble over who out of their midst gets to rape me first. Tonight.”
What?
“Don’t look at me like that.” Her voice spilled over. She covered her mouth with a white-gloved hand. Tears glittered in her eyes. “I don’t want pity.”
“Your Highness.” Isandor reached out and touched her cheek.
She looked up, such a vulnerable girl, too young to deal with this. “Don’t call me that. I don’t want it anymore. I want to be free. I want to go to the markets. I want to walk into the meltery and dance with the boys. I like . . .” Her voice spilled over in a sob. A tear ran down her cheek. She wiped it. “I’m sorry.”
Isandor repressed an insane urge to kiss her, but he feared it would lead to all sorts of other things, and they didn’t have the time for that.
“And so you will be free.” He took the stick that stood against the wall and pushed the rope that dangled off the end through the eyelet so that it made a noose. He’d seen his uncle do this many times. “Stand there. Open the door. Slam it after the first animal has come out. I’ll show you what I’ve been thinking.” He sounded more confident than he felt.
She pressed her lips together, wiped her eyes and grasped the metal bars.
“Ready?”
Jevaithi nodded.
He opened the door to the cage.
A small female Legless Lion came out. Jevaithi slammed the metal grille on the nose of its mate, a young male. He yelped.
Isandor only had eyes for the animal, which hobbled about agitated. It wanted to go back to its mate, but Jevaithi stood in front of the cage, clamping a hand over her mouth. Yes, the animal stank of fish.
The Lion hobbled away but came to the opposite wall. It ran until it reached the corner and couldn’t go any further. Isandor aimed with the stick. After three misses, he managed to slip the noose over the animal’s head, yanking backwards. The Lion lost its grip on the slippery floor and slid over its belly. Isandor pulled the rope tight and wound it around the stick.
“Hold this.”
Jevaithi’s face was white, but she flipped both sides of her pristine white cloak over her shoulders and took the stick.
He took the animal by the back flippers and turned it onto its back. Then he pulled the dagger from his belt, just like he had done this afternoon, and lunged, while calling icefire from the air. The blade sank into the animal’s chest. The ribs split open with a crack. Icefire lit the inside of the warehouse, flowing into the animal’s chest. Isandor lifted out the heart, still pulsing, and stepped back.
“Let the rope go,” he said.
Jevaithi looked on, wide-eyed. She relaxed her grip on the rope.
The animal wriggled itself out of the noose and rolled into a running position. Its fur had gone pale blue. It stopped and looked at him, waiting for him to tell it what to do. That’s what servitors did.
Go, he told it. You’re free.
With a jump of joy, the animal ran for the door, straight through it, and then it was gone. Yes!
Isandor turned to Jevaithi. “That’s how we can get out.”
“You’re not suggesting that I . . .”
“It’s the only way. You cut me, and I cut you. Then I walk through the wall, you pass both the hearts through the window up there, and then you walk through as well, and then we put the hearts back.”
“But I’ve never—”
“Try it. You can do it. There is so much icefire about that it almost happens by itself, if you do it, as Imperfect. Practise. There’s plenty of animals.”
She looked sick, but nodded. “I’ll try.”
Isandor went to open the cage to let the second animal out. As it hobbled onto the tiled floor, the servitor female burst back through the wall. Isandor lunged for its neck and pushed the pulsing heart back into its chest. Icefire crackled through the room. The fur lost its blue tinge. The animal was whole again and frolicked through the room with its mate as if nothing had happened.
“I can’t do that,” Jevaithi stammered.
“Yes, you can. Try it.” Isandor held out the dagger.
She took it, looking doubtfully at the animal which was shuffling sideways, playing with its mate.
“Kill it?”
“It won’t be dead. It will be . . .” your servitor, and its experience will torment you. “It’s only for a while. It’s how we can escape. Please.”
She gripped the knife in her sole hand. Isandor caught the animal with the noose and held it down for her.
She tightened her stance. Hesitated. Isandor held his breath.
Don’t say you can’t do it, because I might just agree. Who was he anyway, to think that this noble girl could kill an animal? He had to be crazy.
She pressed her lips together and stabbed. Golden icefire flowed from her single hand, even from her stump. The knife sank into the fur. Icefire crackled. The cut in the animal’s chest flowered open.
The heart jumped out. Isandor caught it for her, warm and pulsing. She gave him a triumphant smile, and letting out a relieved breath at the same time. The Lion raised its head and tried to wriggle free from the noose. Its fur had gone blue and eerie.
“See? You can do it.”
Her eyes were wide. She swallowed. “I’m . . . seeing things.”
“That’s because you see the world through the animal’s eyes. Wait.” He returned the heart to the shimmering spot in the animal’s ribcage. The golden glow of icefire vanished, and the fur returned to its normal mottled grey. The Legless Lion barked. Isandor let the noose go.
Then he faced her again, peeling back his shirt to bare his chest.
“Do it to me. We can get out.”
“No.”
“You have to.”
“No, I’d kill you.” She shook her head, her face white as if she would throw up any moment.
He pulled her closer, the fur warm against his shivering body. The tip of the dagger dug into his skin, staining it with blood.
“If you kill me, I will die happy and free.” His hand touched hers, and he had to stop himself caressing her skin. “If Tandor or the Knights get here before we get out, we’ll be dead anyway. Do it, and we’ll escape. Together.”
“Are you sure?” She stared at him.
He nodded. “Please. Do it. Now.”
She hefted the dagger, her hand trembling.
Isandor closed his eyes. They should have practised on the Legless Lions more. They should have . . .  No time, no time.
He held his breath. “Do it, please.” Before I change my mind and I get scared.
Impossible. He was already scared. Terrified. About to piss himself.
He felt, rather than saw, how her arm descended. The blade bit into his chest. A brief shot of intense pain. His scream died in his throat as ice cold invaded him. Silent wind whooshed out the hole in his chest. His life, seeping away from him. Death awaited him; he was—
Floating in the wind—
Everywhere and nowhere at all—
You are mine now. The voice was soft, but insistent. I think I’m going to like it.
He opened his eyes. The world had turned inside out. Shadows were white. The light against the wall was dark. Everything the opposite of what it should be.
There was only Jevaithi, holding his life blood in her hands. Her hair gleamed silver against her skin which was deep golden brown. Her eyes were rich magenta. She was so beautiful it hurt inside. He wanted to speak but couldn’t. I’ll do everything for you.
Here, take this. She passed him the dagger, while unbuttoning her dress. He stared at the dark skin, wanting to touch it, caress it—
Take my heart.
He didn’t question the order; he was hers. He hefted the dagger and stabbed. Her face turned white even before he had the heart in his hands. It pulsed strongly, but it now looked dark in his eyes.
There was no time to contemplate the reason for the changed colours.
Here, hold this. He handed her the other heart. She cradled both in her single hand against her chest, his heart and hers, together. Oh, how he wanted to kiss her. Her eyes were dark and full of longing. Her voice echoed in his mind. We’ll kiss later.
Yes, later, when they were safe.
He walked to the door and pushed his hands against it. Material bent around them. He pushed his arms further in, then a foot . . .  He drew back, staring down at his two healthy legs. Two feet! In his mind, he was running over the snow plain, he was jumping over cracks in the ice, he—
No, he couldn’t get distracted.
He pushed further through the door. Blurred shapes moved around him, and chilled him.
His leg he came out into the clear air of the alley, followed by his hands. He pushed his head out. There was no one in the alley, so he pulled the rest of his body free of the door. Jevaithi moved in the darkness behind the little barred window.
Give me the hearts.
A white-blue hand passed through the window grille, holding an object that was too black for him to see. It fell heavy in his hands, ice-cold but pulsing. Safe. Then the other one.
The wall shimmered and Jevaithi walked through slowly, feeling her way with her hands. Both her hands. She stopped. Black eyes blinked at ten slender fingers, pale blue. The colour of her skin and eyes mattered nothing. She was so beautiful.
I’m free.
Her joy made him glow. He wasn’t cold anymore. Tandor was right; he would never be cold anymore.
In two steps, he crossed the distance between them. He didn’t stop to consider how he had never done what he intended to do; he bent and closed his mouth over hers. Her lips were soft and warm and willing. Her elation almost hurt.
I love you, I love you, I love you. Her inner voice sank deep into every fibre of his body.
He had to tear himself from her grip. We must go. They weren’t safe yet.
Yes, I know that. Her gaze wandered to the hearts. Will we put them back?
He had intended to do that as soon as they got out, but he shook his head. Like this, they were strong. Like this, most Knights couldn’t see them, and like this, Tandor couldn’t make them his servitors. No, he had a much better idea, but that would have to wait until they were truly safe. He slid both hearts in his pocket.
Come.
They ran. The Legless Lion that was still outside hobbled along with them, even though the animal was now free. Or was it? Isandor felt in his pocket where he still had that animal’s heart.
He ran, like a real person. His leg was whole and propelled him forward like as if flew. The joy, the elation, her warm hand in his. He was never going to let her go. He was going to rule the world, and put all the injustice right. He was—
Careful. Jevaithi’s thought came like a shout.
She had stopped and yanked him back with tremendous strength. The Legless Lion couldn’t stop quite so quickly and it slid into the street on its belly before finding grip with its flippers and hobbling back.
What is it?
Knights.
Isandor peeked around the corner and he could see them, too, a group of four.
They can’t see us. He made to move into the street.
Wait.
What? He turned to her, to see worry crossing her face.
Don’t you feel it?
Yes, he did. A pulling sensation that made him shiver.
Look. She pointed.
Black threads moved against the light blue sky, tendrils of mist streaming towards the Knights.
What is it? The pulling became stronger, as if threads were stuck to his skin and refused to let go.
Icefire.
Yes, in this state icefire looked black. Leading to the Knights?
The group of Knights had come closer. Their voices sounded far off, but the warmth in their bodies was close.
There were four Knights, and one, at the front of the group, held an object that attracted icefire, which wove over the Knights’ heads.
Even through the tangle of black strands, Isandor recognised this Knight.
Carro. He was the one who held the object, a metal staff, poised as if it was a sword, with icefire streaming towards it.
“Which way?” one of the other Knights asked.
Carro waved the staff, his gloves covered in rime. “Something is very strong here.” His voice sounded hollow.
He looked into the street where Isandor and Jevaithi stood, straight past them, and then moved the staff slowly so that it pointed at them.
No!
Jevaithi’s shriek cut into Isandor’s mind. She stood frozen like some grotesque ice statue. Dark strands of icefire flowed from her hands to the staff. The outlines of her right hand were already fading. Icefire flew from his body as well, dissolving skin into the air.
Oh, the pain. Like boiling water over his skin.
With all the force he could muster, Isandor shoved Jevaithi into a porch, out of the path of the black braid of icefire. Now it hit him at full force. Pain exploded in every part of his body. He wanted to, but couldn’t, scream.
With immense effort, he picked up a lid from a composting bin and flung it at the Knights as hard as he could. It crashed into one of them, sending the young man toppling into the fellow next to him.
Carro yelled, “Watch out!”
The device had lost contact, and in that moment, Isandor covered the ground between them.
You betrayed me.
Carro couldn’t hear him of course. He was wildly waving the staff, which made contact with Isandor again. White-hot pain flared.
He was dimly aware that a shadow leapt up between him and Carro. Something snarled. The next moment, the Legless Lion had thrown itself at the group. Carro stumbled and fell. The staff flew out of his hands, twirling and tumbling until it hit the ground.
Carro sat there, dazed, white-faced. His mates ran off down the street.
Isandor sat on hands and knees, panting.
The Legless Lion lay in the snow. It had jumped up to save him and had injured itself by touching the staff. Its body lay still, but when Isandor ran his hand through the rough fur, one flipper twitched.
Isandor flinched with the animal’s pain. It lifted its head and blinked at him. He reached in his pocket and brought out the animal’s heart.
Go, he told it as he slid it back into the hairy chest. You have done enough. The animal’s fur shivered as it returned to its normal state.
The Lion let its head sink back onto the ground. Sleep.
Isandor rose. The animal would recover.
Jevaithi had come out of her hiding place and walked towards the staff which lay on the ground, absorbing lazy tendrils of icefire. Now that Carro wasn’t holding it anymore, it had lost much of its power.
Don’t touch it.
She bent over it, shuddering visibly.
Carro had retreated against the icy wall of a limpet, his eyes wide, trembling. He was looking at the Legless Lion, which had raised itself and slowly hobbled down the street.
Isandor grabbed the front of Carro’s cloak, heaving him up until his feet came off the ground. His friend, taller than him, weighed no more than a sack of flour.
Carro’s eyes bulged, still focused on a point behind Isandor. He gave a tiny squeak. “Where are you?”
Isandor hesitated. What would he do? He could easily slam Carro into the wall and kill him. He could break Carro’s neck with a single snap. His hands ached to do just that. Carro had betrayed him. Carro had destroyed his life, his chance to be respected.
I would have been discovered anyway.
Isandor looked down into Carro’s face. There were tears in his eyes. His lips were blue and shivered. One cheek was dirty from where the lid of the composting bin had hit him. A trail of blood ran over his face from a cut above his eyebrow.
He’s just a coward. Carro did what people told him to do; he had always been like that.
Isandor got no pleasure out of killing cowards.
Prove yourself a real soldier, and we’ll fight over this later.
He tightened his hold on Carro’s cloak, swung his arm back and let Carro fly from his hands. His friend slid across the street like a rag doll, slammed into a heap of snow and remained there. For a moment, Isandor was afraid he’d used too much force, but then Carro raised his head.
Run, Jevaithi.
He took her hand, before he changed his mind, before he could no longer control his lust for blood. They ran through the streets, across the markets, where the merchants were guarding their stalls, eying a group of youths who stood outside the meltery. Isandor wondered if it was the same group he had joined briefly before rescuing Jevaithi.
The youths held sticks and shovels and stood together talking in low voices. Most of them had pulled their cloak collars over their faces. Acrid smoke billowed through the streets.
No one noticed Isandor and Jevaithi crossing the square. No one followed.
They went down the slope to the plain and the festival grounds, which still bathed in the blue glow of eternal dawn. Aisles between tents were deserted, the previous day’s activity only hinted at by the trampled snow.
Two Knights guarded the eagle pens, standing in silent reflection, hidden in the warmth of their cloaks. Neither stirred when Isandor led the way through the pens.
The guards might not have seen anything, but Isandor’s eagle certainly did. It lifted its head and gave a series of clicking sounds that signified alertness.
Shhh. Isandor lifted the saddle off the fence and slung it on the bird’s back, checking several times over his shoulder if anyone noticed. The Knights were chatting to each other, facing the other way, where there were shouts and where flames rose above the roofs. He fastened the clasps and stepped into his riding harness, belting it up across his chest
Ready?
Jevaithi nodded.
Isandor hefted her onto the eagle. Hold on. She grabbed the handholds on top of the saddle. He untied the eagle’s reins and jumped up behind her, whistling at the bird. It spread its wings and with a whoosh of wind and flapping of wings, launched into the air.
There was a shout below them. A couple of Knights ran on the snow fields, waving their arms. Too late.
All they would see was a riderless eagle flying over the moonlit landscape.
But down there, just entering the festival grounds was Tandor, running and shouting. He could see what Isandor had done, but there was no way Tandor could stop them.
Isandor laughed. He had fooled them all. He clutched Jevaithi to his chest, guiding the bird with his knees. He didn’t need to hold on. He didn’t need to breathe. The cold wind didn’t bother either of them. They ruled the world.
 
 
 



Chapter 24
 
LORIANE GASPED and stirred, lifting her head off something hard that hurt her ear. She sat, to her surprise, on the floor of Isandor’s sleeping shelf, leaning on the chair by his bed. One leg had gone numb and her ankle hurt where it pressed into the floor.
The fire in the stove downstairs had died to a pitiful glow that barely lit the furniture.
She must have fallen asleep, although she couldn’t remember sitting down. Myra slept in Isandor’s bed, her mouth open, her arm twitching by her side.
Loriane heaved herself to her feet. She did remember giving Myra the sleeping draught which had stopped her pains. The girl was too tired to continue, not having slept for two days, and all the hard work was still ahead.
A soft noise drifted up from downstairs, the sound of scrabbling on wood. If she was not mistaken, there was someone at the door, and now she guessed that the knocking had woken her op.
As quietly as she could, Loriane went down the stairs, across the main room, into the icy hall. On the way, she glanced at her own bed, but it was empty. Where was Tandor? He hadn’t said anything about where he was going.
She opened the outside door a tiny crack. Against the faint light of the midnight glow above the horizon, she could just make out a dark figure.
“Mistress Loriane?” A male voice, young. She didn’t recognise it. The man was much taller than her and wore a cloak. A Knight? She didn’t know any Knights except Isandor.
“Who is it?”
“Please, I need help.”
Loriane hesitated, registered that he hadn’t answered her question. Illegal business? Something to do with Tandor? She wanted to say He isn’t here, but that might betray Tandor.
“Please,” the man said again, and she heard a wobble in his voice. “I’m injured. I don’t know where else to go. The post at the festival grounds is closed, and you are the only healer I know . . .”
No, Isandor wasn’t the only Knight she knew. He had a friend who had gone to the Knights with him, a son of a fabric merchant, a pale and pasty boy. This might well be him.
Slowly, she undid the chain and opened the door.
He stepped into the hall, where the feeble light allowed her to see the young man better. She thought this was indeed Isandor’s friend. He wore a shorthair Knight’s cloak, wet and dirty. His face was covered in blood. It had plastered his hair against his forehead and had run into his eyes.
“Thank you. Sorry for . . . waking you up. ’S too much fighting . . . in the street t’ go . . . somewhere else. Don’t want to go home.” He needed to breathe through his mouth because dried blood blocked his nose.
She ushered him into the main room, motioning for him to be quiet, and gestured for him to sit down next to the stove. “I have a patient asleep upstairs,” she said in a low voice.
She grabbed a clean cloth, wet it with water from the jar that sat on the stove, and passed it to him.
“Here, wipe yourself with this. Wait here. I’ll be back.”
She rushed up the stairs to get her bag. What a bit of luck that she had taken her kit from the medical tent in the festival grounds this afternoon.
The sound of her footsteps woke Myra. She jerked up and coughed.
“Myra?”
It was hot and stuffy up here with the simmering fire, but Myra was shivering. Her eyes were wide and distant and her breath came in shallow gasps.
“You’re having pains again?”
Myra nodded and the next moment vomited all over her stomach. It was mostly water, since she hadn’t eaten anything all day, but her nightgown was drenched.
“Oh!” Myra cried. She wrestled herself free of the blankets, rolled out of the bed onto hands and knees and sat there, alternately coughing and gasping and retching.
“Myra, Myra, calm down.”
But the girl wasn’t listening. Loriane wrestled the sodden nightgown off and stumbled to Isandor’s cupboard to find spare clothes.
Where was Tandor? He could have helped her with the young Knight downstairs.
She yanked a nightgown out of the cupboard. Myra was crying. She was drenched in sweat, and, Loriane realised with a shock, pushing. Was she ready yet?
“Come, Myra, let me examine you first.” She managed to get Myra off her knees but before she was back on the bed her waters broke, with fluid exploding all down her legs. Myra screamed. “Let me go. Don’t touch me!”
She grabbed hold of the back of the bed with white-knuckled hands and pushed until she was red in the face, gasped for air and pushed again. More fluid dribbled down her legs and puddled at her bare feet.
Loriane’s heart thudded. She had given the girl a lot of sedative; she couldn’t have gone from sleep to this stage so quickly.
“Myra, just calm down. Breathe deeply. I only want to check you.”
“I know about this checking of yours. It hurts. You keep away from me.”
Loriane put a hand on the girl’s shoulder. It was slick with sweat. “Myra—”
“Keep away, I said.” Myra lashed out and hit Loriane. Her nails bit into the skin of her arm.
“Ouch!” Loriane stepped back. Red scratches welled on her wrist.
The brat! She felt like hitting the girl in the face, but she knew that sometimes women in extreme pain reacted like that.
She schooled her voice to calmness. “Very well. I will leave you. I have another patient anyway.” She started down the stairs.
“No! Don’t go,” Myra screamed. “I wasn’t serious.”
“But I was. I’ll be downstairs.”
And strode down, feeling raised welts on her face from where Myra had hit her. Oh, if Tandor came back . . .  She balled her fists. Tandor, Tandor, all her trouble could be traced back to him. He came here, dumped this uneducated nutcase on her, and he spent all day gallivanting about town.
Oh, if he came back, she was going to tell him to pack up his girlfriend and leave her alone.
The young man still sat next to the stove, holding the towel to his face. His eyes met hers and a twinge stirred in her. Just briefly, the way the light played over his cheekbone, she was reminded of a young Knight in the meltery, many years ago. He was strong and handsome, and as they danced by the firelight, he’d enclosed her gull feather in his fist and yanked it hard and sharp, so the leather strap broke. His intense eyes said, you’re mine, and she had been delighted. With this Knight, a Learner like the young man sitting next to her kitchen stove, there was no fumbling in freezing warehouses. He’d rented a room in one of the Outer City’s inns, a room with a large bed and a blazing fireplace. She had bled, just a bit, but he had been gentle, and he’d let her sleep next to him. In the morning, he’d given her a card with how to contact him, should that prove necessary. Which it did.
Never again had she carried a child for a Knight. Never again had she seen the young man, nor her baby boy with the face all squashed from birth. She very much doubted she would recognise either if she saw them again.
She set her things on the table next to the young Knight and proceeded to clean up his cheek, gentle around the edges of his cuts. She saw the handsome Knight’s face, lit side-on by the fire. She felt his weight pressing on her, his warm skin against hers.
Once more, she was in the sled, with her father driving it through the snow storm. She sat in the back wrapped up in furs, and every bump in the ice had cut through her belly like a hot knife. She’d been petrified of giving birth out there, on the snow-covered plains between the Outer City and the palace, but the child had taken a whole agonising day of pains to arrive.
Wails from Myra drifted from upstairs.
“What’s with her?” the Knight asked, concern on his face.
“Well, you know I’m normally a midwife . . .”
He raised his eyebrows, and then a look of understanding came over his face. “Oh. If I’m keeping you from your work . . .”
“Not at all.” Loriane cringed and tried hard not to feel guilty for walking out on Myra. For once she was going to be tough like the midwives in the palace birthing rooms. Those women slapped misbehaving girls in the face, like that old hag had slapped her, not once, but three times. Myra would have to learn on the job what it meant to be a breeder. You only scream when it’s bad.
She dabbed at the young man’s face, dislodging clots of blood from his nose. Strangely enough, he didn’t smell of bloodwine. “Well, someone certainly gave you a good beating.”
A tiny shiver went through him. The shiver became a spasm. His muscles tensed up.
“Are you all right? Are you feeling sick—”
But he didn’t react to her. His gaze was far off and his breath came in shallow gasps.
Loriane grabbed his wrist. His pulse raced like crazy.
Before she could do anything, he blinked and shook his head, meeting her eyes. Was there shame in them?
“What was that?” she asked.
He shrugged and looked away.
“Is there anything you’re not telling me? Do you have a problem?”
His mouth twitched. He hesitated. “Well, I get these . . .” Then he stopped, shook his head again.
“These what?” she prompted.
But he would say no more and seemed reluctant to meet her eyes. She rinsed out the bloodied cloth, weighing up the risk of what she was about to say. She had seen little spells like this before, but he was a Knight after all, and Knights weren’t supposed to be inflicted like this. But the condition could be quite dangerous.
“You know,” she began. “Physical imperfection isn’t the only type of defect caused by icefire. Some people have imperfect minds. They seem to find it hard to see the difference between a real experience and things that have happened in the past. They keep re-living memories, sometimes from long ago—”
“I’m not crazy.” His voice was much too forceful.
“I’m not suggesting that at all.”
“I’m fine.”
“I’m sure you are.”
A silence followed, broken only by Myra’s moans. Loriane had washed all blood off his cuts, which were deep and nasty. What by the skylights had he done to himself? The cut had collected half a bag’s worth of sand. It looked like he’d been dragged along the street. But his injury was not what concerned her. This young man had serious mental trouble, and he was in denial about it.
She took a deep breath, gathering courage to speak again. “Just in case I want you to know ichina will help.”
“Ichina?” He faced her now. “But that’s for girls trying to . . .” His cheeks flushed.
“Ichina is a powerful medicine that will do much more than help girls conceive. It also helps a number of other conditions, although they’re not common.”
“So that’s why we only hear about girls taking it?” He sounded relieved.
“Yes.” She let a small silence lapse and then she asked him, “Do you want some?”
He hesitated. “If, say, a boy needed to take it for—uhm—other reasons, would that boy also have trouble getting a girl pregnant, you know, before he takes it?”
Loriane had to restrain a snort. Oh, these adolescents were so transparent sometimes. What had he been doing? Fooling around above his station, and now he was afraid his family would have to foot the bill?
“Quite likely.” Although she didn’t know this for sure. It wasn’t important. The future would bring whatever it would bring.
He blew out a breath.
Loriane asked again. “Would you want some?”
He nodded, once.
At that moment the door clanged. Loriane turned.
“Tandor!”
His hair was wet, with frozen chunks of ice, and hung down the sides of his face in dirty strings. A dark stain marked his cloak and blood had dried up in a scratch across his cheekbone.
He wasn’t looking at her, but staring at the young Knight.
“What are you doing here?” He spat the words out like broken teeth.
“Tandor,” Loriane protested. “That’s not how you treat—”
Tandor strode across the kitchen and grabbed young Knight by the collar of his cloak. “You let him escape!”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, sorcerer!” The Knight’s eyes bulged.
“Oh yes, you do, or you would not be sitting here with your face bloodied up. You let them out of that warehouse, didn’t you? And then you found that your friend wasn’t your friend anymore?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about!” the Knight shouted.
“Hey, no fighting in my kitchen!” Loriane yelled, but the men paid her no attention.
The Knight scrabbled for his belt. He pulled out a long metal stick and jammed the point in Tandor’s chest.
Tandor froze, eyeing the glittering crystal that pushed into his shirt.
The thing wasn’t sharp at all, but Tandor let the young man go, his eyes wide. “It was you with the sink?”
“It was me.” He let the staff sink ever so slightly.
Tandor’s eyes roamed the young man’s face. “Oh, I see.”
“I don’t see, Tandor,” Loriane said. “I don’t see anything at all apart from the fact that you’re bothering my patient—”
“Loriane, he is—”
“I don’t care who he is. The Healer’s Guild made me pledge that I would help every sick or injured person who comes to my door. Get out and make yourself useful. Go upstairs and see if you can talk some sense into that girl of yours.”
A brief smirk went over the young Knight’s face.
Tandor pulled the Knight’s collar tight with his golden pincer hand. “Don’t even dare say it.”
Loriane rolled her eyes.
Oh, why did men get so hung up about their dicks or lack thereof?
Tandor looked down. The Knight had the staff once more directed at his stomach. What was that thing?
“You think you’re so smart with that toy, don’t you?” Tandor snorted.
The Knight pressed his lips together. Blood was again running from the wound on his forehead.
“I’ll get you, sorcerer.”
“You wouldn’t dare.”
Tandor grabbed the young Knight’s wrist in his pincer hand. Pushed him back into the one of the posts that supported the sleeping shelves. He lazily withdrew a something from his pocket, a long metal barrel with a wooden handle. He pointed it at the Knight and poked the metal into the soft skin under his chin.
Loriane had only heard of the Chevakian powder guns, but she was sure this was such a thing.
The Knight’s eyes widened.
“You should have known that you can’t surprise me,” Tandor said.
The boy swallowed hard. He clutched his staff.
Tandor laughed. “Ah, we are a coward, aren’t we? Why don’t you go and tell your Knights that the game is over? The game is over for everyone.”
“Now stop this idiocy in my house!” Loriane yelled. “Tandor, leave him alone so I can treat him.”
Tandor laughed, defying the Knight to make another comment. He didn’t.
Loriane finished with the young man in silence, while Tandor leaned against the pillar. In a very demonstrative way, he took two bullets from his pocket, jackknifed open the barrel and slid the bullets into the magazine.
The young man gave him nervous glances. As soon as Loriane finished bandaging the wound, he jumped up.
Tandor clicked the barrel back into place and pointed the gun at the Knight’s back while he ran to the door.
The door shut.
He had forgotten his ichina.
Tandor laughed. “If all else fails, a Chevakian powder gun will kill. Bang, bang.”
Loriane whirled at him. “Tandor, are you crazy? What is this stupid behaviour about? That young man missed out on some important treatment because of you.”
He smiled, but that only made her fury greater. The Knight was an angry young man, who might do silly things without treatment.
“He’ll be fine.”
“How do you know that? What do you know anyway? Why shouldn’t he come back here with a bunch of Knights to question me? You haven’t lived in the city for years. Things have been different ever since Maraithe died. She had the Knights in hand, but Jevaithi is much too young. They don’t listen to her, and from what I’ve seen, they shelter her from the people. She hardly goes out, and the Knights just do whatever they want, so if they want to come back here and burn down my house, they will. I can tell you that. And it happens to people, I can tell you that, too. You know the merchant Merro—”
Tandor smiled. “Jevaithi is gone.” Then he started laughing. “Jevaithi is gone with that boy of yours. I saw them fly off on his eagle. Towards the mountains. Bye, bye.”
“Isandor?”
By the skylights, Tandor had gone mad.
“He was kicked out of the Knighthood for being Imperfect, to be imprisoned in the palace, but he escaped everyone, even me. He took Jevaithi from under their noses.”
Tandor laughed, the sound a strange shriek.
Loriane had never heard him laugh, not like this. “Tandor, what’s wrong with you?” He was telling lies, wasn’t he? He was crazy; something had flipped in his mind.
“What’s wrong, what’s wrong?” Tears ran down his cheeks. “We’re all going to die. That’s what’s wrong.”
Loriane’s heart thudded against her ribs, but she forced herself into calm.
“Of course we are going to die. Life is a terminal illness.” And you seem to suffer badly.
“Loriane.” He crossed the kitchen to her and scooped her in his arms. “Loriane, I love you.” He bent forward and pushed his mouth on hers. His tongue met hers, hot and passionate. “There. I’ve said it. I love you, I love you.”
Loriane pushed him away. “You’re drunk.” But she didn’t smell any liquor on his breath.
“Now you’re going to tell me what all this is about, or . . .”
“Or what?”
“It’ll be morning soon enough and I’ll have Knights on my doorstep, by which time you’re long gone. I need something to tell them. What happened? What did you do? What am I going say?”
“Loriane, calm down.”
“No, Tandor. I don’t understand why you had to threaten him. I don’t. You can’t just come in here to create problems for me.”
“Have I ever left you with a problem?”
“Are you kidding? My whole life is a problem of your making, starting with that baby you brought me. Who is Isandor, Tandor, why is he important to you and why have you never told me?”
“I mean a problem you can’t handle?”
She snorted. “One day this whole game of yours is going to fall apart. Whatever game you’re playing. And we’re all going to suffer for it.”
There was a scream from upstairs.
“By the skylights, Myra.”
Loriane thudded up to the sleeping shelf. Tandor remained halfway up the stairs.
Myra was on her hands and knees on the floor, rocking from side to side. She glanced up between sweat-soaked strands of hair.
“I hate you.” She spat out the words.
Loriane wasn’t sure who she meant. Both of them, probably. Doubts about the father of the child re-surfaced. Tandor hung around Myra too much not to have involvement, and he still hadn’t told her why he had taken the girl with him, rather than hidden her somewhere else. He’d lied to her. The child was his after all.
Why, Tandor, why? She looked at his handsome profile in the glare from the stove. She loved him, she hated him. It was time for her to break with him, stop waiting for him to make sense to her.
“Tandor, stop whatever silly games you’re playing and give me a hand. Hold her.”
His eyes widened. “Hold her?”
“He’s not . . . holding . . . any part . . . of me,” Myra panted. Her voice was hoarse.
“Then sit still. I’m going to examine you, and if you hit me again, I’m going to belt you so hard your head is going to hurt worse than the rest of you. Understand?”
Myra nodded, but a pain took over. She rocked, and moaned and cried. Loraine washed her hands, cringing as her own belly tensed up. Stupid girl, by the time it came to the hard work, she would have no energy left.
“Girl, shut up. You’re not going to get that child out by screaming. Now sit still.” She crouched on the floor, awkward because of her own belly. Myra was crying.
She slid her hand inside the girl’s softness. The womb tensed up. Myra screamed.
“It hurts, it hurts.”
“Shut up. It’s not that bad.”
But then she probed with her fingers and felt that it was bad. By the skylights, she should have checked earlier.
“Tandor, do you have that sled and driver handy?”
He raised his eyebrows.
“The child is facing the wrong way. I need to take her to the palace.”
Tandor’s eyes widened. “The palace?”
In one hit, his face had lost its madness.
 



Chapter 25
 
FIRE LIT UP the sky. Flapping flames reached over the rooftops, spreading foul smoke in the air. People ran through the street, mere silhouettes in the dusky Newsun night. Some carried sticks as weapons, others had their faces covered.
Carro walked through the dark streets alone, cold air biting through his cloak. His face hurt, his muscles hurt, his head hurt. He’d fled Mistress Loriane’s house without the medicine, but he could hardly go back.
He was sure that the man in Mistress Loriane’s kitchen was the same he’d hunted earlier that day. Who was he, and what was he doing there? He might be dressed up as a noble, but this was no noble of the City of Glass. The man spoke with a Chevakian accent.
Carro knew he should find Rider Cornatan urgently and tell him of this man, but on the other hand . . . Mistress Loriane had said that ichina would help stop the confusing memories. Surely there would be some ichina at the medical post in the festival grounds. The post was closed, but it was only a tent and he could easily get in. Taking medicine he needed wasn’t stealing, was it? He’d rather no one else found out about it. It was a medicine for women and he had seen his sister prepare it many times. It never worked for her. But his sister was only his half-sister, wasn’t she? Born from a different breeder. And what was wrong with him didn’t have anything to do with a girl’s ability to conceive, did it? Or rather—by the skylights, Korinne. She had probably taken it and was now waiting until she and her father could come to his door to claim their prize. He didn’t want the care of a child. His Knight’s stipend would never pay for a house and a wife, and servants. A Knight couldn’t very well live in the Outer City either.
And he just didn’t, didn’t, want that sort of thing. Knights, especially Senior Knights, often paid families to look after their children, since most didn’t marry. However, they were from noble families and had money, and they had lineages and inheritances to look after. He was only Carro, and no one cared about any brats of his.
Then you should have thought about it before you acted. He could almost hear his father’s voice. His father was right, but his father was a jerk, and Carro would rather die than accept any help from the man.
Was that how he himself had come about? His father had been careless during the Newlight festival, but didn’t care, didn’t want him, got him anyway, and now Carro was about to do the same to a child of his? Rejecting a little boy whose only wish was to be liked?
A strange thought occurred to him: what if Isandor got Jevaithi pregnant? Isandor had no money at all; he didn’t even have a family. Oh, that would be priceless, with all the Knights drooling over her and all the speculation of who would father Jevaithi’s children. And then the Knights found she would have the child of a dirt-poor boy from the Outer City, an Imperfect at that. Hilarious.
Carro chuckled, then he started laughing. He laughed and laughed and couldn’t stop laughing.
A man stopped and asked if he was all right, but Carro couldn’t see him. The street, the people, the limpets, the orange sky above all blurred into streaks of light and dark. Tears of freezing water bit into his cheeks.
“Yes, yes, I’m all right,” he said and the man left.
But he wasn’t all right, wasn’t he? He was crazy, damaged, sick. A common Outer City healer could see that.
He moved through the streets with the flow of the crowd, under cover of darkness. The air resonated with angry voices. People looked at him from the corners of their eyes. Young men in black formed little groups and spoke to each other in low voices. In a street nearby people were shouting. In an alley between two limpets, he caught a glimpse of a blazing fire and lithe silhouettes running away from a patrol of Knights.
Carro jammed his hands in his pockets and bent his head, hoping not to attract any attention.
Who were these people coming out in support of the Imperfects? Why were there so many of them? Did this mean the entire Brotherhood of the Light and all their pupils supported Thilleians? That they were Thilleians?
He had read of the time before the uprising against the king, when the common people stirred against those who held all power. There had been hordes of looters in the streets, demanding for the king to come out of the palace. The people had lynched the king’s guards, hacked them to death and cut them up into pieces.
Something like that could easily happen again.
*     *     *
Carro slumps on the table. Rows and rows of numbers dance before his eyes. He could put his head on the book and sleep. All night, he’s been sitting here. His fingers are cramped, his toes frozen.
One mistake in his additions, and he can start over. The figures never add up. Income and expenditure never balance. Records are missing or incomplete. One complaint to his father, and another book is added to the pile. No dinner until he’s done.
He wishes that his father, like normal fathers, would hit him. Punishment by accountancy is cruel, slow, mind-numbing and in the unheated warehouse, incredibly cold. His hands hurt. His feet hurt and he is beyond shivering.
*     *     *
“Hey, watch out where you’re going!” a man shouted.
Someone bumped into Carro, a hard knock of a shoulder against his upper arm. Carro just stood there, gulping breath.
Carro mumbled an apology, rubbing his arm. One way or another, he must get the ichina to stop those spells.
If he left it too long, he was going to be expelled from the Knighthood, and he would have no other option than to go back to his family.
He felt himself sliding into another vision and had to steady himself against a lamp post. It was getting so bad recently. He was mad, not fit for duty. He was—
“Hey. Carro, isn’t it?”
Carro looked up, into the grey eyes of one of Rider Cornatan’s private hunters, Farey. He was out of uniform, wearing a cloak as dark and sleek as his hair. He raised his eyebrows at the bandage on Carro’s face.
“I . . . I was looking for my patrol,” Carro stammered, his tongue feeling like an overcooked piece of meat. He was still struggling to hold onto the present.
The eyebrows rose further.
Carro squirmed. This man had the ability to make you feel uneasy without saying anything. He added, “They fled.”
“Real brave hearts, huh?”
Carro nodded, and looked aside. He knew what Farey would think of him: weak, unfit to command even a bunch of Apprentices. He had to punish the lot of them, and punish them hard.
“We . . . encountered some enemies . . . invisible ones.” It seemed such a lame story, at least when facing this strange and very unnerving man.
“Ah.”
It was too dark, but Carro thought a look of bemusement crossed Farey’s face. His eyes glittered with mirth. Something in his smile made Carro shiver, not because he was cold, but because . . .
Both times when he had been to Rider Cornatan’s bathroom, there had been more men than women, and both times, he felt the hunters considered Korinne a floozy who didn’t belong there, and who was merely a plaything for a child.
Real Knights didn’t play with girls, they played with other men.
Carro’s heart thudded. What had Farey come to ask him?
“I’ll . . . have to punish my patrol for running away.”
“Yes.”
“What about you?” He barely knew what he was saying. All he could see were Farey’s grey eyes, intense and amused.
“My missions are always simple.”
“Oh?”
“I was looking for you.”
Carro’s heart jumped. He saw Farey in Rider Cornatan’s bathroom, his lean and muscled chest, his olive skin—
“I was asked to save your arse, and get you out of here before those riots blow up.”
*     *     *
A nursemaid.
Farey had come as nursemaid. Rider Cornatan thought he needed a minder. He thought Carro was soft; Farey thought Carro was soft.
Carro paced in the empty hall, up, down, past the pathetic members of his patrol, whom he had dragged out of the dormitory.
He was still shaking from his encounter with Farey and the flight back through the freezing night air. He was shaking with anger, at himself, at his stupidity, at everyone for playing games with him.
“You stupid idiots,” he yelled. “You left your commanding officer like a bunch of screaming girls.”
The boys stood there, white-faced, dirty, eyes downcast, not looking at one another, especially not looking at him.
“What the fuck did you think you were doing?” Carro yelled, replaying in his mind how the Tutors yelled at him, and trying to copy. “We were to stay together at all times. Isn’t that one of the things we learn?”
“We can’t fight when it comes to icefire,” Inran said, his eyes on the floor. “It’s not a fair fight.”
“No fight is fair!” Carro grabbed Inran’s collar. Just as well he’d learned so much from watching the Tutor. “I can’t remember fights being fair when I was at the receiving end of them. Did I run? No! Look at you lot. You decide to run off—by yourself. Deserting. Do you know what the punishment is for desertion?”
“There were two blue ghosts.” Inran’s lip was trembling.
“There were—what?” Spit flew from Carro’s mouth.
Inran cowered back. “There were two blue ghosts. I was scared. I thought you’d seen them, too.”
“Thought? You thought? Apprentices never think anything. You are not here to do any thinking. Your stupidity nearly got me killed. Is that what you wanted? Do you know who appointed me in this position?” Carro had to stop yelling to catch his breath.
Inran shook his head, blinking. He was one of the boys who used to egg on Jono and Caman when they teased Carro in the dormitory, but he didn’t look so brave now.
*     *     *
Isandor looks up at him with those strong, blue eyes.
All you need to do, Carro, is tell him you won’t do it. You have been accepted into the Knights and you will have your own income. Your father can no longer demand that you do things for him if he’s not paying for your upkeep.
It’s easy for you to say. You don’t have a father. That was a very nasty remark, Carro.
Isandor fell into a moment of silence.
Try it. Tell him you’re busy. What can he do?
Give me a beating.
Isandor shakes his head, and Carro notices how fuzzy his friend’s chin is becoming.
Carro, you’re sixteen. Your father won’t beat you. He’s an old man and you are stronger than he. He’s afraid of you.
*     *     *
They should be afraid of me.
Carro let Inran go and paced back to the middle of the room, then whirled to face the boys. Inran stared at him with wide eyes. Jono and Caman were quiet enough, but looked absent-minded. They hadn’t even listened to what he had said.
“What are you staring at? Get your rotten arses out of here.”
The boys saluted and made for the door. Jono and Caman glanced at each other, and Jono smiled, a smile that said, We haven’t been punished. Rider Cornatan would think had he been too soft. Not fit to command a patrol. These Apprentices should be so scared of him they wet their pants.
“Apprentice.” Carro made the utmost attempt to let his voice sound harsh. How did Rider Cornatan achieve that?
The boys stopped in the doorway, Caman furthest into the corridor.
Carro had not forgotten Jono’s taunts. The boys hated him all right; they had hated him from the moment he’d joined. They’d never hated Isandor, because Isandor wasn’t special in the same way he was. Isandor was never any competition in the eyes of those pampered noble boys. That’s why they hated him, because his presence threatened them. Then you must hate them back. Rider Cornatan’s words.
Carro joined the two at the door and paced around them, slowly and deliberately.
“Do you need to be taught a lesson?”
Meet violence with violence. Payback time.
“You.” He pulled Jono’s uniform by the neck. Why had he never noticed that he had grown taller than the bully?
“Hey! You can’t do that!” Jono squealed.
“Yes, I can. I’m your superior, like it or not, and you will respect me and obey my orders.”
“I was obeying—”
“You were not.”
Jono gasped a few words, trying to prise his fingers between his neck and the collar that cut into the skin. His eyes went wide.
*     *     *
A hand comes into Carro’s field of vision, a hand filled with snow. The next moment, the snow hits his face, and the hand rubs it into his stinging cheeks.
Carro screams.
Someone is sitting on his back, knees painfully pressing into his spine.
Stop it, stop it!
His mouth fills up with snow. Carro spits.
Someone pulls his hair.
Listen to me, you worthless runt, a boy hisses in his ear. Any time we meet you again, we will repeat this. Understood?
Carro nods. A cold lump of snow slides down his back between his clothes and his bare skin.
Understood? the boy says again, but louder.
Carro nods again.
The boy fumbles for the back of Carro’s trousers, lifts the waistband and shoves in the handful of snow.
The other boys are laughing.
*     *     *
Carro hated them, he hated Isandor, he hated everyone. No one ever respected him. No one. Even Isandor, a cripple, treated him like a weakling, like someone who needed help. He didn’t need help. He could punish these boys just as well as everyone else had always punished him.
He tightened his grip on Jono’s hair and slammed him face-first into the wall. Jono whimpered. His arm trembled under Carro’s touch. Yes, yes, this was how it was done. They had to fear him, or they would run circles around him. They would laugh at him behind his back.
He ordered the other two, “Hold him.”
They did as told and each grabbed an arm. Very quiet and obedient all of a sudden. Oh, they knew what was going to happen. They knew, and they didn’t want it to happen to them.
Slowly and deliberately, Carro undid Jono’s’s belt and let his pants whisper to the floor. His buttocks were scrawny and hairy, with a few angry red pimples. Goosebumps broke out all over his skin.
Carro squirmed and forced himself to think of Korinne—he repeated her name in his mind, saw her golden locks, her alluring eyes.
Come on boy, what are you waiting for?
She laughed, and her image faded. When he wanted the visions, he couldn’t hold on to them. His cock was at best half-limp. Panic gripped cold fingers around his heart. Now he started this, he had to go through with it; this was how junior Knights were punished. He could of course use the belt to hit Jono, but that would be considered a backdown. His . . . ability would be questioned. Carro the dud, he could just hear it. He had to do it, he had to, he had to . . .
Inran and Caman watched him, their gazes hollow. They’d seen it before. They’d switched off in the same way they had when Carro was receiving this punishment.
They knew what was required.
Carro felt sick. Felt himself standing in the dormitory enduring the humiliation with clenched teeth. Oh, by the skylights! He had to do this properly. Rider Cornatan wanted it. You must hate them back. Hate, hate, hate . . .
Carro undid his own belt and clumsily pressed against Jono’s backside. The skin was clammy with sweat. Carro remembered, felt the pain, his face pressed against the plaster of the wall. He ran his hands down Jono’s sides in a mockery of a loving gesture, breathed hot on Jono’s naked shoulder, and he grew hard. Jono squirmed away, but his fellows held him tight, white-knuckled fingers biting into purpling flesh, pushing him hard into the wall. Carro rammed in.
Jono screamed, his voice muffled into the wall.
“That hurts, doesn’t it?” he whispered into Jono’s neck. “You know what? It doesn’t hurt for me. I never knew that.”
He pushed harder. He was rock-hard now and should get this over with while it lasted, before he went limp and embarrassed himself.
“Ow! Stop. It hurts.”
Carro grabbed Jono’s hair from behind, arching his neck as far as it went. “Too right it fucking hurts. It’s meant to hurt. You hurt me. Many times. The tables are turned.”
Carro saw nothing, heard nothing. This was what he wanted to do to his father, his mother, to his sister, to the bullies in the streets. He was fighting, hitting them all back for pain they had caused him, slamming them into that wall. Carro won the fight, spilled himself with a triumphant roar. The feeling of ultimate power.
Carro withdrew, blood roaring in his ears. Jono was crying, and Carro tried to cut himself off from the sound. By the skylights, be a man! Even I didn’t behave like this when you did this to me.
But there was blood in his crotch.
Carro ignored it, did up his belt and maintained a stiff and angry pose while the boys scampered from the room. When they were gone, he slumped against the wall.
The sound of Jono’s cries would not leave him, and that feeling of power, and his unexpected lust. He kept seeing Korinne’s face, and the image of Farey’s eyes, the two Knights kissing in Rider Cornatan’s bathroom . . .
His nails bit into the skin of his palms. Tears burned into his eyes. Who was he and what gave him the right to do things like this?
*     *     *
He didn’t know how long he had been standing there when there were footsteps behind him. He whirled around to see Rider Cornatan coming into the room. The Supreme Rider said nothing, but approached Carro with quick steps.
“You’re back.” Carro heard a measure of relief in his voice.
Rider Cornatan’s face looked relieved, too, more relieved than a leader should be over the fate of a single young man.
“I’m sorry,” he said. He’d lost his quarry, then he’d found the invisible man, but had fled from him. And the other Imperfect, the older man, was still at large. He hadn’t achieved anything, except that he’d punished his patrol as Rider Cornatan wanted.
Rider Cornatan shook his head. “This is bigger than you. Bigger than all of us, I’m afraid.”
“Is that what’s going on? What those riots are about?”
“The whole of the Outer City is in uproar over the young Champion’s dismissal. They see him as their champion. There are a lot of troublemakers on the streets out for a fight. They seem to have support from locals.”
The black pit in Carro’s stomach grew. “Just like when the uprising against the king started,” he whispered.
Rider Cornatan stared in the distance. He nodded, once.
“We must stop this,” Carro said.
“I don’t know that we can.”
Rider Cornatan met his eyes. Carro could guess what would happen next. As only Knight from the Outer City, he would have to be involved in calming the people down. Except he could never do that. Didn’t Rider Cornatan know that Carro wasn’t exactly popular with many in the Outer City?
“I have an important mission for you.”
See? There it was. Rider Cornatan was expecting far too much of him. And he was going to fail.
*     *     *
Carro sits at the desk in the warehouse. His father is pacing the floor.
You, boy, when you’re here, you’re nothing but the lowest-ranking of my workers. You do not chat to the customers, or to other workers.
Carro nods and looks down to the columns in the book. For the last two pages, his handwriting has been atrocious, but his fingers are too cold to write properly. He wasn’t chatting to anyone; he was only accepting a warm drink from the girl in the office, who had felt sorry for him.
*     *     *
“Are you all right, boy?”
Carro shook the memory out of his head. By the skylights, he still hadn’t been able to get the ichina.
“I’m fine.”
Rider Cornatan frowned.
“Really, I’m fine.” Even to his own ears, he sounded nervous. “Tell me what you want me to do.” He might as well face the disaster head-on.
“I’m going to send you out of the city.”
“Sir?” That was the last thing Carro expected to hear.
Rider Cornatan looked away, almost as if he couldn’t bear to meet Carro’s eyes. The black feeling increased.
“The trouble started in the Outer City because we took the champion in custody for having lied about his condition. He used his evil power and escaped. At the same time, in a different part of the city, someone killed the Queen’s driver and her bears and destroyed her sled. When a new one arrived, Jevaithi and her escort were caught up in a riot. In amongst the fighting, we lost her. We’ve found no trace of the champion or the Queen. But someone freed the champion’s eagle. It took off for the mountains. We suspect that he released it himself, and that he’s with the Queen.”
Isandor with Jevaithi? Yet Carro had seen that look passing between them and he knew it to be true.
“I’m sending you with the hunters to go and find her. Understand that it’s a vital mission. If we can’t produce the Queen, the people of the City of Glass are going to turn against us.” He lowered his voice. “Unless we can find the Queen, the Knights will be slaughtered. The Brotherhood has become too strong, and understand icefire much better than we do. We must have the Queen, Carro.”
A vital mission all right, but why would Rider Cornatan send him with vastly more experienced hunters?
“Maybe you ask why I entrust you with such an important mission.”
“Yes, I’m not experienced enough—”
Rider Cornatan drew something from his pocket and he gave it to Carro: a bundle of velvet, heavy in his hand. “It is because I trust you like no other.”
“Sir, what. . . ?”
“Open it.”
Carro folded the material back.
Inside lay a golden medallion, with worked scalloped edges and patterns stamped into the flat surface. A finely-made gold chain hung from the eyelet at the top.
“Do you recognise this, boy?”
Carro ran his finger over the surface, depicting a Tusked Lion rearing on its hind flippers. He had seen this in his books. He swallowed. “Isn’t this . . . the crest of the Pirosian House?”
A smile curled one corner of Rider Cornatan’s mouth. “Very good. The crest of the Pirosian House indeed. You might have read, too, that there are only two of these medallions.”
Rider Cornatan took the medallion from the velvet, unfastened the clip on the chain. He looped both sides around Carro’s neck. He re-fastened the clip, and arranged the medallion on Carro’s chest, a satisfied look on his face. Carro held his breath, but still smelled the waft of musk and harness oil that hung in the Supreme Rider’s clothing.
“Only two. One of these medallions belongs to the male heir of Pirosians, the other, my son, belongs to his successor.”
His heart thudding, Carro looked up, into the wrinkled face. “You’re . . .” He hardly dare say it. “You’re my father? My real father?”
The smile grew.
“But why . . .” All that hostility, all those sniping remarks, the cryptic questions, the nastiness. The man he’d known as his father had been paid to look after him. Just like he knew Senior Knights would deal with their successors.
“Why have you grow up in the Outer City, with a man hardly worth his spit and a woman who would have been better off a whore?”
Carro flinched, felt a brief urge to defend the man and woman he’d known as his parents, but then a feeling of rightness descended on him. He had never fitted in. His father had always hated him. His mother, too. He’d looked too different from his sister to believe they were related. He’d just assumed that his father had used different breeder for him and his sister, but now . . .
“I’ve not shared my rooms with a woman; that is not possible for me since Riders have sworn off such pleasures. But as Pirosian heir, I needed a successor. So I paid a young virgin of the purest Pirosian blood to give me one, for good money, and then hid you in a place I knew my enemies would not look and would not recognise you. The Thillei are more slippery than you think.”
Yes, they were, Carro realised. The Thillei had tried to subvert him by letting Isandor befriend him. How could he have been so blind?
He clutched the medallion in a white-knuckled hand. He’d been stupid, stupid. “I won’t let you down. I’ll find our Queen.”
Rider Cornatan’s face hardened. “Listen, son. I’ll tell you another secret. Jevaithi isn’t our Queen. When the Thillei emperor was deposed, the people didn’t want another dictator, so the Pirosian clan offered our female heir, since it was agreed that we should only have queens.”
“Does that mean you are Jevaithi’s father?” I am royalty?
“No, and that is where the problem lies. But we need to go further back than that. After the people had ousted the old king and instated the Pirosian queen, the Thilleians were desperate to recapture the throne. First, an agent infiltrated the palace and raped our queen. She fell pregnant, but the palace midwives managed to safely get rid of the child before it was born.”
A visible shudder passed over him. “That was probably just as well. The child was . . . not normal.”
“What do you mean?”
“Have you heard of the legend of the crossbreed? The children of the purest Pirosians and the purest Thilleians?”
Carro did remember from the books. Old prints showed demon-like figures with claws and wings. He nodded. “But I thought those were all stories.”
“Some of it no doubt is untrue, but when we have the time, I will show you a sample preserved in a jar in the palace birthing room. It’s not just any sample, but this very child, as big as your hand, but already showing its animal nature. Old measuring equipment showed that the creature—I won’t use the term baby to describe it—attracted an inordinate amount of icefire. It even used the evil power to change its appearance into shapes too horrible to contemplate, before it had left its mother’s body.”
“The child was alive?”
Rider Cornatan nodded, once, pressing his lips together. “When the healers took it from the poor queen’s womb, yes. It took five people to kill it.”
Carro felt sick.
“Anyway, after that disaster, the Queen was shaken of course. We chose one of us to father the queen’s child as soon as she recovered. It was done, and she gave birth to a healthy girl. However, we had never caught the Thilleian agent who was the father of the abomination. Soon after the birth of our princess, he, or someone else, came back and took the newborn baby, replacing her with another of the same age, who looked exactly like her, but grew up nothing like the Queen. You do know that Maraithe’s mother killed herself?”
Carro nodded. Performers in the melteries still sang about the tragedy.
“That was because she couldn’t live with the hatred she felt for her baby daughter, a baby that wasn’t hers. You hear? Maraithe was a Thilleian impostor, but none of us realised. We thought we had eliminated all Thilleians.”
But, Carro thought, that meant—
“Maraithe grew up normally, and never showed any sign of who she really was. We relaxed and, at that time, still suspected nothing. Things were good; the evil had been ousted. But then Maraithe reached maturity and we needed to find a father for her child. We thought to consider all possible candidates fairly. Some Senior Knights were engaged in battles of words and occasionally swords. Maraithe demanded a say in the matter as well.”
Was that usual? Carro wondered, and then realized that there was no “usual”. The system hadn’t been in place long enough.
“Anyway, it was all a very lengthy process, and while we were debating a suitable father for Maraithe’s children, time passed, and passed. Maraithe was twenty-nine, and all of a sudden, she was pregnant. She had said nothing, and one day she came into the Knights’ Council and in a tight dress that was stretching around her belly.” He shuddered with the memory. “We put on a brave face, since it was much too late to ask the midwives to abort the child. The people had noticed her pregnancy, and you know how popular the queens are. For all we knew back then, it didn’t really matter who the father was. But it did. Maraithe gave birth not two moon cycles later. Early, the midwife said, but she was carrying twins.”
“Twins?”
“Yes. Jevaithi and a boy.”
“What happened to the boy?”
“He was left on the ice floes.”
“He was . . . Imperfect?”
“Yes. So is Jevaithi. That is the dreadful secret we keep. Jevaithi hasn’t a drop of Pirosian blood in her veins.”
Carro’s head reeled. Queen Jevaithi Imperfect and no one had ever noticed? No wonder why the queen hardly ever showed herself. Here was another betrayal. He’d sworn his allegiance. To protect her with his life. As many Knights did, he’d dreamed of her many a night, wanted her in his bed.
Rider Cornatan continued, “Now it appears that our enemies have taken Jevaithi back. I don’t know what they plan to do with her, but with the potential of icefire, they could destroy everything and kill us. I don’t think she’ll have any hesitation in helping them. She hates us badly enough. That’s why we must act now, before she has a chance to learn to use icefire. You must bring her back to calm the people. We must have her back here to control her. That’s why I’m sending you. I trust no one else.”
Carro wasn’t trusting himself at that moment. Jevaithi was a Thilleian? A betrayer? A feeling of sickness welled up in his stomach.
“And the hunters?”
“My special team. You’ve met Farey.”
“Yes.” Carro fought to restrain a blush. Then he had another thought: every man in the Knighthood had known who he was all along? Now he understood the remarks the Tutor had made about his status.
“Find her and bring her back here, son, before it’s too late and the evil spreads. Promise me.”
Carro straightened his back. If he was highborn and Rider Cornatan said he was trustworthy, he must be. He’d sworn allegiance to the throne not to Jevaithi.
“I promise.”
What about Isandor? Capture him too? His friend?
If that’s what it took to get his father’s approval . . . Isandor was not his friend anymore; he shouldn’t be.
Rider Cornatan looked into his eyes. “Can you say the word to me, just once?”
“I promise, Father.”
Rider Cornatan let go of his hands and closed his arms around Carro’s shoulders.
“I love you, son. Never give up. The City of Glass belongs to the Pirosian House.”
 



Chapter 26
 
THE EAGLE stretched out its feet, flapped huge brown and white wings and landed on the snow-covered hillside.
Isandor uncramped his stiff arms to release Jevaithi. She slid from the saddle into the snow, stretching her arms and stamping life into stiff legs. He unclipped his harness and followed her down, drinking in the silence after the roar of wind in his ears for so long.
The surrounding landscape bathed in soft pastel tones: pale blues of pristine snow, the golden light of the sun low above the horizon, and pink and orange hues of the sky.
Isandor squinted into the sunlight. The mountains rose at his back, and long shadows cast the valleys between the foothills in blue shadow. The City of Glass was well out of sight, almost a day’s flying distance away, but he felt its constant pull inside him. The City of Glass was his home, it was Jevaithi’s home. She was the queen and all the people should listen to her. They should go back and get rid of the Knights. They should . . .
A soft sound yanked him from the uninvited thoughts.
Jevaithi ploughed through knee-deep snow to a wooden hut half-hidden by a stand of gnarled trees. She pushed open the door—it creaked, and caused a big slab of snow to slide off the roof—and looked inside.
Anything? He was still feeling shaken, wanting to be rid of that need to return. He didn’t want to return.
She shook her head. There’s cooking things, and a bed.
We’ll stay here tonight. Anything except to go back there.
Why would people build this hut here?
It’s a camp for highsun herders. They brought their goats up here in the short period that the meadows weren’t covered in snow. Isandor had seen the herders with their salted meats in the Outer City markets.
Jevaithi tracked back through the snow. Her blue-marbled form was not as substantial as it had been when they escaped. He could see through her. With the weakening icefire, their bodies would gradually disappear.
That was why the force of icefire pulled him back to the City of Glass. From here on, that feeling would become stronger, until it had grown into a physical pain in his ghostly body.
It was time to turn both of them back to normal.
He took the pouch from his pocket. To his eyes it was a solid black object that made him shiver. He closed his eyes and forced himself to put the bag into the palm of his hand. The hearts thudded, sucking in icefire with every beat. And with every beat, warmth in his hands grew.
Isandor had to fight the urge to fling the bag down the mountainside, to be rid of the thing and live without hunger and pain forever.
But he couldn’t let this feeling win. Hands shaking, he gathered a fold of his cloak into a basket and upended the bag into it.
Both hearts beat strongly, pumping hard to keep the icefire going, to keep the illusion alive. Jevaithi stood with her hands over her mouth.
Both hands; she would lose a hand if he put the heart back. She was perfect in her current state; she would never be any more perfect than this . . .
He would have to separate the hearts and they looked so perfect next to each other, beating in unison.
No.
Isandor closed a hand around his own heart, and lifted it to his chest, trying to absorb its warmth, but feeling repulsed by it. How could one be repulsed by life?
Here. He held it out to Jevaithi.
It lay, pulsing, in her hands. Both her hands.
Her eyes widened. This is your heart.
I know it’s mine. I want you to have it. And he wanted it to be done quickly, before the urge to return to the city, or do something else stupid, became too strong.
You would forever be my servitor.
Isandor bent forward until the hand with which he still held Jevaithi’s heart touched both their chests. He let his lips brush hers. She stiffened but did not withdraw. The tingle of frost made his blood stir. And you would be mine. I want to be yours.
I want you, too.
Her breath tickled over his skin. He sought her lips, teasing her with the most fleeting of kisses. She laughed and pulled him closer, pressing her mouth full on his.
A jolt of icefire bit through him.
Isandor withdrew. If he’d had a need to breathe, he would be panting. His need for her was so desperate, he would have ripped off her clothes and taken her in the snow, but that was not the sort of treatment she deserved.
He said, If we take each other’s hearts, we will be each other’s servitors, but we will be whole at the same time. We can go beyond the influence of icefire, yet no one can ever make us servitors, because we already are.
If I die, then you would die, too.
But you can’t die unless I die. He smiled at her ethereal face. Unless someone kills both of us at exactly the same time.
A bright smile crossed her face. A glitter in her midnight-dark eyes, dimples in her cheeks. How he loved her.
She handed him back his heart. Here. I want you to put it in.
He took it and handed her heart back to her, his hands trembling. You do it for me, too. Are you ready?
To illustrate her readiness, she untied her cloak and unbuttoned the top of her dress, showing ethereal blue marbled skin, the fabric pulled back enough to show soft mounds of her breasts.
He pulled his tunic over his head. Ready?
She nodded, her mouth set. They both slid each other’s hearts in their chests. Icefire blossomed in the sharp burst, snaking out over the snow-covered landscape. Strands turned from black to golden.
Isandor’s vision blurred. Pain tore through him like he’d been dipped in boiling water. He opened his mouth and screamed. The sound echoed in the mountains. His voice had returned. Then he stood there, panting. Jevaithi had fainted in his arms, but she was already opening her eyes, blue once more, and put her left hand on his bare chest, whole and pink again, and her right hand missing again.
He kissed her, now warm and breathing. She gasped, clinging onto him, her breath warm over his cheek.
“Can you feel it?” She took his hand and placed it on her chest, between her breasts.
Their hearts beat in perfect unison. “I love you. I love you so much it hurts.”
They stood motionless for a number of heartbeats. He let his hand slide under the cover of her dress. The skin on her breast was softer than he could imagine, but the nipple grew hard and erect under the touch of his fingers.
She giggled. “Your hands are freezing.”
“Maybe we should go inside.” He let a smile play around his lips.
She smiled back, nervously.
“Do you know how to make a fire?” he asked. “I need to look after the eagle.”
“I’ll try. I’ve seen people make fires.”
“Up in your tower room?”
“Yes.” And then she smiled again. “Imagine. I’m free. I can do whatever I want. I’m free!” Her voice echoed against the mountain. A bird screeched a reply.
Isandor gave her a last kiss on the lips before she ploughed through the snow back to the hut. Even the sight of her back, and her messy hair over her shoulders, made him feel giddy.
Jevaithi. He mouthed her name, like sweets on his tongue. Jevaithi, Jevaithi. And then, she’s mine. Unbelievable.
He tied up the eagle, rubbed it down and gave it a chunk of meat from the saddlebag. The meat was frozen solid and the bird gave him a baleful stare. It didn’t bother him. His wooden leg didn’t bother him. His blood sang, his mind flew, deep breaths of freezing air made him feel dizzy. He was free.
When he went inside, a fire roared in the hearth. Warmth fell on him like a blanket; it made his cold-stiffened fingers tingle. Jevaithi came to the door to help him out of his cloak, her eyes bright.
“This hut is well-organised. I found some saltmeat and flour and—”
He stopped her words with his mouth. Her one hand strayed up his chest, fumbled with his tunic, while he peeled the dress from her shoulders with trembling hands. Dizziness threatened to overwhelm him; he felt like he wasn’t here, wasn’t doing this, like he was on fire.
She broke the kiss. “Should we go . . . over there?” She glanced at the wooden bed in the corner.
He picked her up and carried her to the bed which had straw poking out and a bearskin cover that released a cloud of dust under the weight of her body. She laughed. Isandor slid the silk finery off her until she was entirely naked except for the leather strip and the gull’s feather. Her gaze still meeting his, she reached behind her neck and undid the knot. The leather strips fell over her breasts. She passed the trophy to him, her eyes twinkling. “Yours.”
His. So beautiful. He sank down on the bed on his knees, awkwardly. He untied his wooden leg, put it on the floor, and then unbelted his trousers with trembling hands. The last of his clothing fell to the floor with a soft thud. She was watching him with wide eyes. Scared? Had she ever seen a naked man before?
“You’re sure you want it?”
She nodded. A vein pulsed in her neck. Yes, she was scared.
He chuckled. “I don’t know much either.”
“What? You mean you’ve never . . .”
He shook his head.
“But I thought you Outer City boys all knew so much more than me.” She laughed, but then her face grew serious. “Do you want it?” and when he laughed, she added, “What? It’s a fair question.”
He bent over her, supporting himself with a hand on each side of her shoulders and whispered in her neck, “By the skylights, I do.”
“Well, that’s settled then.” She shifted her legs apart.
He could feel his heart going like crazy in her chest.
Isandor lowered himself, blood roaring in his ears. Naked skin whispered on naked skin. Oh boy, it was awkward. She had to wriggle her hand underneath to guide him to the right place. When he finally got the right position, she was so warm and so tight that the first time he pushed deep, he spilled himself in an uncontrollable shudder. Oh, by the skylights. He rested his head on her shoulder, still panting.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”
“It doesn’t matter.” But in her voice he heard that it did. She was disappointed, had expected more.
“I’m sorry,” he said again. “Did I hurt you?”
She shook her head, but he didn’t miss the blood-streaked slime on the bedcover.
“It’s all right,” she said. “Girls bleed, the first time.”
Isandor thought of his mother and the horrific stories she sometimes told about births gone wrong. “It’s not fair. Girls get to take all the bad things.”
He got up, filled the pot and set it to boil. In the future, he would have to do better than that. Look after her, love her better.
Jevaithi sat down on the bench while he stoked the fire. It was comfortably warm inside, and he was giddy with the feeling of love and independence. They could do this. He might be awkward, and she might not know much, but they would learn. They never needed to listen to anyone again.
He found some bowls and a pot and made hearty soup out of strips of saltmeat and herbs which he found on the shelf above the stove.
“Where are we going from here?” he asked. “Chevakia?”
“Chevakia! I don’t care. We’re free. No more Knights. No more Rider Cornatan to watch over me. Isn’t it wonderful?”
He smiled, but deep inside suspected it wasn’t quite so simple. That feeling of power he had as servitor still smouldered inside him. Jevaithi was the queen. People respected and adored her. He could wield that power to get rid of the Knights and give Jevaithi the throne that was rightfully hers. What would the people of the City of Glass do when they found out she was gone?
“Hey, dreamer.” Jevaithi sat on his lap, pushing away the blanket slung over his shoulders. His naked body underneath responded pleasantly.
She gave him a sly look. “You want to try again?”
Sure, why not?
This time, things were much more satisfactory.
Afterwards, she fell asleep with her head on his shoulder. Isandor lay there, looking at her face by the glow of the fire, listening to the beating of both their hearts.
Yes, they would go back to the City of Glass one day, but not yet, not yet . . .
 



Chapter 27
 
RUKO WAITED by the sled outside Loriane’s house. He had his back to the door, his arms crossed over his chest and was staring into the street, not meeting Tandor’s eyes. Anger rolled off him in waves. Tandor saw a young boy and the same girl he’d seen a few times, in a darkened corridor with metal-barred doors on both sides.
Great.
Tandor strode to the sled, flinging furs onto the seat for Loriane and Myra to sit on. Earlier, when he went out before, he’d already taken his chest out here, in anticipation of his move into the City of Glass, when Ruko had told him he’d captured Isandor and Jevaithi. You could have been on your way to your girl already. I told you to go after Isandor. Why didn’t you stop the boy running away? Ruko should have been more than strong enough to restrain two adolescents.
Images of Isandor struggling against Ruko’s grip came into his mind. Jevaithi, too. The butcher’s warehouse. The door shut, enclosing the two teenagers inside. Then Ruko on his way to get Tandor.
All right, so Ruko had locked them up properly. That meant someone had to have unlocked that door. Tandor had seen the eagle fly over with Isandor and Jevaithi on its back, both in servitor forms and knew no one who could have turned them. Was there someone else who could make servitors? One of those pathetic Brothers?
Who saw you?
Ruko’s arm muscles tightened.
All right, I didn’t say it was your fault.
Tandor saw the rosy-cheeked face of a girl, one of the youngsters imprisoned in the palace.
Yes, I know it’s taking a long time, but we can’t go and rescue her until you help me to get enough Imperfects to get into the palace in the first place.
Ruko jumped up, blew a gust of frost-rimed air from his nostrils. He whirled at Tandor. Hesitated. Midnight-black eyes glared at Tandor from within the deep shadow of the hood of Ruko’s cape.
No, you will not kill everyone. You will do as I say. I am the master.
Another snort of air, this one audible. Ruko whirled again and brought his fist down on the driver’s seat with such force that the bench creaked. The bear let out a deep growl.
I am the master, Tandor repeated. He grasped for icefire and pulled it close around Ruko. The boy didn’t move, yet Tandor could feel his anger strain against the icefire bonds. Did servitors ever break free of their masters? What happened if they did?
The door thudded shut behind him.
Draped in furs, Loriane and Myra shuffled into the street. Loriane had her arm around Myra’s waist. The girl was crying, stopping every few paces.
Ruko settled into the driver’s seat with a loud thump. He yanked the hood over his head and snatched up the reins so tightly that the bear grumbled.
Tandor pulled harder at the threads of icefire. Careful.
Loriane and Myra climbed onto the sled, very, very slowly. Tandor handed Loriane a few rugs, which she tucked around Myra. Tandor sat next to Loriane, on the far left of the bench, pressed against her because the sled only comfortably seated two people.
He released his hold on the icefire threads a fraction. Ruko snapped the reins. The bear loped into action, bouncing and kicking its hind legs in a way that was an indication that the animal was annoyed.
But now that they were underway, Ruko settled. He navigated the sled through the winding streets, avoiding busy thoroughfares. Through alleys and gaps between limpets, Tandor caught glimpses of fights, people running through streets with burning torches, buildings on fire, billowing smoke. The stench hung low over the Outer City.
Further, out over the plain, eagles circled, silvery shapes in the moonlight, Knights, no doubt looking for traces of the Queen. So many of them. Were there any Knights left to guard the city?
Tandor couldn’t repress a smile.
While all the Knights were out looking for Jevaithi, he might not get a better chance to get into the palace, at least not any time soon. After a string of disasters things were finally looking up for him.
Ruko, to the City of Glass, as fast as you can.
Again, he saw the face of the girl.
Yes, we’ll go and rescue her now.
Ruko flicked the reins. The bear increased its pace and soon, the sled left the twisted streets of the Outer City behind and came out into the open. Down the slope, past the festival grounds and onto the ice plain.
Myra was crying with every bump, and Loriane tried to comfort her. She cast Tandor poisonous looks. Did she have the faintest idea how pretty she was when she did that, her cheeks flushed, her lips slightly apart?
“Loriane, I love you.” He gathered her in his arms and kissed her.
She pushed him away. “Spare your breath. You’re up to something and I want to know what it is.”
“I’ll tell you.” He kissed her again, tasting victory, in her, in the speed of the sled, in Ruko’s anger. “After we come back.”
“Now.”
“No. After. Loriane, I love you. I wouldn’t do anything to put you in danger.”
“You swear you will tell me what this is about? I’m getting rather sick of your secrets.”
“I swear it.” When I’m on the throne, you’ll be the most powerful queen ever.
“Deal.” She gave him an intense glare that said I’ll believe that when I see it. And she turned her attention back to Myra.
No one said much during the rest of the trip. Ruko urged the bear on as much as Tandor would allow it. Myra cried, but much less than before.
When the sled passed underneath a group of circling eagles, Tandor cast out a cocoon of icefire so they wouldn’t see the sled. That was easy to do here, on the deserted plain, not so once he got into the city, where people with Thilleian blood might see it. The Knights didn’t seem to be all that interested in who went into the city, though, because another sled ahead of them received no attention from the eagles either.
The tall buildings ahead grew and grew, dark and jagged silhouettes against a sky too dark for dawn and too light for midnight. Soon enough, the sled moved into the shadows of the buildings. Here, it was pitch dark and bitterly cold, with an icy wind gusting over the plain.
Ruko slowed down at the gates.
By the wan light of a single icefire globe, the three guards on duty were questioning a young noble man who was trying to leave the city, and waved Tandor and Loriane through, without much of a glance at Ruko’s cloaked form. Myra was again crying and a noble man with a heavily pregnant woman in his sled could only be bound for the palace.
Once in the streets, the strong pull of icefire tugged at him. Golden strands of it snaked through the air, crawled up walls, slithered down windows, hugging all forms and structures that had once belonged to the ancient culture that had given rise to icefire. Tandor drank in the delicious feeling. By the sky lights, he could do it. The children were here—he could feel them. Together they could tame the Heart. Tonight, the throne would be his.
The sled arrived at the back entrance to the palace.
A twisted iron and glass structure hung as an arch over the entry to the courtyard in front of the passageway that led to the palace birthing rooms. A few snow-dusted sleds stood in the open space, and a single bear dozed in the corner of the yard. Two guards stood at their post, one leaning against the doorpost, his eyes half-closed. The other guard had his back to the courtyard. As the sled swished through the open gate, he turned slowly, and as he did so, his eyes widened.
Tandor’s heart jumped.
Stop as far from the door as possible, Ruko.
Had the man seen anything? Since when did Thilleians stand guard at the palace?
The bear halted with a snort and a grumble. Tandor rose and pulled the hood of the cloak further over Ruko’s head. Ruko batted his hand away, but Tandor grabbed the cloak’s sleeve.
One of those men can see you.
Loriane helped Myra up, but when the girl stepped from the sled, she gave a cry and sank to her knees in the snow, clutching her belly.
Loriane glared over her shoulder. “This is ridiculous, Tandor, couldn’t you have stopped a bit closer to the door?”
“No I couldn’t.” He glanced at Ruko.
Myra struggled back up. Loriane put her arm around the girl’s waist. When they shuffled away from the sled, she said over her shoulder. “You do remember your promise, don’t you?”
“I do.” I will do more than that. I will put you on the throne, my queen.
By the skylights, he loved her.
Tandor waited while Loriane and Myra shuffled crossed the courtyard to the entrance before stepping off the sled. Ruko stirred and rose from the driver’s seat.
Wait here.
Tandor’s heart was thudding. The man’s attention had gone to Loriane and Myra, who were at the entrance to the palace. Myra had stopped walking and was having another crying fit, but the guard still glanced at the sled even as he spoke to Loriane.
Ruko snorted audibly and jumped into the snow.
No, you can’t come inside. He’s seen you. Stay here.
Ruko took two huge steps until his chest almost touched Tandor’s. Cold radiated from his blue-skinned hands that could snap a man’s neck.
Ruko was half a head taller, but Tandor didn’t back down.
What’s this?
A blue hand lashed out and grabbed Tandor by the collar with such force that he could barely breathe. The image of the girl again. Ruko’s young lover.
Set me down.
Ruko’s eyes met his, black and deep as the ocean.
Set me down. More forceful this time.
He couldn’t use icefire in front of these guards, or he would have lashed Ruko without mercy. What was it with the insolence? Who was the master?
If you don’t behave, I’ll turn you back into a cripple boy.
Slowly, Ruko let go of Tandor’s collar.
Tandor drew a grateful and welcome breath, fresh air into his lungs.
Loriane and Myra had gone inside and Tandor was acutely aware of the guards’ gazes in his direction.
Don’t you dare do that again. Stay here.
Icefire flared in a web of strands coming from Ruko’s hands. Images of the girl burst into Tandor’s mind. He thrust up his golden claw, slashing through the net. Ruko held on, but wasn’t strong enough. The network of strands shattered into diamonds. Tandor ducked to avoid the projectiles and grabbed a handful of Ruko’s cloak. Icefire crackled the length of his claw.
What’s this, Ruko? I am your master. I command. You obey. I tell you it’s not safe to come inside—
In his mind, Ruko ran across the courtyard, grabbed the two guards and snapped their necks.
No, you can’t do that. There are many more guards inside, and we can’t fight them.
More images of violence. Blood in the snow.
No, Ruko.
Dark forms of guards and Knights slumped in heaps, their limbs bent at impossible angles. Dismembered shapes barely recognisable as human. Blue hands slashing through flesh and blood. Bones snapping.
Ruko trembled.
No, Ruko.
The cloak was yanked from Tandor’s grip with so much force that he stumbled backwards. Ruko walked away from the sled.
There were images of the front entrance of the palace, the steps dripping with blood. Severed limbs, heads torn from bodies, eyes staring lifelessly at the sky, Knights’ badges defaced, their swords bent and molten, crossbow bolts between their eyes. Noble ladies in the snow with their clothes ripped off bloodied torsos. Nail and teeth marks in alabaster skin.
Tandor grabbed as many strands of icefire as he could muster and, never mind the guards, lashed them around Ruko’s form.
You obey me!
The strands met resistance. They stretched and snapped, and hit the glass and metal arch over the courtyard entrance. The structure glowed and gave out a shower of sparks, while Ruko ran underneath, out the gate.
Tandor stumbled back a few steps and stood there in the middle of the courtyard, panting, to regain his balance, the horrific images fading from his mind.
“Uhm—sir?” one of the guards asked. “Are you all right?”
Are you all right? That was not what they had asked last time Tandor had encountered palace guards. Maraithe had to officially pardon him. He’d had to kneel before the throne, pushed down by a Knight when getting to his knees with his recent wound was difficult. The pain, oh, the pain.
Maraithe sat on the throne, with two rapist Knights next to her, with her hands folded over knees. Her face looked drawn and pale. In his mind, he still heard her screams as she pushed out, unaided and denied medicine, the children he would never hold. It happened here, in the palace, a place stifled with haunting memories.
Tandor forced a smile. “I . . . tripped. I’m sorry. My son . . . he’s at a difficult age . . .” A disaster. There was no way Tandor could get Ruko back under control alone. Servitors never disobeyed their masters. Never.
“Oh. I see.” But the tone of the man’s voice said that he didn’t see at all, and worse, that he was expecting some kind of explanation, but there was no time for that now. Ruko was on the rampage and would kill anyone he encountered, and the only means of stopping him—Ruko’s girl—was inside the palace dungeons.
He said, nodding at the door, “I’d like to wait inside, if I can. The lady . . .” He shrugged, feigning indifference, but his heart thudded. He had to get in, even if he was alone and helpless against the power of the Heart.
The guard eyed him. “Your breeder, sir?”
“Yes.” Tandor kept his face impassive, no matter how much he hated these impersonal family arrangements.
The guard waved him through, but when Tandor looked over his shoulder, he noticed how both guards were leaning close to each other, and one was pointing into the courtyard.
The man had seen something: either Ruko or the icefire. Since when did the palace have Thilleian Knights?
And then he heard Loriane’s voice, That’s your life, not mine. It happened fifty years ago, Tandor. Could it really be that the citizens of the City of Glass were forgetting the clan feuds?
No, he decided. There were the Brothers, still teaching the Thilleian ways, and his mother, and all the people whose businesses had been destroyed by the Knights. They deserved revenge for what had been done to them.
Tandor would give them revenge, even if it was the last thing he did.
 



Chapter 28
 
TANDOR STOPPED in the darkness of a niche and pulled a cloak of icefire around him. He cast out his rays of power, and compared the picture that the rays brought back to him with the map he had memorised.
Getting into the palace was one thing, finding the entrance to the underground passages quite another. He’d been lucky so far that no one had come out of the birthing room to question him on his presence. Most of the Knights were at the Newlight festival; he’d planned it that way. But he could never plan for what he found in the catacombs. Right now, what he needed most was luck.
The trail of icefire led him into the darkness of the corridor. Here, the walls were ancient and bleak grey, spotted with age and rust. The icefire trail oozed from an ink-black hole at the end of the passage. Tandor plunged into darkness. It seemed his mental probe found the stairs to the underground chambers. His footsteps echoed in the staircase that seemed to have no end, zig-zagging down and down. A metal railing disintegrated under his touch, caking the steps with flakes of rust.
With each step he descended into the bowels of the building, the tang of cold increased. The vapour of his breath froze in his hair and on the collar of his cloak. Icefire called beneath his feet. Down, down, down. His lungs laboured to take in the stale, breathless air, laced with an unpleasant smell.
On every corner and every turn, he stopped, listened for footsteps, voices, slitherings or panting, jingling or clinking.
There were no sounds other than his own.
The stairs ended in a dungeon room where a single torch cast its flickering light over three walls of solid stone. The entrance to the stairs broke the fourth wall. There were no other doorways.
Tandor walked around the walls, inspecting the rough stone. From his time spent in the dungeons, he remembered the layout of the passages and cells.
Stupid, really, for Rider Cornatan to hold him prisoner in the dungeons all those years ago. Did the man know what icefire could do, of how he could scan and map the entire underground section of the palace, all its levels, its ramps and staircases, even down to the white lines painted on the floors by generations long past?
The flame on the torch flapped with a rancid breeze.
Tandor smiled. Of course.
That breath of air had to come from somewhere and had to be going somewhere. This was not a dead end at all. There was an illusion at work in this room.
For all he hated icefire, Rider Cornatan had no qualms using it, for the Knights of course would be unable to see the wall where Tandor saw it. With that knowledge, Tandor again walked the perimeter of the room, probing with icefire. This time, he found the passage, opposite the exit to the stairs. He pushed his clawed hand through the wall, then his other hand, his foot, and when it looked like his limbs were being eaten by stone, he walked through himself.
The familiar cold of icefire tingled his skin. A strong construction, this one, and he recognised in it the mark of his family. This ward might have been in place since his grandfather had left the palace, and he was the first of his family to walk through it since that time.
The Thillei are coming home.
He could see himself walking up the steps of his mother’s house . . . no, she would come to him, here in the City of Glass, where he sat on the throne his grandfather had been killed defending. His mother would fall to her knees for him.
Your Majesty. Yes, he could get used to that, especially when coming from his mother’s mouth. It was time that she learned who was doing all the work and who had the right to get the top spot.
He had entered another passage which slanted away from the bottom of the stairs at a weak angle. An orange glow of fire or torches flickered at the very end. There were no wall niches, nowhere to hide.
He had not encountered anyone, but if the Eagle Knights still used his grandfather’s wards, they would also use the listening bugs, or would maybe use his grandfather’s famed live model of the palace, as his grandfather had described in the diary. If that was the case, they would know exactly where he was and where he was going.
There was no way of knowing how much the Knights had learned of using icefire, and what devices they were using. And this might all be a trap.
Yet, the children were here. He could feel them close by, perhaps in the chamber ahead.
Fires burned in the hearth at the opposite wall of that room. People moved back and forth, silhouetted against the glow. Some carried heavy things. The figures looked strangely out of proportion, with thick arms and legs, and with large heads. When he came closer, he saw that they were wearing baggy suits. Hoods covered their heads, sealed by a plate of glass in front, through which the occupant of the suit could look out. The low light and the reflection in the glass made it impossible to see their faces. Chevakians needed to wear suits like that when they came to the City of Glass, not southerners . . . unless icefire was extraordinarily strong, like it would be around the Heart. They’re using it. It was clear as it should have been before, when he encountered the sink. The Knights aimed to use this energy they couldn’t see, or, for that matter, control. That’s why they needed the children, as test subjects, as vessels and conduits for icefire. It was such lunacy. The children had no experience with using icefire, plus they weren’t servitors. At crucial moments, they would never do as their masters wanted.
Oh by the skylights, did Rider Cornatan know what he was playing with?
He inched closer to the room, and the more he saw of its interior of tubes and machines, the more he knew he was right.
There was a commotion at the other end of the room. Two suited figures emerged from a doorway, dragging a third person between them. Thin, poorly dressed and not in a suit, the girl looked out of place, as if she’d been caught snooping. But the eyes drew Tandor’s attention. Empty and hollow, they stared straight at him. She knew he was there. Icefire surged through him. He could barely clamp down on the crackling strand of golden light. Down here, he could no longer rely on the Pirosian inability to see icefire. Most of these workers would not be pure-bloods—Pirosians saved the best jobs for themselves; the part-Thilleian guard at the gate attested to that—and some would be able to see the strands, no matter how weakly.
Heart pounding, he leaned against the wall, listening to the girl’s protesting screams. This was one of the Bordertown children. The others would be close by. If he could free just a few, he had the situation in hand. He could turn them into servitors and take possession of the Heart. Once he was there . . .  He clutched his dagger to his thigh. The throne would be his. The Thillei would return. The south would again be a force to reckon with.
The two suited figures stopped. They put the girl on a table, and bound her hands to metal loops at the table’s edge.
Another suited figure brought in a trolley on which lay an array of glittering instruments. The three gathered around the girl and covered her with a cloth.
The girl squirmed and bucked. The cloth slid off. The suited men yelled out. One pointed into the corridor.
Tandor released the icefire he had been holding. It crackled across the room in a jet of golden light. It hit the three suited men, knocking them to the ground, ricocheted off the wall, fractured and bounced back, until it formed a barrier across the room’s entrances. Not much good against pure Pirosians, but he had to gamble that none of these people were pure-bloods. Tandor rushed into the room, drawing his knife from his belt. First, he yanked off the helmets of the suited men. If they had Pirosian blood, the bolt would merely have stunned them. He hit each of them hard on the head with the hilt of his dagger.
Then he went to the table.
The girl was thin, filthy, dressed only in a thin tunic. She looked at him, wide-eyed. “You are the man who came to Bordertown . . . The traveller . . .”
He put a finger to her lips and slashed the leather straps which held the girl bound to the table.
“Quiet,” he whispered. “You thought I would leave you alone, did you?”
“They said you were dead.” She met his eyes. Oh boy, could he feel the Thilleian blood stir in her.
He lifted the girl off the table.
She almost fell into his arms. Feeling her bony arms and the filth of her skin, a great anger surged through him. “Where are the others?”
Her eyes grew wide. “You can’t get to them. You must get out. They’ll capture you, too.”
“I’ll take that risk. Quick. Where are they? Show me. I’m here to free you all. There will be no second chances.”
The girl hesitated, but pointed at an entrance, a dark maw of a passage leading further into the building.
“That way. There’s a room . . .” She shuddered.
By the skylights, had they been treated that badly?
“Let’s go then.”
The girl stopped where the corridor ended in a t-intersection. Both ends of the new corridor vanished into darkness. Doors were set in the drab walls at regular intervals, all closed.
She pointed at one of the doors, unremarkable as the others. Tandor didn’t need her directions; he could feel the presence of the children, enhanced by the strong glow of icefire beneath his feet. The Heart was close; and it was beating strongly.
“Stand back.” He flung a burst of icefire at the door. It crackled over the smooth surface. The door vibrated and sprang open.
Tandor burst in through the opening before the display of icefire had died down. It was dark in the room, and the stink of human waste made him gag.
Oh by the skylights! He stumbled back out into the corridor staring into that dark maw from which the stench now rolled into the corridor.
There was a tiny pinprick of light against the back wall. He sensed, rather than saw, the children inside the room; he felt overwhelming pain and misery. They were stirring, mumbling, weak, confused.
Tandor trembled with anger, because the children were not in any state to help him, or to run. Anyone to be turned into a servitor needed to be healthy and willing for the best effect. Tandor was prepared to compromise on the “willing” part, but he couldn’t skimp on the “healthy” as well.
“Any of you who can walk, get up and help the others.” He would get the Eagle Knights for this, oh yes he would.
Sounds of movement—shuffling and scrabbling—came from inside the room. One by one, or in small groups, the children shuffled out. Rags, thin limbs, matted hair, many covered in their own filth. Many of them were wounded, sporting filthy bandages around arms and legs. They stood wide-eyed, blinking against the light. Tandor noticed a boy with a raw scar on his chest, and then another who had a filthy bandage in the same spot.
“What did they do with you?”
They didn’t reply.
He examined the boy’s scar. When he passed his hand over it, a chill went through him. “There’s something underneath. What is it?”
The boy shook his head. He couldn’t speak? Was he afraid to speak? He was not strongly Imperfect, just some of his toes were missing.
He turned to the girl who had brought him here. “What’s been done to them?”
“The Knights put something under the skin. It makes you numb, like him. They were going to do it to me just now, when you came, but I’m one of the last.”
“What is it?”
“I don’t know. One boy opened the wound and took the thing out.”
“What did he take out?” Tandor breathed fast.
The girl went back inside the room and came back with a filthy cloth. “We put it in here, so the men wouldn’t see, but the boy died anyway.”
Tandor folded back the filthy fabric. A clear diamond-shaped piece of glass slid out. As it rolled into his hand, strands of icefire bent and curled, stretching to its glittering surface, and simply disappeared there. The strands tugged at him, at the very power of his being. A low keening sound grew louder and louder.
Tandor snapped the fabric back over the stone. A sink.
All the icefire the children collected would be stored in that stone from where you could mine it but where it was useless to him, unless he could remove the sinks . . .  He grabbed his dagger, but knew too well that his grandfather used to neuter Imperfects with sinks. Once the stone was inside the body, removing it always killed the subject. The Knights had outsmarted him.
While he stood there, wracking his brain for a solution, he realised that the children were shuffling in line, as if they knew where to go and were being told to go there.
The Heart.
It would come into full power today, and the sinks in their bodies made that they were attracted to it.
Tandor ran around the corner. The line already stretched into the darkness, slowly shuffling.
He grabbed one of the children by the shoulders. “Stop, stop!”
The girl, a skinny thing no more than twelve years old with empty eyes staring into the distance, pushed him aside as if he was an annoying pup. Already, icefire had made her strong.
Someone had made half-servitors out of them without being properly in control of their minds. Now no one could communicate with them. They would run rampant. Like Ruko.
There was only one thing he could do.
Tandor closed his hand around the Chevakian powder gun in his pocket and pulled it out. The girl next to him gave him no attention. He raised the gun and pointed it at her head. She turned, showing her sweet young face. She had the fine curly hair that was common to the inhabitants of the border regions. Her skin was soft and pale with a few freckles, looking at him like a fox cub.
Fifteen years he had lived as travelling merchant to provide for these children. Many he had saved personally by grabbing the newborn infants from before the hungry mouths of wild bears. While taking them to Bordertown, he had fed them, cradled them, kept them warm. In his mind, he had already assigned them positions in his royal guard, repaying their service, and that of their foster families, many times over.
He loved “his” children. He left the gun sink; the girl shuffled on.
By the skylights, he was too soft, he cared too much, for a job like this. For all his boasting, he was no killer and not even the direst need was going to change that.
Mother, if you wanted this done, why didn’t you do it yourself?
There had to be another way to stop the children.
Find the Heart. Without protection, he would probably die from exposure, but he had to try, or there would be devastation on a grand scale.
Tandor ran.
Ahead in the corridor, the children were going through a doorway from where the smell of must and disuse mingled with strands of icefire.
Tandor followed into an eerie semi-darkness. In the dank room, the ceiling glowed with greenish light, casting harsh shadows on the walls. The floor sloped down in a spiral. Some time, a long time ago, someone had painted white stripes and arrows on the pale grey floor. There was a metal railing in the middle and flakes of coloured paint clung to some of the pillars that supported the roof. Others pillars had collapsed, or melted, causing the roof to collapse. In places, rust flakes piled up on the floor, mixed with bits of black that fell to dust when touched.
Tandor wondered what the old people would have used this construction for, and why this chamber had survived at all.
The call of icefire was stronger here than he had ever felt it in his life. His body sang with power.
He ran down the ramp. Two rounds of the spiral, three. Down, down, down. The light became ever brighter. All the children he passed glowed like beacons. His own skin also glowed, including the hand he never had, superimposed over the pincers of the golden claw. He resisted a look in his trousers to see if that part of him had been restored as well. Then again, he didn’t need to check; he could feel it as he could feel his missing hand, move it and rake his non-existent fingers through his hair.
Around the last bend and his target came into sight.
About the height of two men, and much longer, the thing that was the Heart of the City glowed so intensely white that it was impossible to look at it. The Heart’s shape was vaguely rectangular, and plates of metal lay scattered around it—presumably the protection the Knights had installed and then removed. Some of the casing still remained at the back, but all within was bright white. The air hummed so much that it vibrated in the light, creating an odd shimmering effect.
A single Knight guarded it, clad in a heavy suit, absurdly with a torch in his hand. What blindness that someone couldn’t see this radiance!
Tandor let icefire rise to the tips of his fingers, but it wouldn’t harm the man if he could stand here and had obviously strong Pirosian blood.
This would call for valuable bullets. He felt in the pocket of his cloak, shielding his eyes from the glow of the square in front of him.
At that moment, a shape of light stepped past him. Through the blinding rays, Tandor saw the face of an adolescent man, strong-jawed. Dark hair flowed over his shoulders. The young man hit the knight on the side of the head. The Knight slumped, without having given an indication that he had seen the young man coming. His torch rolled over the ground and went out.
Tandor was puzzled. Who was this young man? Ruko was outside and none of the other children had been older than thirteen.
He turned.
Behind him, all the children coming down the ramp glowed, no longer skinny and filthy, no longer cripple, no longer small. Some had tossed aside walking sticks. The girl he had rescued from the table had grown to adult size. Her skin was no longer scabbed and dirty, but milky white. Under his eyes, she pulled the tunic over her head and stood there, naked, inviting. She tossed her hair over her shoulder and gave him a mischievous look, very much like Loriane would do, a look that challenged him to do what he could never do. Except now he could.
Loriane appeared in the air before him, naked, alluring. Tandor trembled, tossed by emotions he could by rights no longer feel. Once again he was a complete man, not a pale shade of his former self, damaged by the man he hated most in the world of the living and the dead. He closed the distance between himself and the illusion that wasn’t Loriane, ran his hands along her shoulders. She felt real enough. Goosebumps trailed over her skin.
Oh by the sky lights—what power!
Then he stepped back, forcing the image from his mind. This was an illusion, no matter that is was a very realistic one. Loriane was several floors above him in the birthing room. He was here in a desperate attempt to take control of this device, not to let it take control of him.
Several children sat on the ground, their bodies glowing, crying onto the shoulders of imaginary people they hugged.
Tandor understood. This power shows us our deepest desires. The young man who had just knocked out the Knight had been a boy whose wish it had been to become a strong soldier.
Wasn’t it just disgusting that his deepest desire involved carnal pleasure. He should do better than that.
“Listen, everyone!” he called out. His voice barely rose above the humming of the device. None of the children paid him attention. He shook the shoulders of the nearest girl, who was so absorbed in her dream that she didn’t react, not even when he slapped her in the face.
The young muscular man who wanted to be a soldier just stood there, staring at the brightness, eyes wide open.
They still have their hearts, Tandor reminded himself.
It was unlikely that he could still turn them into servitors, but he had to try. He fumbled for the dagger.
The girl had grown taller than him. Tandor grabbed her hand. She glowed and her touch burned even in the hand he was not supposed to have. With his real hand, he wielded the dagger and stabbed.
As soon as the knife made contact with her luminous skin, a surge of icefire went through him. It burned through his senses. He held up his hands to catch the heart, but too late, realised the icefire was flowing out of him into the girl. The scar on her chest glowed white.
Tandor struggled, but couldn’t let go.
A young man took hold of the girl’s shoulders. Another jolt shuddered through Tandor’s body. A third child joined. That figure, glowing too much in Tandor’s pain-stricken eyes to determine gender, grabbed the next person. Tandor braced for the jolt, and still screamed when it came. He was still panting and sweating when there was another jolt, stronger still.
The rectangular shape of the Heart had lost some of its brightness. Still, the glowing figures were joining up, linking hands. Strands of icefire now flowed from the rectangular device into the children.
They were sinks. The device was voiding itself, its power flowing into the children’s bodies.
The next jolt was so strong it turned Tandor’s muscles to jelly. Shivering, crying, he fought to stand upright and found he couldn’t. The two figures on either side of him had grown so much that his legs hung off the floor. His hand burned with intense cold. His trousers were wet from where he had lost control of his bladder. And still the rectangular shape became more visible, less strongly glowing, but more silver, like a giant metal box, with leads, pipes and other protuberances on the outside. Some ancient device the function of which he could only guess. A weapon.
Jolts of icefire made him scream, his voice raw. The pain made him sick, but his insides were empty.
Then the jolts stopped.
The circle of hands around the Heart was complete.
The children, or the grotesque, glowing shapes that had been the children, held its power now. The thing itself was no more than an ugly dented metal container.
No one moved.
The surface of the machine trembled, and shivered as if someone had kicked it. Seams split apart. Shafts of light shone through, and expanded, etching into the ceiling. There was something inside it. The ground rumbled. The ceiling split open, hissing smoke. Debris rained from the stone and lit up where it intersected the beams. The children let Tandor drop to the ground.
Tandor sat there, dazed, while a firework of icefire raged over his head. The children, now constructs of light, breathed icefire. Their mouths spewed it when they spoke. Strands snaked away from their circle of hands, pulverising stone. Pipes burst, spewing forth water that glowed with icefire, ice-cold water too contaminated to freeze.
Tandor screamed. “Listen to me!”
But his voice didn’t rise above the crackling and the rumbling. He gathered strands of icefire in his hands, tried to wind them around the legs of the grotesque figures. The strands fell away or snapped when the figures moved, as if they were simple threads.
No control, no control over this monstrous creation.
Too much exposure. The Knights shouldn’t have removed the protective casing. They shouldn’t have played with things they didn’t understand and couldn’t see.
He shouldn’t have come here not knowing what the Knights had implanted in the children. He should have realised the danger. He should have shot the children.
It was too late. The power was out of control and he was no match for it.
Tandor ran.
Up the ramp, as fast as he could. His legs ached, his lungs burned, but he didn’t stop. He ran and ran.
At the door that led out of the twisting ramp, he almost crashed into a group of Knights.
“Get out, get out!” His voice was hoarse.
They just stared at him, their faces already peeling from exposure.
Tandor ran through the experiment room, back to the stairs that led up to the entrance of the birthing room.
Loriane! He had to get her out of here. He ran up the stairs.
Blood pumped in his veins. His face was burnt; he could feel the sting of cold air on raw skin. The numbness of the injury was wearing off.
Up, up. Black spots danced before his eyes. He missed a step and stumbled against the wall, bracing himself with his hand. By the skylights, the skin on his arm was peeling in big slabs, leaving raw and oozing flesh. The sight made him feel sick.
While he stared at it, the ground rumbled deep below his feet. Tandor listened, holding his breath. The floor vibrated with a low keening. The sound increased in pitch, and increased until the metal-and-stone construction of the building sang. Tandor ran. He almost blacked out, but he ran. Up, up, up, into the corridor. Into the room at the end.
“Loriane, Loriane!”
The room was empty, beds abandoned, a trolley of medicines upended in an aisle.
Tandor ran towards the exit.
“Loriane!”
The guard post was deserted. Shouts drifted in from outside.
“Loriane!”
The roar of an explosion overtook him.
 



Chapter 29
 
MYRA SAT stark naked, legs spread on the birthing chair. Sweat-soaked hair clung to her head.
The elderly palace midwife knelt on the cushion facing the girl, and placed a basket with soft towels under the chair. She nodded at Myra. “You’re almost ready.”
Myra’s expression was distant. Her lips trembled, and then she muttered, “Help me, help me, help me.” With each help, her voice became louder. Her breath sped up, her legs trembled, her one hand dug into the flesh of her thighs. She howled.
The midwife cursed. “Oh, come on, girl. It’s not going to happen with screaming. If you want to be a breeder, you’ve got to do better than this. Push, by the skylights. Push, push.”
Myra wailed and panted. Tears ran over her face. “I can’t. Please help me, Mistress Loriane.”
“She’s right,” Loriane said. “You have to do this. We can’t help you any further if you don’t want to be helped.”
While Myra wasn’t looking, the midwife reached between the girl’s legs, trying to examine the baby’s progress.
Myra screamed and kicked. “You’re not touching me!”
“Right. That’s it.” The midwife wiped her hands on her apron and rose. “I’ve had enough. I’ll be back when you decide to behave.” She walked off between empty beds where women who shouldn’t be walking had vacated their beds to get away from Myra’s screaming.
Myra, her eyes wide, stared after the woman’s broad back. “She can’t just leave me!”
“Yes, she can,” Loriane said. “You’re behaving like an idiot.”
“But I’m going to die.”
“Yes.”
Myra’s eyes widened. She clearly hadn’t expected that answer. Her lip trembled. “Mistress Loriane? You’re kidding me?”
“No, I’m not. You will die if you don’t do what we say.”
“I don’t want to die.”
“Then for all you’re worth shut up.”
The girl was shivering with another building pain. “I’m scared. I’m so scared, Mistress Loriane, please help me, please . . .” She threw her head back.
Loriane covered the girl’s mouth with her hand. “Shut up, shut up.”
She kneeled at the pillow the midwife had just vacated, put her hands on the girl’s sweaty and blood-slicked thighs, fixing her with a hard stare. “Or I’ll tell Tandor that you behaved like an idiot.”
Myra clamped her lips, her eyes blazing with anger. “I’m not an idiot.”
“Good. Now shut your mouth and push.”
Myra pushed. Her face went red until she gasped for breath. Then she pushed again. Loriane patted her knee, knowing that girls didn’t like being touched at this stage.
She whispered, “Very good, keep going, keep going. You’re almost there.”
Myra pushed and pushed. Drops of fluid dribbled on the towel in the basket under her.
The silence was heavenly.
Two of the women who had left came back, peeking around the corner of the door. Their eyebrows rose. They had probably expected Myra to be dead.
Loriane glanced at the door. Tandor needed to come back quickly. If this was over, she could maybe ask the midwife for an examination, but after that, she could stay here no longer, neither could she go to the sled with a driver no one could see, or wait in the sled for a man who wasn’t supposed to be in the palace.
Another contraction. Myra was really getting into it now. She pushed and panted, and pushed. The midwife came back and joined Loriane with set of instruments that included forceps and needles and gut thread. This was not going to be easy.
Loriane rose, sore and stiff from sitting in the uncomfortable position. The child inside her was kicking her in the ribs. It wouldn’t be long before she had to come back here herself.
Myra pushed and howled and pushed. The midwife was easing out the baby’s feet, and then the abdomen. Her calming words were wasted on Myra, who was hysterical. “It hurts, it hurts!”
“Keep going, keep going.”
The head of the baby shot out, followed by a gush of fluid. Myra screamed. The child fell into the midwife’s hands, wet and slippery and covered in blood-stained slime.
Loriane’s stomach cramped. She turned away from the group, scanning the room for a bowl to throw up.
A healthy cry drowned all the women’s talk
“That’s a big boy,” one of the women said.
But then someone gasped.
“By the skylights,” the midwife said in the silence that followed. “He’s Imperfect.”
“I know, I know,” Myra cried, her voice hoarse. “Give him to me.”
“I can’t. He . . .” The midwife licked her lips. She was still holding the squealing infant.
Loriane swallowed bile, and swallowed again, quelling her stomach.
In her haste to get Myra to help, she had forgotten the rule about Imperfect babies. She hadn’t even considered it, since Imperfects were hardly ever born these days.
“Give her the child,” she said, shouldering her way into the group.
The midwife gave her a strange look.
“The girl is from Bordertown, and will be going back there.” She eased the squealing boy out of the midwife’s hands and proceeded to cut the cord. She wrapped him in towels to still his cries. Everyone in the room had gone very silent.
Myra looked puzzled from one to the other. She was leaning back in the chair, still bleeding from a good tear, sheened with sweat, white-faced and totally spent. She had suffered for three days. It was probably a wonder she was alive at all. If this had happened in Bordertown, she might not have been.
“You had best fix her up,” she said to the midwife.
Carefully, she lowered the child at Myra’s swollen breast. The girl gasped when he latched onto the nipple and then started laughing, and crying.
Loraine’s eyes misted up. How could she have forgotten her first time? That incredible relief after all the pain. The healthy baby at her breast. The boy would be sixteen now. Unlike her, Myra would keep her little boy.
“I’m still going to have to report this with the Knights,” the midwife said. “They have been very strict on Imperfect births recently.”
“The Knights are at the festival. The guard is really light. If I take her out tonight—”
“Back to your house? Like this? She needs to be under observation. We need to notify the father’s family—”
“She is from Bordertown, there is no breeder’s contract.” Please, she really didn’t want to argue about it now. Even the thought that Myra might lose her baby made her chest constrict. She still saw the nurse walk away with her beautiful boy.
“No contract? How can that be?”
“Because . . .” Loriane spread her hands. Tears pricked in her eyes. Because she loves this boy.
The midwife raised her eyebrows.
“Please, just let me take her home.”
“I didn’t think you would—”
The floor trembled.
“What by the skylights . . .” the midwife said.
The other women stopped chatting and glanced at each other. The door creaked open letting in a waft of freezing air, and a guard. He looked around the room, wordlessly and disappeared, leaving the door open. The frosty chill settled in Loriane’s stomach. Tandor had gone down there. He was doing something stupid. He was always over-confident, that was how he’d become maimed in the first place.
She heaved herself to her feet and waddled towards the door. When she was halfway across the room, the floor rumbled again, more violently this time. Dust and plaster rained from the ceiling. A chunk of stone came down behind her, scattering bits over beds and couches. And something, something she couldn’t see or describe made the air hum with tension.
Tandor, for sure. Tandor never came for just a social visit, and Tandor had wanted to get into the palace, that’s why he was here.
Loriane turned, her heart thudding. “Myra, come, now.”
All around, women scrambled for their bedding and warm clothes. Myra just sat there, clutching the child. She could probably not walk unassisted. Loriane ran back into the room and pulled Myra up. “Come on, Myra. We have to get out.”
The girl’s eyes were wide. “What’s happening?”
“I don’t know, but there are fifty floors above us, and I think I’d rather be in the street if this building is going to collapse.”
The floor rumbled again.
A group of knights burst from the corridor into the courtyard, into the snow . . . which was melting into sludge. Steam rose from the ground. Bears bucked and pulled in their harnesses.
Loriane walked as fast as she could, dragging Myra with her. The girl’s steps were insecure; she was probably close to fainting. The boy had started crying, muffled in the towel. Myra stumbled. Her face was deathly white. Yes, yes, I know this is a cruel thing to do to you. “Come, run, run.”
Myra couldn’t walk fast, let alone run, but Loriane pulled her along.
When they arrived in the courtyard, the floor heaved again.
Loriane pushed Myra into the sled and stumbled in herself. No Tandor. No driver.
“Go, go,” she screamed at the bear and yanked the reins.
At that moment, there was a roar behind them. The ground trembled and bucked. Metal creaked. Glass crashed behind her.
The bear reared, pulling the front of the sled up with its harness. The animal sprang forward, and bounded out the gate.
Too fast, too dangerous.
The back entrance of the palace was in a narrow street, half-blocked with rubble. People were running out of every entrance; people lay in remains of collapsed facades. One woman hung on for her life on the crumbling construction that had been an apartment floor. A breeze stirred up her nightgown, giving Loriane a view of her pallid body. An instant, and then the sled whooshed past. People ran out of entrances on both sides of the street, screaming and pointing. The bear plunged into the fleeing crowd. Loriane yanked the reins, but couldn’t stop the animal. In the mayhem, people fell, causing others to trip over them. People in flimsy clothes, people with bleeding wounds. Glass was everywhere.
The ground bucked and rumbled. Debris fell down from the towering buildings that lined the street. More glass. Pieces of stone. People screamed over the deafening noise. The bear was growling and snapping at bystanders.
Then there was a thundering rumble behind them, and a huge whoosh. A cloud of smoke and dust filled the street. Every bit of glass that was still intact shattered. A rain of razor-sharp fragments pelted down. Loriane threw her and Myra’s cloaks over both of them, and when the pelting stopped, she peeked out.
Silence, except for the creaking and groaning of metal.
The street behind her was blocked by a heap of rubble. In the dusty air all she could see was the structure of the palace gates, no longer attached to anything. The buildings were all gone.
The only people here were ones who no longer needed help, burnt and bloodied corpses, their skin blistered, limbs ripped.
Someone whistled; she recognised the sound.
“Tandor?” Her voice sounded like that of a lost child.
She shoved aimlessly at pieces of rubble. There was far too much of it, and she had no chance of finding him, certainly not without help.
The stupid idiot.
“Someone please help me.”
No one replied. Everyone here was dead. The ground was freezing up in a hard layer of ice. Soon, the pieces of rubble would have frozen onto each other.
“Tandor, I love you,” she screamed at the silence. She had never said those words aloud, but they were true, true as she stood here, carrying someone else’s child, and wishing it was his, wishing for his arms around her, wishing for his voice to tell her everything would be fine.
On top of the rubble appeared a tall, bear-like figure, stepping from block to block without hesitation. At first, it seemed like the figure floated in the air. It looked like some kind of demon, with strange protuberances sprouting from its upper body. Then it came closer and Loriane saw that the figure carried someone, but still did not appear to have legs. The arms and head, too, seemed only half there. Tandor was real enough, but was he alive?
All his hair was gone, the skin on his face horribly burnt, peeling in places, black with soot and blood. Parts of his shirt were missing and the skin underneath burnt. Blood dribbled from a deep gash in his good arm.
“Tandor!” She wanted to touch him, but the thing that carried him turned its head. It was human, of a fashion, but consisted merely of a thin skin of dust, transparent in many places, ethereal grey in others.
As it walked past towards the sled, Loriane realised that it was Ruko, the invisible sled driver, covered in dust.
He put Tandor down on the furs in the back seat. His skin glistened with weeping burns. His eyes were closed, his mouth slightly open. He breathed shallowly. Loriane took his arm and felt his pulse. It was regular but weak, although that could be because her hands trembled so much. Loriane and Myra wrapped him up and sat down on either side of him so he wouldn’t fall over.
The driver flicked the reins and the bear started off through the street.
They passed many other injured, some beyond help. People with limbs blown off. People so badly burned that their faces were a mess. Some walked, but many did not, bleeding their life’s blood onto the dirt-smeared snow. There were guards and Eagle Knights, all horribly burnt, trying help each other, or too busy simply with trying to stay alive as exposed skin grew blisters. The air hummed with tension.
You can’t see icefire, Tandor had once said. That doesn’t mean it’s not there and it can’t harm you. It just harms you less quickly than it harms others.
The buildings on both sides of the street were badly damaged. Glass blown out, floors collapsed, people’s furniture sucked into the street.
The number of people increased as they went. Streets flowed with a sorry tide of humanity. Previously well-dressed nobles clutching jagged scraps of clothing, carrying their loved ones, some of whom beyond help. Old people fell and didn’t get up. Sometimes, someone would haul the fallen back to their feet, but no one stayed around to make sure they remained that way.
The ground still rumbled; buildings shuddered with some unseen force. People shielded their eyes to light Loriane didn’t see. Exposed skin reddened with the blisters of icefire burns.
They reached the markets where a great number of people were crowded in the corner, with more people spilling into the square from the streets that led into it. Something Loriane couldn’t see seemed to block the other side of the square.
Myra gasped.
“What is it?” Loriane asked.
Myra pointed. “Over there! Can’t you see it? It’s a huge . . . person. Like—made out of light. And there’s another one, and . . . oohhh! Beido!”
Loriane stared where Myra pointed, and saw . . . nothing. No, that wasn’t entirely true.
It had started snowing, and steam rose off the place where the girl pointed. Then Loriane saw them, too: huge shapes, at least thirty of them, maybe even more, outlines made of steam.
They formed a circle, towering over the city. The figure facing the people in the square held out its steam-wreathed hands.
“Beido! Beido!” Myra’s voice barely rose over the screams of onlookers, but it seemed the figure heard her. A long tendril of steam curled towards the sled. Ruko tied the bears’ reins to the sled.
“Look, this is your son.” Myra uncovered the baby’s head.
Ruko rose from the driver’s seat, his hands planted at his sides, facing the steam figure.
Loriane said in a low voice, “Sit down, Myra.”
“But that is Beido!”
“Myra, please—”
Loriane couldn’t see the flash of icefire, but she could feel how it took her breath away. People around her fell . . . and died. Blistered faces froze in screams of agony. Eyes wide open stared at the sky.
Myra screamed, “Beido, no, don’t, Beido!” Then she grabbed Loriane’s arm. “He isn’t listening. Make him listen!”
“I can’t do anything. I can’t even see him. Sit down.” Loriane yanked Myra back into the seat.
But Myra continued to scream. “Beido, Beido! What are you doing? I’m here. Beido!”
A patch of steam grew in the sky directly overhead. Mist flowed out of the steam figures to join it and form a kind of dome, which was extending downwards.
Loriane reached for the driver’s shoulder. The dust was ice-cold. “Please, get us out of here.”
The sled remained where it was. People in the square were falling over, clutching burned faces, skin peeling from flesh, glassy eyes staring at the sky. The screams made Loriane shiver. This was hundred times worse than Myra’s screaming.
“Come on, Ruko, if you want us to live.”
Myra was crying. “I don’t know what they’re doing. It’s like . . . evil. Something has bewitched them. Get us out of here, Mistress Loriane.”
“I’m trying, but I think he only listens to Tandor—”
Ruko yanked the reins. The bear roared and raised itself on its hind legs, pulling the front of the sled off the ground. It charged forward, towards the steam figure, towards the crowd and the edge of the bowl-shaped steam shape that was growing fast in the direction of the ground.
Loriane shouted, “No, no not that way!”
Her shout was futile; neither of them could have stopped the animal.
The patch of steam in the sky had grown into a half-complete dome, blocking the view of the sky, but ahead, a path was still clear.
The bear growled. The sled jostled and bumped over the bodies, which flopped under the sled’s runners like rag dolls. They’re all dead. Loriane closed her eyes. It was so awful and they were not going to make it. The rim of mist was sliding towards the ground . . .  They were not going to make it. They were . . .
The sled cut into the mist. Myra screamed. There was a gush of intense cold that took Loriane’s breath away. She clutched the seat, squeezing her eyes tightly shut.
They were going to die, they were going to die, they were . . .
And then there was only the sled, the padding of the bear’s feet and the swishing of the runners in the snow.
Myra cried, “Oh Beido. What happened to him? Do you think he let us go because of our son?”
Loriane looked over her shoulder to see the ring of steam shapes close the dome of icefire. For the life of her, she couldn’t recognise a face in the steam shapes. Her heart was still thudding like crazy.
“Maybe,” she said, but she had no idea what had happened. She stared, too numb to cry, at the destruction around them, at the people still running, many covered in blisters.
Ruko was urging the bear into a run. Much of the dust had blown off him, making him once again almost invisible.
No one spoke for a long time. Myra cried softly. The whole city was covered in the hideous mist, which was expanding outward, eating up shapes of buildings. The sound of shattering glass drifted on the wind. Loriane could barely breathe for the acrid smoke.
When the bear charged out the city gates, the Outer City came into view—a mass of fire, billowing smoke and flames.
Loriane felt sick. She muttered, “My house.”
Eagles swooped low over the festival grounds, and a crowd of people were throwing projectiles at them. But even some of them had become aware of the destruction in the city itself, and the outward expanding deathly cloud.
“My house,” Loriane said again. Her practice, her friends, her patients. Isandor. “What am I going to do?”
Myra touched her shoulder. “Bordertown should still be safe.”
Loriane bit on her lip to stifle tears. “That’s where he’s taking us, isn’t it?” She nodded at the invisible driver.
“It’s our home,” Myra said.
The bear veered to the right, where the horizon merged with the sky.
Eagles whirled overhead, as powerless as she.
Getting to Bordertown would take at least three days. They had no food and no shelter. Their clothing was not good enough for such a voyage. Tandor and Myra needed care. She was exhausted and her belly felt hard as a rock. Every bump in the ice hurt.
But the bear knew the way. It ran and ran and ran.
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Hammers are never adorned with jewels.  Repeated blows will loosen any adornments…  You saw something that shows otherwise?
A famous keymaker.  For a dwarf.







ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
I have a long list of people to thank for helping me with this book.  First and foremost, I have to thank my wife.  Not only does she suggest ideas for stories, she also proofreads my work, points out problems, and then helps me fix the problems!  Nothing makes me smile more when she asks me if I have my notebook handy as she has a couple of ideas.
 
Second, I’d like to thank all my beta readers.  You guys rock!  Taking the time out of your busy schedules just to help an indie author with his book says volumes to me.   Giliane, Jamie (Lia), my mom, Scott Poe, Raymond & Kristen Baker, Caroline Roberts, Caroline Craven, and Derek Pritchard.  Thank you all so much!
 
I’d also like to thank my illustrators.  Yep, you read that right.  Plural.  There were three people this time.  The multi-talented Rachel Marks for her awesome cover, her husband Richard for the fantastic title graphics, and Mr. Brett Gable, a fan of the series who volunteered when I asked for help.  He’s responsible for the illustrations of the hammer and the QM.  Don’t know what the QM is yet?  You will!   You can find more of their work by checking out their websites, listed below. 
 
Once more I also have to thank the loyal fans of the series.  Without you guys this book would never have seen the light of day.  Your kind words of encouragement, also known as a friendly nudge to get off my keester and write more, means everything to me!  Thank you from the bottom of my heart!
 
J.



For Giliane –
 
This story wouldn’t be here without you.  I absolutely LOVE it when you say, “I’ve got a great idea for a book!”  
 
What else you got lined up in there??
 
 



Prologue
 
 
Sticking close to his father’s side, the young dwarf peered with undisguised wonder at the workshop before them.  Row after row of sledge hammers, swages, fullers, chisels, punches, drifts, and tongs hung from hundreds of pegs.  Work tables, shelves of tools, and stacks of molds were everywhere.  Lined up against the far wall were four gigantic anvils.    
The boy swallowed nervously.  This was nothing like his father’s foundry.  Whoever heard of a workshop having more than one anvil, let alone four?  His father’s anvil was tiny compared to these.  Then again, his father made axe handles.  His area of expertise didn’t require that large of an anvil.  In fact, it didn’t really require an anvil at all, and that was the reason why they were here.
Intent on inspecting the huge anvils up close, the dwarf child broke away from the group and moved towards the back wall.  A heavy callused hand suddenly dropped on his shoulder and spun him about until he was facing the rest of the group.  Two black eyes peered suspiciously at him from behind a worn leather helmet. 
“Master Maelnar will be teaching us the nuances of working with silver, gold, and other precious metals,” his father quietly told him.  “If I can see for myself what techniques he uses when working with silver, and what tools he uses, then I might one day be able to sell something besides axe handles.  Do not even think about wandering off.  If you cause me to miss the part on smithing silver you won't be able to sit for a month.  Do you catch my meaning?”
“But you told me you know his son,” the boy accused.  “You and Uncle fought side by side together with Breslin.  Does that not mean they owe you a favor?”
His father sighed heavily.  “I want no special recognition.  This is a skill I will learn on my own.”
“If you say so, father.”
“Roll your eyes at me again and I’ll smack them right out of your head.”
The boy cringed.  His defiant expression quickly vanished.
After what felt like hours, the boy watched as the famous keymaker finally reached under one of his tables and plunked down two metal bars; one was gold, the other silver.  Maelnar then retrieved several sets of tongs, both large and small, from one of the shelves nearest to him and then unfurled a long strip of dark blue fabric across the table.  Lined up in a row of pockets was a set of small hammers with heads of various shapes and sizes.  He slowly walked the length of the table and pointed at various hammers, explaining that the plethora of sizes was for shaping the malleable and ductile metals into different contortions.  
Disinterested, the boy again decided to inspect the far recesses of the workshop.  As he slowly edged away from his father, he once again headed toward the row of anvils when a commotion drew everyone’s attention.  Two of the smaller underlings, evidently brothers from the way they were laying into one another, had started brawling.  Over and over they rolled around the floor, arms wrapped around the other, as each tried to pin his opponent to the ground.
The boy watched as his father and several adults tried to separate the two brothers.  The distraction was all he needed to slip quietly away to admire the workshop’s many features at his own leisure.  While everyone focused on separating the two fighters, the child walked around the closest anvil and silently noted its dimensions.
He was aware of the quarrel behind him but he continued to ignore it.  The workshop and all its fascinating treasures were what demanded his attention.  Someday he hoped to have a workshop as impressive as the one he was now in.  As such, he decided to try and mentally tabulate everything he could see.  Lukas tried to catalog the various tools on the walls, but there were just too many tongs and hammers.  Wouldn’t it be great if someday his own workshop had so many tools that even he didn’t know how many...
Something slammed into him and threw him off balance.  It was one of the brawlers, having been shoved across the room by his brother.  Off balance, eyes open wide with fright, the young dwarf flailed his arms in an attempt to avoid tipping over backwards.  Directly behind him was the red hot furnace and there was nothing to arrest his fall.
 



Chapter 1 – A Burn or Not a Burn
 
 
Metallic clangs echoed noisily off the stone walls as an adult dwarf hammered mercilessly on a long thin strip of metal.  Rotating the metal rod so that the flattened side was now facing up, the hammering began anew.  On and on the dwarf pounded away on the anvil.  Hefting the heavy black hammer easily, the dwarf paused to wipe his forearm along his sweaty brow.  Giving the strip of metal an angry scowl, and a rather fierce shake, the hammering began again.
A young dwarf child appeared in the shopkeeper’s doorway, arms laden with scrolls and books.  Depositing the load on a table already covered with metal shavings, small hammers, and several tiny files, the child quietly watched as his father continued to pound the same piece of metal over and over.  After waiting a few moments, the child cleared his throat.  The relentless clanging finally ceased.
“Is it finished?”
Silence.
“How does it look?”
“Terrible.”
“May I see it?”
“No.  There’s nothing worth looking at.  I’ve already melted it back down.”
“Didn’t you say you’d get a second opinion before any drastic action was taken?”
“Trust me, it was terrible.”
“Still having trouble with the hammers?”
“Really?  What gave you that idea?”
The child stooped to pick up several small hammers that were on the floor.
“I doubt these fell off the table of their own accord,” the boy thoughtfully observed, ignoring his father’s sarcasm.  “Only the hammers found their way to the floor.  No tongs, no files, and no scraps.  Therefore I would deduce that you might be having difficulty with the –”
“I already know what I’m having difficulty with,” Venk snapped.  Twisting around to grab one of the diminutive hammers, he gestured angrily at his son.  “Look at this thing!  My hand is too big to wield this properly.”
“What type of hammer is that?”
“Lukas, I know you know what type it is,” Venk said in exasperation.  “I do not need you to test me to see whether or not I know their nature.”
“Father, is this hammer for planishing, embossing, raising, or riveting?”
Sighing, Venk took the tool and felt the hammer’s head.  The hammer was two-sided; one head was flat and the other was domed.
“Raising.”
Lukas looked down at the hammers he was holding and selected one with two flat surfaces, one smaller than the other.  He held it out to his father.
“This one is a raising hammer.  That one is an embossing hammer.”
Venk studied the two hammers.  “The one with the rounded end is for embossing?”
“Aye.  The raising hammer should be used first, to get the silver into the shape you want it to be.  The embossing hammer is used to smooth the surface.”
“That explains all the blemishes.  Wizards be damned.  When did you become an expert on silversmithing?”
“When I read the books that Master Maelnar recommended.  All of them.”
“Books are for scholars.  You learn by getting your hands dirty.”
Lukas smiled.  “After six months one would think your hands would be dirty enough.”
“Do not start sounding like Athos,” his father ordered.
Changing the subject, Lukas gestured towards the table.
“I have the information you requested from the Archives.  Master Argon agreed to loan us everything you wanted provided you show him how the axe turns out.”
Venk turned towards the table and started rifling through the documents.  “I cannot fathom who in their right mind would want a troll skull on an axe.  Wait, what is all this?  Lukas, what have you brought?  I asked for pictures!  There’s nothing but writing here!  How am I supposed to fashion a troll skull unless I have a picture?”
“Read the descriptions, father.  Everything you need to know is there.”
“What I need to know is what a troll skull looks like.”
Lukas raised his eyes up off the document he was reading and settled them on his father.
“You said you fought dozens of trolls.  With Uncle.  How is it you do not know what their skulls look like?”   
“A troll is not a creature that had to be cleaned like a fish,” Venk argued, tucking a stray wisp of his beard back into his belt.  “Those cursed fiends ambushed us while we were looking for the human prince.    I had no time to inspect them up close when another troll was preparing to bite my face off.”
“So you must have noticed how many teeth they had, how big their fangs were, how wide their mouths could –”
“Lukas.”  Venk sighed heavily.  “I was too preoccupied to notice and even if I did, I certainly would not remember.  Help me.  Find a suitable description in that mess which tells me how to make this accursed skull.”
“Yes, father.”
 
Five hours later Venk was painstakingly smoothing out the blemishes on an elongated object the size of his son’s clenched fist.  It was a silver troll skull, ready to be attached to the axe handle he had completed last month.  Venk beamed.  This was one of his better attempts.  His customer should be pleased.  The original order called for a dragon skull to be on the other side of the axe, but Venk had flatly refused.  Due to recent events, his attitude towards dragons had completely changed.  He had told the customer that he wouldn’t dare dishonor a dragon by putting it and a troll on the same weapon.  The client had finally relented, agreeing the axe would be just fine with only the troll skull on one side.
  The dome of the skull shone with a mirrored finish.  Two eye sockets gleamed evilly back at him.  Four fangs, two upper and two lower, protruded from the closed jaws.  
Grabbing the cloth he had been using to buff the silver, he applied another coat of rubbing compound to the skull and admired how the many blows from the tiny embossing hammer had practically disappeared.  Perhaps Lukas was right and he should reconsider his decision to not read the books that Master Maelnar had suggested to him.
“What’s that?”
His son’s voice snapped him out of his reverie.     
“Hmm?”
His son pointed at the silver object he was holding.
“What is that?” Lukas repeated, frowning at the object.
Venk proudly offered the silver skull to his son for his approval.
“That, m’boy, is a silver troll skull just like the customer wanted.”
Confused, Lukas looked up at his father.
“What were you reading?”
“Eh?  What do you mean?”
“Father, what were you reading?”
“What’s the problem?” Venk gruffly asked, annoyed that his son wasn’t beaming with pride.
“The troll skull is inaccurate, father.”
“Next you’ll tell me dragons don’t spit fire!”
Lukas ran his finger along the top of the troll’s cranium.
“An adult troll has a bony ridge running the length of the skull, starting at the base of the neck and ending half-way down the forehead.  This skull doesn’t have that ridge.  Unless the customer wants an infant troll skull, I would fix this.”
“How do you know that?”
Lukas sighed and rolled his eyes.  “I read it.  From the same book I gave to you.”
The child walked deliberately over to the table and reached for the open book.
“Now wait just a moment.”  Venk hurried over to the small work table and yanked the book out of his son’s grasp.  He gestured angrily at the page on the right.  “Nowhere does it state that the skull has a ridge.”
Lukas pulled the book down lower so that he could see the descriptions for himself.  With his father still holding the book, Lukas glanced down at the aforementioned paragraph.
“There is no mention of a cranial ridge in that passage,” Lukas admitted.  “The problem is –”
Venk smiled.  “Ha.  Thought as much.”
“The problem is,” Lukas continued, ignoring his father’s outburst, “this passage refers to an infant troll.  The description of the adult skull is on the opposite page.”
Venk’s angry eyes jumped from the right page to the left.  
“Well I’ll be a son of a...”
Sure enough, the description of the adult’s skull was there, along with mention of the infernal cranial ridge his son had reminded him about.
Lukas noticed his father’s darkening mood and hastily pointed back at the small furnace.  
“It shouldn’t be too difficult to fashion a cranial ridge out of more silver if you have some left in the smelter.”
With a scowl, Venk donned his thick leather gloves and pulled out the tiny pot of molten silver.  His son was right, of course.  It shouldn’t be too difficult to add a line of silver to...
Turning too quickly, Venk stubbed his toe on the closest table leg and lurched forward, smashing his knee into a stool.  Since working with molten metal would undoubtedly set any wood furniture ablaze, all of his shop’s furniture was solid metal.  His knee throbbed mercilessly.  Venk hurriedly set the iron pot down on his workbench before any of the molten silver could spill out.  Unfortunately, a tiny drop splashed out of the pot and arced gracefully through the air.  It landed high on his son’s right shoulder, causing him to cry out in pain.  
 
****
 
One week later Venk and his son were standing patiently in the home of the clan’s healer.  Lukas’ burn had refused to heal despite having numerous salves and bits of herbs applied to it.   In fact, the wound had become infected in only a matter of days, thus forcing the desperate parents to seek out the services of the healer.  The last thing either of the parents wanted was their son’s secret “deformity” becoming known.
Hands jammed deep in his pockets, Venk softly scowled.  If Lukas had not accompanied him that fateful day almost seven months ago, he wouldn’t be in this dilemma.  Venk sighed.  Lukas was a very bright child and was naturally inquisitive about a great many things.  So when his son had learned Maelnar was not only offering tours of his famous workshop in Borahgg but also lessons in rudimentary metal smithing, he convinced his father to not only sign up, but to also allow him to tag along. 
The seminar had been going well.  That is, until those two misbehaving kelpah knocked his son into the forge.  Lukas claimed he hadn’t been burned, yet the large disfiguring mark covering most of his back said otherwise.  Venk had hoped that his son’s back would heal and the mark would fade away, but alas, it had not.  As a result, he had to instruct his son to keep his shirt on at all times.  Not that he had too much to worry about; dwarf children, and adults for that matter, rarely took their shirts off in public.  
Now, however, his son had been burned by his carelessness.  The healer was going to want to inspect the wound up close and in order to do that Lukas would have to remove his shirt.  How was he going to explain the existence of the large mark covering his son’s back?
Venk twisted his beard so much that it began to resemble a knotted rope.  
“Venk.  Young master Lukas.  What seems to be the problem today?”
Venk’s head snapped up.  Master Peridal had finally appeared.  Tiny and withered, the gray bearded healer approached the two of them and eyed them speculatively, no doubt trying to determine why they required his services.
“He’s got a burn on his shoulder.”
“Does he now?  Very well.  Come with me.”  
Master Peridal turned to walk into his study.  Father and son followed silently.
“Sit there,” Peridal instructed Lukas.  “Remove your shirt and we will have a look.”
Lukas hopped up on the bare wood stool and pulled his tunic over his head.  Peridal peeled back the bandage on the boy’s right shoulder and gently prodded the wound, noting that the burn had indeed become infected.  Catching sight of what appeared to be gray blobs on the underling’s back, Peridal slowly walked around the stool.  The healer’s eyes widened with surprise as he observed a large disfiguration on the boy’s skin that looked as though a mass of tiny fluffy clouds had descended from Topside and taken up residence on Lukas’ back..  The large gray mark stretched from the base of Lukas’ neck to just above his waist.  Questioningly, Peridal turned to the boy’s father.
“It’s a burn he received months ago,” Venk explained.  “It never festered and from what my son tells me he was never in any pain.”
“Yet it failed to heal properly,” Peridal observed.
“Aye.”  
The healer poked the boy’s back in several random spots.  “Do you feel any pain?”
Lukas shook his head.  “No.”
Peridal looked at the boy’s father, surprise evident on his face.  “It’s a tattoo.”
“My son does not have a tattoo.  He was pushed into a furnace and the mark appeared as a result.  End of story.”
A corner of the boy’s back caught the healer’s eye.  Peridal dropped down on one knee to inspect the lower left corner of the ‘tattoo’.  A section the size of a large pebble had caught his eye.  It was darker than the rest of the mark and stood out like a sore thumb.
“This looks like a hammer.”
Venk nodded.  “I’ve seen it.  It’s not any style of hammer I’m familiar with.  My son got the burn on Master Maelnar’s forge.  I figure the surface of the furnace must have had that hammer on it somewhere.” 
 

 
“I would still argue that the mark has been tattooed on young Lukas’ back,” Peridal told Venk, running his finger tips along the surface of the ‘hammer’.  Only the boy’s unbroken skin could be felt.  No scars, no damaged tissue, not even so much as a wrinkle could be detected.  Very peculiar.
“Well, if we were to believe this is a burn, and not a tattoo, and since he is in no pain, there is not much I can do.  Give it some time.  I am certain it will fade away on its own.”
Satisfied, Venk nodded.  It was what he wanted to hear.
Peridal indicated the boy’s infected shoulder.
“Now that is a burn.  I have just the thing for it.” 
   
****
 
Several months later the neighboring city of Borahgg sent out a call for every available healer to help battle a pox that had rapidly spread throughout the population.  Peridal and his apprentice were immediately dispatched to their southern neighbors.  Together, they worked long hours treating case after case of sick people with symptoms ranging from simple blisters to dangerously high fevers and pustules covering their bodies.  It was close to a full week before Borahgg’s chief healer, Kovabel, was certain the pandemic had been neutralized.  Finally able to relax, they all agreed to share a communal meal at the council chambers and compare notes before they all parted ways.
“It is without a doubt the fastest infection rate I have ever witnessed,” one Chanusian healer noted, eliciting nods of approval from the others.  “Treat a family member in the morning and the rest of the family will become infected by midday.  Simply incredible.”
“At least there were no fatalities,” Kovabel noted, taking a healthy swig of ale.
“There shouldn’t be, not after we inoculated the entire populace,” another scoffed.  
Finished with his meal, Peridal pushed his plate away and pulled out his pipe.  “I still find it alarming how quickly this virus spread amongst the people.  I treated a young boy two days ago and within an hour the boy’s sister was standing before me.”
“Stranger things have happened,” one of the apprentices piped up, eager to add something to the conversation.  
Packing tobacco into his pipe, Peridal’s brow furrowed as he tried to remember the name of master Jocastin’s apprentice.  
“Indeed, young Creedyn,” Kovabel said.  “Just last week I treated an underling who had a small contusion on his upper arm which I thought was a tattoo of a guur.  I accused the poor lad of falling in with the wrong crowds.”
“I’ll bet the boy’s father loved that,” one healer quipped, eliciting several chuckles from his colleagues.
“I think we can all agree,” Peridal began, slowly, “that we have all witnessed something during our careers that simply defied logic.  I am no different.  Earlier this year I treated a boy for a burn on his shoulder.”
“What’s so remarkable about that?” Jocastin dryly asked.
“His shoulder wasn’t what had drawn my attention, but his back.  It was covered with what the father called a burn, but it wasn’t a burn.  I maintain it was a tattoo.  It looked as though he had rolled in soot.  He was –”
“Children often play in the dirt,” Jocastin haughtily interrupted.  “Soiled skin should not arouse suspicion.”
Peridal rolled his eyes.  “Care to let me finish before you interrupt?”
Jocastin impatiently waved him on.
“In the lower left corner of the mark there was a hammer.  Not a style that is in use today, but still undeniably a hammer.”
Curiosity piqued, Jocastin and several others leaned forward.  “A hammer, eh?”  
Peridal nodded.  “Aye.”
“Can you describe it?”
“It was upside-down and resting on its head.  I remember seeing a jewel on the head, and a –”
A new voice interrupted their conversation.
“Unlikely.  No one puts gems on axe heads.”
Peridal, Jocastin, and several others turned to see an on-duty guard standing nearby.  
“Too easy to be dislodged,” the guard said impassively.  
“How would you know?” Jocastin dryly asked.  “Are you an expert in the creation of hammers?  Have you made many?”
The guard shook his head.  “I have not.  But he has.”
The group turned to see who the guard was pointing at.  All conversation died off and it became eerily quiet.
A dozen feet away, enjoying a meal, was perhaps the single most recognizable dwarf in Borahgg.  Maelnar, the famous portal keymaker, was staring pointedly at the group of healers. 
“I have made a few hammers in my time,” Maelnar began, rising from his table where he was having lunch with one of his many granddaughters.  “He is quite right.  Hammers are never adorned with jewels.  Repeated blows will loosen any adornments on a hammer’s head.  That’s why decorations are typically carved into the surface.  You saw something that shows otherwise?”
Peridal nodded.  “Aye.  The hammer was resting upside down on its head.  A jewel was visible on the large part of the head, while the other side of the hammer –”
“Tapered to a point.” Maelnar finished for him.  “An atypically small point.”
Peridal nodded, unsurprised that a master blacksmith would know more about hammers than he would.
“Are you familiar with that type of hammer, Master Maelnar?  I have not seen the like before.”
Maelnar sighed.  “The description reminds me of a type of hammer I know I have seen, but I cannot remember where.”  One of his young granddaughters suddenly appeared and tugged on his sleeve, trying to pull him back towards their table.
“Come on, grandfather!  You told me I could pick whatever dessert I wanted!”
Maelnar smiled at the young girl.  “Aye, I did.  I will be right there.”
With a pout on her face, the girl returned to her table and crossed her thin arms over her chest.
Maelnar returned his attention to the healer.  “Please forgive the intrusion.  As I was saying, I remember seeing a hammer that fits the description you gave, but damned if I can remember where I saw it.”
“A journal of metallurgy perhaps?” Peridal suggested.
Maelnar nodded.  “Perhaps.  It will come to me.  Good day, sir.”
Nodding politely, Peridal returned to the group of healers as though there had been no interruptions.
“As I was saying, the hammer on the –”
“Forget the hammer!” Jocastin remarked as he turned to watch Maelnar and his family disappear through the building’s exit.  “You spoke with Maelnar!  That’s remarkable!”
“So I spoke with an affluent blacksmith,” Peridal huffed out with annoyance.  “Just because he is well known does not mean we should all act like fools.  Are we done here?  I am looking forward to returning home.”
A chorus of agreement met his ears.  The healers finished their meal and headed to their respective cities.
 
****
 
“What’s the matter, grandfather?” a small voice suddenly asked him.  “Are you well?”
Surprised, Maelnar glanced down at his granddaughter, the same one who celebrated her birthday earlier today.  He smiled and knelt down besides the girl.
“All is well, Trindolyn.  I was presented a puzzle earlier today and I am keen to solve it before it drives me insane.”
The child’s face lit up with wonder.  “I love puzzles, grandfather!  May I help?”
“I wish you could, lass.”
“Maybe I can!  Tell me about the puzzle.  Oftentimes if you describe a problem to someone else then enlightenment is just around the corner.  Do try, grandfather.”
Maelnar stared at Trindolyn with a look of bemusement on his face.  Since when had his seven year old granddaughter become so wise?
“Very well, princess.  Do you remember at lunchtime when you interrupted me talking with the strangers?”
The child’s face turned red.  She had been thoroughly admonished by her parents for interrupting her grandfather when he had been discussing grownup matters.  
“I am sorry, grandfather.”
“Bah.  Think nothing of it.  Anyway, one of those healers mentioned seeing a strange mark on a boy’s back.  A boy close to your own age from the sounds of it.  This mark is what intrigues me, Trindolyn.  A hammer was visible.”
 “What is so important about a hammer?” Trindolyn asked thoughtfully.
“The hammer is a unique design.  A jewel was on one side of the head and the other side tapered to a point.  I have seen a hammer with a jewel on it before but I cannot remember where.”
Trindolyn swelled with excitement.  “I have seen it before, too, grandfather!  It’s a hammer from one of my storybooks.”
Maelnar eyed his youngest granddaughter.  “You think you recognize this hammer from one of your stories?”
Trindolyn again adopted her trademark stance by crossing her thin arms over her chest.  “I don’t think.  I know.”
“Enlighten me, lass.”
“Grandfather, how is it you don’t remember?”  
Maelnar swallowed his impatience and pulled the girl up onto his lap.  
“Help your grandfather out, will you?  What story are you referring to?”
“The one you have read me many times.”
Maelnar took several deep, calming breaths.  
“Which one, princess?”
“The story of Nar, silly!”
Maelnar hesitated.  He did remember that one of Trindolyn’s favorite bedtime stories was about the fabled lost city of Nar.  
“You think that hammer is Narian?  Have you seen a picture of such a hammer?”
The child nodded.  “Aye!  It’s in my book.  The king carried one, and –”
 “Where is this book now?” Maelnar wanted to know.
“My room, with all my other books.”
“Would you kindly fetch it for me?”
“Of course, grandfather.”
Eager to please, Trindolyn leapt off her grandfather’s lap and darted away.  
Maelnar leaned back in his chair behind his desk and stroked his beard.  The hammer was Narian?  Incredible.  There had been no known hints or clues from Nar in many centuries.  No supposed sightings and no new rumors had recently surfaced that he knew of.  There were only a few known Narian documents in existence and all were accounted for.  There was the military dispatch inquiring as to the combat readiness of the one of the two Narian armies.  There was a sheet of parchment with a list of provisions.  And finally, there was a map of the northwestern section of the Bohani Mountains.  Thanks to that map, that particular area of the Bohanis had been searched incredibly well. 
Maelnar glanced at the framed document next to a portrait of his father.  That small map was perhaps the most valuable possession he owned.  Everyone knew he had it, and practically everyone had at one time studied it.  In the lower left corner of that document was another hammer.  It, too, was upside-down.  
So what was the image of a Narian hammer doing on an unknown boy’s back?  He had never been a believer of coincidences.  The mark had to mean something!  
Maelnar tapped his fingers on his desk.  First things first.  Before he would let himself get excited he had to inspect Trindolyn’s book and see for himself what her hammer looked like.  Wouldn’t it be fascinating to discover another authentic reference to Nar and have it be under his roof all this time?
His granddaughter zipped back into his study several minutes later and proudly plopped her book down on his desk.  A tattered, illustrated children’s book he was very familiar with met his eyes.  Trindolyn was right.  He had seen this book many times, having read it to his own children and countless grandchildren over and over.  He picked up the thin dilapidated book entitled The Legend of Nar and began to flip through the crinkled pages.
 
In the annals of history,
Long has it been told:
Lying deep beneath the mountains,
Was a fabled city of old.
 
Located within its walls,
A dwarf clan held reign.
Unchallenged masters of metal,
Apprentices they did train.
 
Secrets of their armor,
Were sought year after year.
Impervious from attack,
From sword, bow, and spear.
 
As word of their skill,
Spread rapidly throughout the land,
Commissioned suits of armor,
Kings and warriors did demand.
 
At the height of their fame,
A catastrophe they did befall.
The city was abandoned,
By one and all.
 
Many have searched,
Explored realms afar.
Searching, always searching,
For the lost city of Nar.
 
Maelnar harrumphed to himself and closed the book.  He gently turned it back over to study the cover.  Nowhere could he see any hammers, just an artist’s rendering of a generic city with hundreds of tiny figures outfitted in suits of armor.  The city had been drawn from an aerial point of view and encompassed dozens of buildings.  Also, the artist must have believed that every building in Nar had been made of solid gold as the city sparkled with radiance.  Even the streets were paved with gold.    
Maelnar flipped to the page with the passage about kings and warriors.  The illustration depicted a king at the head of an army, presumably leading them into battle.  Sure enough, the tiny king was clutching a hammer, but it was too small to show much detail. 
He sighed.  His granddaughter, not having much experience with hammers, understandably associated the description of the hammer he was looking for with the only picture of a hammer she had probably seen.  The picture was way too small to show any –
Maelnar turned the page and hesitated.  The catastrophe.  This time the artist had drawn a close up of the king.  The tiny figure was gesturing for his people to follow as the structure they were in went up in flames.  Ignoring everything else in the busy scene, Maelnar singled out the king and stared at the tool in his right hand.  It was a hammer, and damned if it didn’t have a red gem on the head of it.  His eye then caught sight of the king’s shield. 
Maelnar swept aside piles of papers and various small instruments on his desk as he searched for his reading glass.  The tear-shaped paperweight served double duty as a magnifying lens as his eyes had trouble focusing on anything that tiny.  Setting the glass down on the illustration, Maelnar leaned over his desk and stared intently at what he saw.  The Narian crest was proudly displayed on the king’s shield and was a match for the crest on his prized map.  The shield contained a picture of a hammer, and it was upside-down.  A large rectangular striking head, displaying a bright red jewel on its side, also met his eye.  Didn’t the healer say that the hammer on the boy’s back was also upside down?  
Maelnar tapped his fingers on the open page and thought about what he knew of Nar.  Surprisingly, it wasn’t very much.  Everyone knew that Nar once existed but it had been abandoned by its people many centuries ago.  Its location, however, was the mystery.  It was said that the city lay somewhere beneath the heart of the Bohanis, but to this day no traces had ever been found.  The general consensus was that the city had been constructed deep beneath a small valley nestled between three barren crags; unfortunately no such valley could be found.  The problem was the northern mountains practically stretched from coast to coast and remained largely unexplored.  Besides, his people were known for burrowing through the hardest stone, so unfortunately that meant the city could be anywhere.  Many a dwarf had willingly spent decades of their lives searching for, but never finding, Nar.   
So what was a Narian hammer doing tattooed on a young boy’s back?  There was only one way to find out.
Thanking Trindolyn, Maelnar set off to find Kovabel.
 
****
 
“What’s this all about?” Athos demanded as soon as his brother opened the workshop door.  “What’s gotten you worked up so?”
“Maelnar has summoned me!  He asked for me by name, dolt!  Should that not be cause for concern?”
“We fought side by side with his son,” Athos proudly reminded him.  “Do you think it that improbable Breslin didn’t mention us to his father?”
“He wants to see it.”
“What?  Your ax?  Have you finished it?”
Venk turned and hit his brother on the arm hard enough to push him back a step or two.  “Why would he give a ruddy hell about my ax?  He wants to see Lukas’ mark.”
Athos cringed.  He knew the mark on his nephew’s back was something Venk was desperately trying to keep hidden.  “How would he even know about that?”
“Peridal.  The old fool must have told him.  How or when he met Master Maelnar I cannot fathom.”
Athos was silent as he considered the ramifications of his nephew’s deformity becoming known.  
“Do we know what was said?”
“No.”
“Then there is nothing you can do.  If you have been summoned to Borahgg then you must go.  I wish I could go, too.”
“Then this is your lucky day.”
“Eh?  What’s that?”
“We have been summoned, dear brother.”
Turning away from Athos’ thunderstruck expression, Venk called for his son.
 
****
 
“It’s a burn, nothing more,” Athos insisted.  He was sitting with his brother and nephew in Maelnar’s study while they all waited for the healer to arrive.
“If the boy did have a burn, do you not think it would have healed by now, lad?” Maelnar gently asked.  “Did you ever wonder why the mark remained?”
“Father, I was never burned,” Lukas insisted again.  “I have been burned before and it hurts.  Believe me, it hurts.  This did not.”
“Lukas, you are not helping the situation.”
“If you are worried about what is discovered here,” Maelnar told them, in a hushed tone, “then be assured nothing leaves this room.”  
A surprisingly young dwarf, for a healer, entered the room followed closely by two underlings.
“What seems to be the pro-”
“Master Kovabel,” Maelnar interrupted.  “There will be no need for apprentices today.”
Kovabel shrugged and dismissed his assistants.
“You remember hearing about the boy with the mark on his back?” Maelnar asked the healer.
Kovabel nodded.  “The boy from Master Peridal’s story, I presume.  Aye, I do remember.”
“Here he is.  I would like you to inspect his back and ascertain, if you can, the origin of the mark.”
“Certainly.”  Kovabel turned to Lukas and patted the stool in front of him.  “Young master, please have a seat and remove your tunic.”
Lukas hopped up on the stool and pulled his shirt over his head.  Maelnar got out of his seat for a better look.  Both he and Kovabel crowded close to Lukas’ back.
“That’s no burn,” Maelnar observed, gently touching the pebble-sized hammer on the boy’s back.  He pulled out Trindolyn’s storybook and flipped to the page with the close up of the king’s hammer.  They were a match.
Maelnar turned to Athos and pointed back at his desk.  
“I have a stack of blank parchment on my desk right over there.  Could you hand me one?  And the quill and ink next to it?”
Once Athos had handed the items over, Maelnar knelt down next to Lukas and tried to sketch out what he saw.  His hand refused to cooperate.  Confused, Maelnar stared at his motionless hand and again tried to recreate what he was looking at on the boy’s back.  Again his hand refused to move.  Alarmed he had forgotten how to sketch, Maelnar thought back to the golden dragon sword his human friend Sir Steve possessed and tried to sketch the hilt.  His hand instantly began to draw.  
Certain there was nothing wrong with his hand, he flipped the sheet over and tried again to sketch the shape and design of the large mark.  Again his hand refused to comply.  His eyes widened.  This was no burn and this was certainly no tattoo.
 “The mark is Narian.  I’m certain of it.”
Holding the open storybook close to Lukas’ skin as he inspected the hammer, the book slipped out of his grasp and started to fall.  Belying his age, Maelnar deftly caught the book before it could hit the ground, but not before it bounced off of Lukas’ back.  As soon as the book came into contact with the boy’s skin, the outer edges of the mark suddenly sharpened, as if coming into focus.  Once contact was broken, the mark lost focus and reverted back to its previous state.
Maelnar gasped with shock.  He stretched out his arm towards the boy and gently touched the book to Lukas’ back and held it in place.  The outer edges focused again and became a braided decorative border.  The elegant frame elongated as it approached the tiny upside-down hammer and flowed around it without breaking its pattern.  Within moments the mark was contained within a delicate border that stretched completely around it.  There, in the top center of the border, was a prominent sign that they were on the right track.  A shield had also been incorporated into the woven border.  It was the Narian crest:  a larger upside-down hammer sitting on a field of purple velvet with silver scrollwork.
Having witnessed the appearance of the border, Venk and Athos stared at each other in shock.  Maelnar clapped a hand on Venk’s shoulder.
“There’s no doubt about it, lad.  The hammer is Narian and has been placed on your son’s back for a purpose!”
 
 

    
 



Chapter 2 – More Than Meets the Eye
 
 
Venk stared at Lukas’ back and motioned for Athos to join him.  The two brothers stared a few moments at the newly revealed border encircling Lukas’ mark.
“So what does it mean?” Venk demanded, turning to Maelnar as if he believed the famous blacksmith was withholding information.
Maelnar held up a hand.  “I hope to find out.  A moment, if you please.  Lukas, I need you to recall the day you received the mark.”
“Burn,” Venk hastily corrected.
“Mark,” Maelnar insisted, fixing Venk with a steely glare.
Venk made several grumbling noises but otherwise didn’t say anything else.
“It happened the day we attended the training seminar,” Lukas began.  
“When was that?”
“About six or seven months ago.”
Maelnar stroked his beard thoughtfully.  “I hold seminars frequently, lad.  I’m not sure that I –”
“There were two squalling brats,” Venk reminded him.
Maelnar nodded.  “Ah, yes.  The only seminar I gave where I decided to include underlings.  I remember thinking then that I probably wouldn’t include underlings again seeing how of the three underlings that did attend, two got into a fight.  So, young Master Lukas, can you tell me what happened the day you got that mark?”
“I keep telling my father I wasn’t burned,” Lukas began.  “I lost my balance and almost fell onto the forge. I was able to catch myself in time.”
“Do you remember feeling anything?” Kovabel asked him.  “Were you warm?  Cold?  Did you feel anything on your back?”
Lukas was silent as he thought about that fateful day.  Had he felt anything out of the ordinary?  
“Nothing unusual,” Lukas reported, shaking his head.  “It was warm.  I had wished I had brought lighter clothes.”
“And your back?” Kovabel insisted.  “Any prickling sensations, or pain, or perhaps just a sense that something was about to happen?”
Lukas shook his head.  “No, nothing like that.”
“Did you witness anything that you found peculiar?” Maelnar prompted.
Lukas hesitated.  “Like what?”
“Strange smells, or noises that sounded out of place, or... what is it, lad?”
Lukas’ brow had furrowed.  “I did hear something when I went to inspect the anvils, but I paid it no mind.”
Maelnar, Kovabel, Athos, and Venk all crowded close.
“I heard someone singing.”
Venk appeared as though he wanted to say something derogatory, but a stern look from Kovabel quelled any thoughts of sarcasm.
“Male or female?” Maelnar wanted to know.
“Male.  It wasn’t very loud.  I remember thinking somebody must have really been bored if they were singing out loud.”
Maelnar’s face broke out into a grin after he caught sight of Venk’s horrified expression.  Lukas, however, had been staring straight at his father when he had spoken aloud.  The boy’s eyes opened wide as he realized his folly.
“No!  That’s not what I mean!  The seminar wasn’t boring!  I thought it was very interesting!”
“So interesting that I caught you sneaking off,” Venk reminded him.
Lukas’ cheeks reddened.
“What about the singing?” Maelnar gently asked, hoping to steer the conversation back on track.  “Could you identify who the singer was?’
Lukas shook his head.  “The singing was soft enough that it had to be coming from right beside me, but when I turned to look, I was by myself.”
“We must find out if anyone else heard this singing,” Maelnar told Kovabel.  “If so, we’ll dismiss it.  But if not, then it must be related.”
An assistant was summoned and instructions were relayed.
“As soon as you have anything, report back here at once.”
His assistant, an underling barely older than Lukas, bowed.  “I understand.”
Venk raised a hand.
Kovabel noticed instantly.  “Aye, what is it?”
“Excuse me,” Maelnar interrupted, scowling at the healer at the same time, “but in my study all questions are directed to me.”
Kovabel bowed low.  “My apologies.  Your study is similar to mine and I momentarily forgot where I was.  Do go on.”
“I intend to.  Master Venk, do you have a question?”
“Just for my own piece of mind, could I inspect your forge?”
“Whatever for?”
“I just want to see for myself whether or not there is a symbol of a hammer somewhere on the surface.”
Maelnar shrugged.  “I can save you the time and say there isn’t, but feel free to examine it in person.  In fact, while we are waiting, let’s all head to my workshop.  Master Venk, lead the way.  It’s through that door on the left.”
“If there will be nothing else,” Kovabel interjected, “I will be on my way.  This is clearly no burn, and as such there isn’t anything I can do for the boy.”
Maelnar bowed.  “Agreed.  Thanks for coming, my friend.”
 
Thirty minutes later, after running his hands over every square inch of the unlit forge’s surface, Venk was convinced.  He couldn’t find as much as a slight blemish anywhere on the furnace.  The forge clearly hadn’t been responsible for placing the mark on his son’s back.  So what had caused it?  Who was responsible?
A different underling poked his head into the room and caught Maelnar’s attention.  After handing the keymaker a note, he departed just as quickly as he had arrived.
“This is interesting,” Maelnar reported, after he had skimmed the contents of the paper.  “No one heard any singing besides young Master Lukas.  However, four trainees did report seeing a brief flash of light.  All four believed it was what had set off the two brothers.”
“I had been staring straight at the underlings,” Venk recalled.  “I could tell from the way they were glaring at one another that a brawl was about to happen.  However, I didn’t see any flash of light.”
“Nor did I,” Maelnar added.
“I think jhorun is at play here.”
Everyone turned to stare at Athos.
“There is no other explanation for it,” Athos insisted.  “My nephew didn’t get burned but he has a mark on his back.  Part of the mark revealed itself when it came into contact with that Narian book.  This is clearly an enchantment of some sort.  We must consult a wizard.  Do we know any that would be willing to help out?”
Maelnar sighed heavily and rolled his eyes.  Of all the infernal luck.
“Aye, I know one.”
“Do you think he’ll help us?” Athos asked.
“Of course he will,” Maelnar grumbled.  “It’d give him something to hold over me.  Very well.  I’ll send word to Shardwyn.  Come with me back to my study.”
Venk nodded.  He and the others fell into step behind him.  “The human wizard in R’Tal.  Excellent choice.  I hear he is very knowledgeable.”
Maelnar continued to mutter under his breath all the way back to his office.  Grumbling softly, he reached for a sheet of parchment on his desk.  He handed the message to an underling with instructions to deliver it to his son, Breslin.  His son was the owner of Mythryd, one of the famous Mythra weapons.  Each weapon allowed mental contact with the other two holders provided they were in contact with their weapons.  Rhenyon, Commander of the Royal Guards in Castle R’Tal, was another holder.  Hopefully he would facilitate the delivery of Shardwyn’s message.
Thirty minutes passed before the wizard’s response arrived.  From the way Maelnar scowled when he read the reply, Shardwyn must have been delighted to lend his expertise in the matter and did not hesitate to rub it in.
The air suddenly crackled with power.  Those that didn’t have their hair woven into braids, or else tied in place, suddenly discovered their hair standing straight up.  A tiny globe of light appeared ten feet away and rapidly expanded in size.  A bright white light lit the entire room for a few seconds, causing everyone to either cover their eyes or else turn away.  The light faded to reveal a tall figure wearing extravagant white robes decorated with mystical runes woven in gold thread and held together by a blue velvet belt.  Maelnar was glad to see that the wizard had elected to shave off the beard he had been attempting to grow.  Maelnar grunted.  No one could grow a beard better than a dwarf.  
The tall thin man swaggered over to the group of dwarves and bowed low.  
Maelnar shook his head.  “Really?  Do you think you could have planned a more extravagant entrance?”
A huge grin split Shardwyn’s face.  “Whatever do you mean?”
“In all the years I have known you,” Maelnar stepped close to Shardwyn and pointed at one of the golden runes on his right sleeve, “never have you worn such a garish outfit as that.  Do you even know what that symbol means?” 
Shardwyn looked down at the rune woven on his sleeve and nodded.  “It’s an ancient symbol of power.  That one is for courage, I believe.  I can understand if you didn’t know that.”
Maelnar stifled a laugh.  “That symbol is not as old as you might think.  It’s one of a special set of symbols dreamt up by a group of laborers.  That one means ‘wash with care’.”
Venk and Athos snorted as they tried to contain their laughter.  Enjoying this exchange between dwarf and human, both brothers looked at the wizard to see what his response would be.  Would he be angry?  Embarrassed?
Shardwyn threw his head back and howled with laughter.
“That explains so much!  No wonder my tailor had such a twinkle in his eye!”
Shaking his head, Maelnar pointed at Lukas.  “Would you be so kind as to tell us what you see on the boy’s back?”
The wizard wiped the corners of his eyes with his sleeve and approached Lukas.  Still chuckling over the thought of his tailor pulling one over on him, Shardwyn knelt down to inspect the boy’s exposed back.  What he saw silenced him instantly.
Immediately recognizable was the large hammer on the crest at the top of the mark.  If not for the fact that he had devoted several months late last year tutoring young prince Mikal about Nar then the importance of the upside-down hammer would have been lost to him.  Now, however, having read everything in the castle’s library that had anything to do with the fabled lost dwarf city, he fancied himself an expert on the subject.
Maelnar tapped him on the shoulder.  “No doubt you have noticed the Narian hammer.  See the scrollwork surrounding the rest of the mark?  That appeared not long ago when another reference to Nar came into contact with it.”
Forgetting he had shaved off his beard, Shardwyn stroked his chin thoughtfully.
“A symbiotic charm.  Very peculiar.  May I ask which document you were referring to?  I believe I have read everything there is which references Nar.”
Maelnar retrieved Trindolyn’s storybook from his desk and presented it to the wizard.
“This.”
Shardwyn took the shabby little book and made a tssk tssk noise.
“Really, dwarf, this is the best you can do?  Perhaps you might be interested in touring a proper library, stocked with thousands of real books and scrolls.”
Maelnar pressed his fingertips together and kept his expression neutral.
“That is my granddaughter’s storybook.  Ever see it before?”
“Of course.  R’Tal’s library has an extensive selection of children’s literature.  Our copy is in much better condition, I might add.”
“Mm-hmm.  I held the book to that mark and the border appeared.”
“Have you tried holding a different Narian artifact to it to see if anything else happens?”
That brought the dwarf up short.  “I haven’t.”
“Everyone knows you own the only Narian map in existence.  In fact, I see it hanging right over there.  Why don’t you hold it up to the mark and see what happens?”
Maelnar bit his lip as he turned and walked to the wall behind his desk.  He gingerly lifted the framed map down from its holder and reverently laid it on his desk.  He carefully pried open the frame and gently pulled the small map out.
“Do be careful with that,” Shardwyn scolded.  “There aren’t many genuine Narian documents left in existence.  It’d be a shame if –”
“Would you kindly hold your tongue, wizard?  I know what I’m doing.”
Maelnar motioned for Lukas to join him.  Stepping next to the large wooden desk, Lukas rose up on his toes to get a better look at the map.  It wasn’t anything spectacular.  The map just showed a simple topographical view of an area east of Lake Raehón.  
“Would you kindly turn around so that we may see your back?”
Lukas obediently spun and faced the wall.
Shardwyn cackled triumphantly.  “See?  See?  I told you so!!”
“What is it?  What’s going on?” Lukas inquired.
Venk instantly appeared at his son’s side and motioned for Athos to join him.  A new section of Lukas’ back, the lower left portion, had started to come into focus, but only marginally so.  
Shardwyn began emptying his pockets.  Spells, parchment, quills, two bottles of ink, no fewer than a dozen bottles filled with various powders and liquids, and several tiny mechanical devices were deposited on Maelnar’s desk.  
“Can I offer you a trash receptacle?” the dwarf wryly asked.
Shardwyn pushed aside several of the diminutive machines and selected one that had a tiny pendulum and several complicated knobs and dials. 
“What is that?” Maelnar asked, standing up on his tiptoes to peer at the tiny golden device.
“I call it my FJT.  Foolproof jhorun tester.  It’ll check to see if there is any jhorun present.”
Shardwyn held the device next to Lukas.  The pendulum instantly started swinging back and forth, chiming every time it did so.
“There you have it.  Jhorun.”
“I could have told you jhorun was present, you egotistical ninny,” Maelnar muttered.
“But now we know for certain, don’t we?”
“Does that thing say what type of enchantment it is?” Venk anxiously asked.  “And what we have to do to break it?”
“It does not,” Shardwyn sadly told him.  “It only tells me that there is a high level of jhorun here.  And it’s Narian in nature.  All kidding aside, may I make a recommendation?”
Surprised by the serious tone the wizard had adopted, Maelnar nodded.
“Last year when I was researching Nar, I –”
“Why were you performing research on Nar?” Maelnar interrupted, curious.
“Kre’Mikal’s school lessons.  He was asked to do a report on the subject and he enlisted my help.  Anyway, we discovered there was a dwarf living amongst the Kla Rehn clan in the Selekai Mountains that claimed he was one of the last descendants of the Narian people.  He claims he is the best Narian scholar in existence.  Self-proclaimed, I might add.  I would ask him.”
Maelnar was silent as he considered the wizard’s proposal.
“Bet you didn’t think I would find a descendent of Nar, eh?” Shardwyn gloated.  “He is a learned dwarf with a very keen mind.”
“I’ll tell Tristofer you said so.”
This time it was the wizard who was shocked.  
“I never said his name!”
“You didn’t need to say his name.”
“You know him?”
“He is the only Narian scholar, wizard.  Of course I know him.  As to whether or not he’s a genuine Narian descendant, I wouldn’t get too cocky.”
“Eh?  What’s that?”
Ignoring Shardwyn, Maelnar continued.  “When he arrived in person to request access to the Archives, who was I to deny a scholar?  I’ll summon him to see what he thinks.”
“It’ll take a long time to get from the Selekais to here,” Shardwyn observed.
“Perhaps.  In this case, however, I’ll give him about ten minutes.”
“Unless you have Lady Sarah tucked away here somewhere, I’d say not, dwarf.”
 “That’s how long it takes me to get here from the Archives,” Maelnar explained.
“He’s here?  Now?”
“Aye.  He never left.”
“What has he been doing all this time?”
“Research.”
“For three years?”
Maelnar gave the wizard a smug smile.  “We dwarves are very –”
“Stubborn?” Shardwyn guessed.
“No.  We are very –”
“Obstinate?”
“I was going to say methodical.”
“What are you standing there for?  Send for him, dwarf!  I’m just as keen as everyone else to see what this mark means!”
Giving Shardwyn a speculative glare, Maelnar sent word for the visiting scholar to join them.  He had said it would take around ten minutes to for someone to come all the way from the Archives.  Once the scholar learned about the nature of the request, he made it there in five.
A middle-aged dwarf wearing a dark brown tunic with matching trousers, complete with a floor length khaki jacket lined with numerous pockets bursting with papers and scrolls, burst into the room.  As soon as he skidded to a stop his spectacles slid down the tip of his nose and became tangled in his gray-streaked beard.  As to be expected, he was completely out of breath.  There were at least five bags slung over his shoulders into which more scrolls and books had been jammed.  Every one of the bags was threatening to spill its contents out onto the floor.  More than likely a paper trail had been left all the way from the Archives.
“Is it true?  A new Narian clue has been unearthed?  Where is it?  Who has it?  You must show it to me!”
Keeping his face expressionless, Maelnar handed the thin storybook to the wheezing scholar who was trying to extract his glasses from his beard.  
“Very well.  Here you go.”
Confused, the scholar opened the book as he put on his glasses.  He stared at the crinkled pages.  
“Is this a joke, Master Maelnar?  I know you think my work is laughable, but I swear to you it is no laughing matter.  I cannot fathom why –”
The scholar trailed off as Maelnar handed him his glass paperweight.  
“Now I’m really confused.  What am I supposed to do with this?”
Maelnar gently pulled the book from Tristofer’s hands and placed it on his desk.  Selecting the illustration depicting the catastrophe, Maelnar set the glass down on the tiny figure of the king.  
“Tell me what you see.”
“This is a children’s book,” Tristofer complained.  “You cannot possibly expect me to think that...  Heavens above, is that a Narian power hammer?  Who wrote this?  Why do I not know anything about this book?  Where did you get it?  How long have you had it?”
“This is my granddaughter’s storybook,” Maelnar explained to the flustered scholar.  “I have read this book so many times that I could recite it word for word if I had to.  As to how long it has been in my possession, I cannot say for certain, only that I’ve had it for a very long time.”
“Castle R’Tal has a copy as well,” Shardwyn added, drawing the scholar’s attention.  “I cannot say for certain how long, either.”
“Who is this human?” Tristofer asked, eliciting a squawk of outrage from the wizard.
Maelnar tried, but failed, to hide his smile.
“This is the wizard from R’Tal, Shardwyn.  Shardwyn, allow me to introduce Tristofer of the Kla Rehn.  He has been scouring the Archives in the hopes of finding a piece of evidence that has thus far been overlooked and will, once deciphered, present him with the location of Nar’s main entrance.  Does that about sum it up, Master Tristofer?”
Shardwyn frowned at the scholar.  “What makes you think you will be successful where others have tried and failed?”
“I am different,” Tristofer declared.  “Never will you find anyone with more dedication and perseverance than I.”
Maelnar nodded.  “Perseverance, aye.  No arguments there.  Now, I asked you here to get your professional opinion on that.”
Tristofer turned and followed Maelnar’s pointing finger.  He saw Lukas, still facing the opposite wall.  The scholar went very quiet.  He slowly approached Lukas and leaned down to inspect his back.
“The decorative scroll of the Second Age!  Where did you...  How did you...  Look!  Another Narian power hammer!  I think I need to sit down.”
Athos slid a chair from across the room towards his brother, who deftly caught it and flipped it around to get the chair under Tristofer’s rear before he could collapse to the floor. 
“This is very important, Tristofer,” Maelnar gently told him.  “What does this mark tell you?”  
Ignoring the question, Tristofer pointed at the lower left section of Lukas’ back.  “Do you see that?  Do you see the area that’s trying to come into focus?”
Maelnar, along with Shardwyn and Venk, squatted down next to the scholar.  Athos elected to remain standing.
“What is it?” Venk asked.  “Do you know what this mark is?”
Tristofer nodded excitedly.  “It’s a Questor’s Mark!”
Maelnar, Shardwyn, Venk, Athos, and Lukas all said the same thing at the same time:  “A what?”
“It symbolizes a beginning of a quest!” Tristofer said excitedly.  “In essence, what we’re looking at here is a complex, multi-layered spell which tells a person what to do!  Do you have any idea how rare these are?”
Venk scowled.  The last thing he needed to hear was the mark on his son’s back was a Narian To Do list.  “Are you certain of this?” 
“Very.  The Kla Rehn’s Archives contains several volumes of books about the Narian culture.”
“Allegedly contains,” Shardwyn murmured.
“One of these volumes spoke in great length about the lost art of layered spells and how the Narian people were quite fond of them.”
“Allegedly spoke of,” Shardwyn again murmured.
Maelnar nudged the wizard with his right shoulder.  The mutterings ceased.  Maelnar tugged on Shardwyn’s right sleeve and nodded his head towards the Questor’s Mark.    
“Shardwyn, have you heard of a multi-layered spell?”
Shardwyn nodded.  “I have, aye.”
“Perhaps you could explain how a layered spell works.  Several of us here, myself included, are not familiar with the process.”
Delighted to be of help, Shardwyn bowed.  “Absolutely!  My apologies for not suggesting it before.  Now, where should I begin?”
“How about from the beginning?” Athos grumbled.  Venk chuckled and received a wink from Maelnar.
“A layered spell is a combination of more than one spell,” Shardwyn began.  “The first spell is invoked by the caster.  Its effectiveness dictates the behavior of the second.  And if there’s a third, it will base its own behaviors on the second, and so on.  Let’s say –”
Venk held up a hand and coughed loudly.  
“May I ask a question before you get too much further?”
Shardwyn clasped his hands behind his back and smiled.  “I would encourage you to ask as many questions as you can, dear boy.  What do you wish to know?”
“First off, I am much older than you are, wizard,” Venk began, “so stop calling me boy.”  Athos swallowed a laugh.
Shardwyn nodded.
“Second, we dwarves are known for not meddling with jhorun, yet several times now you have spoken of enchantments and casting spells.  A dwarf wouldn’t dare cast a spell and dishonor themselves.”
“Ah!  Not all dwarf clans think the same, do they Master Venk?” Shardwyn pointed out.
“Every clan we’re aware of will never touch the stuff,” Athos stated.  “Unless you are unlucky enough to be born with it.”
“Very true,” Maelnar added.  “Thankfully jhorun-wielding dwarves are very rare.  The last one I knew about restored a fossilized egg which hatched a female guur, and I can’t begin to express my sadness on how unpopular he was with his fellows when everyone learned what his jhorun had done.  If not for Sir Steve and his fire throwing jhorun, we would have been driven from our home by now.”
“Be that as it may,” Venk argued, “why are we hearing about spell casting and jhorun being performed in Nar?  Correct me if I’m wrong, but it’s a dwarf city.  No one should be practicing jhorun there.”
Surprised, Shardwyn turned to Maelnar and raised an eyebrow. “He brings up a good point.  What were the Narian people doing practicing jhorun?”
The corners of Maelnar’s mouth turned upwards in the beginning of a smile.  “Perhaps one day we will know.  Now, what else were you saying about the mark?  How difficult are these layered spells to cast?  Have you ever tried?”
Shardwyn sighed.  It was a fair question.
“I have tried only one.  And I will say that I was successful, but it was probably one of the more difficult spells I have ever cast.  The spell had two components.  You see, I lost my hat once and I decided to cast a spell to search for it.  Then I added in a conjuration spell to bring it to me.”
“You cannot summon anything if you do not know where it originates from,” Maelnar explained to the dwarf brothers. 
“Imagine building a child’s playhouse out of parchment,” Shardwyn told them.  “Whereas it can be done, it’s difficult and prone to fail as the structure isn’t sound.  That’s what this spell was like.  I could have just as easily searched the entire castle in the time it took me to get the results of the first spell accepted by the second spell so that I could not only learn of my hat’s location but to also get it to appear at my feet.”
“So it really isn’t worth the trouble,” Athos guessed.  
Shardwyn nodded.  “Correct.”
“Can you determine how many layers are in this one?” Tristofer asked the wizard.
Shardwyn leaned close to Lukas’ back and began mumbling to himself, at times selecting several of the tiny instruments from the table and holding them next to the mark.
After ten minutes, Shardwyn straightened and motioned for Tristofer to join him.  Maelnar and the two brothers also joined them.  Forgetting, or possibly ignoring, the fact that others were present, Shardwyn singled out the scholar and began reporting what he learned.
“I see evidence of locator spells.  Since part of the mark revealed itself when it came into contact with another item suggests a symbiotic charm is in effect.  The mark was clearly given to the boy, so there are traces of a messenger spell.  Those are just the three I can see, and I’m certain there are many more layers involved.  Remember the paper analogy from earlier?  This... this would be the finest crystal.  Only a wizard could have cast this.”
“How do we get this part to reveal itself?” Maelnar asked Tristofer, pointing to the section of the mark that had started to come into focus.  “If this is a Questor’s Mark, as everyone believes it to be, then what is the next step?”
“We, or namely the holder of the mark, must accept the quest,” Tristofer answered.
“And if he doesn’t?  What then?” Venk wanted to know.
Tristofer sighed and tugged on his beard, more to relieve an itch than to suggest any cognitive distress.
“These marks are rare.  The only mention of them that I know about tells us what to do should one of these arrive.  I do not know what would happen if the mark were refused.  I would imagine it would simply stay there until either the quest was accepted or else death takes the holder of the mark.”
Athos raised a hand.  “If my nephew undergoes this quest, and is successful, then the mark will vanish?”
The scholar nodded.  “In theory, aye.”
“In theory?” Venk repeated, frowning.
“This is a civilization that existed thousands of years ago,” Tristofer cautioned.  “Whether or not we’re right could be anyone’s guess.”
“Can you determine when that spell was cast?” Venk asked.  “Is this a remnant from ancient Nar or did someone actually cast the spell this year?”
Everyone turned to the wizard.
“The boy received the mark earlier this year, am I right?”
Venk and Athos both nodded.
“Then it was cast this year.”
“Are you aware of anyone that could have created the mark?” Maelnar asked.
Shardwyn shook his head.  “I have no qualms in revealing that I could not have cast that spell.  It is beyond me.”
“Does that mean there’s a more powerful wizard out there somewhere?”
Shardwyn shrugged helplessly.  “I certainly hope not, master dwarf.  Whether there is or isn’t, I will need to inform the king.”
“How do I accept the quest?” Lukas suddenly asked.
 “You don’t,” Venk told him flatly.
“The mark is on me, father.  I was given it for a reason.”
 “You will let someone else determine that reason,” his father told him.
“If you want the mark removed from his back, and I know you do,” Athos told his brother, “then we should see this through.”
Venk rounded on his brother.  “And are you prepared to... to... we don’t even know what we would have to do!”
“Irrelevant.  If this is what it’ll take to remove that mark from my nephew’s back, then so be it.  I’m ready.”
Venk sighed and turned back to Shardwyn.
“Very well.  What do we have to do?”
Tristofer raised a hand.  “I believe I can answer that question.  The answer can be found in the history books.  Those that were lucky enough to get a Questor’s Mark would say, in a loud voice, ‘challenge accepted’.  Then it is said that the first leg of the journey would be revealed.”
Lukas looked at his father, who nodded in return.  The boy cleared his throat.
“Challenge accepted.”
The lower left quadrant of the mark shimmered and suddenly leapt into focus.  A series of wavy lines appeared.  Centered in the midst of the lines was the outline of a humanoid head.  Long, flowing hair was splayed out to the right.  
Venk tapped the image of the head.  “Is this supposed to be a human’s head?  In the water?  How does that help us?”
Just as baffled as the rest of the group, Maelnar grunted.  “I’m not sure.  Does this mean anything to anyone?  How this is supposed to –”
 

 
Maelnar trailed off as he caught sight of Shardwyn.  The wizard was rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet, practically bursting at the seams.  
“Alright Shardwyn, what is it?  I can see you have something to add.”
“It’s a nixie!”
“A what?”
“A nixie!”
Maelnar shot a glance at Tristofer, who shrugged.  “I’m not familiar with that word.”
“A nixie is a water sprite, my dear fellow.  How can you not know what a nixie is?”
“There aren’t many subterranean lakes, wizard.  Perhaps you have noticed?  Besides, haven’t the water sprites been extinct for centuries?”
Shardwyn nodded.  “I’m aware.  Terrible shame.  They were a very friendly species.  Too trusting, I’m afraid, which is what led to their downfall.”
“I’d say this confirms the spell which put that mark on my son was cast many years ago,” Venk decided.  
Ignoring him, Maelnar turned back to the wizard.  “When they were alive, what was their native habitat?  And if you tell me ‘water’ I will personally dispose of everything presently cluttering up my desk.”
“Only the purest freshwater lakes, like the ones you would find nestled in the thick of a forest.”
“Which forest?” Athos asked.
Shardwyn shrugged.  “Any forest.”
“That’s just great.  Where do we start?  What exactly are we looking for?”
“Do you have a map of Anakash Forest?” Shardwyn asked Maelnar.
Tristofer patted several of his pockets before he produced a rolled tube of paper from inside his jacket.  He unfurled the map and placed several of Shardwyn’s bottles on each corner to prevent the map from rolling back up.
“Been holding on to this for a while,” the scholar admitted.  “Not sure why.”
Shardwyn tapped a small lake southwest of the river village of Donlari.  The lake was surrounded on all sides by leagues of forest.
“I would start here at Lake Alpin, master dwarf.  This is the largest freshwater lake in the area and was their last known location.”
“Last known location?” Athos sputtered.  “Of the nixies?  Why the ruddy hell did you not say so before?”
The wizard sniffed disdainfully.  “No one asked.”
“Do we even know what we are looking for?” Athos asked the room, annoyance written all over his face.  “The last thing I want to do is trek halfway across Lentari without any real indication of what we’re supposed to be doing.  Let’s say we find this insignificant body of water.  Then what?”
“Have no fear,” Tristofer reassured him.  “The mark is our guide.”
Athos stared at the scholar.  “Our?  This is a family affair.  We will deal with this.”
Athos’ resentment bounced harmlessly off the scholar’s chest.  “Aye.  Our.  Who better to interpret a Narian mark than a Narian scholar?  Trust me, there are no better scholars suited for this journey.  Besides, it’ll be fun!”
Athos placed himself directly in the scholar’s path and crossed his arms over his chest.  “Fine.  Tell me this, scholar.  You said that mark is the start of a quest.  A quest to find what?”
Tristofer regarded Athos with an expression he typically reserved for dealing with mentally challenged individuals.
“Why, the lost city of Nar, of course.”
 



Chapter 3 – Adventurers Assemble!
 
 
“Not again!” Maelnar snapped.  “Do you know how many times I have heard you claim that definitive proof of Nar’s location has been found?  Twenty six, Tristofer.  Refresh my memory.  How many times were you proved wrong?”
“Well, twenty six if you must know.  This time is different!”
Maelnar crossed his arms over his chest.  “If ever there were a time to convince me, lad, it would be now.”
“Can you not see that this mark is a map?”
Maelnar held up the map he was still clutching in his right hand.
“This is a map.  That is a mark.  Map.  Mark.  See the difference?”
Tristofer was unfazed.  “Look at the facts, Master Maelnar.  The multi-layered spell that created the mark was cast recently.”
“You don’t know that for certain.”
“Shardwyn has all but confirmed it.  The mark reacts to –”
“I have not,” Shardwyn contradicted.
“The mark also reacts to Narian artifacts,” Tristofer continued, ignoring Shardwyn’s objections.  “It also –”
“I have a question,” a small voice asked, and was promptly drowned out by the heated argument Maelnar and Tristofer were having.  Shardwyn was the one who noticed Lukas’ raised hand.
“I believe the young master has a question.”
Everyone turned to Lukas.  Everyone but Tristofer, that is.  Taking advantage of the sudden silence, the scholar tried yet again to convince everyone that the mark was indeed a map.
“If you will just listen a moment you will see that –”
Shardwyn held up his right hand as a warning.  White sparks erupted out of the tip of his index finger as he did so.  Tristofer instantly fell silent.
Lukas was silent for a few moments as he thought about how to best phrase his question.  “Do all Questor Marks have some type of reaction when brought into contact with other Narian objects?”
Tristofer waved his hand as though he was shooing away an irritating insect.  “I’m sure they do.  Now, obviously the –”
“Wait a moment,” Venk interrupted.  The gruffness of his voice managed to silence the scholar.    
Tristofer glanced irritably at Venk to see why he had been interrupted.
“If jhorun is involved, how do we know the mark doesn’t react to all maps?  Or all books?  Can we verify my son’s mark only reacts to Narian items?”
Maelnar nodded.  It was a valid question.  And, he had just the thing to address Venk’s query.  In the top drawer of his desk was a dagger rumored to have been created in Nar.  Unfortunately, no one could authenticate it.  For over two centuries it had remained locked in his desk.  Maelnar retrieved the dagger, but not before he wrote out another request and handed it to an additional underling.
“See to it that it arrives here with all the speed that can be afforded,” he told the boy.  The underling nodded and slipped away through the door.
“The owner of this dagger asserts it is a true Narian dirk.  I disagree, as does most everyone else.  Let’s see what happens to the mark.”
Unsheathing the small four inch dagger and holding the curved blade close to the boy’s back, Maelnar and Shardwyn both leaned over to inspect the mark.  No changes.  
“Do you have access to any other Narian artifacts that we can use to test this hypothesis?” Shardwyn asked him.
“The Archives has one other artifact,” Maelnar told him, “which I have just sent for.  It’s an inventory list from a Narian merchant.  It’s one of the other few Narian documents we know to be true.  If young master Lukas’ mark reacts to that list, we’ll know.”
“Hold that storybook next to him now,” Athos instructed.  “Now that the quest has been accepted, will the mark react again?”
Curious, Maelnar retrieved his granddaughter’s book and held it out to Lukas’ back.  The tiny Narian hammer within the border darkened and became more pronounced.  Pulling the book away from the mark resulted in the hammer becoming several shades lighter.  Maelnar repeated the test with the map and then the dagger.  Same results with the map, but the dagger failed to elicit a response from the mark.  Tristofer was right.  The mark was only reacting to authentic Narian artifacts.  He was definitely going to have to research the book’s author when he had some time.
Ten minutes later the inventory sheet arrived from the Archives.  Keeping the document in the sealed frame, Maelnar held the scrap of paper to Lukas’ mark.  Sure enough, the hammer intensified in color one more time.  It reverted back to the same shade as the rest of the mark once the paper had been pulled away.
“Very well,” Maelnar conceded.  “That’s one point for Tristofer.  However, this still doesn’t convince me this is a map to Nar.”
“Of course it’s a map,” Tristofer insisted.  “Think about the mark’s origin.  Only the strongest and most talented wizards could have cast the spell necessary to make that mark.  And the very existence of that mark proves that a quest is waiting.  How can we not see it through to the end?  Especially when it will lead us to the lost city?”
“What if the person who cast the spell was Narian?” Lukas wondered aloud.  
Everyone fell silent.  Most everyone.
“Of course!” Tristofer exclaimed, drawing frowns from both Maelnar and Venk, with the latter directing his scowl at his son.  “We have to ask ourselves if this might be a misfired spell cast by a Narian centuries ago.  Or could it be that there are survivors still living in Nar that are trying to make contact?  If so, why did they wait so long?  Why choose to give the mark to a boy when it should have been given to someone more...”
Tristofer trailed off as both Venk and Athos focused their angry stares on him.
“Suitable.  I was going to say suitable, not deserving.”
“Wise choice, scholar,” Athos mumbled under his breath.  
Tristofer groaned aloud and ran his hands through his hair.  “Why can you not see what needs to be done?  What do I have to do?  Present these clues to someone else to see what their opinion is?  One clue by itself is enough to warrant an expedition.  If you take into consideration the discovery of all the clues in such a short amount of time then you must see that an expedition is inevitable.  There is only one question you must now consider:  do we ignore or do we act?”
“Present the clues to whom?” Maelnar asked suspiciously.  If the scholar was threatening to make his findings public then he was in for a rude awakening.  
Tristofer shrugged.  “To anyone who will listen.  This is too important to ignore.  I’m sorry, Maelnar, but if you do not convince the Council to –”
Tristofer’s threat came to an abrupt halt as Maelnar looked over at Shardwyn and then inclined his head towards the scholar.  He whispered a few words to the wizard.  Moments later a heavy piece of burlap appeared out of thin air and adhered itself to Tristofer’s mouth, silencing him instantly.  No amount of pulling would dislodge the piece of cloth and restore his speech.  The scholar’s surprised eyes locked on Shardwyn’s.  The wizard shrugged.
“Apologies.  I was challenged to render someone mute from ten feet away.  I told him I could do it from a hundred.  Besides, I have always wanted to try that spell.”
Tristofer turned to Maelnar, his eyes pleading for an explanation.
“Listen carefully,” Maelnar began, in a much lower tone than was expected.  The others inadvertently crowded a little closer so as to hear what was being said.  “Several prominent families have spent countless fortunes on expeditions to find Nar.  Powerful families.  If this is as legitimate as you say it is, then this must be kept very quiet.”
Tristofer squawked with outrage.  He had a chance to be a part of the single most important archaeological discovery of his people in the last millennia and he had to keep quiet?  Everyone knows scholars share their work!
Maelnar nodded at Shardwyn, who waved his arm dismissively.  The seal over Tristofer’s mouth disappeared.
“And I suppose if I were to announce my findings I would find my mouth sealed shut again?” Tristofer asked, casting a condescending look at the wizard.
“Indubitably.”
“Will I ever be allowed to share the discovery?”
“That remains to be seen.”
Tristofer sighed.  “But you will send an expedition, will you not?”
Maelnar was silent as he stared down at the map which had been in his family’s possession for centuries.  His eyes flicked to the merchant paper brought over from the Archives.  Finally, his gaze settled on the underling’s back and the Questor’s Mark it held.  
“Let us adjourn until tomorrow.  I will meet with the Council and see which course of action they wish to follow.  I will send for everyone when a decision has been made.  Shardwyn, before you return to R’Tal, may I have a word?”
Surprised, the wizard followed Maelnar out of the room.
 
****
 
It took the Council of Elders less than two hours of deliberation to determine an expedition to locate Nar was warranted.  After all, if it was true, and the boy’s back did contain a map to Nar, would Borahgg not benefit greatly from its discovery?  The fabled armor alone would fetch kingly sums and sustain their economy for many centuries to come.  What warrior wouldn’t want a suit of impenetrable armor to protect them when they walked onto a field of battle?  If they could unlock the secrets of Narian metallurgy then their economic future was guaranteed.
As Maelnar had reminded them, armor wasn’t Nar’s only contribution to the people.  Powerful tools, enhanced by unknown means, had the capability of outperforming any other tool in existence.  The Narian power hammer, it was said, could pulverize any rock with a single blow.  And the forges!  Their forges could melt any metal with minimal effort, regardless of its composition.  That was technology that Borahgg desperately wanted to get its hands on.
The problem was the Council was certain other clans would love to unlock the secrets of Nar, too.  Maelnar’s recommendation that no word of the expedition was to be mentioned, to anyone, was upheld.  As it was Maelnar, the celebrated Strathos, or keymaker, who had brought the discoveries to the attention of the Council, it was left to him to determine who would be allowed to go on the Nar expedition.
 
Later that day, Maelnar was back in his study and was again addressing the same faces from yesterday, with one addition:  his only son, Breslin, was present.
“Venk!  Athos!  Nice to see you again, lads!”
The two dwarf brothers bowed.  Venk thumped his son on the back of his head to get his attention and waited from him to follow suit.  
Breslin approached father and son and returned their bow.  “Ah!  Would this be the collector of dragon scales?”
Lukas smiled at the boisterous newcomer.  “Aye.  Madisonia and I still fight over who has the better dragon scale.  I do, of course.”
Breslin grinned.  He winked at Venk as he went down on one knee to regard the underling at eye level.
“Word has it that Venk here went to great trouble to acquire those scales.  Value them well.  The dragon he stole them from was enormous!”
Lukas smiled.  He already knew his father had been given those scales by Pryllan, a very friendly green dragon.  She was mate to Kahvel, who was dragon liaison to the human king.  Lukas knew that Pryllan and her mate had been involved in the huge human skirmish last year, which was the same skirmish that his father and uncle had participated in.  What their roles had been remained unclear to him as fighting and killing monsters did not interest him in the slightest.  Collecting fascinating souvenirs, such as dragon scales, did.  Therefore he elected to smile and nod his head as everyone expected him to.
“So what’s the word?” Athos asked.  “Are we going on this expedition or not?”
Maelnar nodded.  “The word is, it’s a go.”
Tristofer’s eyes opened wide.  He thought for sure Maelnar would be telling him that yet another expedition he had fervently hoped would come to pass had been abandoned.  He could only hope his name was one of those that were allowed to go.
“I have been tasked with determining who will go.  Since this expedition has been sanctioned by the Council, I have to wonder whether or not we should send an armed presence?  Or is discretion better?  In the end, we decided the expedition should remain small.  Unnoticed.”
Tristofer had started to twist his beard through his fingers.
“The members are...  Lukas.  Clearly the bearer of the mark must go.  As such, his father and uncle will also go.”
Venk and Athos both nodded.  
“Since we are dealing with a time and place that hasn’t existed for many years, a scholar would prove to be useful.  Tristofer, you’re invited to go, but I can’t speak for your clan.  I encourage you to contact the Kla Rehn as soon as possible, or if you tell me who you’d like me to contact on your behalf, I’d be more than happy to do so.”
Tristofer formally bowed.  “I’m sure the Kla Rehn wouldn’t have any objections.  There’s really no need for you to contact them.  I know they’d want me to go.”
Maelnar raised an eyebrow.  “Indeed.  Very well.  The final member of the team will be Breslin.  As my son, and the newest member of the Council, he will speak on its behalf should the situation call for it.”
Breslin nodded his approval.  Shardwyn gave a little cough and cleared his throat.
“Fear not, wizard.  I have not forgotten.  Last night Shardwyn and I touched upon the subject of extra precautions, in case any unpleasant situations are encountered.  Since it was originally suggested to send along a contingent of armed guards, we realized that extra help would be beneficial.  Shardwyn volunteered to provide several spells which can be invoked by anyone regardless of their level of jhorun.”
Confused, Athos turned to his brother and nudged him.  “Did he just say that we have to use jhorun?”
Venk elbowed him back.  “Were you not listening?  He said that the wizard will give us some spells to use in case we encounter any difficulties.  Even if we don’t have any jhorun, which none of us do, we will still be able to use the spells.”
“I don’t want anything to do with it,” Athos stubbornly said as he crossed his arms over his chest.  “Dwarves don’t use jhorun.”
Venk shoved his brother aside and faced Shardwyn.  “Pay him no mind, wizard.  Anything you can give me so that I may protect my son will be much appreciated.”
Shardwyn nodded.  He pulled a small white sack from within his robes.  Opening the drawstring silk pouch, he withdrew a white sphere the size of large pebble.  On the sphere was a symbol that had been etched onto the surface with what looked like maroon ink.  The symbol on the sphere in Shardwyn’s hand was a quill.
“There are five spells in here,” Shardwyn began.  “One for each of you.  This one is for sending a message.  Note the quill.  All you have to do is to have a message planted firmly in your head, invoke the spell, and speak the name of the person you wish to give the message to.  Somebody hurt?  Need to call for help?  Use this spell to send word.”
“How many times can we use it?” Breslin asked, taking the small circular object from the wizard.  
“Just once, good sir,” Shardwyn told him.  “Use it wisely.”
“Are all of these only allowed to be used once?” Maelnar asked, frowning.  This wasn’t the type of help he had envisioned.
Shardwyn nodded.  “Aye.  Do not let that concern you.  I have considered all possibilities and I do believe I have you covered in any type of emergency.”
Bemused, Maelnar smiled.  “Indeed.  Very well, let’s see what other spells you have to offer.”
“Of course.  As I said, this one is for sending a message.”  Shardwyn opened the pouch and placed the other four spells out on the closest table.  He selected a sphere with a several wavy lines etched on the surface.  “This one, when properly invoked, will bestow the powers of levitation upon its caster.  If you find that you must scale a tremendous height, or else descend a ravine or canyon, this spell will be invaluable.”
“How long will the effects last?” Breslin asked.
“Enough to get the task done,” Shardwyn answered as he turned to retrieve the next spell.  He selected the one with a tear drop on its surface.  “Ah.  Here’s one I’m very proud of.  This will conjure water.  Parched of thirst?  Need to quickly douse a campfire?  This will do it.”
“How much water will it summon?”
Shardwyn smiled at Breslin and tapped his right ear.  “When you ask a question, you really need to speak up.  Lately I find that I’m becoming hard of hearing.  Now, let’s see what else we have.”  
The next spell to be selected had a picture of a shield.
“Protection,” Shardwyn told them, smiling patronizingly as he did so.  “Perfect for protecting campsites for the night.”
“But for only one night!” Athos complained.
“You really need to speak up, Master Venk.  I am having a terrible time hearing you.”
“I am Athos.  He’s Venk.”
“My sincerest apologies.  Now, listen carefully.  The last will probably be the most helpful.”
Catching sight of the symbol, Maelnar nodded.  “Fire.”
“Aye.  The holder of this spell can summon fire.  It’ll be perfect for lighting campfires to chase away the chill of the night air.”
“But it can only be used one time!” Athos complained again.  “What if we need to use it on more than one night?”
The wizard’s condescending expression remained on his face.  “Would you rather I just hand you a map and say here’s where you need to go?”
Athos returned Shardwyn’s frank stare.  “That would be lovely.”
“Balderdash.  Those spells are meant to be used when all other avenues have been explored.”
“We will use them only when we have no other recourse,” Breslin assured him.  
Satisfied, Shardwyn turned to Maelnar and shrugged, as if to say he has done all he can.
“Get some rest, lads,” Maelnar told everyone.  “Be ready to depart by sunrise.”
 
****
 
By late morning the next day the group of adventurers was Topside and traveling south.  Since virtually all dwarves were agoraphobic, all five members of the group remained huddled together as they walked.  No dwarf wanted to be out under the open sky for too long.  Topside simply had too many dangers lurking about, not the least of which was the unspoken fear of jumping too hard, or getting knocked up into the air and not having anything to prevent you from floating away.  If anyone were to ask a dwarf if they would prefer to be subterranean or Topside then they would more than likely be given a look would indicate the recipient that had just been classified as an imbecile.  
At the moment, the five dwarves were traveling through the lush valley that lay south of Lake Raehón, Lentari’s northernmost body of water.  The lake was ringed by mountains on all sides except for a small valley that jutted up against the lake on the southeastern edge.  Being protected by the elements, and its remoteness, the valley was home to a plethora of wildlife, most notable being the large dimwitted bolgers.  The slow moving quadrupeds were shaggy brown beasts that had large flat feet, a short squat neck, and a wedge shaped head.  Two spiraled horns curved up and then down the back of its skull before flaring off to the sides, giving it the appearance of having two large spikes protruding from its sides when viewed from a distance.  The creatures roamed from one side of the valley to the other, always searching for the tastiest piece of grass.  Another notable inhabitant of the area was a species that fed on the bolgers:  dragons.  The bulk of the flying variant of wyverians called the northern Bohani Mountains home, with a high concentration of the dragons living near or around Lake Raehón.  Several dwarf clans chose the small valley as their “front doors” for that very reason.  They couldn’t have designed a more secure front entrance with so many dragons in the area.  Thankfully a truce existed between dragons and dwarves, so if one were to come into contact with the other, then pandemonium would not ensue.  For the dwarf. 
As the lake began to grow smaller behind them, the grassland they were traversing through seemed to stretch on for infinity.  The dwarves knew the valley was small by most standards, but when one averaged four feet tall, even a small valley seemed endless.  Thankfully they could see the northern border of Anakash Forest, visible as a faint green line just below the horizon.  Once they made it to the forest it was a three day trek through the trees to the mighty Zylan river.  Once they crossed the river, Lake Alpin should only be a two or three hour walk southeast.  
Venk grumbled softly to himself.  How had he gotten himself into this predicament?  Sure, he wanted what was best for Lukas, and he was more than willing to sacrifice everything to make that happen.  Even now as they marched through the waist level grass he wished he was safely back at home under the ground.  Heck, he would much rather read the books that Maelnar had recommended than go on another adventure.  Anything but this. 
The sun was high in a cloudless sky and beat down mercilessly on the fully armored, leather-clad dwarves.  The only one who seemed to be enjoying himself was Lukas, who had been spared from having to wear the extra layers of protection as the leather armor didn’t come in his size.  Tristofer, while not outfitted in protective gear, had elected to wear a jacket that had even more pockets than his previous one and like before, it was crammed full of various items.  Books, scrolls, bottles of ink, a fresh pack of new quills, and spare reading glasses were just some of the things that could be found tucked inside his pockets.  Thankfully, Venk noted, the scholar appeared as uncomfortable walking through the grass as he was.
“Never thought I’d be doing this again so soon,” Venk grumbled as he followed his son up the next hill.  They had already crossed a dozen of these grassy knolls and there were at least twice as many more directly in their path.
Athos glanced behind him.  Not to check on his brother but to ascertain his nephew was managing to keep up with the group.  Not only did Lukas not appear to be fatigued but he was also inspecting various blades of grass, picking up every twig they stepped over, and even turning a few rocks over to see what kind of insects lived below.  The boy’s eyes were alive with wonder as he uncovered treasure after treasure.  
Athos stopped walking to allow Venk to catch up.  He slapped his brother on the back.
“We have made it, what, three leagues and you are complaining already?”
Venk caught his son’s eyes and pointed off to the distance.  When Lukas looked, Venk made a rude gesture towards his brother.  “If dwarves were meant for walking long distances then we would have longer legs.”
With as much stealth as a dragon, which was considerable, Breslin appeared behind the two of them and draped an arm over each of their shoulders.
“We are on the adventure of a lifetime, my friends!  We are searching for Nar!  How can you not be in anything but a great mood?”
There was a clinking of metal as the axe strapped to Breslin’s back shifted position and made contact with the simple black axe fastened to Venk’s. 
“Are the stories about that axe true?” Venk asked as he eyed the striking red weapon.  
“What might those stories be?” Breslin wanted to know as he pulled Mythryd off his back.  “What have you heard?”
“I have heard that your axe is lighter than any other and that no one can wield it but its rightful owner.”
Breslin smiled.  “Actually, it –”
“I heard,” Athos interrupted, “that it can cut through any material, even metal.  Is that true?”
“Well, I have never tried to –”
“I heard you could throw it and it will return to you, much like my orix.”
Breslin looked at the brother in the jet black armor and raised an eyebrow.  “An orix?  That is an antiquated weapon, my friend.  No one uses them anymore.  Are you jesting?”
Athos ran a hand along one of the two belts crisscrossing across his chest.  Sliding something out of one of the belts, he flicked his wrist.  Two extendable arms appeared and locked into place with a loud click.  Athos held the orix up so that Breslin could see what it was.
The dwarf was holding a modified boomerang, one that had been crafted to resemble a dragon.  Its front legs were curled slightly under it while its hind legs were bunched together as if rearing into the air.  The tail and wings, which had been concealed under the rest of the dragon’s long sinewy body, had snapped into place to complete the picture.  
Breslin studied the rudimentary weapon and noted its coloring.  The dragon’s body had been painted an emerald green color, with the very tips of its wings and ears painted black.  He had seen this dragon before.
“It’s Pryllan, is it not?  Kahvel’s mate.”
Athos nodded, pleased.  There weren’t many people who could correctly identify which dragon he had modeled his orix after.
“Aye.  After last year I’ve had a change of heart about dragons and thought it would be a noble way to honor them.”
“I’m surprised you didn’t make it gold.  Kahvel is much more intimidating than Pryllan.”
Athos patted the sheath strapped to the other belt on his chest.  “My spare orix is gold.”
Breslin nodded.  “Admirable.  Can you hit anything with it?”
Venk rolled his eyes.  “Here we go.”
Athos puffed out his chest with pride.  “I hit whatever I’m aiming at.”
Breslin nodded.  “So you say.  Do you see that clump of grass that’s darker than the rest?  The one that has a flower stalk in the middle of it?  Can you hit it?”
Athos looked at the ground where Breslin was indicating.  About thirty feet away he saw the clump of grass that was darker than its neighbors.  He targeted the bright yellow flower sitting on the lone stalk and flicked his orix into the air.  
The green weapon spiraled neatly through the air as it curved to the left in an elliptical orbit.  The yellow flower disappeared into a puff of petals as the orix hit the plant and kept going.  The orix spun through the air for another few seconds before it smacked back into the hand of its thrower.  Athos grinned at his brother before turning back to the Council’s representative.
“That’s not bad,” Breslin admitted.  “Although the target was fairly close, it was a good shot.”
“Fairly close?  Fairly close?  Very well.  Pick a target, Master Breslin.”
Realizing what was coming, Venk sighed dramatically and sank down into the tall grass.  Lukas followed suit a few moments later.
“What are you doing?” Tristofer asked as he stared at father and son.  The scholar turned to Breslin and Athos, confusion evident on his face.  “Is a cessation of our expedition really the best course of action at this time?”
Lukas stared at Tristofer with large, unblinking eyes.  “What?”
“He wants to know why we’ve stopped,” Venk translated.  “You may as well make yourself comfortable, scholar.  This might take a while.”
Still unsure of what was happening, Tristofer squatted down into the soft grass and stared in bewilderment at Breslin, who kept pointing out objects for Athos to hit.  Thus far Athos was true to his word.  His skill with the orix was not to be taken lightly.
“I will say that I have not seen anyone with a better cast,” Breslin finally admitted after spending a quarter of an hour watching Athos hit various targets.  Athos had even been able to shave a few inches of growth off a clump of grass fifty feet away.  That was impressive!  “What’s the range?”
Athos raised his right arm and watched the orix spin in its elliptical orbit until it expertly returned to his hand.
“Accuracy drops the farther out you cast it,” Athos explained.  “The farthest I’ve been able to cast with any amount of accuracy is about one hundred and fifty feet.”
“Accuracy notwithstanding, what’s the farthest you have ever thrown it?” Breslin inquired, curious.  Athos’ skill had impressed him greatly and he was considering whether or not he should approach the Council and suggest the guards take up the ancient weapon once more.
“Depending upon the design, and how it’s thrown, I’ve been able to hurl an orix close to three hundred feet.”
Breslin nodded his head.  He was convinced.  He was definitely going to reintroduce the archaic throwing weapon at the next Council meeting.
“I still prefer my crossbow,” Venk called out to them.  “Better range.”
“You mean easier to use?” his brother teased him.
“Bite me.”
“At least I won’t run out of ammunition.”
Venk patted a pouch on his belt.  “I have enough bolts, never you fear.”
“Uncle!”
Athos glanced over at his nephew.
“Think fast!”
Lukas pulled up a small clump of grass, grasped it by the tips of the long blades, and swung it around his head.  Gaining speed, he finally released the grass after the fourth swing.  Lukas waited.  His uncle had yet to miss a target, and provided everyone was out of harm’s way, Athos would be unable to resist a chance to show his skill.
Athos was waiting.  As soon as the clump had hit the apex of its upward climb, he flung the orix at the falling grass.  The clump was instantly transformed into a cloud of falling blades.  The orix, encountering barely any resistance from the grass, kept traveling ahead and disappeared around the next grassy knoll.
“I’ll get it, uncle.”
Lukas rose to his feet and started to climb the hill when Athos told him to stop.
“It’ll come back.  This valley is perfect for throwing orixes; there are no trees.  This hill isn’t big enough to hide any obstructions, so it couldn’t have hit anything.  Just wait a moment.  It’ll be back.”
Ten seconds passed.  No orix.  Everyone turned to look at Athos.  
“It’ll be back, I assure you.”
“It wasn’t thrown that hard,” Venk pointed out.  “It should have returned by now.  You must have hit something.”
“I’ll look,” Lukas told them again.  The boy climbed thirty feet to the top of the grassy knoll and looked down at the other side of the hill.  
“Father!  Uncle!  You might want to see this!”
Hurrying up the hill as fast as he could run, Venk arrived at his son’s side, his crossbow cocked and loaded.  He looked down and gaped at what he saw.  Athos and Breslin arrived moments later, holding their axes.  Wheezing and gasping for air, Tristofer arrived a few moments later.
“You really do need to get out more,” Breslin told the scholar.
Sitting at the base of the hill they were all standing on, no more than fifty feet away, were two dragons.  Two massive reptilian heads jerked in their direction as the dwarves appeared.  Both dragons tracked the dwarves as they cautiously descended the hill.  While a truce was in effect between wyverian and dwarf, neither truly trusted the other.
The closest dragon was a deep blood red color, with a tinge of purple near the tips of its wings and tail.  The red dragon sported two large slightly curved horns that were jutting straight out of its skull and at the moment, were trained on the group of dwarves.  A row of spikes sprouted from the base of the dragon’s skull and extended down the neck.  Halfway down its back the spikes became plates which continued to run the length of its spine, giving it an appearance of being heavily armored.  Giant leathery wings remained extended, ready to propel the dragon to safety if it thought the situation called for it.  
The second dragon, ivory white in appearance, also watched the dwarves.  It was larger and older than the first and clearly believed it had nothing to fear from the dwarves as its wings were folded and remained that way.  As the second dragon shifted the bulk of its weight onto its rear legs, its scales shimmered and the white coloring became a rich copper.  Enjoying the show it knew it was putting on, the now copper dragon shifted position again and regained its white coloring.
“Impressive,” Breslin commented, as he approached the pair of dragons.  “I am Breslin of the Kla Guur, son of Maelnar.”
The red dragon bowed its head.  “Greetings, Breslin of the Kla Guur.  I am Rhamalli.  This is Samara.”
The white dragon nodded.  It suddenly cocked its head, opened its jaws, and spit something small and green onto the ground before them.
“I give up.  This is the toughest kyte I have ever tried to eat.  I fear I may have cracked a fang.”
It was Athos’ orix, dripping with dragon drool.
“You tried to eat my orix?”
Twin pale eyes studied the dwarf.  “What is an orix?”
“It’s an ancient throwing weapon.”
“Your ancient throwing weapon was going to hit me.”
“So you ate it instead?”
Samara’s nose lifted.  “I thought it was a kyte.”
“A kyte is a small flying creature that loves to roost in trees,” Tristofer helpfully informed Lukas.
“Everyone knows that,” Lukas replied in an exasperated tone.  “It’s a feathered avian that comes in a variety of colors and can reside just about anywhere.  Don’t treat me like a child.”
Tristofer closed his mouth and shoved his hands into his pockets.
Ignoring his nephew’s outburst, Athos shook his head and looked up at the white dragon.  “There are no kytes around here.  If you want kytes, find some trees.  You didn’t break it, did you?”  
Samara grunted with annoyance.  “No.  I should have known no kyte, or any other creature, would willingly fly into my open jaws.  I tried to chew it.  Got it lodged in my fangs.  It came loose just now.”
Athos looked down at his prized orix, covered in saliva, and grimaced.  He gingerly retrieved it and tried to clean it on the grass, which only succeeded in getting both drool and grass stuck to his weapon.
Tristofer tossed over a small piece of cloth.  “And people say I cram useless objects into my pockets.  Hmph.  You never know when you need to polish a weapon.”
Athos rolled his eyes and dried off his orix.  The pressure of the dragon’s enormous jaws must have caused the extendable arms to collapse.  He flicked open the arms and locked them back into place.  He glanced up at Samara, who had been watching with rapt fascination.
“See?  No kytes here, just my orix.  I use it as a means of self defense.”
“Defense?”  Samara’s long neck snaked about as he inspected the local environment.  “Against whom?  Or what?”
“It was for practice.”
“Ah.  Why wouldn’t it break?”
“It’s made from an alloy I made myself.  Lighter than wood but much stronger than iron.”
“I’ll bet I could crunch it,” Samara declared, as if challenging himself to do just that at a future date.  He watched the dwarf fold the weapon back into its inert form and slide it into the sheath on his chest.  “I could...”
Rhamalli thumped his tail irritably onto the ground.  “Another time, perhaps.”  He turned his attention back to the dwarves.  “Where are you off to?”
“Why do you want to know?” Breslin inquired.
“Five dwarves marching under the open sky?  You are up to something.  Rinbok Intherer wants to know what.”
“You can tell the Dragon Lord that it is our business,” Breslin replied calmly.  “Tell him that we heading south and that’s all he needs to know.”
“How far south?” the red dragon asked.
“A fair distance.”
Engrossed in the conversation between Breslin and the dragon, Venk didn’t notice Lukas edging closer and closer to the large ivory dragon.  For a creature so large, it could certainly move fast when it wanted to.  Samara’s huge horned skull was suddenly inches from Lukas’ outstretched hand.
“Is there something I can help you with, young dwarf?”
Lukas leapt backward in alarm, tripping over his own feet and plopping down on his rear.  Venk was at his side in a flash.
“Keep your distance, dragon.”
“He approached me, dwarf.”
“What’s going on?” Breslin demanded, stepping between the dragon and the boy.  
“That dragon just scared Lukas,” Venk accused.
“He did not!” Lukas insisted, leaping to Samara’s defense.
“I did not,” Samara said, at the same time.
“What happened then?  What were you...”  Venk trailed off as he noticed several scales that were in the process of peeling off of Samara’s body.  “Really?  Was one dragon scale not enough for you?  Why do you need another?”
“Another what?” Samara asked.  His own eyes traveled down the front of his chest until it fell on his front left foreleg.  Several scales left over from his last sloughing had yet to fall off.  “The boy wants a scale?”
Lukas emphatically nodded his head yes while his father rubbed his temples.
Samara scratched his left leg with his right and kept at it until the remaining scales finally fell to the ground.  All together, seven scales, each the size of a large stone, fell to the ground.
Lukas beamed his appreciation up at the ivory dragon and knelt down onto the soft grass to select his prize.  He then approached his father and spun him around until he had access to the pack of belongings his father carried for the two of them.  Lukas slipped the scale into one of the pockets.  Venk pointed at another of the iridescent scales and told Lukas to pick it up as well.
“Think I can return home without one for Madisonia as well?”
After both scales were secured in the pack, the dwarves returned their attention to the dragons.  
“As I was saying,” Breslin started again, “what we do is our business.  The Dragon Lord does not need to poke his nose into that which doesn’t concern him.”
Rhamalli shook his head.  “The reason I ask, dwarf, is the time of the Hunt is now.  We could exchange favors.”
Breslin risked a glance with the brothers.  “A hunt?  Favors?  Explain.”
“Every two years a group of dragons are chosen to hunt the serpent,” Rhamalli explained.  “It and its offspring live in the waters humans call the Sea of Koralis.”
“I know absolutely nothing of this,” Breslin confessed.  “I didn’t know dragons participated in any type of hunt.”
“Well, we do.  Samara and I were two of the chosen.  The others are on their way.”
“What does that have to do with us?” Athos asked.
“If you are heading in that direction, we can take you along.”
Lukas’ face lit up again. 
“Really?  Riding on the back of a dragon?”
Both dragons growled and shook their heads.
“We could carry you,” Rhamalli clarified, “but not on our backs.  No one rides a dragon.”
“Sir Steve rode Pryllan,” Venk pointed out.
Rhamalli approximated a shrug.  “With permission only.  Be that as it may, no one rides on our backs.  We can carry you, but only if we know if your destination lies east.”
“Lake Alpin supposedly lies mostly south, I’m afraid,” Tristofer helpfully supplied.
Breslin, Venk, and Athos groaned aloud.  Athos cuffed the scholar on the back of his head.
“Do you not know the definition of discreet?”
“Lake Alpin?” Rhamalli shook his head.  “I know not where that is.”
“Nor do I,” Samara admitted.
“What do you expect to find there?” Rhamalli wanted to know.
Athos went tight-lipped.  “It is our own business, dragon.”
Rhamalli was silent as he studied the dwarves for several moments.  
Tristofer, mistaking the dragons’ silence as a willingness to let the matter drop, smiled with relief.  “See?  You have nothing to worry about.  They don’t know where the lake is.  Our secret is safe.”
“So they don’t know where it is.  Who’s to say they couldn’t find out?”
“Why would we find out?” Samara asked, confused.  “The affairs of the dwarves interests us not.”
Rhamalli closed his eyes and went still.
“What’s he doing?” Breslin asked as he suspiciously eyed the motionless dragon.
Samara sighed.  “He’s poking his nose into the affairs of the dwarves.  I believe he’s asking where Lake Alpin can be found.
“Blast it!  We don’t want anyone to know where we’re going!” Breslin cried out in frustration.  “Why don’t we just send out a broadcast of what we’re doing instead?”
Rhamalli’s eyes snapped open and he visibly straightened.
“Lake Alpin is a small freshwater lake located southeast of the point where a river the humans call Zylan splits in twain.”
“So now you know where it is?” Breslin demanded.  “Why did you not say so before?”
“I just asked.  I was given an answer.  Still your tongue, dwarf, and I’ll explain.”
Breslin’s eyebrows shot up.  Had he just been told off by a dragon?
“I consulted with Rinbok Intherer.  He knew where to find your lake.”
“How far away is it?”
“Five hours, as the dragon flies,” Rhamalli answered.  “Three months as the dwarf walks.”
“Three months??”
The huge ivory dragon chuckled loudly.  Breslin turned to Samara and glowered up at the mammoth creature.
“He’s mocking me, isn’t he?”
“Of course.”
“How long will it truthfully take us to get there?”
Rhamalli shook his head.  “Unknown.  I know not how fast you travel.”
“How far is the lake from Donlari?” Lukas asked.
Rhamalli’s gaze shifted to the boy’s.
“That’s the first intelligent question I’ve heard, young dwarf.  The answer is less than a day.”
“So what was going to take nearly four days will now take less than one.  I think that’s a good trade, father.”
Venk snapped his fingers.  “That reminds me.  Thanks, son.  What favor do you require for transporting us to Donlari?”
“Rinbok Intherer has a large amethyst that he would like split into four gems of equal weight.  Can you do this?”
Breslin suddenly smiled.  “My father can and I’m sure he’d love to do that for the Dragon Lord.”
Rhamalli nodded.  “Excellent.  The others have been summoned.  They will be here in ten minutes.  Once we arrive at the human village then we will have fulfilled our obligation.  Do we have an accord?”
Breslin drew Mythryd from his back and clanged it gently on the talons of Rhamalli’s open claw.  
“We have an accord.”
 
****
 
Lukas had never been so excited in his young life.  He and his father were each being gently, but firmly, gripped in a massive dragon claw.  Every downward beat of Samara’s wings propelled them higher into the sky, ever closer to the white puffy clouds Lukas had always admired whenever he had the chance to see them.  That was hardly ever, as his father had adopted every other dwarf’s trademark dislike of being Topside.
He was flying through the air!  Well, Samara was flying through the air, but nevertheless, he wanted to see and experience everything!  No one was going to believe he had ever flown with a dragon.  Not only that, it was with a whole group of them! 
Lukas looked to his left and saw Rhamalli flying a little lower than they were.  Even though he couldn’t see them, Lukas knew the red dragon held his uncle and the scholar.  If he watched long enough, he could see several papers fly out from beneath the dragon and flutter away on the wind, destined to fall forgotten to some desolate section of the forest floor far below.  As always, whenever that happened, Lukas could imagine hearing a squawk of outrage from Tristofer, as he no doubt pleaded with the dragon to decrease their speed and altitude.
To his right he could see the large black dragon holding Breslin.  He had forgotten the name of that dragon as it had too many syllables to remember, let alone pronounce.  Ahead of them, barely visible as specks in the sky, flew seven other dragons of various colors.  Two were green.  One was yellow.  Another two were red.  There was a white dragon with dark stripes, and way out ahead, leading the way, was a brilliant cobalt blue dragon.  Lukas had overheard Rhamalli mention two of the dragons were female, but as to which ones they were, he had no way of telling, nor was he going to ask.  That sort of question typically ended with the adults laughing at him.
Lukas fidgeted in the claw as he jostled about to find the prime vantage point for watching the passing countryside far below.  Not having much luck leaning out over the dragon’s claw, as he was too short, Lukas ducked down to peer through the gaps between the talons.  There, far below them, were the tree tops of Anakash forest.  His father had said that it was going to take three days just to reach Zylan River.  At this rate, if the dragons would just fly them straight there, they could be there in only a matter of a few more hours.  As it was, the dragons were flying predominantly east, not south.  It was a blessing that they were altering course long enough to drop them off in Donlari.
Just then a swirl of mist obscured his vision.  Tiny droplets of water coalesced on his face, chilling him instantly and taking his breath away.  What had happened?  Lukas ran a hand over his face and inhaled, testing the air.  The unmistakable scent of water was everywhere.  The clouds!  The dragons were flying through the clouds!
“This is amazing!” Lukas shouted to his father.  
When no response was forthcoming, Lukas glanced over at the Samara’s other claw, which held his father.  Venk had both eyes screwed shut and was gripping the dragon’s talons so tightly his knuckles were turning as pale as the scales.
“Father!  Open your eyes!  We are flying through the clouds!  You don’t want to miss it!”
His father didn’t respond.  Lukas tried again, but realized that no matter how loud he shouted, his words were lost to the rushing wind.  The swirling mists cleared and Lukas gasped with surprise.  Gone was the ground.  The trees could no longer be seen.  There were no visible mountains and no discernible landmarks anywhere.  For all he knew they were no longer flying east but had instead doubled back and were headed home.  There was simply no way to tell.  Lukas’ jaw started to ache as he was smiling so much.  They were flying so high that the clouds he had seen from the ground were now those that he could see far below.  
Huge billowy masses of white fluffy clouds were everywhere; directly to their right, to their left, and as far as the eye could see straight ahead.  Up here, it was peaceful and serene.  If he was a dragon he wouldn’t ever touch back down on the ground.  He would spend all his time up here.
“I wish I was a dragon,” Lukas whispered, more to himself than to anyone.  “I wish this journey would never end.”
“All good things must come to an end, young Lukas.”
Samara’s voice was strong, powerful, and easily heard.  Had the dragon really heard him whispering to himself?
“Can you really hear me?” Lukas asked again, in the softest whisper he could manage, unable to even hear himself.
“Of course.”
“Wow.”
“Dragons have far superior visual and aural abilities, surpassing every other creature that we’re aware of.”
“Amazing.”
“You like flying?”
“I wish I could fly all the time,” Lukas sighed wistfully.
“I was unaware dwarves cared this much for heights.  Your father appears to wish he were back on the ground.”
“I know you won’t drop me,” Lukas told the dragon.  “Nothing bothers a dragon in the air.  It’s perfectly safe.”
Samara grunted.  “Up until last year I would have agreed.  Now we know otherwise.”
“What happened last year?” Lukas asked, curious.
“We encountered a foe that attacked us from the air,” Samara explained, banking slightly right as he followed Rhamalli around a huge pillar of clouds.  “Luckily we were also shown how to defeat the foe.  Too many of us believed we were invincible in the air.  It was a brutal reality check.”
“Did any dragons die?” Lukas whispered in shock, hoping against hope that none did.
“No, although several were close to perishing.”
Lukas breathed a sigh of relief.
Samara suddenly turned his massive head to the right and inhaled.  
“We are approaching the human settlement.”
Lukas stood up on his tip toes to peer over the dragon’s claw.  All he could see far below were the approaching tops of the clouds.
“How can you tell?”
“Two ways.  First, I can see the village.”
“Really?”
“Aye.  But most of all, I can smell them.”
Lukas laughed.  “Humans smell bad?”
Samara nodded.  “Aye.  They are very easy to track.  Humans have always wondered why they do not make great hunters.  That’s why.”
“Will there be dragons around the lake we’re going to?” Lukas asked hopefully.
“I cannot say,” Samara’s gentle voice answered.  “Dragons live wherever they choose.  What I will say is that a dragon will not choose to live in an area that has little game.  There must be a plentiful supply of food or else the dragon would starve.”
Lukas nodded.  It made sense.
“If you do encounter one around these parts, be cautious.  A dragon is highly territorial.  If it feels threatened, it will eliminate the threat.”
“How will I know if a dragon lives nearby?”
“Look for blackened trees, or dark scorches in the earth.  Those are indicators a dragon is near.”
Just when Lukas had thought his clothes had completely dried out from his first encounter with the cloud bank, Samara dipped his wings and banked sharply to their right, angling them towards the heart of another enormous cloud.   Lukas realized with a start that he was about to be soaked again.  The underling craned his head and held his breath.  Great pillows of feathery mist towered thousands of feet above his head.    Were they about to go through that?  Lukas glanced up at the ivory dragon’s enormous body and saw that Samara’s wings had leveled off but were now partially folded against its back, causing them to tip downward and increase their speed.  They were going to miss the large cloud after all.  Barely.  It was a shame dragon riding was forbidden as the views from the dragon’s back would be much better than from beneath its belly.
Catching sight of the ground layer of clouds rushing up at them, Lukas’ eyes widened.  The downy white clouds were now racing towards them so fast that there was no time to brace for impact.  Lukas gasped with shock as they blasted through the thick layer of clouds as though they had been shot out a cannon.  There, many hundreds of feet below them, Lukas finally caught sight of the ground once more. 
The forest was gone.  The trees, visible as a rapidly fading green line far behind them, had been replaced by open prairie, dotted with scraggly bushes and gentle rolling hills.  A large, flat river bisected the land and stretched away to the east.
Samara’s wings picked up the pace and began to beat faster as the dragon slowed their descent.  Up ahead, or rather farther down, Lukas could see Rhamalli glide in and touch down next to the river.  The black dragon followed suit moments later.
Puzzled, Lukas looked around the surrounding area.  Where was the human village?  Weren’t the dragons supposed to be dropping them off there?  
“Something the matter?” Samara inquired as he spiraled lower and lower.  The ground was only a few hundred feet away now.
“Where’s Donlari?”
“About a league to the east.”
“Why didn’t you land there?”
“What do you think would have happened if the humans would have spotted ten dragons circling about overhead and then see three land in their village?”
Lukas smiled.  “That would be bad.”
“Precisely.”
As Samara came in for a landing he beat his wings furiously in order to make the transition to the ground as smooth as possible.  As a result, all the grass in the area was flattened by the blast of wind, appearing as though a giant had stepped on it and squished it flat.
The claw finally opened and the talons, which had held him in position for so long, finally separated.  Lukas hopped down to the ground and then turned to face the dragon with a smile on his face.
“I would like to say thanks for the ride.  I will never forget it.”
Samara nodded his head.  “Would you do me a favor, young dwarf?”
Lukas enthusiastically nodded his head. “Anything!”
“Would you kindly inform your father that the ground is once more beneath our feet?”
Lukas glanced over at his father.  Venk was still clutching one of the talons and had a look of grim determination on his face as though he was being subjugated to the most heinous of tortures.  
“Father, what are you doing?  Let go!”
“Absolutely not!  The fiend wants me to let go so that I...”
Realizing it was not necessary to shout in order to be heard, Venk cracked an eye open.  Samara had extended his foreleg out and was holding his open claw over a patch of grass.  Venk was dangling two feet off the ground, still clutching the talon.
“How about that.  We’ve landed.”
Samara snickered.  “Your powers of observation astound me, master dwarf.”
Venk dropped to the ground and glared at the dragon.   “Ha ha.  I am as ill in the air as any of your ilk would be under the ground.”
“Not true,” Samara disagreed.  “Land dragons live in subterranean caverns.”
“Perfect.  I didn’t need to know that.”
They thanked the dragons and said their farewells.  Moments later they watched as the graceful creatures rose into the air and disappeared into the clouds.
Breslin approached.
“I did not think I could ever find a more unpleasant method of travel than Lady Sarah’s teleportations.”
“When Lady Sarah teleported us from one place to the next, it was instantaneous,” Athos argued.  “However, I could never get over the sensation that my insides had been left behind.”
“You prefer the dragon??” 
Venk was silent as he considered which was the lesser of two evils.  Close to a minute passed before Athos finally cleared his throat.
“While my brother figures out what he wants to say, I think it best if we head out.”
 Breslin nodded.  “I agree.  What do you think, lads?  Do we make for Donlari or should we find this lake that everyone is making a fuss about?”
Unaccustomed to long bouts of travel, Tristofer meekly raised a hand and suggested they try to find lodging in the village.
Breslin turned east and saw the outskirts of the village at least a league away.  He suddenly squatted down and motioned for Lukas to approach.
“What do you think, Master Lukas?  Seek shelter in the human village or should we make for the lake?”
“Why are you asking me?”
“You bear the Questor’s Mark.  I will let you decide.”
Lukas anxiously looked at his father, who shrugged and jammed his hands into his pockets.
“Let’s find the lake.”
“You heard him.  We will find the lake and camp there.”
Tristofer groaned in exasperation and began to grumble.
 
Several hours later Breslin and the rest of the group were crouching down low next to several squat shrubs.  The area was thick with pine trees that were at least a hundred feet tall.  So many trees were dotting the landscape that the sun’s welcoming rays were denied access to the forest floor.  It was only because most of the lowest branches on the trees were above their heads that the dwarves were able to navigate their way through the forest.  
Breslin carefully pulled a low lying branch out of their line of sight and peered anxiously at the tiny lake before them.
“What do you think, lads?  Is that it?”
Venk and Athos both shrugged, each mimicking the other perfectly.
“I thought it’d be bigger,” Tristofer commented.  Frowning, he started searching his robes for the map Shardwyn had given him.  “I do not see how a lake this size could have sustained an entire population of nixies.  It’s just not possible.”
“Maybe these nixies are tiny beings no bigger than a bug,” Venk suggested.
Breslin pointed to the map Tristofer was perusing.  “What does the map say?”
The scholar didn’t say anything as he held the map one way then completely reversed it and held it upside down.  Venk and Athos shared a worried look with Breslin.
“It might be the next lake over.”
Breslin held out a hand.  “Give me the map.”
“It’s my map!  Shardwyn gave it to me!”
“You can keep the map if you can tell me which direction north is.”
Tristofer twisted to his right and peered through the trees.  He then turned left and then finally leaned back to look up at the distant treetops.
“Umm... that way?”
Breslin and the two brothers turned to look right.  All three shook their head.  Venk sighed.
“Lukas, would you kindly point out which direction is north?”
Lukas turned a little to his right and silently hooked a thumb behind him.  
“Excellent, son.”
Tristofer reluctantly surrendered the map.
“Wizards be damned, Tristofer.  The lake Shardwyn circled is two leagues to the east.  I thought you knew what you were doing.”
“I don’t get outside much, alright?”
“Evidently.  This way, follow me.  We will have to hurry if we intend to make it before sunset.”
 
A few hours later, as the sky began to darken, they finally broke free of the trees and approached the second lake.  This one was much larger, as it would take at least several hours to walk around the entire perimeter.  Lukas suddenly gasped with surprise.
“What is it?” Venk asked as he rushed to his son’s side.  “Is something the matter?”
“It’s my back!  My back is tingling!”
 



Chapter 4 – Dwarves Hate Water!
 
 
“So what does that tell us?” Venk asked, turning to look at the others.  “It means we are on the right track, right?  Lukas, let’s see the mark.”
“I’m willing to wager another clue has revealed itself,” Tristofer guessed.  
“Like before?” Athos inquired.  “When the picture of the sprite didn’t appear until contact with another Narian piece of junk was made?”
Tristofer bristled with annoyance.  “They are called ‘nixies’.  And they were NOT pieces of junk.  They are treasured, genuine pieces of Narian culture, clearly unfit for a churlish brute such as yourself.”
Athos stared incredulously at the scholar.  Had his ears deceived him?  Did the scholar really say what he thought he had?  Athos turned to his brother to see get his opinion.  Venk, however, was trying to disguise his laughter as a series of coughs.
“No one calls me a girlish brute,” Athos growled.
“The word was churlish, not girlish,” Breslin added, doing a remarkable job of maintaining a neutral expression on his face.
“Oh.  What does churlish mean?”
Venk hesitated as he tried to think of its definition.
“Uncivilized,” Breslin supplied for him.
Athos marched over to the scholar and crossed his arms over his chest.  “You’re calling me uncivilized, scholar?”
“Come on, Athos,” Venk chided his brother.  “He’s not that far off the mark.”
Athos considered and then shrugged.  “I suppose I’ve been called worse.”
Breslin approached Lukas and squatted down low.  “Can we see the mark, young sir?”
Lukas pulled his jerkin up to his chin and faced the opposite direction.  Tristofer rocked back on his heels and smiled.
“Hah!  See?  I told you so!”
Athos and Venk simultaneously pushed Tristofer aside and studied the Questor’s Mark.  Previously, the top left portion of the mark had been just as smudged and illegible as the rest, but as before, it was starting to come into focus.  If they wanted the next part of the mark to be revealed they were going to have to find another Narian object.  That had to mean there was something else in the area!  
Venk glanced around the secluded glade.  There was something hidden here?  Where?  How were they supposed to find it?  Could the nixies, when they were alive, have hidden something in the forest?  For all he knew whatever they were looking for was at the bottom of the lake.  
“I’m getting a headache,” Venk muttered, more to himself than to anyone.  
Tristofer promptly produced several mint leaves from one of his many pockets and slapped them down into Venk’s hand.
“Here, rub these into your hair.  It’ll help take care of that headache.”
“Excuse me?”
“You most likely have a tension headache, caused by contracting muscles covering your skull.  Mint leaves have long been known to be a remedy.”
Venk sighed and removed his helmet.  He ducked behind the closest tree, presumably to give Tristofer’s remedy a try.
“What do we do now?” Athos asked.  “Sounds like we’re supposed to find these nixie creatures.  How do we do that?”
“We don’t,” Tristofer told him.  “Nixies are extinct.”
“How certain are you of that?” Breslin asked.  “Am I not addressing the person who tried to convince my father that the mark was a map?  By that argument, are we not in the right place?  Why would there be a reference to a creature that’s extinct?  Are you saying this isn’t a map now?
Tristofer crossed his arms.  “It’s a map, I assure you.”
“Excellent.  I believe we were led here.  As you will see, another corner of Lukas’ back has begun to come into focus, just like before.  It must mean we’re on the right track.  Do you see where I’m going with this?”
Tristofer sighed.  “All I’m saying is if water sprites still exist, don’t you think that someone would have seen them after all these years?”
“If the existence of a species depended upon the ability to conceal themselves, do you not think it’s possible they would have learned to do just that?”
While Breslin and Tristofer debated, Athos stared out at the quiet lake and slowly scanned the area.  Aside from a flock of bright red kytes chatting noisily nearby, there wasn’t anything else noteworthy about this lake.  Could there be beings hiding in the water?  Athos shuddered.  He couldn’t think of a more horrid predicament.  Water was meant for drinking and bathing.  Immersing oneself?  Absolutely not.
The incessant arguing suddenly ceased.  Athos glanced over to check on his companions.  The scholar was now checking various pockets looking for who knows what.  A quick glance at his brother confirmed his own suspicions that Tristofer’s welcome in the group was dwindling rapidly.  Venk was frowning at the small pile of junk that was growing steadily bigger as Tristofer emptied more and more pockets.
Venk cleared his throat.  “Let’s assume these nixie things do exist and are hiding.  What do we know about them?  How do we find them?  Can we set some sort of a trap?” 
Breslin looked at Tristofer to answer, but the scholar was oblivious to all as he rifled through his jacket pockets.
“Tristofer, what are you looking for?”
“My map!  I’ve lost Shardwyn’s map!  It’s gone!”
Venk groaned aloud.  Lukas, who had been staring up at the vivid red birds in the trees, dropped his gaze to the ground and started to search for the fallen piece of parchment.
“No, I don’t think it’d be on the ground,” Tristofer told the boy.  “I must have lost it on that ghastly ride with the dragons.  Confound it!”
Venk and Athos gave the scholar a pitiful look.
Tristofer was taken aback.  “What?”
“You used it on the way here, remember?  You held it upside down.”
Tristofer paused in his search.  
“That’s right.  I did.”
Breslin sighed.  Now he was starting to get a headache.  
“I last saw you holding it at the wrong lake.  You must have used it once I gave it back, right?”
Tristofer had resumed his search of his pockets.  “Of course.”
“You obviously didn’t want to lose it, right?”
Tristofer nodded.  “Absolutely.”
“So knowing you might misplace it, you chose a special place to put it.  Where?”
“Up my sleeve, of course.”
Tristofer straightened.  He gingerly prodded the left sleeve of his jacket and heard the crinkle of paper.  He rolled up his sleeve and smiled sheepishly as the missing map fluttered to the ground.  Surprised, Tristofer turned to Breslin.
“How did you do that?  How were you able to make me remember?”
“Try having a famous father with a memory ten times worse than yours will ever be.”
Taking another long look at the glade they were in, Breslin came to a decision.  
“We’ll make camp here.  Lukas, would you see if there’s anything we can use as firewood around?  Master Venk, would you help him?”
Venk nodded and tapped Lukas’ shoulder to get his attention.  Together the two of them disappeared into the woods.
Breslin lowered his voice to a whisper.  “Athos, check the area and be certain nothing is lurking about.”
“How far?”
“Half a league should be plenty.  I want no surprises.”
Athos nodded and pulled his black handled axe from its holder on his back.  “Agreed.”
 
****
 
The sun had set an hour ago and the stars had come out in droves.  Hundreds of thousands of tiny pinpricks of light winked down at them from above.  The buzzing drone of wood burrowing insects echoed noisily from all directions.  The colorful kytes had finally stopped their incessant warbling and were now all asleep in their trees, beaks tucked under one of their wings. 
“Did you know that Narian diggers had no fear of becoming trapped in the rock?  Not as long as they were wearing their armor!”
Tristofer had been regaling them with stories the entire time they had been setting up their camp.  It was as if he had never been given a chance to share his life’s passion with someone who would listen, and right now, Lukas was sitting cross legged on the ground and staring at him with his large unblinking eyes.  Tristofer told him of wonderful discoveries in metallurgy, amazing mechanical devices created to make day to day life easier, and weapons superior to all others; all were waiting for them once they discovered Nar’s location.  
With his duties helping his brother complete, Venk selected a thick broken branch of firewood and sank down on the ground next to his son.  He pulled out one of his daggers and began to carve several designs into the chunk of wood.  While not really interested in what the scholar had to say, he did want to make sure Tristofer didn’t confuse his son with too much inaccurate information.
Thinking another willing member had joined his small audience, Tristofer told them both about the most highly sought after items to come from Nar:  armor.  Those who wore true Narian armor could rest easy knowing no sword, nor spear, nor any type of projectile could penetrate their protective covering.  It was said that kings and warriors from all across the land came to beseech the Narian blacksmiths for customized suits of armor.  The secret of their armor’s success was never discovered, making any surviving pieces of armor worth their weight in gold.  Many have tried to find Nar, Tristofer told them.  Fortunes were depleted as insistent families spent years searching with nothing to show for their efforts.
“How many times have you set out to find this city?” Venk mildly asked.  He frowned at the wood he was holding.  His attempts to try and carve a troll skull from the wood were not that successful.
“Six times,” Tristofer told him with a smile.
“How far have you made it?”
Small curls dropped onto his lap as he continued to whittle away at the chunk of wood.
“Not very far,” Tristofer admitted.  “I led several expeditions to the northeastern section of the Bohanis.  I was convinced I had found the valley of the Three Crags.”
“I take it you were wrong?”
Tristofer grunted with annoyance.  His most recent failed attempt was still a bitter point of contention between him and Maelnar.  
“You said the Narians made good armor?”
“No,” Tristofer corrected.  “I said they made great armor.”
“What about weapons?”
“It sounds strange,” Tristofer admitted, “but they weren’t known for their weapons.  They focused more on tools than weapons.”
Busy carving one of the two fangs on a troll’s lower jaw, Venk paused.
“What can you tell us about that power hammer I heard you mention earlier?”
Tristofer nodded.  “The Narian power hammer.  What I can tell you is that it’s an immensely powerful hammer that is rumored to be able to pulverize the hardest stones with a single blow.”
“Do you think they used jhorun to make it work?”
The scholar shook his head.  “I do not.  In all my years of research, not once has there been any mention of jhorun when it came to Nar.”
“How do you think the hammer works?  You must have a theory.”
Athos and Breslin appeared.  Both claimed an open spot near the fire.  Athos leaned up against a large boulder and pulled his pipe and tobacco out from a pouch on his belt.  Breslin mumbled something and pulled his own pipe out but then scowled as he realized he had forgotten his pouch of tobacco.  After packing his pipe full of tobacco, Athos tossed the pouch to Breslin, who nodded appreciatively.  Breslin packed his pipe full and tossed the pouch back.
“I personally think the gem is the key,” Tristofer continued.  “It somehow enhances the hammer.  I see no other reason for it to be there.”
Lukas nodded.  “My friends all think the hammers are more dangerous than the swords.”
Venk’s hand paused as he worked to remove another sliver of wood.  He regarded his son as though he was staring at a stranger.
“You’ve talked about Nar before?”
Lukas twisted around to look at his father.  “Aye.  With my friends.  Sometimes we pretend we’re Narian soldiers.  We always carry hammers, never swords.”
“The hammer was important to the Narians, obviously,” Tristofer told Lukas, turning to face the young boy.  “It’s featured on their crest, and of course, it’s featured on your back.”
“Why is it upside down?” Lukas wanted to know.
Curious, all three adults looked at the scholar for an answer.
Tristofer was silent as he considered.  “Presumably because it was heavy.”
Lukas thought for a moment and then shook his head.  “I don’t think they’d make a hammer that they couldn’t wield properly.”
Venk noticed with keen interest that Tristofer had started to fidget uncomfortably.  Enjoying this exchange between his son and the scholar, Venk let the half carved skull drop into his lap, forgotten.  He crossed his legs at his ankles and waited to see how Tristofer would respond.  Chewing thoughtfully on a broken twig, Breslin looked over at the scholar and waited for a response, too.  Bored, Athos pulled his pack over to him, retrieved a small whetstone, and proceeded to sharpen his axe.
 Tristofer shrugged.  “Why they chose to depict the power hammer in such a manner is a mystery that will have to be solved once we find Nar.”
Lukas nodded.  “So you don’t know.  That’s all you had to say.”
Tristofer frowned as the underling nonchalantly shifted his attention back to the twinkling stars.  The last thing he needed on this expedition was another opportunity in which he could lose what little credence he had left.  One couldn’t project an aura of confidence when one became stymied by a simple boy.
 
The following morning began abruptly as Tristofer awoke with a start and let out a bellow of outrage.
“A pox on this accursed place!”
“What the deuce are you blathering about now?” Athos demanded grumpily from his hammock.  He had draped his heavy parka across himself and sometime during the night he had completely covered his face.  He was now propping a corner of his makeshift blanket up and was peering at Tristofer from within the recesses of his warm cocoon.  “Keep your voice down, will you?  You’ve been hanging around the humans too long if you think a measly eight hours is enough sleep.”
“My books!  My things!  They’re gone!”
Breslin, forgetting he was sleeping several feet off the ground, made a move to stand and ended up tangled in his hammock.  He crashed heavily to the ground.  Moments later, his snores resumed.
Tristofer hurried over to his sleeping form and shook him roughly to wake him up.
“We’ve been robbed!  Everything I brought with me has vanished!  This is a catastrophe!”
Breslin finally cracked an eye and glared at the scholar.  A quick glance up confirmed the sun had not risen, although it was close.  The sky was beginning to lighten as dawn approached.  Breslin’s brow furrowed.
“You wake me up to tell me you’ve misplaced something?”
“I didn’t misplace anything.  It was stolen!  We’ve been robbed!”
Breslin gave a quick cursory check of himself by patting several of his pockets.  He pulled his pack from where it was leaning up against a tree and rifled through it.
“Everything is here.  Food, water, weapons.  I haven’t lost anything.”
Venk checked his belongings, and his son’s, and confirmed that they weren’t missing anything, either.  He looked over at the still form of his brother, swaying gently in the breeze.   
“Athos?  Are you missing anything?”
The parka covering Athos bulged slightly as he checked the contents of his pockets.  An arm then snaked out from under the warmth of the parka and checked the status of his pack, which was sitting on the ground directly beneath him.  The thin leather cord he had used to tie his pack and his hammock together remained intact.
“My stuff is fine,” Athos grumpily responded.  He pulled his arm back in under the covers and tried to go back to sleep.
Tristofer started to whine.  “So it’s just me?  Oh, that’s just great.  Why do these things always happen to me?”
“I’ll help you look for your things.”
Tristofer turned to see Venk’s young son swing his legs out over his hammock and drop lightly to the ground.
“Your pockets were all full,” Lukas remembered as he stared around at the forest floor.  “It’s too much stuff for one person to carry off.  Let’s look for clues!”
“Son, it’s too dark,” Venk told him.  “We’ll search for Tristofer’s junk at first light.”
Tristofer crossed his arms over his chest and sulked.  “It’s not junk.”
An entire hour was spent searching for some signs of what had happened to Tristofer’s possessions.  No signs, no footprints, not even a trace of any of Tristofer’s numerous books could be found.  He might as well have dug a hole, held his jacket upside down over it, and then filled the hole back up.  The scholar was right.  His things had vanished.  Only when the group had officially given up the search did Lukas give Tristofer a glimmer of hope.
“I think I see something!”
Tristofer hurried eagerly to Lukas’ side.
“What?  What is it?  Have you found something?”
“No, but I see something.  Look, there in the water.  There’s something floating about twenty feet away.”
Tristofer shaded his eyes from the overhead sun and squinted out at the water.  There was something in the water, and it looked an awful lot like –
“It’s one of my books!  What is it doing in the water?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” Venk asked as he joined his son at the water’s edge.  “I’d say your things were pilfered by a nixie.”
“Where’s your proof?” Tristofer sputtered.  “You have none.  Why?  Because nixies are extinct.”
Venk looked left, then right, and then behind them.  “See anyone else around here?  It’s quiet enough where we would have heard the splash of your book being thrown.  I think it was carried in.”
“How did you know that nixies could leave the water?” Tristofer asked.  His respect for Lukas’ father just rose by several levels.  That fact wasn’t commonly known.
“You aren’t the only one who has heard stories.”
“Who...”
“Our father has regaled us with many a tale when we were young,” Athos explained, finally extricating himself from his hammock.  “Tobin used to tell stories of when he and my grandfather would sneak Topside and listen to the nixies sing.”
“They sang?” Tristofer asked, astonished.  “I have never heard any mention of singing.”
“Exactly how often do you research anything besides Nar?” Breslin asked.
“My knowledge about occurrences that may or may not have happened Topside is severely limited as my area of expertise is focused on but one thing:  Nar.”
“Sounds like you have used that line before,” Venk observed.  
Tristofer smiled mischievously.  “Once or twice.”
Breslin rubbed his temples.  His head was throbbing mercilessly.  It was becoming uncomfortably common for him to get a headache in Tristofer’s presence.  He sighed.
“In case someone present,” Breslin began, “happens to know a thing or two about these water sprites, perchance that person, or persons, will care to enlighten those that don’t?”
Tristofer looked at Lukas’ father and held out an arm in an open invitation to accept Breslin’s request.  Venk shook his head no.  Tristofer turned to look back out over the water at his floating book.
“I’ll tell you what I know about nixies but first we must get my book back.  Who’s the best swimmer?”
Three adult dwarves, and one underling, all cringed.
“It’s your book,” Athos pointed out.  “If anyone has to get wet I’d say it should be its owner.  That means you.”
Tristofer gazed helplessly back out at the water.  “But I can’t swim!  Surely one of you must know how to swim.  Lukas, help an old man out and fetch me my book.”
Lukas shook his head no and hid behind his father.  
“Venk?”
Venk shook his head.  “No.”
“Breslin?”
“I’ve never waded in any farther than my knees.  Not a chance.”
Desperate, Tristofer turned to the last member of their group.  “Athos, do you think that...”
“Never learned how, pal.”
“Tristofer, you know we all avoid the water,” Breslin patiently reminded him.  “We don’t swim for a reason.  We sink.”
“I know, I know,” Tristofer snapped.  He turned to look longingly at his floating book.  As if on cue, the book slipped below the surface and didn’t reappear.
“Someone must have taken your things,” Breslin told him.  “I want to know who, or what, is responsible.”
“As I said before,” Venk reminded everyone as he laid a hand on his son’s shoulder, “I think this is a prank masterminded by the nixies.”
“You don’t know that,” Athos scolded.  His trademark frown had reappeared on his face.
“We’ve searched this entire area and have found no traces.  The one thing that has been found was in the water.  According to Shardwyn, this is the last known location of the nixies.  I’d say this proves they’re still alive.”
“How long has it been since anyone has seen a nixie?” Lukas wanted to know.
“Oh, about a day ago,” Athos chuckled softly.  
Breslin, standing nearby, snorted with laughter and expertly disguised it as a cough. 
“At least 500 years,” Tristofer answered.  Neither he nor Lukas had heard Athos’ comment.  “According to Shardwyn.”
Lukas’ naturally inquisitive nature took over.
“What’d they look like?  You say there’s a picture of a nixie on my back.  Is it accurate?”
“Ordinarily I’d say that I wouldn’t know,” Tristofer answered with a smile, “but both Shardwyn’s notes and the Questor’s Mark are a match.  The nixies are humanoid, about a quarter the size of a human, which makes them about half our size.  They have long black hair usually tied so that it falls evenly down their back.  Their skin is pale, almost to the point where it appears light green.  Naturally, they have gills.  Where the gills are located remains a mystery as no one has ever studied a nixie up close.  There are reports of nixies venturing out onto dry land for a period of several minutes, which suggests they can hold their breath that long.  They can’t survive out of water; that much is certain.  What’s also certain, since they pilfered my belongings, is that they are a mischievous people.  Whether they puncture the bottom of boats or else pull them under, many people have reported mysterious accidents when trying to cross any body of water said to be inhabited by a tribe of nixies.”
“So they’re dangerous,” Athos decided, absentmindedly resting his hand on the handle of his axe.
“They won’t openly harm anyone,” Tristofer countered.  “Quite the opposite.  If a boat sinks in their water, they’ll make sure all occupants make it to shore, albeit typically the wrong shore.”
“Then why bother sabotaging the blasted boat in the first place?” Breslin asked.
Tristofer shrugged.  “Maybe they take offense to someone else using their waters?  Perhaps they’re offended by people who don’t swim?  No one can say.”
“In that case, they’re going to just love us,” Athos grumbled.  Breslin chuckled.
“How can we tell them we’re friends?” Lukas suddenly asked, drawing everyone’s attention.  “We need to let them know we won’t hurt them.”
“There is a way, aye.  The problem is,” Tristofer scratched the back of his head as he said this, “it’s more likely we could find the nixies on our own.”
Breslin gave Lukas an approving smile and tousled his hair.  He turned to face Tristofer.
“It seems to me that this quest is one huge challenge after another, so it fits that we have to accomplish some task to proceed.  What do you need, Tristofer?”
“An orikai flower.”
“A what?”
“It’s a rare flower that I haven’t seen in over a hundred years.”
“Describe it.  There’s got to be one around here.”
Tristofer shook his head.  “I can tell you, but it won’t do any good.  It’s probably the most rare and sought after flower known to exist.”
“You’ve got to be kidding.  We’re looking for pontal now?” Athos threw his hands up in protest.  “This is not the type of quest I signed up for!”
“Ignore him,” Venk told Tristofer, glaring at his brother as he did so.  “What are we looking for?”
“You’re looking for a tri-petal flower that has purple elongated petals with white edges.  The column and stamen are golden that will sparkle when exposed to the sunlight.  It’s presumed the nixies are attracted to the reflected light.”
“Sounds like a very unique flower,” Breslin admitted.  “So once we find one of these flowers, then what do we do?”
“I doubt very much you’ll find an orikai, but if you do, you’ll know it.  The flower lives on a distinctive blue stalk that looks a lot like a vine.  If you find it, bring it back here as quickly as possible.”
“Split up,” Breslin told the group.  “Find one of these flowers.  Call out when you do.”
“You’re not going to find one,” the scholar insisted.  “There haven’t been any sightings for a very long time.”
Breslin grabbed Tristofer by his jacket collar and dragged him along.  “Don’t think you’re getting out of searching.  The more eyes, the better.  Get moving.”
Four hours later, after meticulously combing the area around the lake and then expanding the search for a full two leagues beyond, Breslin was forced to admit Tristofer had been right.  There were no exotic purple flowers anywhere in the area.  How were they supposed to summon the nixies now?
“Was there any other way to get their attention?” Venk asked.
The group was all sitting around the hearth eating their midday meal which consisted of cold mutton and hard crusty bread.  Several fallen logs had been dragged over to serve as seats.
“There’s no other way that I’m aware of,” Tristofer admitted.  He was hot, sore, and quite ready to take a nap.  He hadn’t had this much activity in the last five years combined.
“Then we must find one of these flowers,” Breslin decided.  “Who’s got the spells Shardwyn gave us?”
“I do.  I’ve got them in my pack,” Venk answered.
“Get them, will you?  I think it’s time we use one of them.”
Curious, Venk stood up and went to his pack.  Retrieving the small silk bag, Venk handed it to Breslin.  The bag was opened and upended on the ground in front of the hearth.  Selecting the white sphere with the symbol of the quill on it, Breslin gathered up the other four spells and dropped them back into the bag and handed it back.  Venk pointed at the sphere Breslin was still holding.
“That’s the messenger spell.  Who are you going to contact?”
“My father.  He wants this quest to succeed just as much as we do.  Therefore we’re going to make it his problem to find one of these blasted flowers.”
Venk and Athos both grinned at the same time in the same manner.  Each caught sight of the other and the two brothers gently clinked their axes together.
Breslin closed his fist tightly around the spell and mentally instructed it to deliver the message to the correct recipient.
 
Father, we are at Lake Alpin.  We have discovered that there’s a strong chance nixies still exist, but we must summon them.  We need an orikai flower.  It’s a purple flower with three petals.  Gold stamen.  We need this as soon as possible.
 
The sphere grew warm, surprising Breslin into opening his hand.  The sphere flashed brightly and then vanished.
“That’s just great.  Now I’m seeing spots everywhere.”
“We all are,” Venk complained.
“Now what?” Athos wanted to know.  “How long do we have to wait?”
“As long as it takes,” his brother told him.  “We have no idea how long it’ll take for Maelnar to find one of these accursed flowers.  If he isn’t familiar with local pontal in this region then it might take him a while.”
An hour and a half later, there was another flash of light, but this time a small wooden box had appeared and was sitting on the ground in front of them all.  Breslin knelt down to retrieve the box.  Standing slowly, he opened the tiny chest to reveal a striking purple flower with three elongated petals ringed with white.  And a note.
 
Be sure you know what you’re doing, son.  You have only one shot at this as this is the only known orikai flower in existence in all of Lentari.  The owner was very reluctant to part with it.  On a side note, Shardwyn had to promise all kinds of favors in order to obtain it, so for that, I’m in your eternal debt!
 
“Now that we have it, what do we do with it?” Athos asked.
Tristofer was at a loss.
“I’m not sure.  If I were to offer an educated guess, I would say that since nixies are water sprites, we should place the flower on the water.”
Athos reached for the wood chest, intent on throwing it and the flower out into the lake when Breslin suddenly twisted to his right and blocked the outstretched hand.  
“Let’s let Lukas do it.  He’s the one with the mark.”
Breslin held the chest down low so that Lukas could reach in and extract the flower.  Holding the delicate purple flower by its blue stem, Lukas walked to the water’s edge and gently placed the offering on the water’s surface.
As if pulled by an unknown current, the flower floated out about fifteen feet.  It rotated lazily as it floated away from the shore, as if guided by an unknown hand beneath the surface.  After spinning about for a few more rotations, the flower silently slipped beneath the surface and disappeared from sight.
“Now what?” Athos demanded.  He had expected something to happen, whether an immediate reaction from the nixies, an appearance, anything!  But alas, the water was as still as a windless sea.
“That was a complete waste of –”
Athos trailed off as he noticed ripples had formed in the water.  Beginning at the point where the flower had sunk, tiny waves radiated outwards, and eventually caused the water to lap against the shore’s edge.  
“Look!”  Lukas was pointing out at the water.
A tiny head had appeared at the center of the ripples and was staring directly at them, unblinking.  It had jet black hair, pale skin, and striking blue eyes.
“We mean you no harm,” Breslin began diplomatically, taking a step towards the lake.  
The head vanished beneath the waves.
“Nice going,” Athos remarked as he gave Breslin a light punch on the arm.  Breslin punched him back.
“Like you could have done any better,” Breslin angrily retorted, retreating backwards a few steps.
“Quiet!” Venk snapped.  “It’s back!”
Sure enough, the nixie’s head had broken the surface of the water and was again staring at them.  Going on a hunch, Lukas gently approached the water’s edge and lifted his jerkin to expose his back.  He carefully turned around so that the creature in the water could see the reason why they were there.
The nixie moved closer to shore and gripped a partially submerged broken tree.  It pulled itself up so that it was mostly out of the water and stared at the boy’s back.
“Well, there’s no doubt about it.  That one is a female,” Athos told his brother.
The nixie had glossy green scales covering its torso but even though the scales sparkled iridescently, it couldn’t disguise the womanly curves of its gender.  Athos was right.  This nixie was female. 
Tristofer, who remained mired in place, pointed an arm at the nixie and whispered excitedly to Breslin.
“Look!  There at the base of her neck.  Do you see her gills?  She has six gills total, three on each side.  This is remarkable!”
Breslin, determined to make a good first impression for all dwarfkind, stepped forward again, arms open in what he hoped was a welcoming gesture.  The nixie bolted from her perch on the sunken tree and dove back into the water.
Venk turned to Breslin and angrily smacked his right shoulder, spinning him around until the two were face to face.
“Stop doing that!  We’re here to establish contact, not to frighten it away!  Get back over here and let’s see if it comes back.”
As soon as Breslin and Venk moved away from the water, the ripples appeared again and once more the female nixie was eyeing them from the safety of the water.
After giving the adult dwarfs a speculative look, the nixie turned her attention back to Lukas.  The underling pulled his tunic up and squatted down near the water’s edge.
“Can you help me?” Lukas asked the water sprite.  “Does this mean anything to you?”
The nixie’s head dipped below the water’s surface only to reappear moments later right beside him.  Venk flinched as the nixie raised herself out of the water and approached his son.  Breslin put a restraining hand on Venk’s left shoulder while Athos put a hand on the other.
Delicate webbed fingers gently touched the hammer in the crest on Lukas’ back.  After a moment’s hesitation, a string of chirps and clicks erupted from the nixie’s mouth.  
Lukas smiled at his father.  “She sounds just like a kyte, doesn’t she?”
More ripples appeared in the lake as first one, then two, and then many more nixies surfaced.  Several dozen sets of blue eyes all focused on the small group of dwarves.
“This is starting to resemble a very bad idea,” Athos grumbled to himself.  He had set his axe up against his pack which was, unfortunately, at least twenty feet away from him.  
The first nixie turned to look behind her and made another series of clicking noises.  One male nixie, with just a few streaks of black through his otherwise gray hair, swam steadily closer.  The old nixie joined his much younger counterpart near the shore and gazed with rapt fascination at the mark on Lukas’ back.  The male was motionless for a few moments as it studied the mark. 
“What do you seek?”
The voice was high and shrill, barely resembling anything more than a squeak.  The voice could have been made by either the male or female, it was so high.  However, the dwarves knew from the way the older male was regarding Lukas that it was the one who had spoken.
“I’m so very pleased to meet you!” Tristofer began.  “I’d like to –”
“I’ll handle this,” Breslin gruffly interrupted.  He faced the nixie and tried to soften his expression so that he didn’t appear threatening.  “We are on a quest.  As you can see from the boy’s back, we are searching for –”
“You seek the object,” the male interrupted, still addressing Lukas.
Breslin shrugged.  “I was going to say answers, but let’s go with that.  What object are you talking about?”
The nixie didn’t say anything but instead waited for Lukas to respond.
“Ask him what object he’s talking about,” Breslin whispered to Lukas.
“What object?” Lukas asked as he dropped his jerkin back down and turned around so that he was facing the water.  He sank down and sat cross legged on the ground.
The old nixie pointed at Lukas’ back.
“You want to see the mark?” Lukas asked, reaching for the hem of his shirt.  “I can show it to you again if you’d like.”
“The mark of Nar is upon you.”
The four adult dwarves looked excitedly at one another.
Lukas nodded at the nixie.  “Can you tell me anything about it?”
The water sprite gazed with fascination at the boy’s back.  “It’s Narian.”
“Thanks for letting us know.  Er, will you tell us more about the object you were talking about from before?”
The old male turned to look back at several of his followers and uttered a string of nonsensical chirps and clicks.  Half a dozen of the closest nixies vanished beneath the surface.
“We will give you the object in exchange for your offering.  We knew one flower remained, but had no idea where it was or how to bring it here.  You have done this for us.  We are grateful.”
“What’s so special about that flower?” Breslin wanted to know.  The old nixie continued to ignore him.
Figuring he should ask any question that Breslin voiced, Lukas repeated the question to the nixie.
“We cannot stay on dry land.  If we are caught outside the water for too long we become a flower.  An orikai flower.  The only way to restore a nixie to its former self is to submerge the flower back into its native waters.  You have done this for us.  There are no more orikai, no more trapped nixies.  You have freed the last.  It is for this reason we are in your debt.”
“Did you know that?” Breslin whispered to Tristofer.  “About the flowers?”
“As I said before,” Tristofer whispered back, “pontal are not my specialty.  So no, I didn’t know that.”
“What can you tell us about the object you’re giving us?” Breslin gently asked from his position away from the water.  
The male nixie finally turned his head and made eye contact with him.
“It is an object that has been resting in our lake for many centuries.  It has a Narian symbol on it.  The boy’s back shares this symbol.”
There were several congratulatory arm shakes as Venk, Athos, and even Tristofer, all gave each other friendly pats on the back.
The six nixies that had departed resurfaced, struggling to lift an object between them.  More nixies swarmed to their aid as collectively they lifted a surprisingly small four inch by four inch square metal plate that was no more than an inch thick.  The metal object was plunked down into the soft mud at the water’s edge before all the nixies save the old male disappeared back into the water.
Lukas reached into the water to retrieve the metal plate but was surprised at how heavy it was.  He ended up using both hands to pry it off the ground and then struggled to stand back up.  His father and uncle were next to him in a flash.  Venk took the piece of metal from his son while Athos managed to snag Lukas’ belt to keep him from tipping over into the water once he became off balanced.
Venk reached back into the water and swished the metal plate back and forth a few times so that the muck and grime from the lake bed were washed away.  Curious, he stared down at the object in his hands.  
The metal was the color of tarnished bronze and was far denser than anything he had ever encountered.  Something this size should have been far lighter and much easier to handle.  It was perfectly smooth on all surfaces except for one corner, the lower left depending on how you held it.  That corner depicted the Narian crest.  The all too familiar upside down hammer met his eyes.
Venk squinted at the metal.  What was it made of?  This one piece alone was actually heavier than his largest hammer, but nowhere near the size of it.  What was it used for?
“What do you have there?” his brother asked him, coming to stand beside him.  
“Do your eyes not work?  It’s just a square piece of metal.”
Breslin and Tristofer joined him moments later and together they inspected the object.
“Thank you very much,” Lukas told the male nixie, who was still watching from the safety of the water.  
Surprised, the adults turned back to the lake and watched as the nixie gave them all an impish smile.  Moments later the old male returned to his watery realm below.
As soon as Lukas joined his father and saw the crest, his back began to tingle.  He giggled as the sensations traveling up and down his spine tickled him mercilessly.
“What’s the matter with you?” Athos asked his nephew.  “What’s so funny?”
“Something is tickling my back!”
“Pull up your shirt,” Tristofer ordered.  “We must see the mark!”
Lukas pulled up his jerkin once more and rotated until he was facing away from the adults.  Venk leaned close and held the metal plate next to his son’s back.  The top left section of the Questor’s Mark, the part that had started to come into focus earlier in the day, rippled outward and became legible.  What they saw drew gasps of alarm and a few curses.
A two-headed dragon, with its long leathery wings partially spread, was clearly visible.  In its front left claw it clutched a gem.
“Wizards be damned!”
  

 
 



Chapter 5 – Twice Is Not As Nice
 
 
“Since when does a dragon have two heads?” Athos wanted to know.  “They’re bad enough with one.  Most dragons have fangs that are longer than my arms.  The last thing we need right now is to deal with a dragon with twice as many fangs.  It must be a mistake.”
Breslin looked at Tristofer.  “You’re the scholar.  I know you told us your field of study focused primarily on Nar, but you must have at least heard of a two headed dragon, right?”
 Tristofer sadly shook his head.  “Not once in all of my studies, readings, or teachings have I ever heard of a dragon with two heads.  I’m sorry, my friends.  I cannot help you there.”
“What do we do?” Venk asked.  “We’ve come this far.  We can’t give up now.”
“Our next course of action is simple,” Breslin informed everyone.  “We must find ourselves a dragon and ask them about this.  If this unique dragon does exist then I would think another dragon would have heard of it, or perhaps even tell us where we can find it.”
“How do you propose we do that?” Venk asked.
“Do what?  Find a dragon?  That’s easy.  We return home.  You can’t walk ten paces in our valley and not see signs of a dragon.”
Lukas was crestfallen.  They had to walk all the way back home before they could start the next leg of the journey?  That would take days!
“Don’t look so glum,” Athos told his nephew.  “We know what we need to find.  We just need to know where to look.”
“But the two-headed dragon could be right around here!” Lukas complained.  “It’ll take days to make it all the way home!”
“True.  We are a patient race, nephew.  We’ll get there, just give it some time.”
Just as they were about to depart from Lake Alpin, now known to be the confirmed home of the last band of nixies, Breslin stopped and turned back towards the water.
“What is it?” Venk asked, automatically walking around Lukas to put himself in front of his son.
“I thought I heard something.  Splashing water.  Anyone else hear that?”
Athos nodded as he appeared at Breslin’s side.  “More nixies?”
Suddenly a small object floated to the surface.  Did the nixies have something else to tell them?
Tristofer was delighted.
“It’s a book!  It’s one of my books!  How wonderful!”
More objects surfaced.  Whatever force the nixies had been using to hold Tristofer’s pilfered possessions underwater had now decided to let go.  All of his items bobbed to the surface.
“I’d get them now, while you can,” Breslin told the scholar.  “Wait too long and they all may sink.”
“But that means I’ll have to get...  to get...”
“Wet,” Breslin finished for him.  He clapped a friendly hand on the scholar’s shoulder and tried to conceal his smile.  “Better hurry.”
With a muted curse, Tristofer stripped off his jacket and hurried into the water.  He made it about five paces when the ground disappeared and he plopped straight down into the lake.  Sputtering, cursing, and floundering as much as a recently caught fish that had been dropped on the ground, Tristofer managed to collect his belongings and dump them on the shore.
“What now?” the sodden scholar asked.  “It’ll be hours before everything is dry.”
“We don’t have time for that,” Breslin informed him.  “Just stow everything back in that jacket of yours and let’s continue on.”  
 
****
 
For several hours they tromped through the forest, heading north.  Lukas, steadfastly against returning home, hadn’t uttered a word as he followed his uncle and the rest of the group.  Hands shoved deep in his pockets, the underling deliberately walked slower than his father, causing Venk to constantly check behind him to verify that his son was keeping up.  Lukas wasn’t ready to return to the valley yet.  There had to be something they were missing, something that would help them find this special dragon.  Was the jewel it was holding the same type of gem that was on the surface of the hammer?  If so, that would suggest that maybe they were looking for pieces of some type of mechanical device.  Maybe Tristofer was right and the gem acted like a power source.  Maybe if they returned to the glade and searched a little harder they could find some type of clue.
 
WHAM!
 
Lukas, with his head up and his eyes lost in the clouds high overhead, walked right into his stationary father.  The impact was so strong that he had knocked himself dizzy and ended up collapsing to the ground.
“You really concern me sometimes, boy,” Venk quietly told his son as he lifted Lukas back to his feet.  “Were you daydreaming?  Watching the clouds?  What was it this time?”
“Nothing.”
“Clearly, or else you could have seen that we have all stopped.”
“Why are we stopped?”
“Because we want to ask you something.”
“Really?  Now?  What do you want to know?”
“Do you feel that we’re missing something?”
Lukas stared at his father in shock.  Had his father been reading his thoughts?
“W-what?  Why do you say that?  Do you think we’re missing something, too?”
Surprisingly, Venk nodded, along with the other three adults.  Shocked, amazed, and quite confused, Lukas stared at the faces staring back at him.  
“What’s going on?  What are you all staring at me?”
Breslin approached and knelt down on one knee.
“Tell me, young master, what are we looking for?”
“A two-headed dragon,” Lukas hesitantly answered, unsure where this was going.
“Right, I know that.  But what are we off to do right now?  What are we looking for?”
“A dragon, so that we can ask it if it knows anything about the creature that showed up on my back.”
Breslin nodded and smiled.  If only all underlings were as bright and intelligent as this one.
“Exactly.  Now, what would you say if I told you that a dragon just sought us out?”
“What?  There’s a dragon here?  Where?  How did they know to come?”
“Let’s go find out, shall we?”
“Where is it?  How do you know where it is?”
Venk sighed.  “You really need to pay more attention to what is going on around you.  We heard the dragon fly by just moments ago, which is why we’ve stopped.  Dragons can move in stealth when they want to, which means this one wanted us to know it was here.  So, I say we should go make contact.”
“And if it’s a dragon that wants to make us its lunch?” Tristofer asked.  “What then?”
“Then you’d better hope you can outrun the person you’re standing next to.”
The dwarves peered cautiously through the safety of the trees and out towards the open grassland that edged Zylan River.  This particular river, the dwarves knew, stretched all the way to the great Sea of Koralis from the furthest western shores.  Wide, flat, and very slow moving, the river was just over a mile wide at its broadest and narrowed to a few hundred feet at its slimmest.  Unfortunately, this area was where the river forked off and the second branch angled southwest.  As such, it would be a mighty long swim if they were to attempt to cross it.  Fortunately, the creature sitting on the southern riverbank directly between the dwarves and the river caused them to dismiss any thoughts of a crossing.
“We meet again.”
The group of dwarves edged out from behind the trees and ventured out into the open.  A large, familiar blood red dragon with purple flanged wings met their eyes.  Breslin approached the dragon and bowed.
“Greetings, Rhamalli.  To what do we owe this pleasure?”
The dragon lowered its head down to ground level so that he could converse with the dwarf eye to eye.  Unfortunately, this put the dragon’s enormous horns less than twenty feet away from the dwarf.  
“You’re the one that wanted to speak with a dragon, land dweller.  Here I stand before you.  What do you wish to know?”
Surprised, Breslin looked back at his companions.  How had the dragon known that they needed its help?  Athos returned his gaze and shrugged.  Venk held up both hands as if to say that he had nothing to do with the dragon’s presence.  Tristofer was cowering behind Athos.
“How did you know we needed to consult a dragon?” Breslin asked.  “Have you been spying on us?”
Every Lentarian knew, including the dwarves, that a dragon’s aural capabilities were only exceeded by its impressive visual abilities.  A dragon could not only spot prey from great heights, but it could hear everything in the surrounding environment, too.  Rhamalli could have been several miles away and would have still been able to watch and listen in on their conversation with the nixies.
The great red dragon went silent.  Whether it was an indication it had been caught eavesdropping or else the dragon thought it beneath it to have even tried, no one could say.
“Aren’t you supposed to be somewhere else?” Venk asked, curious.  Didn’t the dragon tell them that they were on their way to hunt the great serpent in the eastern sea?  What would make a dragon abandon its brethren and instead spy on a small group of dwarves?
“I never made it to the hunt,” Rhamalli admitted, correctly guessing what the dwarf was thinking.  “I turned back before the sea was in sight.”
“Why?” Lukas wanted to know.  
Two slitted reptilian eyes focused on the underling.
“Because of you, young dwarf.”
Venk automatically grabbed Lukas’ shirt and tugged him backwards a few feet while he and his brother stepped around the boy to shield him from the dragon’s gaze.
“Fear not,” Rhamalli told them.  “I am here at the request of the Dragon Lord.”
“What’s the Dragon Lord’s interest in our quest?” Breslin asked suspiciously.  “We aren’t doing anything that should have attracted his attention.”
“Think of it as a favor,” Rhamalli explained.
“A favor to whom?” Breslin wanted to know.  
The dragon went silent again.
“My father asked him to keep an eye on us, didn’t he?”
Rhamalli came very close to smiling.  
“That’s just great,” Breslin grumped.  “Over nine hundred years old I am and yet he still treats me like a child who’s unable to fend for himself.” 
The rest of the group managed to keep their smiles concealed.
“Show him the mark, Lukas,” Venk instructed.
Lukas hoisted up his jerkin and presented his back to the dragon.  Rhamalli lowered his thick long neck and gazed at the Questor’s Mark.  His two massive horns protruding out the top of his cranial ridge came disconcertingly close to Lukas’ skin.  As soon as Rhamalli’s eyes saw the newly revealed illustration of the two-headed dragon, it jerked his head up and regarded the band of dwarves.
“It’s a Zweigelan.”
“A what?”
“A Zweigelan.  You have no doubt noticed the two heads,” Rhamalli explained.  Everyone, including Tristofer, crowded close to Lukas so they could all hear Rhamalli’s explanation of the unique dragon.  “They are independent and allegiant to no one.  Highly territorial, they are known to accost travelers entering their domain and make their victims solve puzzles or riddles.  A successful answer results in the traveler going about their business.  An incorrect answer results in the forfeiture of all their belongings.”
“What would a dragon need with all the various items folk typically carry around with them?” Venk wondered aloud.
The dragon shook its great red head.  “Unknown.  They collect any number of things.  Because of this, their nests tend to be massive.”
“So this Zwei...  zwei... Two Heads collects things,” Athos observed.  “One of these beasties must have the gem we need in its nest, only we don’t know which one.”
“Do you know where we can find one?” Venk asked, hopeful.  “Is there a Zweigelan nearby?”
“I know not.”
Breslin sighed.  “That’s not very encouraging.”
“Yes it is,” Tristofer countered.  The scholar took a moment to collect himself.  He finally turned to face the dragon.  “How many Zweigelans are there?”
Rhamalli was silent as he relayed the question to the wyverian Collective chattering away in his mind.  After a few moments he had an answer.
“Three.”
“Where?”
Another silence.
“Two reside in Ylani.”
“We have no time to search Lentari’s northern neighbor,” Breslin told the dragon.  “What about the third?”
“The third lives here, in Lentari.”
The group looked excitedly amongst themselves.
“Where, exactly?” Breslin wanted to know.
“Unknown.”
“Can you find out?”
“A moment, if you please.”
Rhamalli fell silent as he yet again conversed with the other members of his race.  His large, silver eyes eventually closed and he became as still as a statue.  After a few minutes of motionless silence, Breslin gently cleared his throat.
“Ahem-ahem.”
Rhamalli cracked an eye and regarded the dwarf.
“What’s going on?” Breslin asked.  “Do they not know?”
“Not only do they not know,” Rhamalli told them, “but it seems we have created a massive debate.  Everyone is arguing.  Some feel the Zweigelan is hiding in the northern mountains.  Others feel that perhaps it calls the Selekais home, here in the south.  I personally feel that Rinbok Intherer views this as his opportunity to locate the Zweigelan once and for all and see to it that it knows every dragon answers to him.”
“How does this help us?” Venk asked.
Rhamalli smirked.  “There are now dozens of dragons in the air, all searching.”
“For ol’ Two Heads?”  Athos whistled appreciatively.  “Nice.”
“While they are searching, what can you tell us about the gem its holding?” Venk asked as he pointed to his son’s back.
Rhamalli returned his attention to the boy’s back and noticed the jewel clutched tightly in the dragon’s left front claw.  
“Either that’s an enormous jewel or else the gem has a unique shape.”
“What?”
“Observe the bottom of the claw.  You can see the tiniest bit of a sharp point just below the lowest claw.   Either it’s clutching the largest jewel known to exist or else it was drawn that way to emphasize the unique shape of the gem.”
The four adults stared intently at the gem clutched tightly in the dragon’s claw.  Rhamalli was right.  Visible as a tiny point on the underside of the claw was the bottom of the jewel.  Was the gem that large or was there something else they were missing?
Becoming more and more comfortable with the friendly dragon, Tristofer approached and knocked his knuckles on Rhamalli’s front foreleg.  Once he was sure he had the dragon’s attention, he pointed back at the Questor’s Mark.  
“I have a theory.  Dragons like treasure and jewels, right?”
Rhamalli was silent as he studied the scholar.
“Right?”
The great horned head slowly nodded.
“Excellent.  Stay with me now.”
Rhamalli snorted derisively.  “Twists and turns abound, but I’m managing to follow along.”
“Uh huh.  Anyway, with regards to that gem, if it was shaped normally, we wouldn’t be seeing the bottom of it, right?”
Rhamalli nodded.
“Are there gems that large where a dragon could hold it like that?”
 Rhamalli held out his front foreleg and opened his claw.  Three dwarves could have easily sat on his open palm.
Tristofer nodded.  “I’ll take that as a ‘no’.  Therefore it must be as you said:  a jewel with a unique shape.  Of all the gems you’ve ever encountered, have you seen any with really unusual shapes?”
“I have not, but I will ask the others.”  Rhamalli’s eyes closed as he relayed the question.
Breslin turned to the scholar.  “Where are you going with this?”
“I think we may be looking for pieces of some type of Narian device.”
Lukas let his shirt fall back into place and smiled up at Tristofer.  “That’s what I think, too!”
Tristofer grinned affectionately down at the youngster and nodded.  
“A device to do what?” Athos wondered.  
“We won’t know that until we have all the pieces.”
Breslin nodded.  “It’s a plausible theory.”
“A jewel can come in other shapes and sizes,” Rhamalli’s deep voice informed them, startling them.  “However, they are exceedingly rare and therefore highly coveted.  History, hues, and shapes all contribute to their desirability.”
“Do you know anything about Nar?” Tristofer asked the dragon.  Fifteen minutes ago he would never have believed he would be having a discussion with a dragon, let alone about Nar.  “Have you ever seen a Narian gem?”
“I do not know much about Nar other than it was a city populated by dwarves.  I have seen many jewels, dwarf, but whether or not any of them were Narian remains unknown.”
Rhamalli’s neck snapped up and quickly turned east.  Athos was on his feet in a flash.  By the time he had rolled to his feet, he was gripping his black axe tightly in both hands.  Venk also leapt to his feet, pushing Lukas down with one hand while reaching for his crossbow with the other.  Tristofer let out a cry of alarm and knelt down on the ground besides the cowering boy.
“What is it?” Athos whispered to the dragon.  “What do you smell?”
“I smell nothing,” Rhamalli answered, still staring off to the east.  “They think they found traces of the Zweigelan.”
“You’re kidding!” Venk exclaimed.  “That was quick!”
Rhamalli finally turned his head to stare down at Venk.
“I don’t think you realize how many dragons are searching for the outcast.  It was only a matter of time.  I personally thought it would have been located much sooner.”
“Remind me to never make the Dragon Lord angry,” Tristofer whispered to Lukas.  
Lukas looked way up at Rhamall’s distant head and coughed to get his attention.
“Is the two-headed dragon nearby?”
Rhamalli turned to look down at the dwarf child.  “As a dragon flies, aye.  As a dwarf walks, no.  Several leagues from the northern edge of the Selekai Mountains one of my brethren spotted a few burnt trees and several scorch marks on the ground.”
“Couldn’t have been caused by a renegade campfire?” Venk asked.
“Only if those responsible had a bite radius large enough to fell a tree.”
“Can you take us to it?”
“I can lead you to the place I was shown,” Rhamalli told them.  “I have been instructed not to engage the Zweigelan.  I am only to identify its lair.  How the five of you plan to acquire this gem is beyond me.  However, speaking on behalf of the Dragon Lord, we are intrigued.”
“Wonderful,” Athos grumbled.
 
It took the better part of a day and a half of solid traveling, over some of the hardest terrain any of the dwarves had ever encountered before they came across a small glade with several blackened trees.  Also immediately apparent were the two large sections of earth devoid of any grass, plants, or vegetation.  There were still a few traces of burnt grass around the edges of the scorch marks, but as they could all see, the grass was already beginning to reclaim the exposed earth.  The dwarves all squatted down next to one of the bare patches and compared notes.
“Two marks, both of which are roughly the same size,” Breslin noted.
“Two heads, two blasts,” Athos remarked.  “Makes sense.”
Venk turned to regard the trees.  “Burnt trees to the south.  I can see the beginnings of the mountains back there as well.  I also see the downed trees Rhamalli mentioned.  What do you think?  Are we in the right area?”
Just then, Rhamalli flew over them, temporarily casting a huge shadow.  The dwarves looked up in unison.
“Without a doubt,” the dragon’s voice said as it floated down to them. 
“Can you see anything else up there?” Breslin called out in a loud voice.
“Aye.  I can see the human village of Donlari, off to the northeast.”
“Really?  I didn’t know we were that close.  How far away is it?”
“As the dragon flies, it’s about...”
“We aren’t dragons!” Tristofer yelled up as Rhamalli flew over them again.  “Stop telling us how long it’d take you and instead tell us how long it’d take us from the ground!”
They all heard the dragon’s laughter.
“The distance to the human village is equivalent to the amount of ground already covered after our meeting yesterday.”
Exasperated, Athos turned to his brother.  “What’d he say?”
Venk shrugged.  He didn’t know, either.  Tristofer chuckled.
“He means it’s as far away as what we’ve already traveled.  About a day and a half.”
“Why didn’t you just say so?” Athos shouted at the open sky.  “Why make it so difficult?”
“Where’s the fun in that?” Rhamalli asked as he circled lazily in the sky.
Breslin turned to Tristofer and held out a hand.  
“Can I see that map Shardwyn gave you?”
“As long as you promise to give it back.”
Unfurling the map on the ground, Breslin studied the forests south of Zylan River.  He tapped the northern border of the Selekai Mountains and slowly traced his finger along an imaginary line until he stopped at a point still within the boundary of the forest but southwest of Donlari.  
“I figure we are right about here.  Rhamalli told us the Zweigelan likes to accost travelers.  It wouldn’t be able to do that unless it had a supply of victims.  In order to do that, it’d have to situate itself next to some type of road or path.  Now, I think we can rule out this road here that runs along Zylan River.  If too many people were attacked then the human king would have noticed and would have done something about it.  Besides, I heard somewhere that the main roads between villages are enchanted against harm.  No, my friends, I think what we’re looking for is something smaller.  Something that could barely be perceived as a path, yet obviously someone uses it from time to time.”
“A path between what?” Venk wondered aloud as he stared down at the topological map of Lentari.
“Avin lies to the west, here,” Breslin said, indicating a spot on the map west from their location.  “And Donlari is here.  The road connecting the two villages is a far cry from being a direct route.  There must be other unsanctioned routes folk can use if they so choose.”
“Your premise is Two Heads is preying on anyone who uses one of these paths?” Athos asked.
Breslin nodded.  “Aye.  Look around, my friends.  There must be a path nearby or else why would the Zweigelan have attacked someone here?”
Try as they might, they could find no traces of any type of trail, not even after they split up and spent three more hours searching.  Only when it became too dark to see did they give up their search and make camp for the night.  They could only hope that luck would favor them the next day.  
It did.
Breslin awoke the following morning to the sounds of kytes chirping, insects buzzing, and several unknown animals scurrying about high above their heads in the trees.  Swaying gently in his hammock, he finally opened his eyes.  Staring straight down at him was the massive horned head of the dragon.
Breslin jerked so violently that his hammock spun him around and deposited him on the ground with a thud.  
“What the blazes are you doing?  You just scared ten years off my life!”
Rhamalli turned his great head to look back at the two dwarf brothers.  Breslin followed his gaze.  He narrowed his eyes as he saw several pieces of gold exchange hands.
“Told you he wouldn’t wake,” Athos chided his brother as he pocketed his earnings.
Breslin finally rose from his position on the ground and stalked over to Athos, who had enough sense to put his face back into neutral.
“You wagered against me?”
Athos sheepishly nodded.  
Breslin held out a hand.  “I want a cut.”
Athos hesitated for a few seconds before handing him a piece of gold.
Rhamalli shook his head.  “Dwarves and their gold.”
Breslin cast a disdainful look up at the dragon.  “You’re a dragon.  You are in no position to heckle me about possessing gold, wouldn’t you agree?”
The dragon harrumphed, but didn’t say anything.
“What are you doing down here, anyway?  Aren’t you supposed to be looking for a path?”
The dragon nodded.  “Aye.  I found it.”
“You did?  When?  How?  Where?”
Rhamalli turned and looked towards the distant mountains.  “Half a league south there is a path with a faint scent of human about it.  I believe that is what you’re looking for.  Can I ask what your intentions are?  How do you plan on proceeding?”
Breslin smiled mischievously.  He indicated the others should huddle close.
“I have a plan.  Lukas, stay close.  I must talk with you as well.”
 
Limbs cracked and twigs snapped noisily, breaking the eerie calm of the forest.  Flocks of brightly colored kytes retreated to the safety of the air, all the while voicing their displeasure about being disturbed from their perches amongst the trees.  A child’s wail sounded, startling the kytes into silence.
“Father!  We’re lost!  We are never going to find our way out of here!  We’re doomed!”
“Be silent, boy!  Just as soon as we can return to the safety of our tunnels, all will be well.  You’ll see.  Now stop that caterwauling and help me figure out which way is north.  Do you really want to be stuck out here at night?  I don’t.  Now move!”
“But you don’t know which way we’re going!  I’m tired of walking.  Can’t we just sit for a moment?”
Venk grabbed Lucas by the scruff of his shirt and physically pulled him along the ground.  Lukas, in a scripted act of defiance, crossed his arms over his chest and went perfectly still.  Unfazed by his son’s act of defiance, Venk simply dragged Lukas along after him.  
“You’re doing great,” Venk told him in the softest whisper he could manage.
Lukas smiled.  “This is fun!  I hope it works!”
For thirty minutes father and son argued with each other, all the while creating the loudest ruckus they could, figuring they were probably being heard all the way to Donlari.  Lukas had thrown a temper tantrum every ten minutes, as he was instructed.  Venk would curse loudly and throw about rocks and tree limbs in a fit of anger.  They were close to giving up when a large shadow fell over them.
“Have we another visitor?” a strange voice hissed out.
Venk, already gripping Lukas by his shirt collar, spun in place while reaching for his crossbow.  Lukas was flung like a discus.  The underling was due for a rough landing but Athos popped up over the bush he was hiding behind and snagged his nephew out of the air.  Slapping a hand over Lukas’ mouth, Athos shoved the boy down to the ground.  
“Stay here and stay hidden.”
Venk placed his right boot into his crossbow’s stirrup and pulled the string back, locking it into firing position, all without breaking eye contact with the creature standing before him.  It was the Zweigelan, but it wasn’t what he was expecting.  This dragon was small, much smaller than any other he had ever seen.  Its coloring was a mottled green with flecks of brown scattered unevenly all over its body.  Its long sinewy body resembled a giant serpent with legs, only it had two heads.  Gaunt, leathery wings were folded flat against its back while its long tail had hooked itself around the closest tree.  However small this dragon was, it still towered over them.  
“It’s been way too long since we’ve had another visitor,” the second head purred, eliciting a nod from the first.
The Zweigelan’s tail released the tree and it started to move.  Not towards the bushes, where his friends were, but right towards him.  Either it hadn’t detected the presence of the others or else it didn’t care.  Both heads were fixated on Venk and peered silently at him, as though they were capable of reading his innermost thoughts.  After a few moments of silence both sets of jaws opened, revealing several rows of razor sharp teeth.  Each head was large enough to easily swallow a dwarf whole.  
Venk loaded a bolt and took aim.  “Keep your distance, dragon.”
The Zweigelan paused in its advances and eyed the dwarf.  The left head blinked its bulbous green eyes at him.
“Dragon?  We are no dragon.  We are Zweigelan!”
“Indeed we are,” the second head agreed.
Venk scratched his head.  “That’s your name?”
“It’s what we are,” Right Head told him.
“So what’s your name then?”
“We are Zweigelan!”  Left Head and Right Head answered in unison.
“So you don’t have a name, then?  That’s sad.”
Left Head growled ominously while Right Head gazed impassively at him. 
“What should we do with it?” Left Head asked.  “Does it taste good?”
Venk swallowed nervously.  The dragon was supposed to ask a riddle or present him with a puzzle!  It was considering eating him?  That couldn’t be good.  Suddenly, inspiration struck.  Smiling, Venk faced the Zweigelan.
“Sorry about the misunderstanding.  You looked like a dragon to me.”
“We are more than a dragon!  We are better!!”
“Allow me to venture a guess.  Because two heads are better than one?”
A snort of laughter was heard from one of the nearby bushes.
“Do not try and insult us, biped,” Left Head hissed down at him.  “We are far superior, in every fashion.”
“Yes, we are,” Right Head agreed.
“Prove it,” Venk challenged.
Left Head nodded.  “Very well.  A riddle.  We have a riddle for you.  If you –”
“You’ll never solve it,” Right Head informed him.
“If you solve it,” Left Head continued, casting a glare at its other head, “you may leave.  Alive.”
“And if I cannot?”
“Then you forfeit all that you carry.”
“If I refuse to answer?”
Both heads grinned maliciously.  “Then we eat you.” 
Venk pretended to think for a moment.  “Agreed.  Actually, you know what?  I have a proposition for you.”
Taken aback, the Zweigelan stared incredulously at the dwarf.
“Intrigued, we are,” Left Head said.
“Very intrigued,” Right Head agreed.
Venk turned to the bushes and motioned for his companions to join him.
“Ask your riddle.  If we are unable to answer, then not only do you get all my possessions, but you get all of theirs as well.  See the one wearing the long jacket?  Trust me, he has a lot of junk I’m sure you’d love.”
Tristofer’s cry of outrage was cut off as Breslin stuffed a wad of grass in the scholar’s mouth.
“And what is it you seek should you answer correctly?”
“You won’t,” Right Head added.
“You take us to your nest and we can select one item from anything you have.”
Right Head looked at Left Head.  
“Is it a trap?  Can they solve the riddle?”
“How could they?” Left Head argued.  “We haven’t told them yet.”
“The biped is confident.  Too confident.”
“What have we to worry about?” Right Head insisted.  “We are much smarter than they are!”
Left Head nodded.  “Very well.  We will make the deal.”
“But what will they want in return?” Right Head asked, showing signs of concern.
“It matters not.  They will not be successful.”
Venk coughed loudly.  “You guys know that you’re speaking loud enough for everyone to hear you, right?”
Ignoring Venk’s question, the Zweigelan advanced on the small group.  
“We have an accord.  Here is your riddle.”
Both serpentine necks began to sway from left to right.
“Never resting, never still,” Right Head intoned.
“Moving silently from hill to hill,” Left Head continued.
“It does not walk, run, or trot.”
“All is cool where it is not.”
“What is it?” both heads asked together.
 Baffled, Venk turned to look at Tristofer and noticed his blank expression.  He didn’t know.  Venk glanced at his brother and then at Breslin.  All had the same crestfallen look on their faces.  No one knew the answer.
“Oh, that’s just perfect.”
 
“Might I remind you, again, that this was your bright idea?”
“Tristofer, if you don’t stop whining, I’ll personally shove another handful of grass in your mouth.”
“But all my things are gone!  Again!!”
“You may have noticed this, but I feel I should point it out anyway.  All of our stuff is gone, too.  Stop complaining.”
“What are we going to do now?”
“Simple,” Athos told the scholar.  “We find Two Heads and take the gem.  After we take back our things.  I will not lose my axe to that conceited excuse of a dragon.”
“Rhamalli?” Breslin called up to the empty sky.  “Can you tell where it went?”
“No,” Rhamalli’s voice said as it floated down from above.  “It noticed me following and dipped below the tree tops, squeezing itself into spaces where it knew I could not follow.  It knew how to elude me, which suggests it has eluded many other dragons before me.  Rinbok Intherer is angry.  He wants this dragon found.”
Athos cursed with disgust.  “So there’s no way to track it?  Of all the blasted luck!”
Venk nudged his brother on the arm.  “Quiet.”
Athos’ eyebrows shot up.  
“Excuse me?  You want me to be quiet?  I am the elder brother.  I say when to be quiet.”
“Athos, shut up!”
Surprised at the commanding tone his younger brother had used, Athos fell silent.  Venk was looking pointedly at Lukas.  The underling’s eyes were closed.
“What’s going on?  Son, are you okay?”
The boy turned to his right and pointed off to the distant mountains.  He looked up at Breslin.  “It’s that way.”
“What?  What’s that way?” Tristofer wanted to know, turning to look south.
“That metal plate given to us by the nixies.”
“You can sense its presence?”
Lukas nodded.  
“Ever since it was given to us, I’ve felt it pulling me, like its calling to me.  Right now, I feel it again, only this time it’s calling to me from that way.”
Athos turned to Breslin and gave him an appraising stare.
“You knew?”
Breslin nodded.  “I suspected.  I knew there was a good chance we’d be unable to solve any riddle presented to us from that infernal dragon, so I thought we’d better have a backup plan.  I talked to Lukas after I outlined our plan.  I had to know if he could sense that metal plate.  He told me he could.  Therefore I knew tracking this dragon wouldn’t be difficult.”
Venk and Athos both nodded, impressed.  Tristofer beamed.
“Well done, Master Breslin.  Well done!”
 
****
 
“Oh, sure.  We can track this dragon, you said.  Shouldn’t be difficult, you said.”  Tristofer gave Breslin his best attempt at a scowl.  “What do you have to say for yourself now?”
The band of dwarves was standing before a sheer cliff rising several thousand feet into the air.  Its bare rock beckoned mockingly, indicating there would be no scaling this behemoth.  Athos and Breslin both felt the cliff’s surface.  It was smooth, as smooth as if the rock had been burnished several times by hundreds of their finest stone grinders.
In response, Breslin turned to look at Lukas.
“Is it nearby?”
Lukas nodded.  He pointed up.
“I’m being pulled up.  It’s up there somewhere.”
“Of course it is,” Athos grumbled.  
They all took several steps back and stared up at the sheer expanse of stone above them.  The cliff’s surface may have been perfectly smooth, but the wall was not entirely solid.  Dark nooks and sunken caves were seen scattered all across the cliff as far as the eye could see.  The dwarves stared up at the imposing cliff for so long that they all developed kinks in their necks at about the same time.  Rubbing his, Athos turned to look at his companions.
“Anyone have any ideas?”
Breslin held out a hand to Venk.
“Spells.”
“What?”
“Shardwyn’s spells.  One of them is levitation.  Would you hand it to me, please?”
Venk pointed up at the wall.  “It’s up there, remember?  My pack was taken.”
“Wizards be damned.”
“We climb.”
“How?  Our tools were taken, too.”
Breslin let out an irritated sigh.
“Better give me a minute.”
“You’ll find the nest three quarters of the way up the mountain,” Rhamalli’s voice informed them.  
“How did you find it?” Breslin asked, impressed.
“By smell.  Humans and dwarves don’t smell very good.  There are many caves scattered across the cliff’s face, but only one that reeks of man.  I’m watching that cave now.”
“Is Two Heads home?” Athos asked.
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“There are no signs of movement
“Then take us up there.  Hurry!”
A distant wyverian form appeared high in the sky and came rapidly closer.  Beating his enormous wings to remain aloft, Rhamalli extended his forelegs down onto the ground and waited for the dwarves to jump on.  Once all five were sitting in his hands the dragon pumped his wings harder to gain altitude.  Rising steadily upwards, the dwarves marveled at the sheer size of the cliff with its many possible hiding places.  Countless small, and some large, caves were seen flashing by at an amazing rate.  
Slowing their ascent so that he remained level with a particularly large cave, Rhamalli deposited the dwarves into the Zweigelan’s nest then retreated back into the sky.  He had already informed the Dragon Lord of the nest’s location.  In return, Rhamalli had learned that a formal invitation to join the wyverian ranks had been issued for the Zweigelan.  While unclear what that meant, Rhamalli was certain the renegade was not going to like it.
“I’m going on a hunch here, but I’d say this is Two Head’s cave, no doubt about it,” Athos observed, whistling as he looked around.
Piles upon piles of junk were scattered everywhere.  Sunlight glinted off several chests full of gold coins and various pieces of jewelry.  Another chest was open nearby and contained pieces of chainmail.  A large bundle of spears were propped up in the far corner of the cave.  Several open-ended barrels contained swords, axes, and various other hand held weapons. 
“Lukas, can you feel anything?” Venk whispered.  While still daylight outside, the cave remained mostly in shadow and what he couldn’t see made him nervous.
“Father, it’s really close!  It’s somewhere over to the left!”
“What about the gem?” Breslin asked.  “Can you feel that, too?”
“No, only the plate.”
“Are we in the wrong blasted place again?” Athos hissed out, clearly frustrated.
“I don’t think so,” Tristofer told them.  “Lukas, when could you feel that plate pulling you towards it?  After you touched it, right?”
Surprised, Lukas nodded.  
“Then it stands to reason he won’t be able to feel the gem’s pull until he touches it, too.”
“Find our belongings first,” Breslin instructed.  “Then we’ll find that gem and get out of here.”
“Do you realize that until we find our things we won’t be able to leave?” Tristofer pointed out.
“I do.  Stop wasting time and start looking.”
They split up and began sifting through the vast piles of items.  Athos located a stack of weapons that were relatively dust free.  Mixed in amongst several short swords and a mace were his axe and Venk’s crossbow.  Mythryd, Breslin’s red hued axe, was also there.  As the rightful owners reclaimed their weapons Tristofer gave a triumphant shout.  He had found a stash of scrolls and books and found his belongings mixed in.  Figuring he didn’t have the time to sort everything out, he scooped up what he could see and dumped them into his pockets.
“Lukas found our packs,” Venk called out.  He pulled his own out from under what looked like a ship’s folded sail and verified the white silk pouch containing the spells was there.  He retrieved the levitation spell and slipped it into his front pocket.
Tristofer ran up to him clutching an armful of books and scrolls.
“Do you have room for these?  I can’t fit them all in my pockets.”
“What the blazes are you doing with all of that?  Don’t even think about putting that stuff in here.  Carry your own junk.”
“Please?  I’ll sort it out later.  I just don’t want to leave anything behind and I don’t have time to check to see if I’ve missed anything.”
Venk jerked his pack open and began jamming in dusty scrolls, moldy books, and decaying scraps of paper.
“When we get out of this, you are personally going to scrub my pack inside and out.  Is that clear?”
Tristofer nodded enthusiastically.  “Of course, of course!”
Venk grunted as he slung the ridiculously heavy pack over his shoulder. 
“Wizards be damned, Tristofer.  You better hope there isn’t a weight limit on Shardwyn’s spell.”
“Stop dallying!” Breslin snapped out.  “Help me find this blasted gem so we can get out of here before the Zweigelan returns.”
The group parted ways once more as they searched for the special jewel.  What it would look like no one knew, but they did figure they’d know it once they saw it.  
Venk had just pushed aside a heap of fabric, wondering belatedly if some traveler had lost the clothes off their back, when he saw a wooden chest.  It had been lying concealed beneath the fabric.
“What do you have?” 
Venk looked up to see his brother approach.
“Just found a chest.  I was going to see what was in it.”
Together they pried the chest open.  Both gawked in amazement.  They had found the Zweigelan’s stash of jewels.
“Wonder how many of these once belonged to dwarves?”
Venk reached into the chest to pull out a sapphire the size of his clenched fist.  He moved into one of the last beams of sunlight and held the jewel out.  It sparkled radiantly, casting bits of light all about the cave.
“Is that the one we’re looking for?” Athos asked.
“Give it to Lukas and see what he says.”
Athos grunted and took the jewel, disappearing behind a pile of armor.  He reappeared moments later and shook his head.
“Nope.”
With a sigh, Venk dropped the gem on the ground and began digging through the chest of jewels, much like he would if he was searching for a specific tool through his tool chest.
There it was!  Without a doubt he knew he had found what they were searching for.  It was a ruby a little smaller than his fist, but unlike any ruby he had ever seen before.  It was a spiraled jewel!  The helix shape was cool to the touch and caused the hairs on his arm to stand up.  Venk excitedly turned to his brother.
“Look at this!  This has got to be it.  Now let’s get out of ...”
Venk trailed off as he suddenly got the impression he was being watched.  He and his brother nervously eyed each other.  Then they both noted that the nest had gone eerily quiet.  
Clutching the spiral gem tightly in his hand, Venk swallowed nervously.
“It’s behind us, isn’t it?”
 
 
 


 
 
 
 



Chapter 6 – What in the Whorl?
 
 
They had been caught.  Somehow, and they didn’t know how, the Zweigelan had snuck back into its nest and ambushed them from behind.  How was it possible that no one had seen it arrive?  Why hadn’t Rhamalli warned them?
Both brothers slowly turned to face the nest’s owner.  Not only had the Zweigelan managed to get the drop on them, but it had also found a way to slip by them and flank them from the rear of the cave.  If the dragon continued its approach, and it gave every indication it was going to do just that, then the dwarves would be forced off the ledge and end up plummeting to their deaths.
Venk dropped the jewel into his pocket and pulled out his crossbow.  He quickly cocked his weapon and loaded a bolt, clenching several more of the mini arrows in his left hand.  Just in case.  Athos had not only pulled his own axe out but had also grabbed a second axe from a nearby stash of weapons.  The Zweigelan sneered at them.
“What have we here?” Left Head ran a forked tongue over its many teeth.  “I do believe lunch has arrived!”
“We’ve never had a meal delivered to us before,” Right Head observed.  A glob of drool spilled out its gaping jaws and trickled to the ground.  “We are grateful.”
“We are not lunch,” Athos said through gritted teeth.  
“How did you slip by us?” Venk asked, hoping to stall the dragon.  For what, he didn’t know, only he had to try.  If he and Athos could keep the dragon distracted long enough then perhaps Lukas would be able to slip away.  Somehow.
“Never left, did we?” Left Head grinned.  It clacked its teeth a few times, as if in anticipation of its upcoming meal.
“You were here the whole time?” Venk asked, not bothering to hide the exasperation in his voice.  “Where?  We didn’t see you.”
“We were disguised,” Left Head gloated.  “No one could see us.”
“On the ceiling, we were,” Right Head added.
“Be silent,” Left Head snapped.  “Our lunch does not need to know how we are able to camouflage ourselves.”
Irritated, Right Head took a deep breath and prepared to let loose an enormous jet of flames.  Left Head instantly ducked down low and came up rather abruptly under Right Head’s open jaws, snapping its mouth closed in the process. 
“Still your flames!  You’ll damage the nest, just like last time.”
Disgruntled, Right Head looked down at the two dwarves and licked its chops.  If it couldn’t enjoy its lunch cooked then at least it could enjoy it raw.  Right Head’s jaws opened and it readied itself to lunge forward.
A spinning red axe suddenly swooshed by the two brothers and collided with a row of shields resting on the ground.  Mythryd cut through two of the shields as though they were made of paper; the rest of the shields skidded across the floor and crashed noisily into a pile of plumed helmets, which tipped over several in the process.  The Zweigelan screeched with rage.
Venk looked down at a helmet that had come to rest against his foot.  Inspiration struck.  He gave the helmet a swift kick and watched it fly out over the edge of the cave and drop out of sight.
“What are you doing?” Left Head cried out, as if enmeshed in the throes of sheerest agony.  “You mustn’t disrupt the nest!  It took us years to organize our collection!”
“Years!” Right Head echoed.
Venk smiled maliciously.  “Indeed?  So you probably would prefer if I didn’t do this?”
He gave the signal to Athos, who turned to the nearest pile and gave it a swift kick.  A stack of gauntlets were sent tumbling across the cavern floor.  Several fell off the edge.
The Zweigelan roared in anger.  It rushed towards the closest intruder, which happened to be Breslin.  Intent on ripping him to shreds, it reared both heads and prepared to strike.  Breslin ducked behind one of the many piles of debris in the cave and vanished.  Left Head stretched its neck up and over the pile Breslin had disappeared behind, expecting to find the dwarf crouching on the other side.  It ground its teeth in frustration.  No dwarves were hiding there.  Both heads quickly scanned the nest as it searched for other potential targets.  Left Head spotted Venk at about the same time Right Head located Athos.  Athos was brandishing an axe in each hand while Venk took aim at Left Head.  Much to the dragon’s chagrin, both dwarves were standing next to several piles at the edge of its nest, closest to the drop off.  Athos swung his axe like a club, using the flat of his axe head to smash through a huge stack of books, quills, and parchment. 
The stack virtually exploded.  Sheets of paper and books went flying everywhere.  Since Athos had deliberately aimed for the nest’s entrance, most of the contents of the pile went sailing over the edge of the nest.
The Zweigelan roared in agony.  Defilers had entered the nest and were destroying years upon years of hard work.  The dragon singled out one of the invaders, the smallest which was hiding near the entrance, and advanced.  Deftly maneuvering its sinewy body amongst its collection, the Zweigelan approached the tiny biped.
Detecting movement in its peripheral vision, Left Head swung to its right and stared at the rapidly moving object.  Confused, Left Head tracked the yellow object as it flew around the perimeter of its cave before it curved inward and glanced off its nose, leaving a stinging welt in the process.  Left Head roared with frustration and watched the spinning object disappear behind a pile of armor.  It didn’t reappear. 
The Zweigelan took several threatening steps towards its collection of armor when two more tiny flying creatures appeared, taking off in opposite directions.  The yellow creature spun as it flew, circling around from the left while its green counterpart spun through the air as it approached from the right.  Too surprised to move, Left Head watched as both creatures curved again and once more leapt in to attack.  The Zweigelan finally regained its senses and ducked low.  It watched with a satisfied smirk as the yellow object passed harmlessly over its head.  Its green twin, however, flew directly into Right Head’s left eye.  
Right Head roared in pain.  It glanced down to see that the green creature had dropped to the ground, apparently lifeless.  The Zweigelan retrieved the object from the ground.  It was a piece of metal!  One of the nest’s desecrators must have thrown it.  It must be a weapon!  
Too angry to realize it didn’t have a weapon as unique as the one it as holding in its collection, the Zweigelan flung the curved green piece of metal out of its nest.
Watching from his hiding place, Athos scowled.  “Blast it, Two Heads just tossed my green orix over the edge!”
“I’m sure we can get it back,” Venk whispered back to him.
The Zweigelan located the tiniest biped once more and lunged forward.
Venk saw what was happening and dove over the large stack separating him from his son.  Pushing Lukas back towards his brother he turned to face the dragon.  That was the final straw.  Venk was tired of all this junk.  He was tired of this smelly cave.  And more importantly, he was tired of the Zweigelan threatening his son’s life.  
“One more step, dragon,” Venk warned, “and so help me I’ll smash through every pile there is in here and send everything over the edge.  Do you hear me?”
The two headed dragon paused as it stared at the larger intruder.
“Back away from my son.  Right now.”  
To make certain the dragon understood he was serious, Venk smashed his crossbow through a pile of leather armor.  Gauntlets, greaves, and cuirasses tumbled out into the nothingness beyond the nest’s border.
“I have three other piles within range,” Venk calmly told the dragon, shifting his body slightly to his left so that he could easily reach a nearby pile of shields.  “Look over there.  Athos is ready to send your collection of swords over.  See Breslin there?  He has your chest of jewels.  He’s ready to throw the whole thing over the edge.  You have five seconds to move to the back of the cave.  Now.”
The Zweigelan’s twin necks began swaying back and forth.  Was it ready to strike or was it contemplating whether or not it should comply with Venk’s order?  The dragon shifted its weight forward, as if ready to take another step.
“Last chance.  Take a another step.  I dare you.”
The seriousness of Venk’s voice, along with his rigid body language, finally brought the dragon to a halt.  With extreme reluctance, the Zweigelan took a step backwards.
“That’s right.  Keep moving.”
The twin-headed dragon took another step back.
“Better move faster than that,” Breslin snarled.  He had dragged the chest of jewels out from under the piles of fabric and was now resting a foot on it as the chest teetered over the edge.  “If you ever want to see these gems again you’ll do as we say.”
Both heads growled angrily at Breslin as it continued to retreat further into its cave.
“We are leaving,” Venk informed the dragon, still using an eerily calm tone.  “And we are taking our things with us.”
“Your days are numbered,” Left Head hissed angrily at them.  “We’ll find you, that we promise you.  You failed to solve the riddle.  Your things belong to us.”
“Thieves!” Right head screeched at them.  “Insolent thieves deserve to die!”  
Nodding, Venk pulled the spiral gem out of his pocket.
“I am sorry, but we need this more than you do.  This will be coming with us, too.”
“If it makes you feel any better,” Breslin added, “we really didn’t lose the bet.  We know the answer to your riddle.”
“We do?” Venk asked, turning to Breslin.
“I highly doubt that,” Tristofer scoffed, appearing next to Lukas.  “I didn’t know the answer and I’m the scholar.”
“Liar!” Left Head exclaimed, jerking upwards.  
Right Head was twisting and turning as it tried to locate all five of the intruders.  At that present moment, it was directly over its twin.  Left Head collided with Right Head resulting in a rather hollow popping noise. 
“No one has ever correctly answered the riddle!”
Breslin looked at the two headed dragon in pity.  “Then find some smarter victims.  The answer is ‘sunshine’.  My father taught that to me when I was a boy.  He told me that my grandfather told it to him many years ago.”
The Zweigelan was speechless as it stared at the dwarves.  
“I had a feeling you wouldn’t hold up your end of the bargain,” Breslin casually explained, “so we came up with a backup plan.  Just in case.”
Pleased, Venk turned back to the dragon and started ticking off points on his fingers.
“Alright, let’s see.  Riddle answered.  Possessions reclaimed.  Jewel found.  I do believe it’s time to depart.”
“NEVER!” both heads screeched in unison.   The Zweigelan lunged forward, covering a frighteningly large distance in a short amount of time.  
With their weapons at the ready, both Breslin and Athos plowed through several stacks of shields and swords.  The dragon was horrified that even more of its collection had been lost.  Spying a golden shield that was just starting to tip over the edge, Right Head darted out to snatch it in its jaws before it was lost.  
Not one to waste an opportunity to create a distraction, Breslin rotated Mythryd so that the dual cutting blades were facing away from him.  He scrambled up several stacks of books and leapt towards Right Head, swinging his axe like a war club.  
Mythryd connected with the gold shield held tightly in Right Head’s fangs and generated an impressive clang which caused the entire dragon to vibrate uncontrollably for several seconds.
“Now’s our chance!” Breslin told his companions.  “Venk, you’d better be ready.  Jump!”
“Excuse me?” Tristofer sputtered in shock.  
The scholar began backing away from the cave’s edge, but before he could take more than a few steps Athos and Breslin each hooked an arm and pulled him over the edge.  At the same time, Venk looped his arm through his son’s and leapt out of the nest, following the others.
Venk didn’t know which noise was louder:  the howling wind or Tristofer’s screams.  Retrieving Shardwyn’s spell from his pocket, he invoked the levitation spell and fervently hoped it was strong enough to protect all five of them.
Venk squeezed the sphere as hard as he could as they fell.  How was the blasted thing supposed to work?
“What are you waiting for?  Slow us down!” Breslin hollered.  
“You tell me how to get us to stop falling and I will!”
Everyone slammed to a stop, causing Venk and Lukas to crash into Athos and Tristofer.  Venk covered Lukas’ ears as numerous curses were thrown about.  
“It worked!” Tristofer exclaimed, his aches and pains forgotten.  “I didn’t think that... you do realize we’re still hundreds of feet from the ground, right?”
Everyone turned to look down.  Sure enough, the distant treetops were visible at least five hundred feet away.  They were floating, motionless, in mid air.  Breslin suddenly cursed again.
“Venk, get us on the ground.  Hurry!!”
Alarmed, Venk looked up.  The Zweigelan’s twin heads had appeared over the rim of the cave and was staring down at them.  A split second later it had launched itself out of its cave and was plummeting straight towards them.  Wings partially extended, it rapidly closed the distance separating them.  It would be over in just a few seconds.
“Nothing is happening!” Venk angrily told Breslin.  “Damn all the wizards and their blasted spells!  Why won’t it take us down?”
The white sphere grew warm in his hand.  Whatever force that was holding them suspended in the air disappeared, dropping the dwarves like stones from the sky.
“Don’t drop us!” Breslin bellowed.  “Just take us down gently!” 
“There are no blasted instructions for this thing or I’d be more than happy to stop us!”
Once more the falling dwarves slammed to a halt.  Everyone braced for the inevitable, as the dragon had been so close that they could smell its rancid breath.  Incredulously, the Zweigelan veered to the left and sped by them a split second later.  It crashed through the green canopy far below and disappeared.  However, sounds of thrashing began as the dragon had either injured itself after crashing through the trees or else something had foolishly decided to engage it on the forest floor.   
“What is it?” Lukas asked as he peered around his father’s body and watched many of the tree tops shake and sway uncontrollably.  
“Sounds like the dragon is fighting something,” Venk answered.  “What it is, I don’t know.”
“Will you please take us down?” Breslin asked.  “Slowly this time?  I don’t think I can take any more sudden falls.”
Venk glared at the spell in his hand.  What was the trick to making it work?  Didn’t Shardwyn say it could be used to raise or lower something should the need arise?  Why would he make it difficult to use?
“We want to go down.  Slowly.”
They all dropped another hundred feet before Venk managed to stop their progress.
“The next time I see that wizard I’m personally going to break his kneecaps,” Breslin grumbled.
“It’s a good thing we don’t need to go the other direction,” Tristofer said, glancing nervously at the sky.
“Which direction?” Venk asked, turning to face the scholar.  “Up?”
The band of dwarves rocketed skyward as though they had been shot out of a trebuchet.
Athos hauled off and smacked his brother on the arm.  Hard.  
“Tell it to stop, you fool!”
“Stop!” Venk yelled.
Their brief ascent was abruptly cut off.  Once more they hung motionless in the air.
“Do you not see what’s going on?” Athos angrily asked his brother.  “Every time you say up, or down, or stop, it responds to you.  Be careful what you say!”
“Why wouldn’t Shardwyn have told us that?  I think the old fool needs to retire.”
“You think?”  Athos tugged his beard, hoping the pain would help clear his head.  “Now tell it to lower us to the ground.  Slowly.”
Venk eyed his brother and then glared at his closed fist.  “How am I supposed to do that?  It’s clearly worked so well before.  Now, take us gently down, you lousy excuse of a spell.”
A few seconds passed while the dwarves anxiously looked at each other.  
“What’s happening?” Breslin asked, twisting in midair to study their location.  “Are we going down?”
Venk looked closely at the wall of stone next to them.  “I don’t think we... wait!  Aye, we are.  Look down there.  Two Head’s cave is getting closer.”
“This is ridiculous,” Athos spat in disgust.  “The sun will set before we reach the ground.  Can we not move things along?”
“Er, Venk, can I ask how much longer this spell will hold out?” Tristofer warily asked.
“Not much longer by my reckoning,” Venk told him.  He addressed his left hand again.  “We need to get down faster than this.”
The rate they were descending doubled, which wasn’t saying much.
“Faster than that.”
Their velocity doubled again.  
“Getting closer.  Keep going.”
Their speed increased until they were being lowered to the ground at a much more comfortable rate.  They had already passed the dragon’s cave and were nearing the treetops when bad luck graced them with its presence once more.  Shardwyn’s spell gave out.
One moment Venk was clutching the small warm sphere and the next his hand was empty.  As soon as the spell vanished Venk knew with absolute certainty that they were in serious trouble.
“I’m really starting to dislike that wizard.”
Venk and his companions screamed as they plummeted towards the trees.  Gaining in speed, they punched through the forest canopy, snapping off twigs and getting mouthfuls of leaves and pine needles for their troubles.  They dropped another fifty feet when they landed on something that was soft and springy.  The surface stretched as it absorbed the energy from their fall and recoiled back into place, causing them to bounce back into the air.  The next thing they hit was much harder.  The surface resembled a pile of shields all overlapping one another.   The ground shifted, tilting steeply down, sending the five of them tumbling and sliding down the lumpy slide.  They rolled several times along the ground until they came to a stop in a tangled heap of arms and legs.  
Breslin was the first to crack an eye open.  He was flat on his back, looking up, way way up, at their savior:  a dragon.  Or more specifically, the owner of the dragon wing they had landed on.  The wing must have bounced them over to its leg and then they had slid down the dragon’s heavily scaled foreleg to the ground.  Confused, the dragon stared at the distant treetops, wondering what else was planning on falling from the sky.
“What do we do now?” Athos whispered to Breslin.
“Start smiling,” Breslin whispered back.  He cautiously regained his feet and cleared his throat as he did so.  “Good day to you, my fine scaly friend.  You have our thanks for breaking our fall.”
The black dragon jerked its head down.  Its eyes narrowed as it located those responsible for its sore wing.
“You landed on her wing,” a familiar voice told them.  “She’s not exactly happy to see you.”
Rhamalli had appeared.  The dark red dragon with the purple edged wings angled its head and indicated the dwarves should back away from the unknown dragon.
“They soiled my scales, Rhamalli!”
Rhamalli turned to look back at the black dragon that was now holding up her left foreleg.  
“Kem, don’t be melodramatic.”
“Is there or is there not something dripping off my scales?”
Sure enough, some type of liquid could be seen trickling off the glossy black scales, coalescing onto the ground.  Rhamalli turned back to stare at the dwarves with a shocked expression on his face.
“You urinated on her??”
Breslin’s mouth dropped open, aghast.  His expression quickly turned to anger as he looked at Athos, who angrily looked at his brother.  Horrified, Venk looked down at his son.
“Boy, you’d better tell me you didn’t do that.”
Lukas shook his head.  “I didn’t.”
Everyone slowly turned to Tristofer.
“Don’t look at me.  I didn’t pee on the dragon.”
Breslin gave Tristofer’s clothes a quick once over.  
“Why are your clothes wet?”
“My clothes aren’t wet!  What in the world gave you... wait.  What’s this?  They are wet.  Was it really me?”
Breslin sighed and closed his eyes.  Shaking his head, he turned to face the black dragon.
“Please accept my humblest of apologies.  I didn’t know my companion would do that.”
“It’s water!  I didn’t pee on the dragon.  Look, see?  It’s just water!” Tristofer held up his punctured water bag.  “It must have ripped during the slide down.  That’s all, it’s only water.  Er, please don’t eat us, Mister Kem.”
“Kemxandra is a female,” Rhamalli informed the scholar, albeit a little coldly.  “I wouldn’t think you’d want to insult the same dragon twice on the same day.”
“Stop talking,” Breslin told Tristofer.  “Close your mouth.  All the way.  There you go.  Keep it that way until we’re safely away from here.”
Tristofer nodded glumly and jammed his hands into his pockets.  Meanwhile, Kemxandra had bent her long black neck down so that she could take a few cautious sniffs of her leg.  Satisfied that it was only water, the female dragon resumed ignoring the dwarves.   
Breslin shook his head as he scowled at Tristofer.  He turned to look up at Rhamalli.  “So what are you doing here?  What happened to Two Heads?” 
Rhamalli moved his vast bulk to the side so that the dwarves could see what was happening behind him.  The Zweigelan was struggling to escape, but it was a lost battle.  A full size green dragon was holding each of the two necks tightly against the ground while another green dragon had pinned its wings back behind it.  A third dragon, this one as white as snow, was leaning its enormous body against the Zweigelan’s, preventing any chance of an escape.
“You captured it?” Breslin asked.  “Whatever for?”
“The rebel must be taken to Rinbok Intherer.  There will be no renegades in his domain.  This Zweigelan has been a thorn in his side long enough.”
“That’s why it dove past us and disappeared into the trees,” Tristofer mused.  “It sensed the presence of the others and it was trying to escape.”
Rhamalli nodded.  “Aye.  We knew it would flee once we had been detected.  That’s why more of us were hiding on the ground.”
“Well played,” Venk nodded, impressed.
“Rinbok Intherer is indebted to you for discovering the renegade’s lair,” Rhamalli told them.  “He has authorized the five of you to be carried back to your valley if you so choose.”
All five dwarves vehemently shook their heads no.  
“Thanks, but I think we’ll walk,” Breslin told the dragon.  “I think I can speak for all of us here when I say that we’re done with flying.  Besides, we have to figure out what the next move is.”
“Did you find what you were searching for?”
Venk held up the spiraled ruby.
“What’s that?” Rhamalli wanted to know.
“It’s a gem,” Venk answered, using a tone typically reserved for Lukas whenever he asked a silly question.
“Your powers of observation do you credit, master dwarf.  I have not seen a jeweled whorl before.  Have you fathomed its part in your quest?”
Venk shook his head.  “Not yet.”
Athos located his fallen orix in a clump of prickly bushes.  Cursing loudly, he retrieved his weapon and inspected it closely for damage.  Not a scratch could be found.  Smiling, he snapped it closed and returned it to its holder on his chest plate.
Several hours later the dwarves were all sitting around the hearth at their hastily constructed camp.  Packs were stowed, hammocks were strung, and once everyone had finished their evening meal, only then did Breslin ask Venk to produce the unique jewel.  Tristofer leaned forward and plucked the jewel out of Venk’s hands just as soon as he laid eyes on it.
“It’s almost cold to the touch.  Anyone else notice that?”
Venk nodded.  “Aye.  Just as soon as I touched it.  It made the hairs on my arm stand up.”
“Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?”
With his water bag raised high in the air, Venk briefly glanced over at the scholar before taking several large swallows of the cool mountain water they had found earlier.
“I highly doubt it.”
“It’s synthetic.  It has to be.  Look how perfect the spiral is.  Look how each cut is precisely aligned with the next.  These gems don’t occur naturally.  The Narians engineered them.”
Breslin grunted.  “Balderdash.  You have no proof.”
“The dragons said they’ve never seen a jewel like this,” Tristofer continued, anxious to prove his point.  “We certainly haven’t.  What does that tell you?”
“It tells me that you still haven’t cleaned the grime out of my pack like you promised you would.”
Chagrined, Tristofer glanced at the grubby mess Venk’s pack had become after he had stuffed it full of books and scrolls back at the Zweigelan’s lair.
“That’s right, I did say that.”
“I know you did,” Venk agreed.  “Get that moldy mess out of my pack and start cleaning.”
“What about the gem?  When are we going to see what happens to Lukas’ back when we touch the gem to the map?”
“Soon.  As for you, get busy.  I’d like to be able to pick my pack up again without thinking about tossing it into the fire.”
Resigned, Tristofer turned to the task at hand.  The sooner he had Venk’s pack clean, the sooner he could study whatever changes the jewel brought to the map.  Regardless of what Venk had said, he was going to keep a close eye on the proceedings from his vantage point.  However, the scholar in him had other ideas in mind.  Noticing that he had acquired quite a few new books and pieces of literature from the Zweigelan’s cave, he decided to catalog the newest additions to his traveling collection of books and scrolls.  The items that were originally his went into one pile while those that were new went into another.  Not until they had been closely examined, of course.  
Lukas and the gem were quickly forgotten.
As he dropped a moldy book about trade routes down onto the new pile, a piece of paper partially slipped out from within its pages.  Curiosity piqued, Tristofer pulled the yellowing parchment out and carefully unfolded it.  It was a request from the human king to add an additional shipment of par bark to his order.  Apparently the king enjoyed the earthy taste of the spice and wanted to increase his supply.  Tristofer tossed the paper onto the discard pile and returned his attention to the next book.
“What was that?” Breslin asked as he walked by with an armful of firewood.
“It’s just a request from the human king to bring back more spice that he had originally ordered.  Mundane stuff.”
Breslin glanced back at the sheet of paper and noticed its condition.
“Which king?  Kri’Entu?”
Tristofer leaned over to pick up the discarded paper.  He shook his head.
“No.  This king’s name is Kre’Jurin.”
“Kre’Jurin?” Breslin deposited his load of wood next to the hearth.  “Kre’Jurin was king of the humans when my father was my age, and I won’t even begin to tell you how many hundreds of years ago that was.”
Tristofer shrugged.  Whether it was two hundred years ago or two thousand, he didn’t care.
“It goes to show you how long Two Heads had been terrorizing the area,” Breslin explained.
“You’d think the Dragon Lord would have dealt with it long before we came along,” Venk idly mused.  
“Maybe he couldn’t find him?” Breslin guessed.  “Or else maybe he had, and Two Heads had been given warnings, but elected not to pay heed?  We may never know.  What else do you have in there?”
Tristofer picked a few of the discarded books up and showed them to his companions.
“Nothing of interest, I’m afraid.  We have titles on trade routes, horticulture, and even a book on bow making.  Over there are a few children’s books that I haven’t checked yet.”
Breslin looked down at the half dozen badly damaged books and shook his head.  He looked at Lukas and motioned him over.
“See anything down there that you’d like?”
“No.  They’re all dirty.”
“They may be able to be cleaned.”
About to shake his head no, Lukas hesitated.  A thin book barely thicker than a leaflet caught his eye.  The cover, torn in several areas and missing the lower left portion, looked familiar.  He stooped to pick the thin book up.  Giving it a shake to dislodge years of dust, Lukas peered at the cover.  It was a picture of a city.  A golden city.  
Lukas wiped the cover on the grass next to him and looked again.  A badly tattered copy of the Legend of Nar looked back at him, only this copy had been illustrated by a different artist.  
“Father, come see!  It’s a copy of the Legend of Nar, like that which Master Maelnar showed us, only this one looks older.”
Venk abandoned watching Tristofer’s attempt at cleaning his pack and joined his son.  He frowned as Lukas handed him the dilapidated book.
“It’s a copy of the Legend of Nar.  You have that book.  You’ve read that book.  I’ve read you that book.  Besides, yours is in much better condition.”
Lukas nodded.  “Aye!  But see here?  The pictures are different!”
Venk brought the book up closer to his eyes.  He squinted.  The cover was a picture of an aerial view of a city.  The golden buildings sparkled radiantly while the tiny specs that were supposed to be Nar’s inhabitants went about their business.  Opening the first page, Venk began to read aloud:
 
In the annals of history,
Long has it been told:
Lying deep beneath the mountains,
Was a fabled city of old.
 
“I may not be a scholar, son, but I can tell you that this is the same book.”
“It is not!  The pictures are different!”
Lukas looked wildly around until he spotted Tristofer on his hands and knees scrubbing his father’s pack.  He ran over to him and dropped down on his knees as well.
“Tristofer, look!  It’s a copy of the Legend of Nar, but the pictures are different.”
Tristofer, who had his head jammed up inside the freshly scrubbed pack to make certain he had extricated all traces of grime, pulled his head out and focused on the underling.
“What was that?”
Lukas held out the frayed book.  About to ask the boy what he was supposed to do with that, Tristofer noticed the different illustrations, too.
“Where did you get this?”
“From you.  It was one of the books you brought back from the Zweigelan’s cave.”
Tristofer sank back on his knees and slowly, reverently, read the book while he simultaneously inspected the illustrations.  Right away Tristofer knew that the drawings were different from the one belonging to Maelnar’s granddaughter.  The style was different.  These pictures were dark; foreboding.  It was as if the pictures had been commissioned for something else and as an afterthought had been assembled into a collection to be passed off as a piece of children’s literature.
Tristofer turned to the page depicting the catastrophe and held his breath.  The king!  The king was shown holding his hammer and it was a much better close-up than little Trindolyn’s book had ever been.  There, clutched tightly in the king’s hand, was the power hammer with the red jewel clearly visible on the tool’s head.  Also visible was the small sharp point that comprised the other side of the hammer head.  Next to the point was...
“Who has that metal thing from the lake?” Tristopher excitedly asked.  
Athos and Venk both shrugged and held up their hands, palms up.  They didn’t have it.  
“Breslin?”
Maelnar’s son pulled his pack over to him and began rifling through its contents.  
“Here it is.  What’s the problem?”
“No problem.  None whatsoever.  In fact, I think we just had several questions answered.  Look.  Look here!”
Everyone crowded around the book and looked at what Tristopher was pointing at.  
“It’s the king’s hammer,” Venk told him.  “I remember looking at this when Maelnar showed all of us his granddaughter’s book.  So what?”
“But it’s not the same picture, is it?”
Venk stared at the book with a blank expression.  Athos merely shrugged.
“Trust me, it isn’t.  Look at the hammer.  You can see much more detail in this illustration!”
Venk raised his eyes and met Tristopher’s.  “Fine.  It isn’t quite the same.  What’s your point?”
“Look at the hammer!  Or more specifically, look at the hammer’s head!  See this right here?  It’s the object we were given by the nixies!  It’s the hammer’s counterweight!”
Tristofer placed the square metal disk and the ruby whorl down on the book next to the hammer’s pictograph.
Intrigued, Breslin stared at the hammer.  The flat square block adjacent to the tapered point did resemble the gift from the nixies.  And if the ruby whorl was viewed straight down from the top it did resemble a normal gem.  It could be a match for the gem depicted on the power hammer, but if so, why the curlicue shape?  Was the gem supposed to be embedded inside the hammer somehow?  
Breslin scowled.  Was that what they were doing?  Tracking down pieces of an ancient hammer?
“After all this time, there’s the proof,” Tristofer proudly declared.  “We have the weight and we have the gem.  Each piece is leading us to the next.  This is remarkable!”
Breslin wasn’t convinced.
“Remarkable my arse.  The purpose of this whole expedition is just to find pieces of a hammer?  What about Nar?  I don’t care about some ruddy hammer.”
“I think it’s remarkable all right,” Athos grumbled.
Tristofer beamed with pleasure.
“Thank you.”
“It’s a remarkable waste of time.”
“Excuse me,” Venk interjected.  “The reason we’re here is to get that blasted mark of my son’s back.  If we find pieces to some hammer, fine.  If we find Nar, so what?  I’m only interested in helping Lukas.”
Tristofer’s smile vanished.
“What is wrong with you people?  This is a Narian power hammer!  Think of all the advances in metallurgy we could learn if we could produce an actual, honest to goodness power hammer from Nar?  Why, it would be worth more than its weight in gold!  We’d be famous!  Songs would be sung about us!”
Athos shook his head.  “Not the songs I’d want to hear about.”
“What I’m saying is, this is an important discovery!  We cannot turn back now.  We are so close!”
Breslin approached the scholar and gave him a condescending pat on his shoulder.
“Let me see if I have this straight.  A Questor’s Mark appears on a boy’s back.  It turns out to be a map leading us all across the countryside.  We think we’re being led to Nar but it turns out we’re on a scavenger hunt for pieces of an ancient tool.  Did I leave anything out?”
“Umm, er, you forgot to mention that we were carried across most of the kingdom by dragons.  That must account for something!”
Breslin’s face actually turned a few shades of green.
“That’s an experience I do not ever want to be reminded about.  Ever.”
Tristofer sighed and sank down onto the closest log.  He rubbed his temples.  “Fair enough, fair enough.  Before you come to any decisions, think of how much we all can benefit from studying the hammer!  It could pulverize the hardest stone with one blow!  How?  Because of the metal the Narians used?  Maybe it has something to do with the jewel?  Or perhaps something else we aren’t even aware of yet.  Any way you look at it, this is an adventure we should see through, regardless of whether or not the prize at the end is a hammer or Nar itself.”
Breslin sat down next to the scholar and began twirling the tip of his beard around a finger.
“Tell me this.  Honestly.  Do you now feel like we’re still searching for Nar or are we now searching for this hammer of yours?”
Tristofer’s eyes dropped to the flickering flames in the hearth.
“I believe we’re looking for pieces to the hammer.  As much as I’d like to think it’ll lead us to Nar, clearly our goal is to find all the pieces and re-assemble the hammer.  Deep down, I still think that there might be some other purpose to this.  I mean, why else would the Questor’s Mark appear?  Why now?  But until we can find evidence that suggests otherwise, I’ll settle for finding the hammer.  If we’re allowed to continue, that is.”
Breslin nodded, pleased.  It was what he now believed, too, and judging by the looks of the others, it was what everyone now believed.  However, he didn’t think the scholar would have admitted to him that he had felt the same way.  The fact that Tristofer did confirm his own suspicions made him respect the absent-minded book lover a little more.  Just a little.
“We continue on,” Breslin decided. 
“Whatever for?” Athos demanded, crossing his arms over his chest.
“For the reason Master Venk has said.  The primary reason for this excursion is to rid young Lukas of his disfiguring mark.  Besides, we cannot ignore the secondary purpose:  from a metallurgical standpoint, this hammer comes from a more advanced culture than our own.  My father will want to study it.  Everyone will want to study it.  Who knows?  It may someday lead us to Nar itself, but until that day comes, we will not turn our backs.  We continue on.”
“You’re just as nuts as he is,” Athos observed, hooking a thumb back at Tristofer.  “Very well.  We keep going.  This had better be one spectacular hammer.”
“Oh, it’s so much more than that,” Tristofer began.  “It can...
“Not now,” Breslin interrupted.
Tristofer bowed.  “Right.  Sorry.”
Breslin clapped his hands together and vigorously rubbed them back and forth.  “Shall we see where we’re heading next?  Master Lukas, if you please.”
Lukas pulled his jerkin up to his chin and faced the other direction.
“I’ll bet the top right is next,” Tristofer guessed, indicating which section of the map he thought would appear next.
“Lower right,” Athos disagreed.  
“I’ll take center,” Venk added.
“What’s the wager?” Athos wanted to know.
“Wager?” Tristofer sputtered.  “I’m not wagering.”
Unfazed by Tristofer’s reluctance to play, Athos pushed him out of their circle.  Breslin took his place.
“I want in on this.”  Breslin tapped the top right.  “I think Tristofer is right.  For once,” he added under his breath.  “I think the right side of the map is next.”
Venk held out a hand.  “May I?”
Breslin nodded.  He plucked the gem out of Tristofer’s hands and gave the whorl to Venk, who gently touched the jewel to his son’s bare back.  Surprising them all, the far right section of the map, stretching from top to bottom, intensified and came into focus.  A line of gray smudges still separated the different sections of the mark.  Ignoring what that could possibly mean, Breslin turned his attention to the newest section of the map that had been revealed.
It was a waterfall.
A tall, majestic waterfall had appeared running alongside the right vertical border of the Questor’s Mark.  At the top of the waterfall they could see tiny trees on either side of the falling water.  Judging by the size of the trees, the waterfall had to be at least two hundred feet high.
“Does anyone know how many waterfalls there are in Lentari?” Athos asked, turning to face his companions. 
 
 

 
 
“Any idea which one that is?” Breslin asked.
 “I’d like to take an educated guess and say Drammli Falls,” Tristofer said.
“On Lentari’s eastern coast?” Breslin asked.  “The Great Sea of Koralis is a long ways away.  What makes you say that?”
“The cliffs give it away.  Look at it.  See those crags and indentations?  The cliffs bordering the eastern sea are like that.  I saw it for myself a number of years ago.”
Breslin nodded.  He sat down and pulled out his pipe.  “Then it’s settled.  We leave for Drammli Falls at first light.”  
He lit the tip of a twig from the hearth and held it out to his pipe, inhaling as he did so.  In just a few moments his tobacco was lit.
“Rhamalli, if you’re listening, and I know you are, we’ll see you there.”
Venk and Athos both stifled a laugh.
 



Chapter 7 – Not Fond of Heights, Either
 
 
“How do we even know we’re heading towards the correct waterfall?” Athos complained.  “Do you really want to take his word for it?”
Tristofer turned to look at Athos with undisguised hurt on his face.
“That was uncalled for.”
Athos shook his head.  “No, it’s not.  I seem to recall being guided to the wrong lake.”
“It was an honest mistake.”
“I seem to recall you lost the map.”
“Misplaced,” Tristofer hastily corrected.  “I misplaced the map.”
“You couldn’t answer Two Head’s riddle.”
“Well, neither could you!”
“I’m not the scholar, you are.”
“Your point is taken, Master Athos,” Tristofer sniffed, raising his nose in the air.  “Trust me, the waterfall we want is the one we are heading towards now.”
Athos mumbled something under his breath.  Wisely deciding he didn’t want it to be repeated, Tristofer kept silent.
Breslin held up an arm, signaling the group to halt.  They came to a stop near the trunk of an enormous evergreen, which wasn’t surprising as the trees were growing so thick that barely any sunlight found its way down to the forest floor.  Lukas craned his neck to look up at the distant treetops, wondering why they had stopped.  Had Breslin heard something?  Had the Zweigelan escaped and was now pursuing them?  
The underling shuddered.  The last thing he wanted to see was the mean two-headed dragon again.
“Why have we stopped?” Venk whispered, unsure if he needed to lower his voice but thought it couldn’t hurt to be safe.
“The trees are beginning to thin,” Breslin explained.  He pointed north.  “Behold!  There’s a path through those trees up ahead.  See it?”
Venk nodded.  He could see a small, but well worn path snaking amongst the trees as it angled northeast.  They had finally caught some good luck and now had a path to follow!
“I hope it’s one of those enchanted paths,” Tristofer remarked.
Breslin shook his head.  “I doubt it.  The path is way too small.  As long as it leads out of the forest we’ll be fine.  Let’s move.”
The five of them stepped out onto the path and wordlessly headed northeast.  The path wove tightly around the trees, oftentimes circling the massive tree trunks instead of just veering off in another direction.  Clearly the path’s creator wanted to proceed in a direct line and wouldn’t tolerate any deviations whatsoever.
“That’s the fourth tree we’ve walked around,” Breslin remarked.  “If they would have just angled the path ten degrees north they could have completely bypassed the last two trees.”
Athos snorted.  “Humans.  How are we to know what goes on in their tiny little brains?”
“Not all humans are like that,” Breslin returned, frowning at Athos.
“No dwarf would ever disgrace themselves by creating such an appalling path,” Athos carried on.  “Look at it.  It was hugging that last tree so tightly that I could smell the bark.”
“Be glad you’re not a human then,” Venk pointed out as he nudged his brother in his ribs.
“Absolutely,” Athos agreed.  “I’d never be able to live with myself.”
“Just what the ruddy hell is wrong with my path, you snot-nosed bearded excuse of a fool?”  
The dwarves came to an abrupt halt.  Standing before them was a scrawny human armed with a bow much too large for him to effectively handle.  Nevertheless, an arrow had been nocked and was ready to shoot.
Breslin studied the gaunt human.  He was middle aged, scraggly, looked malnourished, and was dressed in rags.  Hooked to his belt was a quiver full of crooked, homemade arrows.  Joining him were half a dozen more humans all in the same condition as their leader.  Four had bows and two carried crossbows.  All were aimed at their party.
“Drop your packs, your weapons, axes, and anything else of value you may be carrying,” the first thief instructed.  “Be quick about it.”
Breslin gripped Mythryd tightly, having pulled his beloved red axe the moment they had been accosted.  Venk and Athos had also drawn their weapons.  Tristofer, as was the norm with him, was cowering beside Lukas.
“We don’t want any trouble,” Breslin cautioned.  He glared at the thieves’ leader.  “However, we will not be surrendering any of our weapons.  Go about your business before someone gets hurt.”
Those that weren’t ready to fire their arrows became so.  Bowstrings were pulled back and the dwarves were targeted.  Smiling profusely, the leader strode forward and sneered at them.
“You’re about to become a pincushion, dwarf.  You have one minute to decide.”
Venk nervously eyed the ruffians.  Every one of them was ready to fire an arrow at them.  Proximity to the shooters was too close; if the arrows were loosed there’d only be one outcome.  The dwarves huddled together to consider their options.
“They have the upper hand,” Venk whispered to Breslin.  
“We have the upper hand,” Breslin whispered back.  “I think now would be a good time to use another of Shardwyn’s spells.”
“Which one?” Venk wanted to know.
“Do you think it matters?  Any one of them will do.  Just get one and be ready!  Follow my lead.”
Breslin slowly straightened and then pretended to be angry.  He slipped his pack from his should and let it fall to the ground.  The others mimicked him.  While the thieves chortled gleefully amongst themselves, Venk nudged his pack open and slipped a hand inside, hoping he would be able to quickly locate the silk bag containing the spells.  As luck would have it, the bag was sitting just inside the opening.  Venk shoved his hand in and grabbed one of the spheres.  He glanced down at it as he nodded to Breslin.  It was the fire spell.  Perfect!  Hesitating a few moments longer, Breslin knelt to retrieve his pack from the ground.
“I do believe I’ve changed my mind.”
On cue, Venk threw the sphere at their attackers and mentally invoked the spell, hoping they’d be able to get to safety before the expected wall of flames appeared.  He grabbed Lukas and dove to the ground.  Athos, Tristofer, and Breslin threw themselves to the ground moments later.
The muggers roared with laughter.  
Confused, Breslin looked up at their attackers.  His face reddened as he saw what had happened.  Shardwyn’s fire spell had only generated a single flame, enough to light a candle.  In this case the tip of the arrow closest to them had ignited. 
“Wizards be damned,” Breslin muttered.
“He will be once I’m done with him,” Athos grumbled.
“Ooo, I’m scared, dwarf,” the leader sneered.  “For a moment there I actually thought things were about to turn ugly like an unfortunate incident that happened to me years ago.  But this?” A quick puff extinguished his burning arrow.  “This I can deal with.  That little act of insolence is going to cost you.”
The ground suddenly lurched so violently that everyone was thrown off their feet.  Two massive claws broke through the wall of trees and parted them, as though a giant’s hands were opening a really large set of drapes.
Trees were either uprooted or snapped in half as a large opening appeared.  Rhamalli thrust his head into the opening and growled at the humans.
Breslin held up a hand and indicated the dragon.  “Ah!  I see introductions are in order.  Rhamalli, lunch.  Lunch, meet Rhamalli.”
The group of thieves broke rank and fled.  Way out ahead, and already disappearing into the forest, was the group’s fearless leader.  The dwarves heard someone shout something about giving up this line of work for good and then the humans were gone.
“We had them right where we wanted them,” Athos told the dragon.
Rhamalli nodded his massive head.  “Of course you did.  Why aren’t you out on the enchanted path?  It’s just over there, past the edge of the forest.”
The dwarves peered sheepishly through the trees and out onto the open grassland.  They had only been about thirty feet from exiting the forest.
“We were following this path,” Breslin explained, looking down at the tiny path.  He blinked.  The path was gone!
“We were duped,” Athos told him.  “I’m not happy about it either.  We should have been able to tell.  We were led right into an ambush.”
Rhamalli withdrew his head and waited for the dwarves to follow him out into the open.  The wizard’s spell had alerted him the dwarves were in danger.  Thankfully he hadn’t been that far away while he was waiting for the dwarves to exit the forest.  When they hadn’t appeared in time, he began flying lower while he tried to locate his charges.  Once the spell had been activated, he had been able to instantly locate them and was able to see that they had been accosted by a group of humans.
Humans were cowardly.  Most would not stand up to a dragon, let alone one of his size.  Being larger than most of his kind, Rhamalli knew that he could intimidate the most stubborn of humans just by his presence alone.  That was all that was needed to scare off the motley band of humans.
“There’s the path,” he told the dwarves, indicating a well maintained, cobbled path heading east.  “The human king had it enchanted against harm.  Stay on it and you’ll be safe.”
“We are not a lost group of school boys,” Athos retorted.  “Try not to treat us like such.”
“Forgive me.  That was not my intent.  Follow the road and it’ll lead you to the human village of Donlari.”
“Great,” Athos muttered, “that’s just what we need right now:  an entire village of humans.  No thank you.”
“I think I’d have to agree,” Breslin began.  “Perhaps we should –” 
“Look to the underling,” Rhamalli scolded them.  “He needs sustenance and rest.”
“Are you trying to tell me how to take care of my own son?”  Venk demanded.  He glanced at Lukas standing quietly behind him and nudged his shoulder.  “Are you well?”
Lukas nodded.
“Are you hungry?”
Lukas shrugged.
Venk frowned.  “Did the humans steal your tongue?”
“No, father.”
“Are you able to keep going?”
Lukas shrugged.  Afraid his father wouldn’t appreciate his less than stellar non-vocal response, he added, “Of course.”
“Rhamalli is right,” Tristofer told them.  “We need to rest.  Donlari should be an acceptable resting point.”
 
****
 
“It’s an insult.  Just because humans are bigger than us doesn’t mean we can’t have our own rooms.”
“Athos, for the last time, they only had one room left.  It’s fine.  Relax.”
Athos glared at his brother then eyed the lone bed in the room.  
“Who gets the bed?”
“Lukas and I do,” Venk calmly told him.
“And the rest of us?”
A knock came from the door.  Venk opened it to reveal a rolled up mattress standing on two legs.
“Don’t just stand there,” Breslin told him from the other side of the mattress.  “Get out of the way!”
Venk stepped aside in time to avoid getting hit by the unfurling mattress.  The straw pad was only four inches thick, but it was certainly better than sleeping on the hard floor.  Tristofer appeared next, dragging a second mattress along the ground behind him.
“I’m a scholar, not a laborer,” he wheezed as he took off his spectacles and wiped his brow with his sleeve.  “The least that Thacken fellow could have done is brought this up here for us.”
“At least the proprietor let us use them,” Breslin told him.  “No charge.  Now stop complaining.”
Athos reached behind the scholar and easily pulled the mattress into the room.  Setting the two pads next to each other pretty much took up the entire floor space, but no one complained.  Within minutes everyone was sound asleep.
 
The next morning the dwarves awoke well past sunrise.  Thacken, the owner of the inn, almost summoned the village constable due to the lack of activity from that room for such a long period of time.  Thanks to the loud snores coming from the dwarves the cleaning girls all believed there was a deadly animal in the room and refused to enter it.  
Once the dwarves finally descended the stairs and had a meal, they dropped several pieces of silver on the large wooden counter and bowed to the owner, thanking Thacken for his hospitality and left.
“Sleep well, did you?”
The dwarves all paused as they looked up.  They expected to see the dragon’s large form either pass by overhead or else see him circling high in the sky.  They saw neither.
“Where are you?” Athos demanded as he cast his eyes about.  “How is it we can hear you but not see you?”
“When a dragon so chooses it can accelerate to a speed usually undetected by most eyes.”
“You’re telling me you’re flying faster than we can see?”
“Aye.  From the time we started this conversation I have passed by three times.”
Dumbfounded, Venk stared at the sky and waited.  If the dragon had truly passed overhead three times there must have been some traces of his passing, whether feeling a blast of air pass by, or hearing the beat of Rhamalli’s wings, or something!  Venk felt foolish as he stared open-mouthed at the empty sky.  He couldn’t see, feel, or hear anything.  
“Until I decelerate, you won’t see me, Master Venk,” Rhamalli’s voice floated down from above.  “I can see that you’re trying.”
“Just when you thought you knew everything about dragons,” Athos muttered.  
“We really don’t know anything about dragons,” Tristofer protested.
Breslin approached the scholar and slapped him on the back.
“Ever hear of sarcasm, Tristofer?”
“Of course I have.  Oh.”  Tristofer turned to stare up at the sky.  “Do dragons sleep?”
“Not in the fashion you are accustomed to,” came the dragon’s reply.
“What do you mean?”
“We enter into a state of consciousness where we shut off our senses and rest.”
“That’s like sleeping, isn’t it?” Lukas asked.
“No, young Master.”  
“What’s the difference?” Venk wanted to know.
“The difference, Master Venk, is that my senses will resume at a moment’s notice.  I’m aware of everything around me.  I just choose to ignore it.”
“I get it,” Tristofer said, smiling.  “You meditate.”
“I am unfamiliar with that word.”
“To meditate is to engage in contemplation or reflection.”
There were a few moments of silence as Rhamalli considered.
“I accept your definition.  Aye, we meditate.”
The dwarves followed the road, which hugged the river, for two days before they finally arrived at Lentari’s eastern coast.  There, stretching farther than the eye could see, was the great Sea of Koralis.  Looking north they could see that the land curved gently northeast, while looking south showed the land continuing the curve southeast.  However, there were no signs of a waterfall because they were at sea level.  Unfortunately it meant they still weren’t anywhere close to their destination.
“Do we camp for the night or should we keep going?” Athos wanted to know.
“Tristofer, check your map,” Breslin instructed.  “How much farther is the waterfall?”
Careful not to have misplaced the map this time, Tristofer retrieved it and studied it.  
“I’d say about two more hours northeast as we follow the coast.  However, I have to point out we won’t be on the road as it veers west.  We have to follow the coast, not the road.”
“How close is R’Tal?” Breslin inquired.
“From Drammli Falls?  About an hour north.”
Breslin nodded.  “Not far then.  That means we should be safe when we leave the path.”
Venk nodded, encouraged.  He didn’t want any other surprises when it came to the safety of his son.  
“I say we continue on,” Breslin decided.  “Besides, there aren’t any rocks or trees here for us to string our hammocks.”
“And there will be when we get to the waterfall?” Tristofer asked.  “How can you be so certain?”
“What’s the matter?  Tired?”
“Utterly exhausted,” Tristofer admitted.
Breslin smiled.  “Acknowledged.  Be patient.  I know there are trees because the Questor’s Mark shows them.”
Surprised, Tristofer glanced over at the underling who was busy chatting with his father.  
“I forgot.  You’re right of course.  I think I can make it.”
“Excellent.  Let’s go.”
 
Two and a half hours later they had found the waterfall.  The ground had risen steadily ever since they had turned north, so by the time they had encountered the waterfall they were well over three hundred feet above sea level.  Lukas’ mark had indicated there’d be trees about and it didn’t disappoint.  There were plenty of pine trees available that would be perfect for stringing hammocks.  
The sun had just set so as darkness was settling in the dwarves constructed their camp.  Venk and his son searched for firewood while Breslin and Athos strung hammocks.  In the meantime, Tristofer fetched rocks to be used as their hearth.
“Think we’re in the right place?” Athos murmured to Breslin as he tied one end of a hammock to a tree.
“You don’t?” Breslin shook his head.  “Lukas’ mark has been incredibly accurate in every way thus far.  We won’t know we’re in the right place until Lukas returns and tells us if he feels anything.”
“Where would you hide something in a waterfall?” Athos wondered aloud.
“Probably in a cave behind the falls.”
Tristofer approached them.
“Assuming you’re right,” the scholar began, “how exactly do you propose we verify that?  Did you see how high up we are?”
“I say we string him up and lower him down the cliff,” Athos thoughtfully suggested, glancing briefly at Tristofer before returning his gaze to Breslin.  “That way we could let him investigate all he wants.”
All the color drained from Tristofer’s face.  “You wouldn’t dare.”
Breslin laughed.  “He’s joking.  Pay him no attention.”
Tristofer breathed a sigh of relief.  “Thank goodness.”
“I wasn’t joking,” Athos muttered under his breath.  
Tristofer gasped with alarm.  “That’s not funny.”
Breslin turned away before Tristofer could see him smile.
 
The following morning found everyone standing at the edge of the cliff staring down at the water far below.
“Are you sure, son?” Venk asked.  “You can’t sense anything?”
Lukas shook his head.  “I can’t feel a thing.  I’m sorry, but until I touch whatever it is, I won’t be able to sense it.”
Tristofer looked over at Athos and frowned.  Athos was staring straight at him and smiling.  Tristofer surreptitiously moved away from the ill-tempered brother.
“Is your back tingling at all?” Tristofer asked the underling.
Lukas paused as he tried to sense whether his back was reacting to the area or not.
“No.”
Venk frowned.  How were they supposed to know where to look if they didn’t know where to start?  Drammli Falls was huge!
Lukas shrugged and moved off south, farther away from the river and waterfall.  They all watched the underling turn and move back towards them.  As he neared, he veered west and walked along the river for just a bit.  He turned again and returned to their side.
“Nope, I still can’t feel anything.  My back usually tingles a little to let us know we’re in the right area, but so far I haven’t felt anything.”
“What does that tell us?” Athos asked.  He turned to Tristofer, expecting an answer.
“It tells us that our destination is still far away,” Tristofer answered.  “Either we’re in the wrong spot or else the object we’re looking for is at the other end of the waterfall.”
“The other end?” Breslin repeated.  “Does that mean we have to go…”
“Down?” Venk finished for him.  “Figures.  So what do we do now?”
Breslin turned to Tristofer.  “Got any ideas?”
“Well, I’d suggest we send the one member of this party, who can fly, down to investigate.  Perhaps Rhamalli can see something we can’t.”
“I can see plenty,” Rhamalli’s voice rumbled, startling all of them.  
They turned to see the giant dragon sitting on the edge of the cliff, also leaning his long red neck out over the precipice.  How long Rhamalli had been sitting there was unclear.  The fact that this was the second time in as many days that they had been surprised by the appearance of a dragon did not go unnoticed by Breslin.  
“What is it with you dragons?  How is it you can move with such stealth that no one can see or hear you?”
Rhamalli said nothing.
“Fine.  Be cryptic.  We don’t care.  What can you see?”
“Rocks.”
“Aren’t you a barrel of laughs?  Anything else?”
“Water.”
Breslin sighed while Lukas tittered quietly.
“Would you like me to inspect it closer?”
Breslin rubbed his temples.  The dragon was starting to give him more headaches than the scholar.
“Aye, I would.”
Rhamalli launched himself off the cliff and fell like a stone towards the surface of the sea.  When it looked like he was going to splash down into the water his great red wings unfolded and he arced gracefully above the water.  He even dropped a foreleg down to lazily skim the surface of the sea as he flew overhead.
As Rhamalli beat his wings to rise back into the air, he circled about and headed back towards the base of the waterfall.  He circled a second and then a third time before he steadily rose back to the top and alighted on the ground next to them.
“There’s nothing out of the ordinary I could see,” the dragon reported.  “No marks, no runes, no foreign objects of any type were observed.”
Athos looked back at his nephew.  Lukas was wandering slowly around the area, hoping to get his back to react to something.
“We’re going to need to get Lukas down there to see if he can determine whether or not we’re in the right area,” Breslin announced.  “Who wants to go with him?”
“That’s not even a valid question,” Venk told him.  “Of course I’ll go.  Do we know what we’re looking for?”
“One of two possibilities,” Tristofer told them.  “After studying the picture of the power hammer closely, based on what we already possess, we are either looking for the handle or the hammer head.”
Athos raised an arm.  “I’ll go, too.”
Breslin nodded.  “Good.  Tristofer and I will remain topside.”
“Thank goodness,” Tristofer exclaimed.
Breslin looked at their wyverian friend.
“Will you carry the three of them down there?”
Rhamalli nodded.  “There is a large slab of stone that looks as though it cleaved off from the cliff face.  It appears stable.  I can deposit them there.”
“Sounds good.  Venk and Athos, get your gear.  Tools, hammers, chisels; take whatever you might need down there in case you find something.”
Venk grunted in way of acknowledgement.  He and his brother went for their tools.
 
Half an hour later both brothers were standing on the slab of rock just north of the waterfall.  Both were staring up at the cliffs far above them.
“Where do we even start?” Athos had to practically shout at his brother.  Their close proximity to the waterfall made communication difficult.
“Lukas said his back tingled the moment Rhamalli first landed on this rock.  We flew all around the area.  This was the only place where Lukas could feel anything.  Therefore it must be around here somewhere.  Split up and look for anything out of the ordinary.”
“Rhamalli said he didn’t see anything unusual.”
“Stop complaining and start looking!”
Venk and his brother quickly covered the entire surface of the roughly thousand square foot slab of rock.  Rhamalli was right.  The stone had broken off from the cliff due to natural erosion.  Judging by the size of the slab Venk figured it must have made a tremendous splash when it fell into the sea.  Venk’s eyes traveled up the cliff face and hovered over the large indentation from where the slab must have been originally sitting.  Rhamalli had indicated that he hadn’t seen anything, and Lukas had also indicated his back hadn’t started tingling until they were as low as they could possibly be without submerging themselves into the water.  That could only mean that the object was hidden in the sea or...
“Rhamalli, can you hear me?”
The dragon’s huge head swung out over the edge of the cliff far above and gazed down at them.
“Is there any way to tell what’s below this slab?  If it was water then it would have sunk beneath the surface.  This slab isn’t that thick.  See the cliff there?  Where the stone broke off?  It’s fairly shallow, maybe ten to twelve feet thick.  We’re farther away from the water than that.  This stone landed on something.  I’m wondering what that might be.”
Rhamalli jumped off the cliff and was quickly circling about overhead as he studied the slab of stone.
“You’re right.  It’s not as thick as I thought.  I cannot tell what lies beneath.  At a minimum the water lies five feet beneath the bottom of the slab.  It appears to be a rock formation of some sort.  You’re dwarves.  Can you not tunnel through?”
“Of course we can.  Given enough time, we could.  The problem is we need a faster resolution than that.”
Athos knelt down and studied the stone’s surface.  He leaned out over the slab’s edge and tried to see for himself what the slab was resting on.
“Take us back up.”
Once the two of them were back at the top of the waterfall they compared notes.
“We have no way of knowing how long that slab has been there,” Breslin told them.  “I think it’s safe to say that what we’re looking for lies beneath.  The question we must now ask ourselves is how do we inspect the other side?  How do we move it?  We need ideas.  Let’s hear them, no matter how preposterous.”
Surprising them all, Lukas was the first to offer a suggestion.
“Shardwyn is a powerful wizard.  He could pulverize that stone with a simple spell!”
“Even if he could,” Venk patiently told his son, “there’s no way to contact him.  We’ve already used the messenger spell.  Besides, I think this might be over his head.  It’s a very good idea, though.”
Lukas beamed.  
“Who else has an idea.  Tristofer?  What say you?”
“How long would it take our fastest diggers to tunnel through it?”
Breslin thought a moment.  “It’s hard to say without knowing what type of stone it is.  It looks sedimentary.  If I were to venture a guess I would say two weeks.  And that’s creating a standard five foot diameter tunnel.  What if what we’re looking for lies beneath a different part of the stone?  They’d have to keep digging until they found it.”
Rhamalli’s deep voice drew everyone’s attention.  “What if the stone were broken in twain?”
“How?”
“Repeated strikes.  Dragon fire is very destructive.”
“You’re telling us that you could break it?”
“Not without help,” Rhamalli admitted.  “I would seek assistance.”
“From other dragons?”
“Aye.”
“How long would it take?”
“Unknown.  I have never tried to split a stone before.”
Breslin bowed.  “If you’re offering, my friend, I’m asking.  If you can, break that thing in two.”
“Very well.  I have just asked for help.  Kemxandra and Cantreya are en route.  They will be here soon.”
Fifteen minutes later the large black female dragon was back, along with the white male dragon that had helped pin the Zweigelan.  Both were staring at Rhamalli as though he had just suggested all dragons should swear off flying.
“Would you please repeat that?” Kemxandra asked incredulously.  “You want us to do what?”
Rhamalli extended his neck out over the cliff and looked down.  The other two dragons followed suit.
“Do you see the slab of stone that has broken off the cliff and lies just above the water?”
The two dragons looked out over the cliff edge and eyed the slab far below.  They nodded.
“It is believed the stone slab conceals what the dwarves are seeking.  The stone shelf must be broken.  We are to render aid in accomplishing this task.”
“How do you propose we do that?” Cantreya’s gravelly voice asked.
“Repeated blasts by the three of us should accomplish the task.”
Kem shook her black head.  “I cannot believe Rinbok Intherer would want us to –”
“I’ve already informed him.  He has no objections.”
Kem’s large black eyes narrowed as she stared at the slab hundreds of feet below.
“Think of it as a chance to practice your aim,” Rhamalli suggested.
Kem’s head swung around until she was facing Rhamalli.  “Would you be insinuating your aim is better than mine?”
Cantreya chuckled; the deep rumblings were felt by dwarf and dragon alike.
Rhamalli gave the best approximation of a shrug that any of the dwarves had ever seen.  “Your aim could benefit from repeated practice, Kem.”
The black dragon sniffed disdainfully.  “Perhaps my aim is not as accurate as yours.  At least my shots do damage.”
Cantreya’s laughter grew louder.  This time Rhamalli growled.  “Do not even think of suggesting your shots are more powerful than mine.”
“I destroyed three of the metal creatures last year.  How did you fare?”
Rhamalli said nothing.
“What creatures?” Tristofer timidly asked.
Kemxandra glanced down at the spectacled dwarf.  “Last year during the battle with the human sorceress Celestia we faced a mechanical foe that was extremely difficult to vanquish.  I managed to dispatch three.”
“Once you were told how,” Rhamalli pointed out.
“Regardless,” Kem continued, “I destroyed them.  Refresh my memory.  How many did you destroy?”
Rhamalli went silent again.
Nodding her head, Kemxandra smiled.  “That’s what I thought.”
“Neither of you can match the power behind my blasts,” Cantreya rumbled as he stirred.  He unfolded his massive wings and stretched.
“I’d say we have the makings of a wonderful competition!” Breslin chortled while he rubbed his hands together.  “The dragon that makes the final blast which splits the stone will forever after be known to be the strongest amongst the three of you.  Agreed?”
As if sensing that something drastic as about to happen, the surrounding countryside fell silent.  Insects scurried back to their lairs.  Kytes anxiously retreated to their nests to verify their young were unharmed.  For several seconds the dragons looked at one another as is mentally daring each other to make the first move.
“Two pieces of silver says the white one breaks it first,” Athos whispered.
“Make it a gold piece,” Breslin whispered back.  “And I say Rhamalli will do it.”
The ground lurched as the three dragons all leapt off the cliff in a mad flapping of leathery wings.  Cantreya immediately dove straight towards the slab and fired two quick blasts at the stone, expecting it to be reduced to rubble.
It wasn’t.
Kemxandra and Rhamalli both flew east over the sea before circling back and targeting the stone slab.  Rhamalli fired off five shots, all of which bounced harmlessly off the stone’s surface.  Kemxandra elected to fire just one shot, but gave her shot as much power as she could muster.  Inhaling sharply, she spat out an enormous fireball and watched it speed towards the slab.  It impacted the slab with the force of a trebuchet.  The large stone creaked ominously but remained intact.
Three hundred feet away, from the safety of their camp, the dwarves listened to the relentless pounding the rock slab was taking.  For close to an hour the dragons blasted jets of fire at the stone shelf, hoping it would break under the ruthless assaults.  At least the slab began to show signs of damage; jagged cracks had formed on the surface.  
“What goes on here?” an authoritative voice suddenly demanded, startling the dwarves.  
Jumping to their feet, the dwarves turned to see a dozen human soldiers approaching on horseback.  At the front of the procession was a human Breslin was quite familiar with.  He bowed to the human who was now holding up a hand, signaling his battalion to stop.
“Commander Rhenyon.  It’s an honor to see you again, lad.”
Rhenyon dismounted and approached the dwarf.  He clasped Breslin’s forearm and gave it a mighty shake.
“Master Breslin!  What the blazes are you doing out here?  I’ve always heard its damn near impossible to get a dwarf out of a mountain, let alone five!”
Breslin grinned.  He motioned for the others to approach.
“I believe you have already met Masters Venk and Athos last year.  Over there is Tristofer.  He’s a scholar from the Kla Rehn.”
Rhenyon nodded.  He locked forearms with each of the brothers and then the bespectacled scholar.
“I remember you two,” Rhenyon said as he turned back to the brothers.  “You aided the Nohrin last year during the battle with Celestia, am I right?”
Both brothers nodded.  Venk pulled Lukas to his side.
“This is my son, Lukas.  Son, this is Commander Rhenyon.  He is friend to the Nohrin and holder of another of the Mythra weapons.”
Lukas’ eyes went wide as they immediately settled on Rhenyon’s sword.  
“That’s Mythron!  He has the blue-bladed sword!”
Rhenyon briefly unsheathed his striking dark blue weapon and presented it to the underling.
Smiling, Lukas turned to his father to show him the fabled sword.  “Father, can you make me one of these?”
Venk rolled his eyes.  “Do you know how difficult it is to make a blue sword blade?  Especially a dark blue one?  I don’t know what trick Master Kharus used when he made it but I sure would like to learn it.”
Rhenyon indicated the cliff’s edge and began moving towards it.  “So tell me, my friends, what’s going on here?  What are the dragons battling?”
Breslin smiled as he walked back to the edge of the cliff and looked down.  Kemxandra and Rhamalli were still circling about as they blasted their fireballs at the stationary stone.  Cantreya had located several outcroppings and was clinging to the rock face.  He was blasting the stone relentlessly from his stationary position, not that it did any good.  More cracks had appeared in the stone shelf but it was still, unfortunately, in one piece.
Rhenyon looked down at the cliff face and watched the wyverian activity.
“Is this some type of dragon target practice?”
“We need to see what’s beneath that stone slab,” Breslin explained.  “The dragons are kindly helping us save some time by breaking that slab for us.”
“That stone has been there as long as I can remember,” Rhenyon remarked as he watched Rhamalli fly out to sea to circle about.  “What do you think is under it?”
“I’m not really sure,” Breslin admitted with a shrug.  “It’s something that will hopefully point us in the right direction for the next task.”
“You’re on some type of mission?”
Breslin nodded.  “In a matter of speaking, aye.  My father was presented a puzzle and he wants to solve it.  I think he believes it could be beneficial to our people.”
“Do you require assistance?”
Breslin looked at his human friend.  The desire to tell the truth was strong, and he didn’t like concealing anything from anyone.  However, if there was still a chance that Nar could be waiting for them, he’d never hear the end of it if he let it slip now.  
“I do not believe so, my friend.”
Satisfied, Rhenyon nodded.  The commander turned to study the circling dragons for another minute or two.  Breslin watched the human from the corner of his eye.  Did he suspect something?
“So tell me, why are you here?”
Rhenyon smiled.  “Do you have any idea how far sound travels?”
Breslin let out a short bark of laughter. 
“Heard them, didn’t you?”
“The king thought we were under attack.  When we couldn’t find the source of the explosions I was sent to investigate.”
“Sorry.  It’s just us.”
“How do the two of you know each other?” Tristofer asked, sinking back down to sit cross legged on the ground.
“We met when we fought with Sir Steve and Lady Sarah during the battle of the guur.”
Athos’ eyes widened in disbelief.  He turned incredulously to Breslin.
“You fought the guur during the battle in which those infernal bugs were eradicated?”
Breslin nodded.  “Aye.  It was one of the few times I was damn glad we were fighting side by side with humans, and one of them was a fire thrower.”
Venk sank down onto the grass next to his son.
“Was fighting the guur as bad as the stories lead us to believe?”
“Worse,” Breslin and Rhenyon both said together.
“They’re just bugs,” Tristofer exclaimed as he polished his glasses.  “How bad could they be?”
“Just bugs, Master Tristofer?”  Breslin squatted down next to the scholar and thought how best to describe the terror that used to haunt his clan.  “Imagine a ten legged bug the size of Lukas.  Imagine it is fully armored so that it’s immune to arrows.  Imagine it can move so fast that swords and axes are virtually useless.  With me so far?”
Tristofer wordlessly nodded.
“Good.  Now take that horror and multiply it by a thousand.  That’s what we faced when we fought them.”
“How in the world did you vanquish them?”
“We killed their female.  No female, no young.  We did dispatch many of them, but with the female gone the colony couldn’t replenish its numbers.”
Tristofer was amazed, and his expression showed it.  He sat there quietly in the grass as he tried to envision what type of weapons would possibly be effective against that type of adversary.
“As I said,” Breslin reminded him, “one of the humans with us was Sir Steve.  The Nohrin.  He was, and still is, a fire thrower, and the most powerful one that has ever been recorded.  He did most of the work.”
“Impressive,” Tristofer admitted.  “Where is this fire thrower now?”
“Back on his world,” Rhenyon told him.  “He and Lady Sarah visit frequently.  I just saw them last month when they came for the prince’s fifteenth birthday.”
An ear-splitting crack rent the air.  Everyone present jumped.  Several of the horses reared up into the air in fright.  Breslin rushed to the cliff’s edge, followed closely by the others.
“What was that?” Tristofer asked as he swallowed his fear of heights and joined them at the edge.
The three dragons soared by them and circled high in the sky.  Cantreya and Kemxandra flew off moments later.  Rhamalli circled around a few more times before coming down for a graceful landing.
“It is done,” Rhamalli told the dwarves.  The red dragon then spied Rhenyon and his men.  He lowered his head for a cursory sniff.  “I do not believe we have met before, human.”
“We haven’t.  I am Rhenyon, Commander of the Royal Guards in R’Tal.”
“Rhamalli.”
Rhenyon waited to see if any other titles were forthcoming.  There wasn’t.
“Pleased to make your acquaintance.  Breslin, you appear to have everything under control.  We’ll be off.  Good journey to you.”
Breslin and the other dwarves bowed.  After receiving a quick cuff on the back of his neck from his father, Lukas followed suit.
“And you.  Give my regards to Kri’Entu.”
Rhenyon nodded.  He mounted his horse and galloped back the way he had come.
Breslin looked up at Rhamalli, clapped his hands together, and vigorously rubbed.  “So!  I had wagered on you.  Athos and Venk bet on Cantreya.  Who finally broke the stone?”
Rhamalli shook his head in disgust.  “Kemxandra.  Lucky shot.”
“Indeed?  Blast.  I just lost three pieces of silver to Lukas.  Was there anything below it?”
“Nothing significant that I could see.  The stone was broken into three pieces.  At the point of impact there does appear to be what could be a cavity of some sort directly below.  I could not tell if it was natural or if it was artificial.”
“Can you take Venk and Athos down to investigate?” Breslin asked the dragon.
Rhamalli nodded.  “Of course.”
Tristofer raised a hand.  “Wouldn’t young Lukas have to accompany them as well?  So we can determine if we’re in the right place?”
Venk frowned.  He didn’t relish the idea of putting his son in harm’s way.  
“Just until we can determine if something is down there.  Once we do, if we do, then he goes back.  Is that agreed, son?”
Lukas nodded emphatically, thrilled to be included in the activities.
Minutes later the three of them were staring at the broken slab.  Lukas hadn’t taken three steps before announcing his back had started tingling.  Venk nodded and signaled for his son to be returned to the others.  As soon as Lukas departed, Venk pivoted in place.  He wordlessly eyed the numerous scorch marks blackening the area.  The giant slab of stone lay in three pieces.  The section they were on, roughly half the size of the original, had jagged cracks running all across the surface.  The smaller two pieces were about the same size and were now tilting haphazardly down, their far corners resting in the water.  
“Has this stone always sloped down to the water?” Athos asked as he stared down at his feet.
“Looks like it slid towards the sea when it broke loose,” Venk observed. 
Athos approached the recently broken edge of their slab and squatted down.  He motioned for his brother to join him.  He pointed at a gap of about four feet which separated the three pieces.  With the largest section of the broken slab now sloping down, and the two smaller slabs sloping in the opposite direction, a narrow space was visible underneath the thick stone.  The opening was just large enough for a dwarf to slip through.
“Give me some rope,” Athos told his brother.  “I’m going down.”
Once Athos had been lowered into the hollow he untied the rope and looked around the tiny cavity.  This part of the stone, namely the undersides of the broken slab, had once been exposed to the elements.  If something had been attached to the rock face, this was the correct side of the stone to be looking at.
Athos smiled.  There was just enough light to look for irregularities.  Catching sight of a discolored section of rock down near the narrowest part of the hollow, Athos dropped to his belly and inched forward for a better look.  It was a slightly yellow color, standing out amongst a backdrop of solid gray stone.  
Wanting to see if the discoloration existed anywhere else, Athos painstakingly checked the rest of the undersides of the slab he could reach.  The discoloration only existed in the one place.  That had to be it!
“Did you get stuck down there?’
Athos looked back up through the narrow crack at his brother’s concerned face.
“I’m fine.  I found something.  Hand me my tools.”
“What did you find?”
Athos took his hammer and chisel and dropped back down to his stomach.
“I think there’s something embedded in the stone.  I’m going to find out.”
A loud grating sound split the air and the slab lurched forward.
“Athos, get out of there!  Hurry!”
Athos began chipping away at the slab’s undersides.
“Not until I get whatever this thing is.”
Not bothering to keep his work neat, Athos sunk his chisel as deep into the rock as he could, gouging out huge chunks of yellow stone in the process.  After twelve inches in he still hadn’t found anything.  The yellow stone had reverted to its natural gray color.  What had happened?  Was the colored stone just a natural occurrence?
“Think, Athos, think.”  
Athos recalled the long geological lectures he had attended back when he was an apprentice.  Hadn’t one of his masters said that pyroclastic deposits could permeate, over large periods of time, the surrounding rock and therefore change its nature?  While he doubted they were looking for anything volcanic in nature, it was possible that whatever they were looking for might have leeched, or tainted, the surrounding rock.  If that were the case, the object they were looking for might not necessarily be directly beneath the discoloration.  It could be off to the side.  
Athos eagerly gripped his tools.  He had to trace the yellowed rock back to its source!
The slab groaned and slid another foot or so towards the sea.
Venk’s urgent voice called out to him.  
“Athos, get your butt out of there!  This whole damn slab is sliding into the sea!”
“It hasn’t budged an inch in centuries.  I think it’ll be fine for another five more minutes.”
The slab slid another foot.
“Any other bright ideas?  You don’t have five more minutes.  Get out of there!  If I get wet because of you I’ll never let you hear the end of it!”
Athos ignored his brother and began frantically chipping away at the stone undersides.  Where had the blasted yellow stone gone?  He expanded his search, moving a few feet to his left, but came up empty.  He could find nothing but gray stone.
The slab moved again.  Cursing, Athos slid forward with the slab and continued chipping.  There!  There was more yellow stone!  He doubled his efforts.  A large heavy piece of yellow stone plunked painfully down on his chest.  He angrily tossed it aside.  Athos frowned.  The yellow stone was gone!  The trail had ended there.  The slab started moving again and this time it felt like it wasn’t going to stop!
Athos snatched up the stone that had smacked him on the chest and scrambled up towards his brother.  Venk grabbed his outstretched hand and yanked.  At the same time Rhamalli descended from the sky and plucked them both from the rock slab before it finished its noisy slide into the sea.
Once they were back on top of the cliff Venk angrily turned to his brother.  
“Cut it a little close, don’t you think?”
Athos held up the yellow stone.
“True, but I got it.  I think.”
Breslin looked at the yellow stone and then at the brothers as though they were mad.  He was surprised to learn that the rock was easily twice as heavy as it should have been.  “Why would a sedimentary stone be this heavy?  This doesn’t make sense.”
Athos nodded.  “Right.  I think what we’re looking for is buried in that stone.”
Breslin pulled a tiny set of tools off his belt and sat down on a flat rock.  Slowly and carefully, he started chipping away at the stone.  Tiny flakes of yellow rock began to accumulate at his feet.
Venk cleared his throat.  “Er, aren’t there any larger hammers you can use?” 
“And risk damaging whatever is in here?  I wish I had my miniature tool kit.  This chisel is way too big for this type of work.  But I guess I’ll just have to make do.”
“Better make yourself comfortable,” Athos told Tristofer while simultaneously winking at his nephew.  “It looks as though we’re going to be here a while.”
“It must be the hammer head,” Tristofer whispered excitedly.  “It must be!”
 After a while the stone Breslin was holding cracked open, much like how a cook would crack open an egg.  Breslin caught a flash of metal before something heavy plopped onto his lap.  Dropping his tools on the ground Breslin picked up the object and studied it.
Tristofer was right.  It was a hammer head, and a unique one at that.
“There’s going to be no living with him now,” Breslin muttered.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 8 – Needle in a Haystack
 
 
“Here he comes again.”  Venk sighed loudly.  “How many more times must we endure this?  He’s a scholar.  Surely he must have been proven right before?”
“Would you like me to answer that?” Athos asked dryly.  
Tristofer approached the spread out pieces of the power hammer and gazed wistfully down at them.  Again.
“After so long,” the scholar whispered to himself, “we’ve finally got proof.  We were right.  I was right!”
“You’re not going to get all weepy again, are you?” Athos asked disgustedly.  “If you’re going to blubber kindly do it elsewhere.”
Tristofer gave out a loud sniffle.
“I wouldn’t dream of it.”
Athos plucked the hammer head off the grass.  He studied the irregular shaped metal object.
“So you say the gem is supposed to be affixed somewhere on here?  Where?”
Tristofer shrugged.  “I’m not sure.  I had hoped that there’d be an indentation, or a hole, or something to indicate where the gem was supposed to be inserted.  All I see is a featureless metal shape that I find difficult visualizing as part of a hammer.  I didn’t know hammers came apart.”
“They don’t,” Breslin assured him.  “Once you assemble the hammer you see to it they don’t come apart.  Why this one is, I cannot say.”
“Where’s that old copy of Legend of Nar?” Athos asked.  Once Tristofer had produced the thin book and had given it to the uncharacteristically talkative brother, the close up illustration of the hammer was inspected.
“Look, this is obviously the head,” Athos explained, placing the large metal object down on the grassy floor.  “See how the square striking surface is on one side and this metal dowel has been attached on the other?  It’s flattened there, in the middle.  There’s a hole in it.  That’s where the handle should attach.  Now look, see here?  This is the counter weight.  It should slide on here.”
Athos took the heavy inch thick iron square acquired from the nixies and threaded the tang through the hole in the center of the counterweight.  It fit.  Perfectly.
“See?  The head matches the picture.  So far.”
“How does it stay together?” Tristofer asked.  “What’s to keep the counterweight from sliding off?”
“Er...”  Venk stared blankly at the incomplete hammer.  If all they were missing was the handle, how would it stay together? 
“Maybe there’s something we’re missing,” Athos suggested.
Thinking he was once more being accused of providing false information, Tristofer angrily tapped the drawing in the book.
“No!  Do you see any other parts?  Of course you don’t.  That’s because there aren’t.”
Athos surprisingly backed down from the fight.
“That’s not what I meant.  My apologies.  What I meant is that there must be some other type of unknown force that keeps the hammer together.  Perhaps whatever holds the jewel on?  I don’t know.”
Tristofer approached Athos and stared at the hammer head.  After a few moments he nodded.  “Of course.  My mistake for overreacting.”
Venk looked quizzically up at his brother.  “What’s gotten in to you?  Since when have you become so polite?”
“Haven’t you always said that I need to be nicer?”
“Since when do you listen?” Venk sputtered.
Athos shrugged off the question.
Venk pointed at the pieces of the hammer spread out across the ground.  “Athos, step away from all of that and tell me again what you just said.”
“Certainly.  I’d be delighted to.”
Athos stepped away from the hearth and walked about twenty feet away.  He shrugged his shoulders as if to say, happy?
“Tristofer just told you that the hammer doesn’t have any other parts besides the handle and that you’re clearly insane for thinking we’re missing something else.  What do you say to that?”
“I’d say he’s full of manure.”
Surprised, Breslin looked up from packing his pipe and stared with amusement at Athos and his quick changing personalities.
Venk beckoned his brother over.  “Come back here.  Say that again, but only when you’re next to the fire.”
Athos returned to the hearth and sank back down on one of the logs being used as seats.
“What do you want me to say again?”
“That Tristofer is full of manure,” Venk suggested.
“That’s rather rude, wouldn’t you agree?”
“What’s going on?” Breslin asked, rising to his feet.  “Why does he keep changing his personality?  Is the hammer affecting him?”
“Let’s find out if it only affects him.  Walk over to the pieces of the hammer and tell me what you think about the guur.”
“Misunderstood creatures,” Breslin stated, as soon as he stepped next to the various pieces of the hammer.
“Now go back over there and say that again.”
“Walking horrors which deserved to be made extinct.  Hmm, that’s an interesting side effect.  Anyone else want to try?”
Venk passed, as did Tristofer.  Breslin leaned down to pick up the hammer head.
“Well, is anyone else as anxious as I am to see what’s in store for us next?  Where’s Lukas?”
Venk turned to see his that his son was sitting by the fire and quietly watching the proceedings.  Venk pointed at Breslin and motioned for his son to join him.
“You’re up, son.”
Lukas nodded and pulled his jerkin up to his chin, hoping this would be the last time he’d have to expose his back.  
Breslin, about to touch the heavy metal block to Lukas’ back, paused.  Figuring the boy’s father should be the one to hold the piece of tool up to the underling’s back, Breslin looked at the prize they had found at the waterfall and silently handed it to Venk, who wordlessly accepted it.  Venk gently lowered it until it touched the Questor’s Mark.
The final section, that which lay directly in the center of the mark, rippled outward and came into focus.  Everyone leaned over Lukas’ back to get a good look at their next clue.  
It was a tree.  Not just any tree, but a very unusual one at that.  
Two cedar-like trees, displaying two separate root systems and two separate colors, appeared almost dead center in the mark.  The two trees looked as though they had leaned towards one another and had merged together.  Growing simultaneously, the enormous tree continued to thrive as it sprouted upwards as one combined tree.  The roots of the left half stretched out towards the nixie’s pool and the roots of the right half of the tree extended towards the edge of the water fall.  The foliage of the combined tree branched in all directions, coming to rest next to the Zweigelan on the top left-hand portion of the map and stretching right to approach the top of the falls.
“That must be one mother of a tree,” Athos observed.  The others nodded in agreement.
 
 

 
 
“Anyone ever see a distinct tree such as that?” Breslin asked.
Tristofer shook his head.  “If that tree is drawn to scale then we have a major problem.”
Breslin groaned.  “What now?  Out with it, scholar.”
“Well, look at the tree.  According to the Lukas’ back it’s just as tall and broad as Drammli Falls.  If that were the case then I’m sure we would know all about it.  Someone would have reported seeing it.  Therefore I see three possibilities.  First, either someone has seen the tree and is managing to keep it hidden.  Second, the tree is that size but exists in another kingdom altogether.  Or three, the tree has been embellished and in reality, is actually much smaller.  Of those choices, I’m inclined to believe the third.”
Breslin nodded.  “I concur.  I would also like to point out a fourth possibility.  The tree did exist, but doesn’t anymore.  Uprooted, struck down, or else burned down.  The method matters not, only that the tree could have been destroyed.  Athos, Venk, what say you?”
Venk stared at his son’s back.  As reluctant as he was to agree with Tristofer, he had to believe if a tree of that size had been discovered, someone would have said something about it.  With regard to all the places they’ve been thus far on this adventure, none of the items had taken them out of Lentari, so he didn’t believe the tree existed in any other kingdom.  Therefore, the tree had to exist here in Lentari.  The illustration must be sized incorrectly. 
“The other sections of the map were accurate.  The tree must exist somewhere.”
“I’d like to remind everyone that the hammer head had been left in the rock on the cliff face and that it broke off and fell to the sea.  Thankfully it hadn’t sunk into the water.  I don’t think we can rule out the possibility of the tree being destroyed.”
“Provided we can’t find it, I would agree,” Breslin added.
“For the sake of argument, let’s assume the tree exists,” Venk argued.  “The size can’t possibly be right.  Therefore it must not be drawn to scale.”
Athos nodded thoughtfully.  “I’ll go along with that.”
“So how do we find this tree?” Breslin wanted to know.  “Anyone have any ideas?”
“Who is the foremost expert on trees?” Venk asked as he looked over his shoulder at the scholar.  “Who do you recommend, Tristofer?”
Tristofer was silent as he considered.
“Logically I would suggest that we visit a library and look it up.  However, how do we do something like that without arousing suspicion?  Besides, I don’t think consulting one of our libraries is the wisest move we could make.”
“Why not?” Athos demanded.
“Do the Kla Guur have many trees in their city?”
Athos’ mouth closed with a snap.
“Judging from your expression,” Tristofer continued, “I will assume Borahgg has just as many trees as Bykram.”
“So what do you suggest?  We find a human library?”
Tristofer shook his head.  “Of course not.  To utilize a human library would create an open invitation for the humans to ask questions about the nature of our mission.  So the answer there is a resounding ‘no’.”
“Do you have any idea how many trees must be in Lentari?” Venk asked, frowning.  “How are we supposed to find this one?  It’s like looking for a needle in a giant haystack.  If it was as large as the picture depicts, then we might have a chance in finding it.  As it happens, it sounds like all of us feel that the tree isn’t drawn to scale.  So it could be anywhere in Lentari.  Perhaps if we –”
“I don’t know about the rest of you,” Athos suddenly interrupted, “but I am damn tired of walking.  We need to know exactly where we’re going so we’re not traipsing around Lentari looking for this blasted tree.  Know what I mean, Tristofer?”
The scholar’s smile vanished instantly.
“It was one time.  One time!  Are you ever going to forget that I led you to the wrong lake?”
Athos, Venk, and Breslin all shook their heads no.
“I think what Athos is trying to delicately say,” Venk translated, “is to be as certain of the destination as you can be because it wouldn’t be good for you to guide us to someplace like Capily over on the west coast and then have it revealed we are nowhere close to where we should be.”
Tristofer nodded.  “I agree.  Thankfully in this case, I don’t have enough data to offer a valid destination.”
“What do you suggest?” Breslin asked him.  “What should we do next?”
“The fact remains we need to ask for help.  The question is, who?  Who can we ask?  Better yet, who can we trust?”
“What about Rhamalli?” Lukas asked as he dropped his shirt back into place and turned around.  “He has really good eyesight.  He flies really fast.  Do you think he’d look for us?”
The adults hesitated.  Should they ask the dragon for help yet again?  How would it appear to the others if it became common knowledge that they couldn’t successfully complete their mission without constant wyverian help?
Venk looked at Breslin.
“Your call.”
Breslin tugged on his beard as he considered Lukas’ suggestion.  With a resounding shrug, he turned to the underling.
“This is your quest, Master Lukas.  It’s your idea.  I leave the final decision in your hands.”
Unaccustomed to having an adult ask for his opinion, Lukas glanced at his companions.  Every single adult was gazing back at him, awaiting his decision.
“The more eyes we have searching, the better,” Lukas slowly said, remembering all the times his father had him and his sister searching for mislaid tools in his workshop.  “I say we ask Rhamalli for help.”
Breslin nodded.  “Very well.  We ask for help.  Hopefully the dragon is still in the area.”
“Suggesting I have something better to do?” came the dragon’s dry response.
Breslin laughed.  “Well, do you?”
“Clearly not.”
“Have you seen the tree on Lukas’ back?”
“I have not.”
“Come down here then so we can show you.  We need to find this tree.”
“Trying to find a single tree out of so many is akin to locating a specific blade of grass in a meadow.”
“Are you saying you can’t find it?”
Rhamalli’s deep voice sounded from behind them, startling them all.
“If given enough time, and enough perseverance, anything can be found.”
“How do you do that?” Athos asked again.  “Move with such stealth.  Is that something all dragons can do?”
“What?”
“Sneak up on others as quietly as you can.”
“That was not even close to being quiet.  My wings disturbed the air and rustled the grass as I landed.  My scales ground together as I moved, which created quite a disturbance.”
The dwarves eyed each other.  “Did anyone hear anything?”
Venk and Athos both shook their heads.  Tristofer had returned to studying the hammer head.
“Perhaps the sounds of your own breathing disguised my arrival?”
“Are you saying we’re breathing too loud?”
Rhamalli shrugged.  The scales of his torso rippled outward as he shrugged, yet no one was able to hear any type of noise from his scales sliding against one another.
“Besides your breathing, there are other stimuli present which can fool the senses.”
It was Athos’ turn to shrug.  He pointed at his nephew.  “Whatever.  Have you ever seen this tree before?  Lukas, show him your back.”
Lukas sighed and showed the dragon his back.  Rhamalli glanced at the now complete mark covering Lukas’ back.  The dragon shook his head.
“I have not seen a tree like that before.”
“Think you could locate it if you flew over it?” Tristofer asked.
Rhamalli shook his massive head.  “At the speed I fly, I could pass right over that tree and not know whether or not it was the right one.  Based on the illustration, that tree will be identifiable by looking at its trunk.  I can only see the treetop as I pass overhead.  My gaze can penetrate the treetops if I stare at the same area long enough.  However, in order to do that I would have to fly too slow to be useful.  I do not think I would be able to render much assistance here.”
Breslin nodded.  “I understand.  We’ll have to figure out something else.”
“Like what?” Venk wanted to know.  
“As my father always told me when I was little,” Breslin said, “we’ll have to look it up.  Tristofer is right.  We need a library.”
“Which one?” Venk asked.  “The library in our city won’t be of much help.”
“Do all dwarves live deep in the mountains?” Rhamalli suddenly asked.
Breslin shrugged.  “As far as I’m aware.  Why?”
“Is it rare for dwarves to be seen on the surface?” the red dragon continued.
“Unless said dwarves are on a quest,” Athos mumbled softly.
“We choose to remain underground because that’s where we thrive,” Breslin explained to Rhamalli.  “We work the stone.  We mine.  We dig.  We explore.  It’s who we are.”
“Why do you ask?” Venk wanted to know.
“When we were searching for the Zweigelan earlier, several dwarves were spotted.”
“Are you sure they were dwarves?” Breslin asked, curious.  “They were probably just humans.”
“Wearing leather armor, bearded, with axes strapped to their back?”
That drew Breslin up short.
“Where?”
Rhamalli’s long red neck lifted up and he looked south.
“There, about three hours as the dragon flies.”
“That would be my clan,” Tristofer admitted.  “Kla Rehn.  My home city, Bykram, lies that way.”
Breslin stared at the scholar.  “Your clan frequently ventures Topside?”
Tristofer shrugged.
“Why didn’t you say so before?”
“I didn’t realize someone had asked.  Sorry.  Must’ve missed it.”
Breslin eyed the scholar.  “I’ll bet you did.  Hmmm.  It sounds as though your clan is the closest.  I assume they have a library.  I can tell you that after having spent what feels like years in Borahgg’s library, I know they don’t have a, er, there isn’t a section devoted to, well, to trees, so...”
“Dendrology,” Tristofer interrupted.
“What?”
“The term is ‘dendrology’.  The study of trees.”
“Fine, whatever.  Borahgg’s library does not have a dendrology section, and having heard Venk say that there isn’t much in their city’s library either, I’m forced to conclude we’re going to have to try our luck with one of them.  Since a human library isn’t an option then we must make for a clan library.  We just learned yours is the closest, Tristofer.  Therefore, yours is the only viable option.”
“Bad idea,” Tristofer told them with a frown.  “I’m telling you, there isn’t anything useful there.”
“Is there something you’re not telling us?” Athos asked the scholar.  “I’d rather face a cave full of guur, unarmed, than spend any amount of time in a room full of books.  Every time I step foot in a library I have to find the closest chamber pot.”
Venk sighed loudly and rolled his eyes.  Lukas giggled.
“So what’s wrong with yours that you don’t want to go there?” Venk wanted to know.
“Will you just trust me?  I’m trying to prevent everyone from making a useless trip.  Mine may be the closest library, but I still say the human library in R’Tal would be a better choice.”
Breslin shook his head.  “Absolutely not.  I will not take that chance.”
“So how far away is your clan?” Athos grumpily asked Tristofer.  He was not relishing the thought of spending the next several days walking.  If it would take Rhamalli three hours of solid flying to reach it, how long would it take them?  “Just tell me plainly.  How close are they?”
Tristofer smiled as he sensed an opportunity to dissuade others from making the trip.  “They are at the southeastern tip of Lentari.  The terrain from here to there is very rugged.  No paths, no roads, and certainly no help if we need it.  Perhaps we should...”
“No,” Breslin interrupted.  “We’re going.  Everyone pack your gear.  I want to be at least five leagues from here before the sun sets.”
 
In truth, they only made it three, but it was still more than an adequate start.  They had passed the western road leading to Donlari just under two hours ago, and the snow covered peaks of the Selekais had just become visible on the southern horizon.  Also visible was the beginnings of the forest, but it was at least another three leagues away.
Breslin looked at the open prairie with disgust.  Aside from the distant edge of the forest, there wasn’t a single tree to be found.  If they were going to make camp here they’d do so knowing they were completely out in the open and exposed to anyone that might be passing by.  Either they were going to have to post a guard or else...
“Didn’t the sack of spells Shardwyn gave us have one that was for protection?”
Venk, who had been sitting on his pack while the group decided what to do, stood up and retrieved the spell bag.  Pulling out the two remaining spheres, he studied the symbols etched onto the surface of each spell.  One had a tiny shield, the other a rain drop.
“I think so.  This one has a shield on it.”  He handed the spell to Breslin.  “Are you going to use it?”
“Wonderful,” Athos mumbled.  “Who knows what that crackpot wizard is going to do to us this time?”
“We’re out in the open,” Breslin snapped.  “Unless you want to take the first watch, I suggest you keep quiet.”
Athos shrugged.
“Sorry.  I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.  I’m exhausted.  You’re beat.  Everyone is.  We could all use a good twelve hours of rest.  Everyone ready?”
Venk and Lukas blearily nodded their heads.  Tristofer snapped awake and nodded his agreement, too, even though he didn’t know what he was agreeing to.
Breslin invoked the spell and waited with baited breath to see what would happen.  A few moments passed.  Nothing.  He stared at his hand.  The sphere was gone.  Something must have happened!
“What are we waiting for?” Athos asked tiredly.
“I’m not sure.  The spell is gone.  It did something, but I just can’t tell what.  That scares me more than the guur ever could.”
Athos grunted.  After nothing else happened in the next ten seconds, he decided to pull his ground cover from his pack and began scouting for the best location to set up his bed roll.
A flash of blue light temporarily blinded everyone as Athos was thrown violently backwards.  The blue light flashed again and he was then thrown forward, but angled down.  He impacted heavily onto the grass.
Pushing fatigue aside, Venk quickly rolled to his feet.  He had pulled his crossbow and Breslin had pulled out his axe, both at the same time.
“Wizards be damned!  What was that?  Is Athos alright?”
Breslin hurried over to the still form of Athos and chuckled.  
“He’s snoring.”
“What hit him?”
Breslin shook his head.  “Unknown.  Wait.  Let me try something.”
He selected a small nearby rock and tossed it towards the area Athos had originally been heading towards.  The rock sailed about fifteen feet before the blue light flashed and flung the rock back the way it came.  Breslin neatly snatched the rock out of the air before it could hit the other wall and bounce again, which unfortunately was what had happened to Athos.
“I’m beginning to see the nature of Shardwyn’s spell,” Breslin told Venk.  “Let me see how big of an area we have here.”
Breslin tossed the stone at random spots around their camp.  He managed to catch the rock most of the times it was bounced back towards him.  
“The shield is about thirty feet in diameter,” he reported.  “Let’s hope no one sleep walks.”
Tristofer grunted sleepily.  He collapsed onto his bed roll and was snoring within seconds.
Venk approached Breslin and looked anxiously back at his son, who was already asleep.  “Any idea how long the spell will last?”
Breslin shrugged.  “Your guess is as good as mine.  Let’s hope until morning at least.”
“What if it doesn’t wear off by then?”
“We’ll worry about that if it comes to it.”
The following morning came.  And went.  The dwarves, intent on replenishing their depleted energy reserves, slept well past sunrise and were only awakened when a flock of tiny purple kytes decided to inspect the quiet campsite to see if any morsels, tidbits, or juicy insects could be found.  
Lukas awoke to find himself in the middle of a musical concert of trills, chirps, and whistles.  Everywhere he looked he could see little purple birds.  They were hopping all over their campsite, rooting around in their packs, scrambling over their weapons, even perching on those that were still asleep; a fluffy kyte was sitting precariously on his uncle’s nose.
Lukas nudged his father awake.
“Look!  There are kytes everywhere!”
Venk blinked a few times and then tried to rub the sleep out of his eyes.  He smirked as he watched his brother absentmindedly swat at his face.  Evidently the kyte perched on Athos’ nose was tickling him with its feathers.  Every time Athos swiped his arm the kyte would take to the air, only to return moments later when the sleeper went still again.
“I would say that the protection spell has definitely worn off,” Breslin said as he noticed the antics between Athos and the kyte.  He stretched his stiff back and glanced around their camp at the flurry of avian activity.  “Did someone sprinkle some seed?  Where did all these kytes come from?”
Venk shrugged.  He and Lukas began stowing their gear.
“You have precisely five seconds to get off my nose unless you want to become breakfast,” a gravelly voice suddenly barked out.
The purple kyte tweeted in alarm.  It rose into the air, but not before it deposited a tell tale symbol of its displeasure.  Unfortunately for Athos, it landed in his open mouth.
“Gah!  You wretched, disgusting, vile tuft of feathers!”
Grinning from ear to ear, Venk tossed his water bag to his brother.
The rest of the tiny birds rose into the air and circled high in the sky.  The flock coalesced into a writhing mass of hundreds of purple birds as it circled round and round.  When it became clear the section of ground was not going to return to its docile state any time soon, the flock moved off.
Athos gargled another mouthful of water and spat it out.
“That... that...”
“Was a crappy way to start the day?” Venk wryly asked, raising an eyebrow.  
“Ha ha.  Missed your calling.  Should’ve been a jester.”
Venk smiled again.  He pointed at Athos’ beard.  “Might want to wash your beard out.”
“What?  You’ve got to be kidding!”
As Athos upended the water bag over his beard, Venk helped Breslin and Tristofer stow their gear back into their packs.  After a quick meal of dried meat they resumed their trek south.
 
“It sure is a nice day, isn’t it?” Tristofer commented.
“If I hear you say how wonderful this day is one more time, scholar,” Athos growled, “I’ll personally make you eat that book you’re holding.”
Tristofer hurriedly put his copy of his favorite book, Klondaeg – The Monster Hunter, a story about a fearless dwarf monster killer, back into his jacket pocket.  While certain Athos would never make him actually eat the book, he wasn’t about to press his luck with the irritable brother, either.
“What did I tell you?” Breslin’s voice was heard saying.  “We made the forest before midday.  I told you we could do it.”
“Only because we had you nagging us the entire time,” Athos grumped.
“We finally get to put this infernal sea behind us,” Breslin pointed out.  “Doesn’t that make you happy?”
“I don’t think anything you say would please him right now,” a deep familiar voice said.
Breslin shook his head.  He looked up.  As expected, the dragon was nowhere in sight.  “How long have you been following us this time, Rhamalli?”
“I never left.”
“You mean you could have carried us here the first time?  Why didn’t you?” Athos demanded.
“You never asked.”
“I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but could you carry us all there?  As much as I don’t want to fly again, I really don’t want to spend the next several days walking, either.”
“Carry five dwarves?  Easily.”
“Will you carry us the rest of the way?”
“Not without running the risk of dropping one of you.  Dwarves are small.  You might slip through my claws so I might unconsciously clasp my talons together more tightly than I should.  I’d feel terrible if I knew that I had squished you all to jelly.  Therefore I’d prefer not to do that.”
“Appreciated by all,” Athos murmured, impressed that Rhamalli had clearly given some thought to trying to carry them all to the Kla Rehn’s city. 
“Do you have any idea how revolting that’d be?” Rhamalli continued.  He glided in from the east and touched down gently next to the walking dwarves.  His long serpentine tail twitched.  “I’d have to clean dwarf goo off my scales.  How disgusting.”
Venk clapped his hands over his son’s ears.
“Would you stop talking about turning us into goo?”
Rhamalli fell silent.
“Thank you.  I’m with Breslin when it comes to flying, but I’m also in agreement about not walking all the way to Bykram.  So, let me ask you something.  What if we could guarantee that you wouldn’t drop any of us?  Then would you carry us to Bykram and save us from another several days of walking?”
Two wyverian eyes fell upon the dwarf wearing the red leather armor.
“I’m listening.”
“What if we were to build something that all of us could fit in?  We wouldn’t be riding on your back and all you’d have to do is carry it.”
Rhamalli considered.  “Like a cage?”
“You’re not getting me in any cage,” Athos stated flatly.  
Venk shook his head.  “I’m thinking more along the lines of a basket.”
Athos thoughtfully nodded.  “I see where you’re going with this.  A large basket that we could all sit in, with a handle.  The dragon could then carry us without fear of injury to one of us.”
“That sounds like an awful lot of work,” Breslin observed.  “Is it worth it?  Bykram isn’t that much farther away, is it?”
Tristofer shook his head no.  “Not only is it nowhere close to here, there aren’t any roads leading directly there.  I may not be a carpenter, but I’ll help build this device in whatever fashion that I can if it will prevent us from taking another step.”
 
An hour later Venk handed the scholar a small ax and pointed to the growing pile of branches.
“Strip these of all smaller branches.  Make them as clean as possible.  We’ll be sitting on these and I’m sure you don’t want any broken branches poking us in the butt.”
Tristofer hefted the ax and eyed the large pile of branches.  He nodded.  “I think I can handle that.”
“Good.  Breslin and I will start building the frame of the basket while Athos continues to gather wood.”
“What can I do?” Lukas asked.
Venk pulled one of his daggers off his belt and handed it hilt first to his son.  “Help Tristofer.  The sooner these branches are stripped the sooner we get the basket built.”
Working together the basket was constructed in just under two hours.  Once the large tightly woven container had been completed, the five dwarves broke for lunch while Rhamalli continued to circle lazily in the sky.
“We should have thought of this sooner,” Breslin exclaimed once he was seated in the basket and clutching his pack tightly on his lap.  
Venk and Athos joined him moments later.  Athos leaned over the lip of the basket and pulled his nephew in.  Tristofer extended his arm and waited for someone to give him a hand as well.  Breslin sighed inwardly and then grasped the scholar’s hand.  He was surprised to learn that he could barely pull Tristofer up the side of the basket.
“What the blazes are you holding?” Breslin puffed out.  “A bag of rocks?”
“It’s just my pack.  There might be one or two books in there.”
“Did you keep all those books you stole from the Zweigelan?”
“I didn’t steal them.  I borrowed them.  I didn’t want to leave them behind.  I still don’t.”
“If Rhamalli says there’s too much weight in here, and something has to go, then I’m personally tossing it over the side whether or not you’re holding on.”
  Once they had given Rhamalli the signal that the basket was loaded and they were ready to depart, all the dwarves were slammed against the basket floor as the dragon swooped in to snatch them off the ground, all while refusing to decrease the speed at which he was flying.  Higher and higher they rose into the air as Rhamalli hefted the unwieldy basket clutched tightly in his front left claws.  Once the dragon had reached a comfortable altitude for flying, he banked right and headed south.
Lukas made a move to stand in the swaying basket but was violently yanked back down by his father.
“Not on your life, boy,” Venk warned.  “Stay down.”
“But I want to see what’s below!  Join me!  We’re safe in here.  What do you have to lose?”
“My lunch.”
Lukas smiled down at his father and his uncle, who were both gripping the sides of the basket so tightly that their knuckles had gone white.  The underling glanced at the other two adults and noticed they, too, did not appear to be enjoying the trip.  Breslin’s eyes were screwed shut, and his face even looked a little green.
Lukas dropped to his knees and sat companionably next to Breslin.
“Are you alright?”
“Incredible.  I miss Lady Sarah.”
“You do?  I thought you didn’t like to be teleported?” Athos reminded him.  His stomach, already on questionable speaking terms with him, clenched tighter at the thought of the female Nohrin’s sudden teleportation jumps.
“I don’t.  But I’m willing to risk it if we could avoid the prolonged hell we’re in now.  I don’t know how much more my stomach can take.”
“Who is Lady Sarah?” Rhamalli’s deep voice cut in.
“You should know her,” Breslin scolded.  “She’s the human woman from another world that healed all you dragons that were hurt by those mechanical monsters.
Rhamalli nodded.  “Of course.  I should have known.”
“She, along with her husband, Sir Steve, make up the Nohrin, protectors of the young human prince.  Her jhorun is teleportation.  She could teleport large groups of people clear across the kingdom if she wanted to.”
“What don’t you like about teleporting?” the dragon asked.
“It’s a terrible jolt to the system.  It’s the same problem I have with flying:  queasiness.”
“So you probably wouldn’t like it if I did this?”
Rhamalli suddenly lurched to the left and then quickly to the right before righting himself and leveling off.
Athos, Breslin, and Tristofer all slapped hands over their mouths.  Lukas stared intently at his uncle and then Breslin.
“You look as though you’re about to be sick,” Lukas pointed out.  “Don’t worry.  We’re making great progress.  Do you see how fast the trees are moving by underneath us?  From up here it looks as though the forest is alive.  Look!  It’s like the treetops have become rippling waves!  Up, down, up, down, and now left to right.”
Breslin leapt to his feet and was barely able to get his head over the side of the basket before he sent his lunch down to the forest floor.
Tristofer clapped a hand over his mouth and looked away.
“What?” Breslin demanded, as he wiped his mouth with the back of a sleeve.  “Haven’t you ever seen someone get sick before?”
Tristofer hastily nodded.  He had closed his eyes and was humming loudly to himself.
Venk smiled.
“Fighting the urge to taste your lunch for a second time?”
Tristofer nodded again.
“Get your mind off of it,” Venk told him.  “Think about something else.”
“Like what?” Tristofer whispered between huge gasps of air.
“Like what the plan is once we reach Bykram.  This is your home city.  How are you going to handle it?”
“As discreetly as possible,” Tristofer answered, still breathing heavily.  “A former teacher of mine is our best bet.  We didn’t always see eye to eye but at least we respected one another.”
“I assume he’s still alive?” Athos asked, looking rather pale himself.
Tristofer shrugged.  “I hope so.”
The basket shook violently for a few seconds as Rhamalli was buffeted by several strong air currents.  Ten seconds later they were peacefully gliding south once more.
“When’s the last time you were home?” Breslin asked, desperate to keep his mind off of what the dragon was doing and the fact that he knew just how far off the ground they presently were.
Tristofer twirled the tip of his beard around his finger.  “Let’s see.  I’d say it’s been at least a hundred years.”
“Since you’ve returned to your home city??”
Tristofer shook his head.  “No, since I left the city.”
“And you haven’t returned home since?  Why?”
“We didn’t always see eye to eye.”
“Who’s the ‘we’ you’re talking about?” Venk inquired.
Tristofer shrugged.  “The Council.”
“What didn’t they see eye to eye with you about?” Breslin asked.
“Oh, it’s nothing, really.”
“More like it’s nothing you’d like to talk about, is that it?”
Tristofer shrugged again.  “It wasn’t important.  I left and haven’t regretted my decision.”
“Except for now,” Venk reminded him.
The scholar ignored him.
 
Several hours later Rhamalli informed them that they were approaching a small valley in which several dwarves had previously been seen in.  Breslin, Venk, and Athos actually observed two dwarves dive into several nearby bushes as Rhamalli deposited the basket near the northern edge of the valley.  The dragon verified the basket and its cargo were unharmed before retreating back into the sky.  The great red dragon turned to look back at the small group of dwarves as he strove to put as much distance between himself and the ground as possible.
“I trust you’ll signal if you need my assistance.”
Breslin gave the dragon a look of disgust before Rhamalli disappeared into the clouds.  He shook his head as he glanced angrily at the two brothers.
“What was that supposed to mean?  That we can’t look out for ourselves?  We don’t need a wyverian protector, thank you very much.”
“Speak for yourself,” Tristofer argued.  “I’m actually glad he’s looking out for us.  He’s gotten us out of several predicaments already.”
Breslin sighed and gave the valley a quick, cursory glance.  “Where now, Tristofer?  This is your home city.  Where’s the door?  Better yet, where’d those two we saw disappear to?”
Tristofer pointed to the right.  “See that large broken stump there to the west?  That’s the main entrance.”
Athos looked at the huge jagged stump and strode towards it, motioning for the others to follow.   
“You’d think they would try and conceal their door a bit better than that.”
Tristofer looked up at him with a blank expression on his face.
“Why do you say that?  What’s wrong with the door?”
“Look at the size of the trunk.  There are no other trees around here even close to that size.  The fact that the trunk hides a door is blatantly obvious.”
Tristofer crossed his arms over his chest.  “Well, it’s not like we were... watch out!!”
Athos had pulled an orix free from his chest bandolier and hurled it off.  It zipped perilously close to the scholar, which had caused him to react with alarm.  The green weapon spun away from them on its elliptical orbit, disappearing into the dense foliage southeast of the broken stump.  They all heard a distinct metallic clang followed shortly thereafter by a cry of pain.
“It’s considered rude to eavesdrop on someone,” Athos called loudly to the bushes.  “Even more so when you’re spying on guests.”
Two dwarves emerged from the thicket, one holding a metal helmet with a fresh dent in it.  He was rubbing his ears as though he was still hearing the clang of the orix colliding with the helmet.  Both dwarves were dressed in black tunics and khaki trousers.  Neither was armed, but they could see several tools hanging on their belts, including a large hammer swinging on their hips.
“We weren’t spying,” the first dwarf said crossly as he inspected his damaged helmet.  He pulled his hammer from his belt, flipped the helmet over, and gave it several whacks from his hammer.  Satisfied that the dent had been removed, the hammer was returned to his belt and the helmet was placed back on his head.
“Sneaking around while avoiding detection is generally considered spying,” Breslin told them while Athos retrieved his orix.
“You arrived with a dragon!” the closest dwarf exclaimed.  “How were we supposed to know you were friendly?”
“You automatically assume all dragons are evil?” Venk snapped.
Breslin stepped in front of Venk and held up his hands in a sign of peace.
“You’ll have to forgive us.  We generally do not hitch rides with dragons.  The wyverians are allies and as such, we do not take kindly to anyone disrespecting them.”
The second dwarf finally spoke.
“Allies?  With dragons??  Where are you from, friend?”
“I am Breslin, son of Maelnar, son of Kasnar, of the Kla Guur.  We come in peace.”
“I am Timeki and this is Plukren, of the Kla Rehn.”
After everyone had introduced themselves Timeki looked hard at Tristofer.
“Don’t I know you?”
Tristofer paled.  “I doubt it.  I would have remembered you.”
Timeki’s brow furrowed.  He grunted.  He looked first at Breslin and then looked suspiciously over at Tristofer, who avoided eye contact. “What is your business here?”
Breslin turned to Tristofer and slapped him on the back, startling the scholar into taking several steps forward.  Tristofer nervously cleared his throat. 
“I was hoping to speak with Master Rohath.”
Timeki and Plukren exchanged glances.
“Sure.  Right this way.”
Timeki turned on his heel and led them towards the jagged stump.  He pressed several knots on the stump’s surface while Plukren did the same on the other side.  The western face of the stump, the side facing away from the valley, swung outward revealing a steep staircase leading down.
The two members of the Kla Rehn descended down into dark staircase without waiting to see if they were being followed.  Shrugging, Breslin entered next, followed closely by Venk and Lukas.  Athos pushed a reluctant Tristofer through the doorway while pulling the false facade of the fake stump closed behind him as he was the last to enter.
Fifteen minutes later they were standing in a well illuminated cavern facing an intricately carved archway.  Dwarven runes had been carved into every square inch of the arch, starting at floor level and extending all the way up and over the arch until it touched the floor on the other side.  A massive wooden door, replete with runes and symbols, was securely closed.  As Timeki approached the large door, it noiselessly swung open as if it rested on well oiled hinges.  Another staircase was visible, leading down.  Lit torches blazed merrily every ten feet.  
“That’s a neat trick,” Athos admitted.
Plukren turned to look back at Athos.  
“The entrance will only permit those from the city.  The only way to visit Bykram is to be accompanied by one of its denizens.”
“Then I’m glad we found you,” Breslin commented.
Timeki absentmindedly rubbed the welt on his forehead.  “Right, I’m sure you are.”
Half an hour later they were met by a contingent of armed guards as they emerged into the great cavern Bykram called home.  
“State your business,” one guard gruffly asked them.
Timeki stepped forward.  “They seek Master Rohath.”
“Who?”
“That’s not encouraging,” Athos mumbled softly.
“Master Rohath,” Timeki repeated.  “I believe he was the former Master of Paleography.”
“The former master of what?” Venk whispered to Tristan.
“Ancient writing,” Tristofer whispered back.
The lead guard thought for a moment and turned to point off towards a row of domed buildings.  
“Take them to the great hall.  The Council will decide what should be done with them.”
“Pardon me,” Tristofer meekly interrupted, “but we really don’t need to speak with the Council.  If you could just inform Master Rohath that one of his former pupils would like a word I’m sure he would grant us an audience.”
The guard shook his head no and again pointed towards the distant buildings.  
Breslin cursed softly.  “That’s just splendid.  Remember, everyone, we cannot disclose the true nature of our quest.  Therefore I suggest you all let me do the talking.”
 
Lukas fidgeted uncomfortably as he and his father, along with his uncle and the scholar, listened to Breslin talk with the ten adults seated in front of them.  All of them had their arms crossed over their chests and every single one of them was frowning.  The peculiar thing, Lukas noted, was that they were frowning at only one person:  Tristofer.
They had all been told that the Council was already engaged in its weekly session and that they would be seen almost immediately.  The underling had heard Breslin curse quietly to himself as he had informed the other adults that he hadn’t a chance to prepare himself for this upcoming confrontation.  Yet again Lukas wished he had never been cursed with the large mark on his back.  All this trouble just to figure out what it meant and now they come to find out that they were just being led on an extravagant scavenger hunt to find some old hammer.  He had silently hoped that maybe they would find the fabled city of Nar, but no, it looks like they were only going to find a tool.  Even now it seemed unlikely since the Council had become very tight-lipped and was only giving one word responses to Breslin’s friendly questions.
One member of the council, more heavily decorated with robes, necklaces, and ceremonial pins than the others, leaned forward to pick up his goblet of ale and, after draining the contents in a single swallow, thumped the metal chalice back onto the table.  The loud noise startled everyone into silence.
The elder who had been addressing Breslin turned to look back at his companion and noting the grim resolve which had appeared on the silent dwarf’s face, inclined his head and spoke no more.
“I’ve heard enough, Master Breslin,” the decorated dwarf began, rising to his feet as he did so.
Breslin bowed towards the speaker.
“We all know that you’re here looking for Nar.”
Surprise registered on the newcomers’ faces.  Breslin recovered first, plastering a neutral expression on his face in only a few seconds.
“Nar, Master Prixus?” Breslin repeated.  “I do not know what you’re referring to.”
“The reason I know you’re lying, Master Breslin,” Prixus continued, “is because of him.”  With this, Prixus raised an arm and pointed at Tristofer.  “It’s Tristofer, isn’t it?  What nonsense have you concocted this time, Tristofer, to dupe our brothers from the north into coming here?”  Prixus turned to Breslin.  “He must have been persuasive if your clan enlisted the help of dragons.  I’m sorry to say you’ve come all this way for naught.  You will not find Nar here.”
Breslin turned to stare at Tristofer.  “You’ve led expeditions to locate Nar from here, too?”
Prixus let out a short bark of laughter.  “Didn’t he tell you?  That’s why he was banished.”
Athos, Venk, and Breslin turned incredulously to Tristofer.  Athos burst out laughing.
“No wonder you didn’t want to come here!  You’re banished?  You left that little part out, didn’t you?”
Breslin smiled as inspiration struck.  He jammed his elbow into Athos’ gut, cutting him off in mid guffaw.  Returning his attention to Prixus, Breslin nodded.
Enjoying himself, Prixus returned to his seat.  “So what does he have you searching for now?  A rock?  Perchance you’re looking for a rare beetle?  Trust me, you won’t find anything.”
Tristofer’s cheeks were flaming red.  “As a matter of fact, we have!  We have –”
Breslin stomped on the scholar’s foot.  Hard.
Prixus leaned forward and rested both elbows on the granite table.
“Eh?  Found what?”
“That he’s a certifiable lunatic,” Breslin answered, giving a resounding sigh.  He scowled at Tristofer before he faced the table full of elders.  He was pleased to see that all had lost their frowns and now had condescending smiles on their faces.  “You’re right.  We were looking for something.  But no longer.  Do you know what he’s had us looking for so far?”
Prixus smiled jovially.  “Indulge me.”
“Flowers, trinkets, rocks, books.  Do you know he led us to the wrong location?  I even caught him holding a map upside down!’”
“If ever there was someone who could sympathize, friend Breslin, it’d be us.  Only one wrong location?  The last expedition Tristofer led us on he took us to four wrong locales before finally giving up.”
“Why was he banished?” Breslin inquired.
“For reasons I just explained.  He had become a public nuisance.  He wouldn’t let the notion of finding the lost city rest, so it was decided he should be banished.  I’m truly sorry he ended up with the Kla Guur.  If you don’t mind me asking, what were you looking for here?”
Breslin shook his head.  “It doesn’t matter.  We’re tired.  We’ve traversed so many leagues that we called in favors to our wyverian friends to arrange transport.”
Prixus’ eyebrows shot up.  “You rode a dragon?”
Breslin laughed and shook his head.  “While that would have been easier, no.  We were forced to construct a container to be carried in.”
Prixus nodded.  “That explains the reports I heard of a large basket.  So you consented to be carted around like a basket of berries?”
Breslin rolled his eyes.  “That was the final indignity.  I was ready to call off the expedition right then and there, but Tristofer assured me that which we sought was nearby.  It wasn’t.”
“What did he tell you was nearby?”
“A tree.  A blasted tree!  See any trees around here?  Of course you do!  Trees everywhere.  Tristofer said this one looked as though two individual cedar trees had merged together and were thriving as a single tree.”  
Breslin stopped his narrative and held up all ten fingers.  “We’ve found ten thus far, and none of them were the right one.  He pleaded with me...”
“I did no such thing,” Tristofer murmured softly.
“He pleaded with me,” Breslin continued, growing angry, “to not give up.  That this is his life’s work.  Whatever.  I’m done.  We’re all done.  We have inconvenienced our honorable brothers of the Kla Rehn long enough.  By your leave, we’ll return home.”
Prixus sat back in his chair and tapped his fingers on his armrest.
“Two cedars growing together as one?  Aye.  I believe I have seen a tree such as the one you describe.”
Breslin irritably waved off the comment. 
“You’re more than welcome to investigate,” Prixus continued.  “I’ll have a map drawn up for you.  The terrain isn’t favorable as the tree I’m thinking of lies halfway up a mountain in the heart of the Selekais.  There are no paths and no roads, only leagues and leagues of wilderness and forest.  Obviously the existence of two trees growing together isn’t as much of an anomaly as I had thought, since there are so many, but I thought I should mention it.”
“How is it you remember this one?” Breslin asked, genuinely curious.
 “In my youth I used to watch the dragons hunt the great serpent out at sea.  When someone makes the same trip over the same land over and over, the traveler’s mind tends to wander, and when it wanders it has a tendency to notice anything out of the ordinary.  I must have passed that tree several dozen times.”
Breslin shrugged.  “The tree is probably gone now, but if it lies between us and the sea then perhaps we can get the dragon to fly by the area so we can see for ourselves.  If the dragon refuses, then I won’t lose any sleep over it.”
Prixus nodded.  “I’ll inform my staff about the map in case you go.”
Meeting adjourned, the Kla Guur visitors were shown to a large chamber where they were allowed to stow their gear and rest.  As soon as the door closed, Venk grinned broadly and clapped Breslin on the shoulder.
“Never have I witnessed a more superb example of manipulation!  Master Breslin, you have my admiration.”
Athos also nodded.  “Is it safe to say we finally caught some good luck?”
Breslin beamed, his smile infectious.  “I would say so, lads.  Now all we have to do is –”
“What?” Tristofer interrupted.  “We’re still going to search for the tree?  But I thought... I thought...”
“That’s why I told you to let me do the talking,” Breslin reminded him.  “I learned from my father long ago that practically any situation can be turned in your favor provided you know how to handle the participants.  It was just a matter of convincing them that we weren’t interested.”
Tristofer sniffed.  “You inferred I was a charlatan.”
Breslin surprisingly pulled Tristofer into a one-armed hug.  “You, my friend, have been right at every turn.  Well, almost every turn.”  Breslin’s voice dropped to a whisper.  “Look what we have so far!  We only need the handle to complete our Narian power hammer and now even that is within our grasp.  Forget your old Master, my friend.  We leave at first light!”
Tristofer was nonplussed.  Slowly he nodded and his smile returned.
“Good.  I really didn’t want to see him anyway.”
 
 
 



Chapter 9 – Two Trees or Not Two Trees
 
 
“We’ve been at it for hours,” Tristofer complained.  “All these mountains look the same.  How are we supposed to find a single tree amidst so many?”
“Have you decided where you want to look next?” Rhamalli’s voice called down to them.  “I have not seen any trees that match the picture on the boy’s back.”
“Neither have we,” Breslin admitted.  He frowned at the map he was holding.  “Can anyone follow this?  Does anyone recognize any of these landmarks?”
“No one can,” Venk told him.  “We’ve all tried.  No one can make heads or tails of it.  Look at this.  What is this supposed to depict?  Either a group of five enormous trees growing in a circle or else it could be a family of trolls relieving themselves.”
“And for the record, we haven’t seen either,” Breslin added.
“Why would Prixus give us a difficult map to follow?” Athos gripped the walls of the basket tightly as Rhamalli banked right.  “To purposely keep us aloft in this infernal basket?”
Venk twirled the tip of his beard around his finger before poking it back into his belt.  “That’s an interesting idea.”  
Tristofer looked up.  “What is?  That they purposely gave us an incorrect map?”
Breslin shook his head no.  “I didn’t sense any malicious intentions coming from Prixus.”
“Maybe you weren’t as convincing as you thought you were?” Athos suggested.
“Who do you think made the map?” Venk wondered aloud.  “We know it wasn’t Prixus.  He said he’d have his staff take care of it.  What if someone is trying to lead us astray?  What if... what if this is just a prank?”
“It’s not very funny,” Tristofer grumbled.  He, too, along with the others didn’t care for flying and would just as soon be back on the ground.
“So what do we do now?” Venk wanted to know.  “If this map is inaccurate, we should pay it no heed.  Do we explore on our own?”
“Then my original argument comes back into play,” Rhamalli’s voice reminded them.  “I do not think I would be of much help without knowing where to focus our attention.”
“Don’t fly over the mountains,” a soft, quiet voice said.  “Fly next to them instead.”
Rhamalli’s long neck stretched down so that he could peer under his own belly at the basket he was holding.  
“What did you say, young Master Lukas?”
Lukas flushed.  He had directed his comment to his father but apparently the dragon had taken it to be directed towards him.  Lukas looked up at his father for guidance but Venk was curious as well.
“Speak up, boy,” his father gently prodded.  “What did you say?”
Lukas cleared his throat and found his mouth completely dry.  “Rhamalli, you’ve said you can’t see the tree as you pass overhead, right?  Not unless you slow down?”
Rhamalli’s great head nodded.
“Then don’t,” Lukas told him.  “Fly next to the mountains, but not over them.  That way we can look for the tree from the sides.  It’ll be easier to see.”
Surprised, Breslin glanced at the dragon.  Rhamalli cocked his head as if surprised he hadn’t thought of that simple idea.  
“Nice,” Venk told his son.
“Prixus told us the tree was on a mountainside,” Tristofer reminded him.  “Think he was telling the truth?”
Breslin nodded.  “Aye.  We just have to find the right mountain.”
“If we are to assume what Prixus told us about his youth is correct,” Tristofer began, “and we are to assume this map is wrong, then all we need to know is what’s the most direct route from Bykram to the sea?  Rhamalli, do you think you can spot the route a dwarf would travel starting back at Bykram?”
Rhamalli angled his head down to study the passing landscape.
“I believe so.”
“How many mountains do you think might contain the tree?”
The dragon’s enhanced vision located the stump that was Bykram’s main entrance and followed it northeast towards the sea.
“At least a dozen.”
“Circle around,” Breslin told him.  “Start at the stump that serves as their main entrance and head towards the sea.  We’ll have to inspect each mountain from here to there.”
 
Hour after hour they searched, endlessly circling around the numerous mountains and hills that lay towards the sea from Bykram’s location in the southern Selekai mountains.  On numerous occasions did they spot trees with the potential to be what they were searching for, but upon closer inspection, however, every single tree they encountered had only a single trunk.  Nowhere could they find a tree comprised of two smaller trees merged together.  
With sunset only an hour or two away, and after circling endlessly around the first six mountains which lay in their path, Rhamalli spotted a tree high up a steep rocky mountainside on the seventh that showed the most promise yet.  Vigorously beating his wings to gain more altitude, Rhamalli flew as close as he dared to the mountainside so that everyone could see what he had noticed, namely a tree with two distinct root systems perched precariously on the tiniest of ledges.  Three other straggly trees were situated nearby, also clinging unsteadily to the rocky cliff.
“That’s it!” Breslin said excitedly.  “Look!  That’s clearly two trees!  You can see two separate root systems!”
Rhamalli circled around for another pass.
“Are you sure?” Venk asked as he squinted at the distant tree.  “Looks like just one to me.”
“It’s the right one,” Breslin assured them.  “You can see the roots of each stretching off in opposite directions.”
“The tree does match the illustration on young Lukas’ back,” Rhamalli agreed.  “Note the foliage.  The northern half of the tree has leaves that have turned bright red while the southern half has leaves that remain brown.”
“We need to get down there!” Tristofer said excitedly.  “That tree should be the last piece of the hammer’s final resting place!  It must be there.  We have to find it!”
Breslin and Venk eyed each other as they observed the steep slope, the tiny outcropping of rock the tree was clinging to, and the overall lack of ground on which a person could stand upright on.
“How exactly do you propose to do that?” Venk asked as he and his brother turned to stare at the scholar.  He hooked a thumb back towards the tree and frowned.  “There’s no place to stand.  How are we going to inspect the tree when we can’t even move around?”
“Take us back to the ground,” Breslin told the dragon.  “We need to figure this out.”
The long scaly neck slowly bent down until the dragon’s enormous head was looking straight at the basket.  Two slitted eyes focused on the dwarf.
“Please.”
Satisfied that the dwarf had turned the sharply worded command into a request, Rhamalli gently glided to the base of the mountain and set the basket down upon a small grassy knoll.  
“Now what?” Athos inquired as he craned his head to look back up at the distant tree.  The tree alone had to be at least a thousand feet off the ground.
“We brainstorm,” Breslin answered.  “We need some ideas.  Let’s hear it.  Anything, no matter how preposterous.  How do we scale a mountain without tools or rope?”
“Get what we need from Bykram,” Venk suggested.
Tristofer automatically shook his head no.  Breslin agreed.
“We can’t return to Bykram for supplies without making it blatantly obvious that we found something.  The Kla Rehn are out.  No offense, Tristofer.”
“None taken, I assure you.”
Lukas turned to look up at the dragon’s towering form before facing the mountain and slowly raised his gaze until it fell upon the distant tree.
“It’s just a tree up on a mountain.  I say we climb it.”
Venk shook his head.  “Without a safety harness?  Without rope?  I think not.”
“We used to climb all the time when we were underlings,” Athos told his brother.  “Over much worse terrain than that, I might add.  Climbing a tree shouldn’t be a bother.  I’ll do it.”
“We’re not talking about a simple tree,” Venk pointed out.  “Don’t forget about the mountain that the tree is growing on.  I don’t want to climb that far up without the proper gear.”
“How do we even know the handle is up there?” Breslin wanted to know.  He turned to Lukas.  “Could you sense its presence when we flew by it?”
Lukas shook his head.  “I forgot to try.  I’m sorry.”
Venk studied the distant tree for a few moments longer before steering his son back towards the basket.  
“Only one way to find out.  Rhamalli, if you’d be so kind as to take us back up to the tree.  Son, just like you did at the waterfall, see if your back starts to tingle.  We’ll figure out what to do next only if we know we’re at the right tree.”
Athos hopped into the basket and then leaned over to pull his nephew in.  Venk climbed in moments later.
“Wait here,” he told Breslin and Tristofer.  “We’ll be right back.”
Ten minutes later they were back on the ground.
“Well?” Breslin demanded.  “Is it there?”
Venk turned to look down at his son.  He gently prodded his shoulder.  Lukas smiled at Breslin and nodded his head.  
“Aye.  My back began to tingle the moment we got close to that tree!”
Breslin nodded.  “Alright, the handle’s presence is confirmed.  Master Athos, are you still willing to risk exploring the tree?”
Athos nodded.  “I am.”
Venk raised an arm.  “I’m going, too.  My brother will not go alone.”
Athos nodded in appreciation.
“I’m going too, father!”
One look from his father had Lukas wordlessly dropping his arm back onto his lap.  The underling sighed.  It wasn’t fair!  This was his quest!  He should be the one allowed to go!
“Don’t argue with me, boy,” Venk warned, sensing his son was preparing to resist.  “Trust me, if it’s up there, we’ll find it.”
Strapping daggers, chisels, hammers, and various other tools to both their belts and their baldrics, the two brothers retrieved the final addition to their gear:  their primary battle axes.  With a gentle clink as both brothers knocked their blades together, they strapped their axes to their baldrics so that the axe was fastened securely across their backs.  Venk elected to leave his crossbow behind as he didn’t think he’d need it.  Together they turned to face the prone form of the dragon.  
Athos approached the basket and made to jump in.  Rhamalli finally stirred.  A dark red foreleg snatched the basket off the ground just before Athos could hoist himself up.
“May I make a suggestion, master dwarf?”
Thrown off balance by the sudden disappearance of the basket, Athos spun around and lost his balance, plopping unceremoniously down on his butt.  A small hammer and a chisel went flying off his belt in the process.
“What the ruddy hell did you do that for?” Athos demanded as he rose to his feet amongst a series of clinks and clangs his gear made when he rocked to his feet.
“You won’t be needing the basket,” Rhamalli told him.
“Why not?”
“Did you see anywhere the basket could be set down?”
Surprised, Athos shook his head as he realized he hadn’t.
“Er, no.  What are you going to do?  Let us ride on your back?”
Rhamalli’s neck jerked straight up and his nose lifted.
“Absolutely not.  I will carry the two of you in my right claw.”
“Carry us?” Venk asked, hoping the queasiness he was feeling didn’t come through with the tone of his voice.  “I don’t know if my stomach can handle that again.”
“Lukas handled it perfectly,” Rhamalli reminded him.  “There’s no chance of harm befalling you.”
Venk scowled.  “Great.  Let’s get this over with before I lose my nerve.”
Bidding the others farewell, Venk and Athos climbed into Rhamalli’s open right claw.  Cringing nervously as the massive claw began to close, both dwarves eyed the two foot long talons as they edged ever nearer.  Fortunately, with his claw partially closed, the brothers felt fairly secure as they were carried up the mountain.
“If a month ago you would have told me that I’d be willingly riding in the claws of a dragon up a mountain,” Athos mumbled uneasily, “I’d have labeled you insane.  What the blazes are we doing up in the air like this?”
Venk smiled amidst his own queasiness. 
“You’re a good uncle.  I appreciate what you’re doing for Lukas.”
“Don’t you ever forget it.”
“This isn’t going to be easy,” Venk warned, as they both eyed the tree as it loomed closer with every passing second.
“If it was, then I’d say we have the wrong tree,” Athos replied.  “Nothing about this quest has been easy so far.”
“Be ready,” Rhamalli told them as the wind from his flapping wings bent several of the double tree’s branches back to almost the breaking point.  “I cannot approach any closer.  I’ll put you down on the ledge on the northern side of the trunk.”
Venk eyed the tiny ledge from the safety of Rhamalli’s claw.  
“Ledge?  You call that a ledge??  That’s no bigger than a stair!”
Athos slid one of his hammers across his belt so that it was within easy reach for his right hand.  If he had to make a quick handhold on the mountain’s rocky surface, he’d need easy access to his best rock cutter.
Rhamalli deposited the two of them upon the tiny ledge then retreated to a safe distance of about twenty feet away.  He had located a suitable place to wait for the dwarves and was now clinging precariously on the side of the mountain by gripping a circular ridge that looked as though it wound its way all around the mountain as though someone had dropped a large ring down onto a cone.
Both dwarves had lunged forward the moment their feet hit the ledge.  Both had leapt for the low lying branches and had wrapped their arms around sections of the trunk and held on as though their life depended on it, which unfortunately in this case, it did.  
“How long can you hold on like that?” Venk called out to the dragon.
“As long as is needed,” Rhamalli answered.  “The rock is bearing my weight.  I’m not fatigued.  And you?”
“We just have to get up the nerve to move,” Venk told him, “which is easier said than done at the moment.”
“Several feet to your left and just over your shoulder is another branch similar in girth to the one you’re holding.  Once there you’ll be within reach of a branch just off your left shoulder and slightly above your head.  Make your way there.  Numerous other branches will be within reach that lead all over that half of the tree.”
Without releasing his death grip of the branch he and his brother were clinging to, Venk angled his head up and turned to look to his left.  Sure enough, there was the branch the dragon wanted him to take.  Inching forward at a pace less than that with which his beard grew, Venk finally convinced his left hand to unclasp the branch it was holding and reach for the one just above his head.
“I’ve seen grandfathers centuries older than you move faster than you are now,” Athos told him.  “Get a move on!”
Scowling at his brother, Venk pulled himself to the higher branch and waited for his brother to follow suit.  Under Rhamalli’s careful instructions, the two dwarves slowly explored the left-hand side of the Dual Tree, as they had started referring to it.  They crawled up as high as they could go without finding anything remarkable.
After an hour of climbing all over every inch of the Dual Tree, both brothers decided to take a moment or two for themselves to rest.  Sitting in the fork of several large branches a fair distance from the tree’s base, Venk leaned forward to inspect the trunk up close.  
Reddish-brown and fibrous, the northern half of Dual Tree was at least seventy feet tall.  It had thick, sharp, spreading, needle-like leaves that varied from two to three inches long.  Venk gently sniffed.  He detected a light, fragrant smell emanating from the wood.
“What are you doing?” Athos asked him from his perch several feet away.  “Would you like a moment alone?”
Venk scowled at his brother.  “I’m trying to learn as much as I can about this tree, alright?”
“And what have you learned so far?”
“Well, that this is no different than any other cedar that I have ever encountered.  Do you know how many times I’ve seen groups of cedars growing together?  Many times.  Have I ever seen two growing like this?  No.  I’ve seen two trees sprouting from the same hole, but each grew in the opposite direction.  What’s so special about these two?  Why are they growing together?”
“No clue,” Athos told him.
“We’ve checked both the red half and the brown half.  The only area we really haven’t checked that well is Dual Tree’s canopy,” Venk told him, glancing up at the gently swaying treetops.  
Athos shook his head.  If he hadn’t been tightly clutching the branch he was sitting on, he would have crossed his arms over his chest.  “You want to check that up there, you go right ahead.”
“Is there a problem?”
“Look how small those branches are.  They won’t hold our weight.”  Athos slowly shook his head.  “Besides, if there was something up there then we would have seen it.  I’m more inclined to think if there is an axe handle hidden in this tree, then it’d be somewhere around the trunk.”
“How do we know that the handle wasn’t hidden here when the tree was much smaller?” Venk argued.  “I would think that it would have been carried upwards as the tree grew taller.”
“Possible, but unlikely.”
Venk studied his brother.  “Alright, if you’re so smart, where would you have hidden it?”
“Let’s work this out.  We know these types of trees don’t grow together naturally, even when given the perfect opportunity to do so.  You’ve said so yourself, am I right?”
Venk shrugged and nodded.
“Here we have two trees growing in close proximity, almost as if they were pushed together and forced to grow that way.  Why would someone do that?  Perhaps to conceal something?”
Venk froze.  “You’re telling me you think these trees were made to grow together in order to hide something?”
Athos nodded.  “It’s a hunch.  I’ll bet if we check the point in which the two trees come together we’ll find what we’re looking for.”
“Couldn’t hurt to try.  I thought I saw a small opening at the junction of the trees when we first arrived but figured it was just a trick my eyes were playing on me.”
Athos swung his leg over and started sliding down the branch he had been sitting on, intent on bringing himself to a stop just before reaching the main trunk.  However, a gust of wind suddenly appeared and blew Athos off balance.  Flailing his arms, Athos toppled over back first and with a terrified look on his face, fell towards the ground many hundreds of feet below.  Venk lunged forward to try and grab his brother’s hand as he fell past, but he wasn’t fast enough.
“Athos!!”
Before Athos could fall more than twenty feet, a red leathery surface suddenly snapped out beneath him and caught him much like a safety net would have done.  Athos bounced on the wing much like an underling would have bounced on his bed at bedtime.  The dragon stretched his wing out and then up to the tree.  Rhamalli held it there while Athos clambered back into the safety of the tree’s branches.  Athos turned to stare at the giant red dragon still clinging precariously to the rocky wall.
“I will forever be in your debt.  Never will I speak ill of a wyverian again.  Any wyverian.”
Rhamalli folded his wing back against his side and re-hooked his wing talon to the lip of the rock outcropping he had been gripping.  He nodded solemnly to the dwarf, as if rescuing falling dwarves were a daily occurrence.  Narrowing his eyes until they were back to being slits, Rhamalli returned to his meditation, although this time he devoted a little more of his attention to keeping an eye on the dwarves.  The last thing he wanted to do was send a report back to the dragon lord that one of the dwarfs had been lost under his care.
“Well, I’m awake now,” Athos told his brother.  
“I’ll bet.”  Venk punched his brother hard on the arm.  “Don’t do that again.  You scared me.”
Athos hooked his right arm behind his brother’s neck and pulled him close until they were practically nose to nose.  He cocked his head back and butted Venk’s head with his own, creating a loud clunk as their two helmets collided.
“Sorry.  You are right, though.”
“About what?”
“About seeing something under the base of the trunk.  I saw it as Rhamalli raised me back up.”
Venk turned to look down at the “ground” nearly thirty feet below them.  Carefully, and making sure his handholds were firm, Venk lowered himself down to the tiny ledge.  There!  He had been right!  The small rocky ledge the tree was growing on looked as though it had been methodically chipped away so that someone could get under the tree.  How long it had been there they didn’t know, but one thing was for sure:  someone had made the tiny hole.  Luckily the small hole was just barely large enough to pass a dwarf.  
Tucking most of their gear safely into a hollow formed by three massive branches forking off in different directions, Venk dropped to his belly and wriggled his way into the small opening.  Athos was right on his heels.  
The cave they found themselves in was much larger than either of them would have thought possible.  Both of them were able to stand up and their heads were still nowhere close to hitting the top of the merging trunks.  Both dwarves craned their necks to look up; the roof of the cave was at least another four feet higher than their heads.
“Did you suspect this was here?” Athos asked as he glanced at the natural cavern formed by the intersection of the two trunks.
“Nope.”
“What are we looking for?”
“You’re seriously asking me that?  A handle.”
“You know what I mean,” Athos replied crossly.  “They wouldn’t have left it out in the open.  Someone else might have come in here at some point.”
Venk pointed south.  “You check that half and I’ll check this one.  Meet back here in an hour.”
After crawling about on the floor for close to a half hour, both dwarves rose painfully to their feet.  Venk silently studied the chisel marks near the entrance to the cave while Athos pulled his small hammer from his belt and began to tap various discolored spots on the inside of the trunk.  Both trunks.
“Any luck?” Rhamalli’s strong deep voice asked from outside.
“Nothing yet,” Venk called back.  “We’re still looking.  How’s it hanging out there?”
They heard Rhamalli give an indifferent grunt.
“We’re going as fast as we can,” Venk assured the dragon.  “Hang in there!”
They heard Rhamalli let out a “Hmmph”.  Had the dwarves been closer they would have felt the deep rumblings of the dragon’s laughter.
“What’s that?” Athos asked, pointing up at the tree’s junction above their heads.
“What’s what?” Venk inquired, looking up.
“I see several frayed pieces of string.”
“You do?  Where?”
Athos kept his finger trained at the exact point where the two trees had merged together.
“My eyes haven’t adjusted yet,” Venk told him.  “I can’t see a thing.”
“Of course you don’t.  You can’t see ten feet in front of you sometimes.”
Venk shot his brother a nasty glare before returning his gaze to the undersides of the dual trunks.  They were still too dark for him to see whatever it was his brother had spotted.  Athos suddenly gripped his shoulders and spun him about until he was facing west, towards the opening of the cave.
“What are you doing?”
“Hold still.  I want a closer look.”
“And how do you plan on doing that when... oomph!!”
Athos had silenced Venk’s objections the moment he took a running leap and climbed up his brother until he was standing unsteadily on Venk’s shoulders.
“There had better be something up there,” Venk growled as he tightly gripped his brother’s feet.
“Hah!  Did I not tell you?  I see string!”
“String?  What the blazes is string doing in a tree?”
Athos gently swayed left and right as he stared at the junction of the trees.  What was a piece of string doing there, anyway?  A second string caught his eye.  Then a third.  They varied in length, from a fraction of an inch to no more than two.  Athos counted seven frayed pieces of string poking out of the wood.
“There must be something embedded in the wood,” Athos decided, eliciting a grunt from his brother.  “If it’s the handle, maybe it was wrapped in something?”
“How do you embed something in a tree?” Venk huffed out.  His shoulders were throbbing and it was becoming increasingly difficult to stand motionless.
“Could a tree be made to grow around an object?”
Beads of perspiration trickled down Venk’s back.
“Theorize later.  What are you going to do about that string?”
Athos pulled the only other tool he had left on his belt:  a small axe.  However, even standing on his brother’s shoulders, along with his foot long axe handle he was holding, he still wasn’t tall enough to reach the Dual Tree’s junction point.  Just then the Dual Tree rocked, as though buffeted by a strong wind.  
“What was that?” Venk asked, momentarily forgetting the pain radiating down his shoulders and back.
Athos lowered his axe and looked around.
“I’m not sure.  Maybe it’s getting windy outside.”
The sounds of creaking wood ceased.
Satisfied the tree had return to its normal quiescent state, Athos let his axe slide through his fingers until he was only gripping the very tip of the handle, thus giving his swing an extra three inches.  He cocked his arm and prepared to swing.
The tree groaned again.  Once more it felt like strong winds were trying to push the tree off the ledge.
“Hold up,” Venk called up to his brother.  “Get off my shoulders.”
“Why?  We won’t be able to reach it if I get down, and even then I can’t quite reach.”
Venk’s voice turned sharp and authoritative.
“Athos, lower your axe and get on the ground.  Now.”
Surprised, and a little annoyed, Athos hopped down from Venk’s shoulders and speculatively eyed his brother.
“What’s the problem?”
“Every time you raised your axe, the tree groaned.”
“Trees don’t react to people,” Athos argued.  “Just a coincidence.”
“I was watching you.  Trust me.  You prepared to swing and the tree made noise.”
Athos sighed.  “You’re suggesting this tree is self-aware.  Prove it.”
Venk nodded.  “Very well.  Have you noticed the Dual Tree has fallen quiet since you got down?”
“Coincidental.”
Venk squinted up at the dangling frayed ends of the strings.  
“How many strings did you see before?”
“Seven.”
“Now there are four.”
“What?!”
“The tree must have pulled the object farther in to get it away from you.”
“Impossible.”
“If you don’t believe me, trust your own eyes.  Look!”
Athos looked up at the dangling strings and cursed silently.  Venk was right.  Only four strings could now be seen.  Had the tree really pulled the object farther up itself?  Was it really reacting to them?
Thinking along the same lines, Venk nodded towards Athos’ axe.  “Pretend you’re going to hack into the tree.  Let’s see what it does.”
“Gladly.”
Athos pulled his axe back from his belt, strode over to the nearest wall, and made a few practice swings.
It felt as though the strongest hurricane imaginable just attacked the tree.  The Dual Tree was shaking itself, as if an irksome insect had landed and it wished to rid itself of the pest.  Mollified, Athos lowered his axe.  Within moments, the tree had quieted down.
“Satisfied?” Venk whispered.  “Dual Tree is already on shaky ground as far as I can tell.  We don’t need it to jar itself loose from the mountain and end up destroying itself.  Keep your axe sheathed.”
Ashen, Athos nodded.  He slipped his axe back into its sheath and buckled it closed.
“I think you should apologize to the tree,” Venk told him while managing to keep the smile from appearing on his face.
“Apologize?  To a tree?  That’s not going to happen.”
They both heard the rustling of leaves high up in the tree branches.  Was it a coincidence?
“Fine.  Tree, I’m sorry.”
The rustlings continued.
“Now say it like you mean it,” Venk told him.
Athos shot his brother a dirty look and tried again.
“Tree, I’m very sorry.  Can we let this go now?”
The rustlings stopped.
“Now aren’t you glad you listened to me?” Venk asked, unable to hide the huge grin on his face.
Athos ignored him.  
Venk paused.  An idea had occurred.  
“Tree, there’s something up your trunk, and it –”
Athos snickered.
“There’s something embedded in your trunk,” Venk hastily amended.  “I don’t think it’s supposed to be there.  If you’ll permit me, I’ll remove it and then we can be on our merry way and leave you in peace.  What say you?”
Dual Tree gently swayed back and forth.  Venk eyed his brother.  Was the tree considering?  The tree stopped rocking and fell silent.  
“What happened?” Athos demanded.  “Will it give us the handle?”
Venk looked up at the strings.  He still counted only four.  Apparently the tree wasn’t ready to part with its treasure.
“What about wyverian immunity?” Venk suggested.  “We’ll see if we can get the dragons to consider this mountain off limits to any type of wyverian activity.  How’s that?”
“You cannot guarantee that,” Rhamalli informed them from outside.  “You cannot speak for Rinbok Intherer.”
“I know!” Venk hissed at the hole leading outside.  “But I’m sure you could persuade him.”
“Unlikely,” Rhamalli muttered.
The tree continued to remain motionless and quiet.
“Ah!  I have it!  Athos here will personally plant a dozen saplings in our valley in your honor.  He’ll personally water them every day until they’ve grown strong.”
Shocked, Athos smacked his brother on the arm.  “What are you doing?  I don’t want to plant and water any trees.  If you want trees to be planted, why don’t you agree to do it?”
The telltale creak of wood assailed their ears.  The tree was swaying again, only this time it was barely perceptible.  Did it find the agreement acceptable?
“Give us that thing you’ve probably been holding onto for a very long time and Athos will uphold his end of the agreement.  Do we have an accord?”
“No, we sure as hell don’t!” Athos hissed with frustration.  “Me?  Planting trees?  It’ll be a cold day in...”
Venk elbowed his ranting brother in the gut.
“Agree to the damn accord, you fool!”
Athos glared at the tree and was silent.
Venk elbowed him again.
“Agree to it!”
“You’d better be willing to help me plant these trees.  If I have to suffer through this, so should you.”
“Fine, I will.  Lukas, too.  Now agree to the accord!”
“Harrumph.  Very well.  Tree, if you give us whatever it is you’re holding there, I will agree to plant a dozen trees in Raehón valley.  I’ll also make sure the saplings receive all the water they need to reach maturity.”
Athos turned to his brother and held up his hands, as if to say satisfied?
Apparently the Dual Tree was.  They both heard a series of tremendous creaks and snapping wood as the tree shifted its position.  Slowly, ever so slowly, the two trunks parted, revealing more of the strings.  As the trunks slowly peeled away from each other, it was revealed that the strings were actually the fraying ends of what was once a burlap sack.  Whatever it was concealing started to become visible as the trunks slowly inched apart.  After about five minutes of painstakingly slow progress on the tree’s part, a foot and a half long bundle wrapped in a decaying sack fell into Athos’ hands.  
Dual Tree’s creaking and rustling abruptly stopped.  After a few moments of silence the trunks began to press themselves back together as they slowly reversed the separation they had just undertaken.
Athos wordlessly unwrapped the burlap coverings, allowing the torn pieces to fall to the ground.  After the last piece of cloth had fallen away, the two brothers stared at the object before them.  Twenty inches long and covered with carvings, runes, and unknown symbols, the dark oak handle gleamed as though it had been polished the day before.
Athos looked down at the carved piece of wood and nodded.
“Think that’s what we’re looking for?”
“Without a doubt,” Venk agreed.
“Want to get off this infernal mountain?”
“Like you wouldn’t believe.”
 



Chapter 10 – Armin’ the Hammer!
 
 
“I can’t believe it.  I just can’t believe it!  Look!  We’ve recovered all the pieces!  Hammer head, counter weight, handle, and spiral gem.  Do you have any idea what historical significance these four objects hold?  Hmm?  Do you??”
“No clue,” Athos mumbled.  “And I suppose you’re going to tell us?”
“Never since the time of the dragon riders has one of the famed Narian tools ever been recovered.  If it proves to be authentic, think what benefits we’ll learn from the metallurgical analysis!”
“If it proves to be authentic?” Breslin repeated.  “Don’t make me recant my earlier praise.  You know just as well as I do that all four pieces are authentic.  The only thing left to do now is to assemble the hammer.  It should be simple.”
“Who gets the honor?” Athos asked, hopeful that he might selected to piece together the tool created so many centuries ago. 
“I’d say the honor should go to Master Venk,” Breslin answered.  “We’re all here because of his son.”
Nodding appreciatively, Venk took the carved handle and examined the ends, searching for some indication of which way was up.  There was none.  Shrugging, he picked up the misshapen head and threaded the handle through hole to the right of the striking head.  Here now he paused.  What was to prevent the head from sliding down the handle?  Typically hammer handles were either flared at one end, allowing the head to be wedged into place, or else the end of the handle was flattened with repeated blows from another hammer.  Either method was a generally accepted practice of creating a hammer.  However, neither would work here.
The ornate wooden handle, with carvings covering every square inch of its surface, was just that:  wooden.  Any attempts to flatten either end of the handle would result in the shaft splintering or breaking.  The handle was also, as Venk had already discovered, perfectly straight.  Neither end was flared, so the head would simply slide off once the hammer was lifted upright.  
Venk studied the other pieces.  Could he have the order wrong?  Basic hammer components remained the same, although their design could vary.  Hammer head, handle, and counterweight if the hammer didn’t have dual striking heads, which this one didn’t.  Either they were missing something or else the fourth and final piece of the hammer played a more significant role than he had originally believed.
Venk picked up the spiraled gem.  He studied the glittering jewel and noted that the natural shape of the ruby whorl suggested it had to be inserted into the hammer.  But how?  There was no empty hole anywhere on the hammer’s head that indicated where the gem should sit.  Maybe it could be forced in?  
Almost instantly Venk shook his head, dismissing the thought.  The last thing he wanted to do was be responsible for damaging the unique gem.  Any situation which required a hammer in one hand and something delicate in the other could never end well.  Not for him, anyway.
Nevertheless, Venk slid the hammer head into place on the handle and laid it reverently down on the grass.  He picked up the square counterweight and slid that onto the head’s non-striking surface, positioning it up against the handle.  Holding the gem in his left hand, he gently turned the hammer on its side.  Careful not to let any of the pieces fall out of place, he tilted the hammer onto its back.  A quick inspection of each side confirmed his earlier suspicions.  There was nowhere to insert the gem.
“Tristofer, let’s see that book of yours again.  I want to see where the gem is supposed to be.”
The scholar produced the book after a quick inventory of his pockets.  He flipped to the page with the close-up of the hammer and handed it to Venk.  Tristofer leaned over his shoulder and tapped the picture of the hammer.  
“Look there.  See?  The gem doesn’t appear to be on the striking surface, but more on the side.”
A quick scowl from Venk had Tristofer yanking his arm out of harm’s way.  He returned to studying the illustration of the tiny hammer. 
“With the striking head on the left, and the small point on the right, with the weight sitting on the head directly after the handle, there’s no room for error.”  Venk glanced up to judge the reactions from his companions.  “There isn’t any other way to assemble the hammer.  This must be right.” 
Tristofer pointed at the square metal weight.
“The counter weight could be reversed.  That might –”
“What?” Venk interrupted.  “Affect how the crystal is inserted into the hammer?  I don’t see how.”
Athos stared at the pieces of the hammer and rolled his eyes.  He approached his brother and slid the counter weight off the hammer, rotated it 90° and returned it to its place on the head’s shank.  Together he and his brother turned the hammer over so they could look for any changes.  When none was forthcoming Athos rotated the counter weight again.  When he had gone through all possible permutations, and still the mystery of the gem remained unsolved, Athos returned to Breslin’s side to brood some more. 
Tristofer nodded appreciatively.
Breslin clapped his hands together, startling everyone out of there reverie.
“What we have here is a mystery.  This hammer is supposed to hold incredible power.  How?  How do we activate it?  Does anyone have any ideas?”
“The gem goes on the head,” Athos reminded everyone.  “I say we pound it in.”
“We’d risk breaking the jewel,” Breslin told him, shaking his head no.  “We can’t risk that.  If we had another, perhaps.  Since we don’t, we won’t attempt it.”
Athos pulled a hammer from his belt.
“You never know until you try.”
“Put it away, Athos,” Breslin told him.  “You’re not going to pound the jewel into the hammer.”
“What about drilling our own hole into the head?” Venk suggested.
“We’d need a forge and smithing tools to do that,” Athos automatically replied.  “And even then all hammer heads are heat tempered.  I strongly doubt we’d be able to scratch it.”
The brainstorming session lasted another thirty minutes before the dwarves finally noticed it was getting late in the day and a suitable place to camp needed to be found.
“I want to be as far away from the Kla Rehn as possible,” Breslin informed his companions.  “They steered us away from the tree on purpose.  I don’t know who conspires against us, and until I do, I won’t trust any of them.”
“Is it any wonder why I didn’t stay?” Tristofer muttered sarcastically under his breath.
Athos snorted with laughter and slapped the scholar on the back.  Surprised by the sudden show of camaraderie, Tristofer chuckled as he scooped up the pieces of the hammer and safely stowed them in his pack.
An hour later, after searching fruitlessly for a suitable campsite, Athos was sent out to scout around.  The surrounding countryside, the dwarves learned, was perfect for camping as there was plenty of game in the forest and plenty of trees for stringing their hammocks, but was startled to discover they couldn’t find a single spring of fresh water with which to quench their thirst.  
“How does this ruddy forest stay so blasted green without a river or a stream to sustain it?” Breslin grumbled loudly.  
He, like the others, was tired of wandering aimlessly through the trees over uneven ground and was about ready to swallow his pride to call Rhamalli when Venk let out an exclamation of surprise.
Snatching his axe off his back, Breslin whirled around to see Athos similarly armed and glaring at his brother.
“What is it?” Breslin asked.  He glanced left, then right, and then finally up before he faced his companion.
“I almost forgot.  We don’t need to look for water.  We have Shardwyn’s final spell.”
“And which one would that be?” Athos asked suspiciously.
“The one with the drop of water on it.  I believe Shardwyn said it’d summon water.”
Athos crossed his arms over his chest.
“How much water?”
Venk shrugged.  “I don’t know.”
“Pah.  I’d rather keep searching for water myself than rely on that imbecilic human and his spells.”
Venk reached into his pack and pulled out the white silk bag.  He fished out the remaining sphere with the drop of water etched onto its surface and eyed his companions.  
“What could it hurt?  Besides, we’ve got it, haven’t we?  Might as well use it.”
Breslin yawned and stretched his back.  He dropped his pack to the ground and inclined his head at Venk.
“Very well.  We make camp here.  Once we’ve settled, then we’ll see what Shardwyn has in store for us.”
“Shouldn’t we try the spell before we make camp?” Athos asked.  “What if the spell doesn’t work and we still don’t have any water?”
“Then we’ll make do until tomorrow.”
Grateful for the reprieve in walking, Tristofer allowed his heavy pack to slide off his shoulder and fall to the ground.  
Within the hour hammocks had been strung, a fire had been started, and several fallen logs had been pulled in to serve as benches.  Empty water bags were produced and held uncertainly as they each nervously eyed Venk.  Gritting his teeth, Venk looked at the white sphere in his hand and thought back to the fire spell they were given.  That spell had only produced a tiny flame, enough to light a candle.  Surely this spell would summon enough water to satisfy five dwarves!
“Here we go.  Brace yourselves.”
Venk silently invoked the spell.  It disappeared in a bright burst of light and was gone.
Athos angled his water bag back so that he could look down its neck and see for himself how much water it contained.  He scowled.  It was the same as before.  Shardwyn’s spell hadn’t worked.
Athos sighed loudly.  “That fool has duped us again.”
It was as if the skies had split open.  It wasn’t rain that assaulted them.  Rainfall was comprised of drops of water that fell in various quantities.  This was several thousand gallons of water falling out of the sky all at the same time.  Their campfire disappeared in the blink of an eye.  Their hearth became a pool.    Everyone was drenched in a split second’s time.  Branches were snapped off trees.  Shrubs were ripped out of the ground.  To add further insult to their injury, their hammocks were ripped off the trees, some still tied to their branches.  
It all happened so fast that the dwarves didn’t have a chance to duck for cover.  Several seconds later it was over.  The remnants of the flood followed the gently sloping land and had completely drained away by the time Breslin, Athos, Tristofer, and even Lukas turned to stare at Venk.
“I really hate that wizard.”
Breslin looked down at the water bag still clutched tightly against his sopping chest.  He wrung out his beard.
“Well, it worked.  My bag is full.”
 
Venk awoke early the following morning.  Early for a dwarf, that is.  The sun had risen high enough to permeate the dense foliage in the forest, scattering sun beams all across the camp.  One had the misfortune of hitting Venk square in the eye.  
Venk grumbled and rolled to his side, pulling down his helmet even further.  Another sun beam blinded him.  Blinking away the spots dancing before his vision, Venk saw that an errant beam of light had hit his brother’s axe and had bounced it his direction.  Naturally the beam had hit him right in the eyes again.
Softly cursing to himself Venk swung his legs over his hammock and pulled his boots on.  Grabbing a dried strip of meat, he wandered over to the bag that held the pieces of the hammer.  He quietly pulled them out and assembled the Narian tool once more.  
As before, the pieces fit together nicely, but it was still unclear how the gem fit into the puzzle.
“Perhaps young Lukas should give it a try,” a voice softly suggested.
Venk looked up and saw that he wasn’t the only one starting the day early.  He bowed.
“Master Breslin.  You’re up early.”
“As are you, Master Venk.”
“Couldn’t sleep.  The damn sun thought it funny to see how many different ways it could get into my eyes.”
Breslin grunted.  Venk looked over at the still form of Lukas, asleep in his hammock.  He looked back at Breslin and raised an eyebrow.
“You think my son should put the hammer together?”
“He is the bearer of the Questor’s Mark,” Breslin reminded him.  “Perhaps this task should be his.”
Venk’s gaze returned to his son, who was stirring.  Once the underling’s tousled head appeared and searched him out, Venk waved him over.
“What is it, father?”
Venk swept an arm over the hammer pieces lying in the grass.  
“Care to give it a try?”
Pleased to be given such an important task, Lukas nodded.  He eagerly gripped the handle and lifted the head into position.  As had happened with everyone else, the head slid unencumbered down the handle.  It would have smashed into Lukas’ hand had his father not caught the head before it made contact.
“Assemble it down on the ground,” he told his son.  “That way you don’t have to worry about anything sliding or falling off.”
Lukas added the counter weight then picked up the gem.  He looked at his father and then back at the hammer.
“I don’t know where this goes.”
“That makes two of us, boy.”
Catching sight of the intricate symbols and runes carved into the hammer’s handle, Lukas handed the head and counterweight to his father.  Noticing that he still had the spiral gem in his left hand, he handed that to Breslin.
“Maybe the handle tells us what we need to do,” Lukas suggested.  He peered closer at a carving of a rudimentary kyte.
Smiling proudly as he watched his son slowly rotate the handle, Venk caught sight of Breslin, who had been staring at his hand ever since Lukas had handed him the jewel.
“What’s the matter?” Venk asked in a whisper, intent on not disturbing Lukas during his examination of the handle.
Breslin was staring down at his hand, a look of surprise on his face.  He glanced upward to note the sun’s position.
“What is it?” Venk repeated.
“This thing is warm,” Breslin whispered back, holding out the gem in an open hand.  “Feels like it has been in the sun all day, but sunrise was less than an hour ago.  Have you ever noticed it being warm?”
Breslin passed the gem to Venk who closed his fingers around it.  Venk waited a few moments before looking back at his friend.
“It’s not warm.  It’s cold.”
Breslin snatched it back.  “No it’s not.  It’s warm.  You can’t feel that?”
Venk plucked the jewel back out of Breslin’s outstretched hand and felt it.  It wasn’t warm for him.  He looked up at his son who was running his fingers over several of the carvings on the handle.
“Son, when you held the gem, did it feel warm to you?”
Without looking up, Lukas shook his head no.
Venk looked back at the gem, then down at the rest of the hammer pieces.
“New plan.  Master Breslin, you put that thing together.”
Lukas handed the handle over to Breslin, who shrugged.  Setting the jewel down on the grass, Breslin picked up the head and slid the handle into place.  He picked up the counter weight and also slid it on.  He picked the gem back up just as the head slid down the shaft of wood.  He let the handle fall to the ground and caught the head before it could fall to the ground, too.  
The moment Breslin came into direct physical contact with both the head and the gem at the same time caused a reaction that no one anticipated:  the ruby whorl began to glow.  Venk hastily squatted to retrieve the fallen handle.  He handed it to Breslin and then stepped back a few paces.  Gripping the head and weight tightly, Breslin slid the handle back into position and with a firm grip of the jewel, gently lowered the hammer to the ground.
As soon as Breslin rotated the hammer so that he was looking at the side of the head, and not the striking surface, he let out an exclamation of surprise.  There was now a tiny divot marring the once blemish-free surface of the axe head.  Curious, he touched the tip of the jewel to the indentation.
The whorl spun in place as it screwed itself into the head of the hammer.  Breslin noticed that the hammer instantly became lightweight, almost as though the hammer had lost its mass.  He gazed with rapt fascination at the hammer.  They had done it!  He was holding an honest to goodness power hammer from Nar!  
The hammer all but vibrated with power.  It electrified his arm, sending jolts of energy up his arm and into his chest.  His heart rate accelerated and his breathing increased.  This was the only hammer a smith would ever want.  The desire to smash something overwhelmed him and he looked around the glade they were in.  
Breslin strode to the nearest boulder and delivered a swift blow.  Lacking the momentum of a full swing, any normal hammer would have bounced harmlessly off the huge stone.  The horse sized boulder shattered, becoming several thousand pieces of gravel.  Breslin was grinning like an underling with a new toy.  
“I need to get me one of these!”
He eagerly scanned the vicinity, looking for more potential targets he could reduce to rubble.
Athos suddenly appeared, axe in hand.  He glanced suspiciously at his brother before noticing Breslin standing next to a large pile of pebbles.
“What’s going on?”
Breslin held up the hammer and showed Athos the sparkling jewel attached to the head.  Recognizing the tool for what it was, Athos’ mouth fell open.
“What the…  How did you do it?  What… what holds it together?”
Breslin tapped the jewel.  “Tristofer was right.  The gem was the key.”
“Did someone say my name?” Tristofer sleepily asked as he appeared next to Athos.  “What about me?”
Athos pointed at the hammer.  “Look what Breslin is holding.”
Tristofer stared so long at the assembled hammer that Athos had to poke him in the ribs to see if he had fallen asleep.  After a few minutes of awkward silence, the scholar finally approached Breslin and held out both hands.
“May I?”
Breslin nodded.  Gripping the hammer by its head, he held out the handle and waited for Tristofer to take it.  As soon as the hammer passed to Tristofer, the jewel faded and the hammer became inert.  Tristofer dropped the hammer on the ground.
Venk, who hadn’t seen the hammer go inactive, looked at Tristofer as though he had just dropped the hammer off a cliff.
“What are you doing?  Pick that back up!”
Clasping both hands on the hammer’s handle, Tristofer heaved the tool off the ground, but only managed a few feet before it slid back through his fingers and thumped back onto the ground.
“It’s so heavy!  I never dreamed it’d be so difficult to wield!”
Confused, Breslin strode three steps towards the hammer and plucked the tool off the ground as though it weighed no more than a feather.
“It’s not heavy,” Breslin told Tristofer.  “At least, it isn’t for me.” 
Venk held out a hand.  “Let me try it.”
Venk grunted with surprise as soon as he was given the hammer.  Reaching over to clasp the handle with both hands, he struggled to keep the hammer off the ground.  It felt as though someone had tied a rope around the hammer and was pulling it down.
“It’s not just Tristofer,” Venk reported through gritted teeth as he struggled to keep the hammer off the ground.  “I’ve lifted anvils that are lighter than this.”
Lukas pointed at the hammer’s head.  “The gem!  Father, the gem is no longer glowing!”
“Really?  It was glowing just a few moments ago.”  Unable to lift the hammer up to his face to inspect the jewel, Venk leaned to the left to see for himself that the ruby was now dark.  
His arms were aching, his grip tiring.  He decided to let the hammer slide through his fingers and fall to the ground.  He turned to Tristofer.
“Why’d it go dark for me?”
“When’s the last time you washed your hands?” Athos joked as he tried his luck with the power hammer.  “Was it lit when you first picked it up?”
Venk thought for a moment.  “I don’t think so.  Once Breslin let go, it went dark.”
After a few minutes to ascertain for himself that the hammer was an ungainly as everyone had made it out be, Athos also let the priceless Narian keepsake fall to the ground.  He looked over his shoulder at Breslin.
“I can’t say that I care for it that much.”
Breslin picked the hammer up and watched the gem start to glow once more.  As before, it was incredibly lightweight in his hand, so much so that he imagined he could wield it for hours without feeling any fatigue.
“Why does it work for you and no one else?” Venk asked.
Breslin considered the question.
“When I was a boy, my father used to tell me that I had Narian blood running through my veins.  I always thought that all fathers must tell their sons that as a way to get them to behave.  ‘Do not disgrace your Narian ancestors,’ my father would always tell me.”
“How many times did you get into trouble when you were a lad?” Venk asked, curious.  Try as he might, he just couldn’t picture the always reserved Breslin as an underling, let alone one that got into trouble.  
“I was an ill-tempered brat in my youth,” Breslin added with a grin.  “I guess it was my own way to get my father to pay attention to me as he never seemed to have time for anything else but his beloved workshop.”
Athos glanced first at the hammer and then back at Breslin.  “So you’re part Narian, is that it?   That’s why that thing works for you?”
“If that is so,” Venk argued, “then why didn’t it work for Tristofer?  Isn’t he a descendant?  I do recall someone mentioning that to me at some point.”
Everyone looked at the scholar, who was otherwise preoccupied by checking his leather boots for scuff marks.
“That must explain why my father was insistent that I join this expedition,” Breslin exclaimed.  “It wasn’t to speak for the Council but instead it was in case the mission was successful.”
Venk nodded thoughtfully.  “Then that means your father knew about your heritage.  Did he know we were looking for a hammer?”
“I don’t think so,” Breslin answered.  “There would have been no way for him to know.  I can only guess that all other Narian tools and weapons would behave the same way.  The wielder must be Narian.”
 Athos frowned.  “So the hammer was intended for Breslin all along?  Why not just send the Questor’s Mark to him instead of Lukas?”
Athos suddenly straightened and a look of enlightenment crossed his surly features.  
“I’ll wager I know what happened.  The mark wasn’t meant for Lukas.”
“You don’t know that for certain,” Venk began.
“Let me finish.  The mark wasn’t meant for Lukas, nor was it meant for Breslin.  I’d say it was meant for Maelnar.”
Breslin nodded.  “I see your point.  I’m part Narian and therefore so is my father.  Lukas received the mark in my father’s workshop, and I’m willing to bet that of all the people that was attending his seminar that day, he alone was the only one that could lay claim to the Narian line.”
Tristofer finally pulled his gaze up off the ground and joined the conversation.
“Why would someone want to give the Questor’s Mark to Maelnar?  No offense to your father, Master Breslin, but he’s too old to go on an adventure such as this.”
Breslin shrugged.  “I don’t know why my father was singled out other than someone clearly knew he was of Narian descent.  Who would know that?”
Athos crossed his arms over his chest while Venk jammed his hands in his pockets.  Tristofer clasped his hands behind his back and waited for someone else to proffer an answer.  Venk looked up.  
“Does it matter now that you have it?  Whether it’s you or your father, the hammer pieces have been found and have been assembled.  What’s more, the hammer actually works!  So my question is, what do we do now?”
“You feel like we’re missing something?” Breslin asked him.  “Again?”
Venk nodded.  “Don’t you?  This feels rather anti-climatic if you ask me.  Tristofer, why are you acting so smug?  What do you know that we don’t?”
Tristofer had started smiling just a few moments ago.  He was eagerly looking at each member of their party, as if trying to mentally share a secret with his companions.
Breslin sat down on the nearest stump and set the hammer head first down on the ground with the handle pointing up.
“Out with it.  Are we missing something?”
Tristofer nodded, much like an underling would if asked if they’d like a sugary sweet.
“Well?”
“I should say so!  Our quest isn’t over!”
“What?  Yes, it is.  We have overcome all the obstacles placed before us and found the pieces of the hammer.”  Venk pointed at the hammer resting on the ground.  “There it sits.  What more is there to do?”
“Find Nar.”
Venk groaned, Athos snorted, and Breslin sighed.  Only Lukas seemed eager to hear what the scholar had to say.  
“How?” Breslin wanted to know.
“By using the hammer, of course.”
The two brothers sank down upon the closest bench and started whispering to each other as they wagered on the outcome of this confrontation.
“Use the hammer?”  Breslin shook his head.  “We’re no closer now to figuring out where Nar is than when we first set out.  The Questor’s Mark was a map, alright, only it led us to the hammer and not to Nar.”
Tristofer smiled.  “Are you sure about that?”
“About the mark leading us to the hammer?”  Breslin looked down and inclined his head toward the hammer.  “Pretty sure.  As for the mark somehow leading us to Nar?  Look around.  There are no lost cities around here.”
Tristofer squatted down next to Breslin so that he could speak with him eye-to-eye.
“The Questor’s Mark guided us to the hammer.  What if the Questor’s Mark also leads the way to Nar?  We just have to figure it out.”
“Look, Tristofer,” Breslin began tiredly as he removed his helmet and wiped a sleeve along his brow, “I know you want to believe that somehow we’re missing something, but there’s no proof that anything is amiss on the Questor’s Mark.  No one will ever be able to doubt you anymore.  You’ve helped recover a Narian tool!  That, by itself, is a remarkable feat.  That hammer will be able to unlock some of the greatest metallurgical mysteries that have ever existed amongst our people.  Don’t be too hard on yourself.  I think you’ve done great work here.  We all do, don’t we?”
Venk and Athos both nodded.  Athos wordlessly tossed a small pouch to his brother, figuring Breslin would have degraded the scholar for even suggesting that they were missing something.  A quest was a quest.  They came, they searched, and they found.  Mission accomplished as far as he was concerned.
Looking around the group, Tristofer smiled enigmatically.  “We’re not done yet, my friends.”
Growing angry, Breslin stood.
“You had better base this on solid, tangible evidence,” he warned.  “No more guessing.”
Tristofer didn’t appear unsettled at all.  In fact, he couldn’t be more pleased with Breslin’s choice of words.
“Master Lukas, could you come here a moment?  Can you show us the Questor’s Mark again?”
Lukas’ smile vanished as soon as the scholar’s intentions became clear.  The underling had become self-conscious about showing his bare back ever since the mark had appeared and now it seemed that’s all anyone wanted to do was to gaze upon the large mark covering his back.  He had hoped that once the handle had been found then he wouldn’t have to worry about exposing his back ever again. 
Careful to face away from his father, Lukas rolled his eyes.  He hitched his jerkin up to his chin and waited for the adults to finish commenting on the mark covering his back.
“You’re only proving my point,” Breslin was saying as he looked upon the Questor’s Mark.  “There are no more hidden areas.  All sections have been revealed.  There’s nothing left to do.”
“On the contrary,” Tristofer began, still wearing his smug smile, “you couldn’t be more wrong.”
“Where’s your proof?” Athos demanded.
Tristofer pointed at the Questor’s Mark.
“Right there.”
“You’re looking at the same thing we’re looking at,” Venk pointed out.  He was rapidly losing patience with the scholar, too.  “Just get to the point, please.”
Breslin’s eyes widened.
“Wizards be damned.  Tristofer, you’re right!”
“What?”  Athos pushed his way past the scholar and his brother and studied Lukas’ back.  “What is it?  What do you see?”
“I had forgotten about that,” Breslin admitted.  “Well done, Tristofer!  Well done indeed.”
“Forgotten about what?” Athos demanded.
“The Questor’s Mark,” Tristofer told him.  “It’s still there.”
“So?”
Venk let out an exclamation of surprise.  He looked at his brother and smacked him on the back of his head.
“The Questor’s Mark is supposed to disappear once the quest was over.  Remember?”
Rubbing the welt on his head, Athos turned back to his nephew’s mark and slowly nodded.
“Aye, I do remember that now.  The mark is still there.  Which means…”
“That we’re missing something,” Breslin and Venk said together.  
Athos looked at the scholar and finally smiled.  “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”
“Like you wouldn’t believe,” Tristofer assured him.
“So what are we missing?” Breslin asked.  He hooked a thumb in Lukas’ direction.  “What does that tell you we need to do next?”
“Find Nar.”
“You still think my son’s back will lead us to Nar?” Venk asked incredulously.  “There’s nothing left to reveal.  You’re looking at the entire mark!”
Mumbling softly to himself, Tristofer squatted down next to Lukas and studied the mark.  For nearly five minutes the scholar mumbled incoherently as his eyes skimmed over the Questor’s Mark.
“Talk it out,” Breslin encouraged, giving Tristofer a friendly pat on his shoulder.  “If ever there was a person that could figure this out, it’d be you.”
Tristofer’s cheeks flushed as he continued to study Lukas’ back.
“Let’s review the facts,” he quietly said to himself, but loud enough for everyone to hear.  “The mark turned out to be a map and it led us to the power hammer, which is consequently working.  The mark was probably intended for someone else, presumably Master Maelnar as it was his workshop.  However, for unknown reasons, the mark was bestowed upon an underling.
“We have since learned that in order to operate the hammer, the one who wields it must have Narian ancestry or else the hammer remains inert and practically unusable.  Master Maelnar knew this and therefore insisted his son, who is also of Narian descent, join the group.  I believe someone purposely wanted to give Maelnar, or in this case, Breslin that hammer.  That begs the question who?  Who would do that?  Why would they do that?”
Breslin joined Venk and Athos on the log bench and watched with rapt fascination as Tristofer continued to recap all that they had learned thus far.
“One theory would be that there’s someone out there who knows where Nar is and is trying to lead us there.  However, if that were the case, why send us all over Lentari on a scavenger hunt looking for pieces of a power hammer?  That theory generates more questions than it answers.  That couldn’t be right.  Forget it.”
Tristofer started to pace as his brain cells warmed up.  Lukas dropped his shirt back down and joined his father on the bench.  All four watched the scholar pace back and forth.
“I’m forgetting what Shardwyn said.  The spell necessary to create the Questor’s Mark is a very complex one, which suggests that whoever created it had plenty of time to do it.  Taking that into consideration, what if that person knows the location of Nar and knows that the only way the city will be found is if the searcher also wields a power hammer?  
“Wouldn’t that suggest that whoever created the Questor’s Mark is being held prisoner?” Breslin gently asked. 
Tristofer’s head snapped up and over to Breslin.  “Prisoner?  Who said anything about a prisoner?”
“It’s just a suggestion.”
Venk rose to his feet.  He pulled his son up with him and made a circular motion with a finger, indicating Lukas needed to turn around.  The underling sighed again and pulled his shirt up.
“Let’s assume you’re right,” Venk began, “and say this is not only a guide to help us find the hammer but also to Nar itself.  How do we find it?  Is there something we need to do in order to reveal the next step?”
Tristofer shook his head.  “I don’t think so.  Let’s look at this logically.  If we are to believe that we’ve been following a map, picking up pieces to a hammer along the way, then I would say that the very last location to be revealed should be where we start our search.”
Venk groaned.  “You mean…”
Tristofer turned to look up at Dual Tree.  
“Right.  I think there might be more in that hollow between the trunks.”
“It figures,” Venk muttered darkly.
“So who goes?” Athos asked, still craning his neck to look up at the distant tree.  
“As much as I don’t want to,” Breslin stated, leaning down to pick up the hammer, “none of you can wield this thing but me.  That forces me to go.  I’m hoping I can get a volunteer to accompany me.”
Venk and Athos eyed each other.  Neither wanted to go, but neither would refuse if asked.  Athos caught sight of Lukas and sighed again.  Slowly, he raised a hand.
 
Rhamalli deposited the two dwarves back on the same tiny ledge as he had before.  The huge red dragon took up his post of hanging from the nearby ridge and kept an eye on the dwarves tightly clutching the branches.
As soon as Athos’ feet had touched back down on the tiny ledge he had lunged forward to wrap his arms around the closest branch.  Breslin followed suit moments later.  Athos grunted and shook his head.
“The last time I was up here I vowed I would never be that far off the ground again.”
“And here you are,” Breslin commented as he carefully tilted his head from side to side to take in his surroundings.  “So how do we do this?  Care to lead the way?”
Athos nodded and began picking his way down the tree trunk until he finally approached the tiny opening at the base of Dual Tree.  Casting a furtive glance behind him to make sure Breslin followed, he wiggled back through the tight hole and helped pull Breslin in as soon as he saw his hand poke through the entrance.
Climbing slowly to his feet, Breslin looked around at the insides of the hollow.  Athos pointed up at the point where the two trunks came together. 
“That’s where we found the handle.”
Breslin nodded.  He pulled an axe from his belt and moved towards one of the many branches running through the cave. 
“Maybe there’s something hiding behind one of these roots.”
Breslin readied a swing when Athos caught his arm and held it firm.
“Trust me, you don’t want to do that.”
The tree began swaying.
“Don’t mind him,” Athos called out in a loud voice.  “He didn’t know.  We won’t bother you.  We’re just looking for clues.  It’s been suggested that we’re missing something in here.  I promise, no axes will be used.”
Breslin gave Athos a speculative stare.  “You talk to trees?”
The tree stopped swaying.
Athos gave Breslin a smug smile.  “Only when it works.  Now put that axe away.”
One of the roots running throughout the hollow, about the same diameter as one of their legs, twitched.
After crawling about on their hands and knees for the better part of an hour, Athos finally sat back on his haunches and looked at his companion.  
“There’s nothing here.  Tristofer may very well believe we are missing something, and he’s probably right, but I don’t think it’s in here.   Maybe we should check back at the waterfall?”
Breslin painfully rose to his feet and leaned against the closest wall.
“I’d have to agree.  Roots and rock are the only things in here.”
They both heard the creaking and groaning of twisting wood.  Venk nudged Breslin in the ribs and pointed at one of the smaller roots.  It was lurching back and forth as apparently the tree attempted to pull the root out of the rocky soil.  Now free of its stony confines, the root swiped across the floor in a back and forth motion.  Several times it collided with the far cavern wall, knocking a few small pieces of stone loose in the process.  
“What’s it doing?” Breslin anxiously asked Athos.  “Did it do this to you last time?”
“It moved before, but not this much.  This can’t be good.  I think we need to get going.  We’ll have to search the –”
The tree lurched violently, knocking the dwarves off their feet.  One of the larger roots lifted up and extricated itself from the mountainside.  Acting as a feeler, the root began questing about the room.  The thick green tentacle bumped into Breslin and hesitated.  The root retreated a few feet before it coiled back and snapped forward, thumping Breslin squarely in the chest, knocking him backward a few feet. 
The root snaked out again as it quested about the hollow for the intruders.  Both Breslin and Athos cautiously backed away from the tree’s root.
“Rhamalli, we’re getting ready to come out,” Breslin shouted towards the tiny entrance.  “Although I have no intention of leaping outside, would you please be ready to catch us in case we fall?”
The ground trembled as the dragon inched closer to the tree.  “Is everything alright in there?”
“For the time being.  That could change at any moment, though.”
“Understood.  I am ready.”
A third root, larger and thicker than the rest, silently extricated itself from the ground and lunged forward.  Once more contact was made and Breslin found himself flying through the air.  He impacted the far wall and slid down it into a heap.
“Breslin!  Hold on, I’ll be right there!”  Athos angrily looked up and scowled at the tree.  “We didn’t do anything to you!  Stop this nonsense immediately!”
Surprisingly, the tree complied.  The roots settled down onto the floor and became quiescent.  Athos hurried over to Breslin and helped him to his feet.  
“Are you alright?  I think it’s time to go while the tree is preoccupied.  What are you waiting for?  What are you doing?”
Breslin had turned around and placed a hand up against the wall he had just slammed into.  Leaning first to the left, and then to the right, Breslin turned back to Athos, smiling profusely.
“What?” Athos snapped.  “What are you smiling at me for?  Did you hit your head?  Maybe you should stay sitting down for a while.”
Athos reached for his friend but Breslin batted away his hand.  
“Come, come, look here.  What do you see?”
Athos peered at the impassable wall before them and shrugged.  “Stone.  Lots of it.”
“Stay right there but angle your head about twenty degrees west.  Now tell me what you see.”
Athos did as he was told and shrugged again.
“More rock.  What are you going on about?  There’s nothing but…”
Breslin suddenly thrust his hand forward, appearing as though he was giving the mountain a violent shove.  His hand, inexplicably, seemed to sink into the rocky wall.
Athos stared, open-mouthed.
Breslin beamed.  “We have ourselves an entrance.  A dwarven entrance!”
 
  
 
 
 



Chapter 11 – Lost City No More
 
 
“How did you know that was there?  I didn’t see anything.  I still don’t.”  Athos leaned towards the mountain then farther away.  Then he tilted his body left, and then right.
“This one is harder to see, that I’ll give you,” Breslin admitted.  “You’d have to be very familiar with igneous rock, which I am.”
Breslin tapped an unremarkable spot on the wall and gestured for Athos to join him.
“Do you see this?  As of right now, the wall is granite, which I presume is what this entire mountain is made of.  Here, though, it changes to basalt.  Basalt is formed after magma cools once it makes it topside.  Granite forms as magma cools underground.”
“So…”
“So this section of basalt,” Breslin patiently explained, “has been blended in with this granite to make it look seamless.  Only a dwarf could pull that off as skillfully as this.”
Holding his hands out in front of him, Athos gently felt around the mountain’s wall until he had discovered the dimensions of the cleverly disguised entrance.  Only if he stared at the rocks hard enough could he begin to make out the subtle differences between the two types of rock.  No wonder no one had ever found Nar, Athos thought with growing excitement.  Not only was Dual Tree blocking access from outside intruders, only the most gifted geologist would ever have a chance in discovering the disguised entrance.
“What now?” Athos asked.  “Should we bring the others up here?”
“Absolutely.  Notify Rhamalli.”
“I’m already on my way to retrieve them,” Rhamalli’s voice told them.
“Can we not have a private conversation?” Breslin demanded, addressing the empty air besides Athos.
They both heard Rhamalli’s deep chuckle.
Moments later they were pulling Lukas, Venk, and Tristofer through the tiny entrance under the tree.  Once their party was together again, Tristofer turned excitedly to Breslin.  
“You found something!  What is it?  Tell me!!”
“We may have found something,” Breslin informed him.  “We found a hidden entrance leading inside the mountain.”
Tristofer let out a loud whoop and rushed forward to embrace Breslin.  
“It’s Nar!  I just know it!”
“Unhand me.  Don’t get ahead of yourself, Tristofer.  We must investigate.  We’ll need torches.  See if you can find anything we can use.”
Athos’s hand shot up.  
“May I suggest another course of action?”
Dual Tree began swaying once more and several of its larger roots began pulling themselves out of the ground.
Remembering that the tree was sentient, although how a tree could develop the ability to listen and respond to regular speech eluded him, Breslin held up both hands.
“My apologies.  We’ll find something else.  No burning wood, I assure you.”
The tree settled down.
“Athos, go inside there and see if there might be a torch nearby.  They frequently are.”
Athos nodded.  Losing sight of the opening yet again, he felt along the surface of the wall until he was sure he could duck through the small hidden door without smashing his head against solid granite.  Athos slipped inside the mountain and disappeared.  The group waited with baited breath.  How long would it take?  
Athos reappeared almost instantly, holding a foot long torch, replete with dust and cobwebs.
“There’s one more torch on the other side of the door, but I figured one should do for now.”
“What else did you see?” Tristofer eagerly asked.
Athos held up the unlit torch.
“Nothing.  Couldn’t see anything.”
“Right.  Sorry.”
“Who’s got a tinder kit?” Breslin asked.
“I do,” Venk answered.  “But it’s back at the camp.  Didn’t think I’d need it.”
Everyone turned to Tristofer, who began patting down his pockets once more.  With an exclamation of triumph, the scholar pulled a small leather-wrapped bundle from within his jacket and held it up.  
“I knew I had a tinder kit on me somewhere.  Let’s get a –”
Athos slapped a hand over Tristofer’s mouth.
“Don’t even think about saying that word.  Call it, I don’t know, call it ‘supper’.  Let’s make supper once we’re all away from here, alright?”
Tristofer nodded.
“Can you make, er, supper in the dark?” Breslin asked.
Tristofer shook his head affirmatively.  
“I believe so.”
Breslin took his arm and shoved him through the hidden opening.
“Excellent.  Let’s go.  Rhamalli, I trust you can hear me, we’re all going inside now.”
“I’ll be in the area,” the dragon assured them. 
They felt the ground shudder as the huge dragon released his grip from the mountain and pushed off.
Once the two torches were lit the dwarves took stock of their situation.  The tunnel they were standing in was not that large, maybe five feet tall with enough room for two dwarves to walk side by side.  With Breslin in the lead, followed by Venk and Lukas, then Tristofer, and finally Athos, they made their way down the dusty tunnel, heading away from the entrance and the outside world.
“This is so exciting!” Tristofer exclaimed, pulling the torch, along with Athos holding it, from wall to wall, and even down to the floor.  “It would appear that no one has used this tunnel in centuries!  Maybe the last people who used it were the Narians themselves!”
“That has to be why Dual Tree is outside,” Venk theorized.  “It’s there to hide the entrance.”
“I was expecting a little more flourish,” Athos remarked.
“Me, too,” Venk admitted.
“I’ll bet it’s a secret entrance!” Lukas added, speaking his first words since being brought back up the mountain.
His father nodded.  “It could be.”
“We should properly excavate this whole area,” Tristofer said happily.  “Who knows what treasure might lie beneath the ground?”
Athos stomped his foot on the ground.  A dull, muffled thud met their ears.
“It’s solid stone.  You won’t find anything buried down there.”
“A very good point, Master Athos.  Come!  Hurry!  Let’s see what else there is to offer!”
Breslin held up an arm and signaled the group should halt.  He pointed at a metal object on the left tunnel wall.  Breslin gently reached up and brushed away caked dirt, dust, and cobwebs.  A closer examination revealed it to be an oval plaque covered in runes and symbols.  They might not have been able to read the message it contained, but what every member of their party did see, including Lukas, was the tiny upside-down hammer in the lower left of the plaque.
“What’s it say?” Breslin asked, pulling Tristofer to the front of the line.  He held up his torch so that the scholar could properly see the symbols on the elliptical metal surface.
Tristofer pushed his spectacles farther up the bridge of his nose.  
“Well, let’s see.  There’s an axe, and it’s leaning up against that kyte.”
“Looks like the axe is sticking out of the kyte,” Athos chuckled.
“Nonsense.  A weapon next to an animal could mean, well, it might mean…  Er…  I’m sorry, I really have no idea.”
“Our Narian scholar really isn’t proving too useful in Nar, is he?” Breslin good-naturedly joked.  
In the dark confines of the tunnel, no one saw Tristofer flush with embarrassment.  But, he could tell he was being kidded, so he didn’t take offense.
“Let me try again.  It says, ‘This way to Nar’!”
Lukas turned to look up at him.  “Really?”
“Perhaps.  Sure, why not?  Let’s assume it does!”
They made it another hundred feet when they discovered why the tunnel appeared to have gotten so little use.  It was sealed.  A heavy stone door had been set into the tunnel and appeared to fit so snug that it could easily be believed that it was airtight.  Athos took one look at the door and then looked back at Breslin.  
“I’d say it’s time to use that hammer, eh?”
Breslin looked down at the power hammer on his belt and grinned.  He wouldn’t have thought it possible that the day could get any better.  Apparently he was wrong.  He was going to be able to smash something with his new toy!  How fun!
Pulling the hammer from his belt and relishing the electrified feelings the hammer was sending up his arm, he approached the door and readied his swing.  However, before he let loose on the door he caught sight of a familiar item embedded into the stone:  a glittering red jewel.  He squatted down and traced the outline of the gem with his finger, clearing away a coating of dust in the process.
“There’s a gem here,” he called back to the others.  “Looks just like the one on the hammer.”
“What happens if you touch it?” Tristofer wanted to know.
“Nothing.  I’m touching it now.”
“Hold your hammer next to it,” Tristofer suggested.
Breslin brought the hammer around and held the tool in front of the gem.  A swirl of red light appeared deep within the jewel.  Whether or not it was a reflection from his hammer’s gem he couldn’t tell.
The door creaked noisily and swung inward.  Athos stared incredulously at the scholar.  
“How’d you know to do that?”
“I didn’t,” Tristofer confessed.  “I was just curious to see what would happen.”
Pushing the stone door forward enough so that they could all squeeze through, Breslin again took the lead and led them further into the mountain.  Several times the tunnel they were following deposited them into another larger tunnel.  Following the tunnels as they all sloped downward, they came across another sealed checkpoint.  Breslin waved the power hammer in front of the gem, once he cleaned it off with the back of his hand, and the door creaked open.  
As they passed through the second checkpoint, Athos turned to look back at the door that was still ajar.  
“Should we be closing these things up?  I have no desire to give away our presence if there is someone hiding in here.”
Breslin paused.  
“Good point.  Is there a gem on this side so that we won’t be trapped in?”
Athos searched the door and found the dusty red jewel.  He cleaned it off. 
“It’s here.”
“Excellent.  In that case, seal the door back up, please.”
Athos leaned his shoulder up against the door and pushed it closed.
“There.  No one will ever know we were here.”
“Sure they will,” Lukas countered.  “They can see our footprints.”
Surprised, the four adults looked down at the ground.  Breslin held the torch down low so they could all see the ground.  It was dusty.  Very dusty.  So much so that they could all see their own footprints as they shuffled about.
Breslin laughed out loud.  “Ah.  Well, that’s that.  Since it looks like no one has been this way but us I’m hoping it’ll stay that way until we leave.”
Sounds of their footsteps echoed loudly as the five of them exited the previous tunnel and emerged into an even larger one.  Breslin silently looked left, then right.
“Which way?  I can’t tell which way leads down.”
“Which way is east?” Venk asked.
Breslin and Athos looked left while he and Tristofer looked right.
Venk rolled his eyes.  “We have a stalemate.  Lukas, you’re the tie-breaker.  Which way do you think we ought to go?”
Lukas walked over to his father.
“Do you have the spell bag that Shardwyn gave you?  It’s silk, isn’t it?”
Venk shook his head.  “I left that back in the…wait.  Aye, I have it right here.  Why?”
“You’ll see.  Tristofer, I need a sliver of metal.  Do you have something I can use?”
The scholar patted down his pockets and shook his head sadly.
“Not that I’m aware of.” 
“Do you have anything to mend clothes?”
“I do have a needle and some thread somewhere in here.”
“Can you find them for me?  How about a bowl?”
Tristofer began pulling things from his pockets.  
“Let’s see.  Miniature tools?  No, we don’t need that.  Spectacle cleaner, emergency herb garden… ah!  Here it is.  There’s your needle, Master Lukas.  What else did you need?”
“A bowl with some water in it.”
“Ah.  I’ve got a bowl somewhere.  Let me check my inside pockets.  I brought one in case I need to make a poultice.”  Tristofer handed Lukas a small, chipped, shallow bowl.  “Will this do?”
“Can someone put some water in it for me?”
“Son, what are you doing?” Venk quizzically asked.
“You’ll see.  Father, can you take the needle and rub it along the silk for me?”
Venk grunted and took the needle.  He pretended he was polishing the needle as he rubbed the tiny bit of metal against the silk.
Lukas selected a leaf from the pile of items pulled from Tristofer’s pockets.  He leaned forward and looked into the bowl.  No water yet.  He poured water from his father’s bag into the bowl until it was about an inch deep.  He gently set the leaf into the bowl.  Then he pulled a string from the silk bag, threaded it through the needle, and gently placed the needle on the leaf.  Lukas watched as the leaf slowly rotated until the needle was pointing back the way they had come.
“Left,” Lukas promptly told them.  “East is to the left.”
Tristofer squatted down so that he was next to Lukas.  
“Where did you learn to make a compass, my boy?”
“Master Graemlin.”
“I don’t remember him,” Venk admitted.
“He’s the one that said I needed to know how to survive if I ever got lost.  He suggested you sign me up for some survival training.”
“Hmmm, still don’t remember him.”
“Once he met me he proposed extending the training by a week.  Madisonia and I were gone for over two weeks.”
Venk suddenly smiled.  Now he remembered the two and a half weeks he and his wife, Elva, had experienced when both of their children had been whisked away to learn how to survive on their own.  For over two weeks their household was blissfully quiet.  He looked at his son and smiled.
“It’s coming back to me.”      
“Anyway, one of the many things Master Graemlin taught us was how to create a compass.”
Breslin slapped the underling on the back.
“Well done, Master Lukas.  Left it is.”
As soon as they entered the larger tunnel, everyone noticed that the sounds of their footfalls changed pitch, as if the surface they were walking on had changed its composition.  Out in front, Breslin glanced down, too, as he noticed the change.  He swept the torch down low and revealed the tunnel had become paved.  Large, flat flagstones deftly lined the tunnel floor, extending all the way to the curve of the tunnel walls.
Even though the tunnel hadn’t been used for centuries, they could see that it was still in decent shape.  Every thirty feet or so they’d find several pavers jutting up off the floor, as if an unknown force had pushed them from below, presenting unwelcome tripping hazards.  Venk steered Lukas well away from the raised stones so as to prevent any accidents.
Half an hour later the party had come to a halt as a new obstacle had presented itself.  Another door, only this one was the size of a castle drawbridge.  The massive arched door was again made of stone and was intricately carved with various scenes.  Also woven around the perimeter of the door was a thin, delicate gold border that was no more than an inch wide.  A closer examination revealed it to be interlocking gold rings.  The intricate golden chain ran along the bottom of the door, up both sides, across the arch, and then ran down the front of the door to create four large interlocking circles.  What they were able to see, though, were only the bottom two circles as the top two were too high for Tristofer to reach as he was now cleaning off the door with a small, stiff bristled brush he had produced from one of his many pockets.
Determined to clean as much of the door as possible, Tristofer began jumping in place and sweeping the brush in wide arcs.  Leaving the scholar to hop about, Breslin and the others studied the sealed door that was before them.  
“It’s a security door,” Breslin thoughtfully mused.  “It has to be.  Look at the size of that thing!”
Venk touched his shoulder and pointed at the direct center of the four interlocking circles.  A dusty gem winked back at them.
“There’s your way inside.  It’s another gem!”
Overhearing the news about the existence of the jewel, Tristofer abandoned his attempts to clean the door.  Leaning up on his tiptoes so could better reach the large ruby set in the stone, he pulled out a rag from somewhere within his jacket and polished the jewel until it sparkled.  He looked up at Breslin.
“Would you do the honors?”
Breslin nodded.  He presented his hammer to the door.  For several tense seconds nothing happened.  
“I don’t think this door likes you,” Athos commented with a chuckle.
Breslin lowered the hammer uncertainly.  Now what were they supposed to do?  Bash their way in?  He hefted the hammer and readied a swing.  Tristofer grabbed his arm.  
“Wait!  Put the hammer back.  The gem had started to glow just before you lowered the hammer.  Give it a little more time.”
Breslin presented the hammer to the door a second time, holding it directly in front of the door’s jewel.  Ten seconds later, the door’s gem began to glow.  Two minutes later the gem was still glowing, but the door remained closed.
“What do I do now?” Breslin asked, looking at Tristofer as he did so.  “Keep waiting?”
Tristofer nodded.  “Let’s give it a few minutes.  This could be some form of Narian security, or perhaps it could be that centuries of disuse have rusted the mechanics of the door and it’s unable to open?  Either way, we should wait a little longer.”
Breslin shrugged.  The weight of his own arm was putting more stress on his body than the weight of the activated power hammer, so he was certain he could maintain the hammer’s position for a while longer.  Nevertheless, he switched hands several times while holding the glowing gem next to the door.
Nearly ten minutes later they heard several loud metallic clicks, followed by a horrible grating sound as one piece of metal scraped over another.  
The giant door inched forward.  The dwarves waited with baited breaths.  Was that as far as it would open?  Breslin leaned into the door and shoved.  
The door didn’t move, although it did rock forward a millimeter or two before settling back to its slightly ajar position.  Breslin nodded.  It was up to them to push the door open far enough so they could gain entry.  With the collective effort of all five of the group, the enormous door was shoved forward a few feet.  Not enough for a human to squeeze through, but more than adequate for a dwarf.
“Is this the main gate?” Venk asked Tristofer as he pulled himself through.  His gut had come uncomfortably close to denying him entry into the city.  He silently vowed to exercise more and eat less once he and Lukas were safely home.
“I believe so,” Tristofer answered.  “The size of the door alone suggests that this has to be it.”
“Think it’s been opened since the time of their departure?” Venk wondered.
The scholar shook his head no.
“Look how long it took for us to get in.  Did you hear that awful racket the door made when it opened?  No, that’s the sound of a mechanical apparatus that needs to be serviced.  Quite frankly I’m surprised it opened enough for all of us to pass.”
“It didn’t,” Athos reminded him.  “We had to force the door open, remember?”
Tristofer had already disregarded Athos’ remark as they took in the sights of the abandoned city.
Like the children’s book had depicted, the city was situated in a large, domed cavern where they could see that the large stalactites had been removed from the roof of the cavern, but over time, had started to reclaim the cavern’s domed ceiling.  Soft golden light illuminated street after street of vacant, deteriorating buildings.  Streets that were once paved just like the main tunnel entering the city were seen everywhere, but unfortunately, the conditions were far worse.  
Pavers had been pried loose and cast aside.  Several streets looked as though they had buckled, suggesting some type of seismic activity had befallen them.  Wherever they looked they could see damaged buildings, regardless if they were huge gathering places or the smallest of residences.  
“Something bad has happened here,” Breslin remarked, looking around.  His voice had dropped to a whisper.  “If I were to venture a guess, I’d say a massive terra tremor is to blame for their downfall.”
“Agreed,” Tristofer whispered.  
Venk nudged Tristofer in his ribs.  Once the scholar turned around, Venk pointed at the distant buildings.
“What’s the source of the yellow light?  It’s not that bright, but enough to see where we’re going.”
“Do you remember that decorative golden border on the main door?” Tristofer asked him.  “I think that’s their light source.  It’s probably part of their technology.  Look around!  That gold chain is everywhere.  That’s why we can see the buildings.  It’s because they are all laced with that border.  Quite ingenious, if you ask me.”
“Is it me or is it getting brighter in here?” Athos asked, looking up at the overhead ceiling then back at the city.  He had only been able to make out several of the streets when they first beheld the city, but now he was easily able to see that the city had three or four dozen streets and at least several dozen buildings per street.  Had it always been like that?
“It’s your imagination,” his brother told him as he steered Lukas around another broken paver.
“No, he’s right,” Breslin announced.  “Look.  I can see the extent of the damage Nar has undergone.  Looks like the eastern part of the city was hit hardest.  Tristofer, any idea what’s going on with the light?”
Tristofer shook his head and shrugged.
Lukas tugged on his father’s sleeve and pointed at the ground.  “Father, look!  More footprints!”
Venk, Athos, and Breslin all squatted down to inspect the damaged street.  Several sets of tracks were visible in the heavy dust, heading in every direction, approaching every structure.  The closest was a large two story building that had housed two different tenants.  None of the footsteps entered either shop. 
Breslin walked up to the larger shop’s open door and leaned in.  He waved his torch around the room.  
“I see at least three circular ovens.  Broken crockery is everywhere.”  Breslin bent to retrieve a palm-sized piece of pottery.  “This has a gold pattern running through it, too.  What it’s trying to depict, I cannot say.  Any ideas what this shop might have been used for?”  
“A bakery?” Venk suggested as he looked into the adjoining second shop.  This one was much smaller than its neighbor, having a simple corner work table and a few shelves.  
Venk knelt on the hard stone floor and picked up a tiny chisel.  A closer examination revealed a hammer, a second chisel, a pair of tweezers, and something that had a hook on one end and a pick on the other.
Brushing aside some of the dust on the floor revealed a glint of color coming from under the primary workspace.  It was a tiny curl of gold, generating the tiniest bit of light.  With his back protesting loudly, Venk straightened and inspected the tiny shaving of gold.  Where had it come from?  How long had it been on the floor?  Why was it… The curl stopped glowing.  Venk’s eyes narrowed.  Why had the gold shaving gone dark?
Ignoring the stab of pain his back was sending him, Venk knelt back on the ground and held the curl down low.  It began to glow again.  Eagerly brushing aside several inches of dirt and dust revealed a number of other pieces of gold, all discarded as though they were the wood shavings.  All the gold pieces glowed until Venk straightened back up.  
Athos poked his head in the room.  “What do you have there?”  He leaned over Venk’s hand and eyed the gold shavings.  “Not much there, if you ask me.  Still, it’s a good start.”
“Forget the gold for a moment,” Venk told his brother.  “It’ll glow if I hold it down to the floor.  It stops once I move it away.  Bizarre, huh?”
“It must be part of the gold border found on all the buildings.”
Venk nodded in agreement.  “Exactly what I was thinking.”
He gave the shavings to Tristofer and explained what he had learned about its behavior.  The scholar nodded in appreciation and dropped the gold shavings into a vial which promptly disappeared into his jacket.
“From the looks of this one,” Venk told the others as he came out of the smaller shop, “I’d say that they vacated the premises very quickly.  I found tools and several gold ingots sitting in a small room at the back of the building.  I doubt they would have left the gold willingly.”
“Correlates with the first,” Breslin reported.  “Broken pottery everywhere.  There were a few intact pots sitting on shelves and even a large ceramic bin in the back which I presume held flour.  Wait.  You found gold?  I wouldn’t think they would have left that behind.”
Venk grunted.  “Right.  I just said that.  Why would they leave the gold?”
Breslin shook his head.  He pointed at the ground.  “No, I mean, why would these people have left the gold?  According to the tracks, they didn’t even bother going in to this building.  What were they searching for?”
“Let’s find a building in which they did go into,” Athos suggested.  “Maybe then we’ll figure out what they were doing.”
Venk held up a hand.
“Wait a moment.  Son, come here.  Let me see the mark.”
Lukas approached and lifted his shirt.  The mark was still there.
“Thanks, just checking.”
“What’d you do that for?” Athos asked, curious.
“Clearly we have to do something now that we’re here,” Venk explained.  “If not, then the mark would have disappeared as soon as we stepped foot into Nar.  Now that we’re here, and the mark is still there, we know our quest isn’t done.”
“Over here!” Breslin called out from up front.  He was pointing to a large, single story structure that was easily twice as large as the first building they entered.  “I found a building that they had entered.”
Tristofer nodded.  “Let me guess.  You’re going to find a forge in there.”
Breslin ducked through the open door and then reappeared moments later.  He nodded.
“Aye, there is.  How’d you know that?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” the scholar asked.  “It’s a blacksmith shop.  I’m willing to wager every blacksmith here in Nar has been thoroughly searched.”
Understanding, Breslin tapped his cuirass.
“Armor.”
Tristofer nodded.  “Exactly.  Nar is known for their armor.  It’s coveted by everyone and fetches a high price whenever a piece is put up for sale.  The intruders, as I’ll start calling them, obviously value armor more than gold.  Why else would they leave those ingots behind?”
“They left them behind because they didn’t know they were there,” Athos argued.  “I think if they would have found them then they would have taken them.”
Tristofer shrugged.  “Possibly.  But the fact that they didn’t even bother suggests they thought it wasn’t worth their time and effort.”
Unwilling to argue the point any further, Athos grunted and returned to his examination of the neighboring buildings.  Catching sight of a structure across the street that had a set of tracks leading into it, Athos nudged Breslin and pointed it out.  A quick glance at the surrounding shops revealed one other structure had also been visited by the intruders.  
Splitting into two teams, as they had two torches between them, Athos and Breslin explored the second shop while Venk, Lukas, and Tristofer took the third.  Both teams reported the same thing:  a blacksmith had set up their foundry there.  As with the first, the two blacksmith shops had been picked clean.
Breslin’s eyes were drawn down to the ground.  Athos approached on his right while Venk approached on his left.  They, too, looked down.  Several fresh sets of tracks, as though they had been made just yesterday, were seen heading off into the city.
“Has anyone been walking around out here?”
There was a chorus of ‘no’s.  Breslin motioned for everyone to huddle close.
“Those tracks are fresh.  I’d say no more than a couple of days old.  Not only is it safe to say that someone has been pillaging Nar of its treasures, but also whoever is responsible appears to have returned recently.  We must be on our guard regardless of whether or not that person is still lurking about.  Master Venk, keep Lukas close.  Tristofer, stay close to Athos.  If whoever made those marks happens to still be here, I’d just as soon not let them know we’re here, too.”
“You’re really worried about that?” Athos demanded.
Breslin frowned.  “And you aren’t?”
Athos pointed back towards the main entrance.  “At this point I’d say trying to sneak around is pointless.  If there’s someone here, they’re going to know we’re here, too.  Not only did we create quite a ruckus just to gain entry, we…”
“We don’t know if that could have been heard in here,” Breslin argued.
“There’s a layer of dust in there that clearly shows footprints,” Athos continued, “as we’re following a set right now.”
“Maybe they won’t know who made the tracks?” Venk suggested.
“And finally, the city is becoming brighter by the hour.  Look around!  Give it an hour or so and we won’t need the torches.”
“I’ve noticed that.”  Breslin turned to face the scholar.  “The longer we’re here the brighter it’s getting.”
“I believe the city is reacting to our presence,” Tristofer hypothesized.  “How remarkable!”
“There is a chance that someone else may be lurking about,” Breslin conceded to Athos.  “However, we can’t worry about that now.  We’re here for a reason and we need to find out what that reason is.  For now, we investigate.  Everyone ready?  Good.  Let’s see where these tracks lead.”
Breslin pulled Mythryd from his back and silently followed the fresh footprints through the city.  Twisting and turning, the prints lead them down wide, worn, paved streets as well as narrow, dark alleys running between large buildings.  Moving further west through the city, they noticed that the damage to the buildings here was much less severe.  A few streets showed some slight damage, but otherwise the western section of the city was damage-free.  Only one in five buildings showed any signs of damage and of the structures that were, only a few large cracks could be seen running up the walls.  
“How could an earthquake destroy one half of a city without harming the other?” Breslin wondered aloud as they all stopped to rest.  
They were standing in a small plaza with vacant shops all around them.  Doors hung open.  Counters were strewn with various items necessary for that shop’s business.  Tracks had approached these shops, too, but hadn’t entered any.  Most of the tracks were almost filled back in, suggesting that whoever had made them did so many years ago.  The tracks they were presently following were still fresh, but none of the others were.
Resuming their trek through the somber city, the footprints finally dead-ended at another of the city’s sealed doors, only this one wasn’t sealed shut.  The stone door was just barely ajar and moments later they saw why:  an old, dented shield had been jammed between the door and its frame.
“Get a load of that,” Athos commented as he squatted down next to the shield.  He looked at the others.  “I could pull it out and let the door close.  Then they’ll never make it back in here.”
Breslin was silent as he considered.  
“Better not.  To do so would announce our presence.”
“You don’t think the rising levels of light in there have done that for us?”
“Alright, point taken,” Breslin grumbled.  He tapped the door and nodded towards the other side.  “Where do you think that goes?”
“To another hidden entrance,” Tristofer answered.  “Whether on the same mountain or a different one remains to be seen.  But I’ll bet Bykram lies in that direction.”
“So we found where the intruder has been entering the city.  Thanks to the amount of dust on the streets we should be able to tell where he went on his last trip here.”
Athos groaned.  “You mean –”
Breslin nodded.  “Right.  Back to where we started out from.  I want to see where these tracks go.”
Retracing their steps back through the city, Breslin and the others kept a close eye on the fresh tracks in the thick dust.  Breslin looked behind them to see the numerous tracks now leading towards the propped open gate and then back again and could only hope that whoever had just recently visited wouldn’t be back for a while.  The last thing he needed to worry about was someone getting the drop on them that may or may not possess Narian tools and weapons.
The set of tracks they were following veered to the right so that it ran directly in front of a row of buildings.  More shops, Breslin guessed.  He surmised that the intruder was studying the buildings and was looking for more blacksmiths.  It wasn’t until they had ventured further east, past the point of their earlier arrival, when the footprints stopped in front of a non-descript structure, approached a window, then headed straight towards the door.  Breslin and Athos both stuck their heads through the door long enough to verify that this building once housed a blacksmith. 
They could see footprints everywhere as the intruder searched every square inch of the structure.  Exiting the ancient workshop, Breslin pointed east and trudged off as they followed the prints to another blacksmith.  And another.  And another.
“Do you get the impression that this person is getting desperate?” Breslin suddenly asked, breaking the monotony of the stifling silence.  
“I do,” Venk agreed.  “Think he’s running out of armor?”
“The thought had crossed my mind,” Breslin admitted.
“How does someone go about selling a piece of Narian armor?” Venk inquired.  He looked over his shoulder at Tristofer, who was walking side-by-side with his brother.  “How would you do it, Tristofer?”
“I’d contact someone who is familiar with marketing, uh, such goods without attracting attention.”
“Have you ever heard of someone selling Narian armor?”
Tristofer nodded.  “Every so often a piece changes ownership.  Nothing to warrant any attention.”
“What about hearing of a single person selling multiple pieces of armor at different periods of time?” Venk asked.
Tristofer turned to regard his companion outfitted in red leather armor.  He pulled out a rag, polished his spectacles, and put his glasses back on his nose while simultaneously stuffing the rag back into a pocket.  
“An interesting question.  I am reminded of a time, a number of years ago, when I still lived in Bykram.  Master Rohath, knowing my area of study, contacted me nearly a decade after I had last seen him and said that one of his students had come to class wearing a set of Narian gauntlets.  Ordinarily I wouldn’t have thought much of this, and Master Rohath agreed, but the following year a different student came with a different piece of armor.  A single greave, if memory serves, worn on his left leg.  Just the one, mind you.
“Master Rohath’s curiosity had been piqued, so when the next year a third student had appeared, wearing a guardbrace over his right shoulder, he finally pulled the pupil aside and asked him about the armor as clearly it was being worn as a symbol of status.  ‘My father bought it for me’ the underling had told him.  He looked up the two former pupils of his and was given the same answer.  Knowing my penchant for any information on Nar, no matter how obscure, he tracked down one of the pupil’s fathers and asked where he had purchased it as he knew of one other pupil, me, that would love to have a piece.  ‘A friend of a friend’ is what he was told.  When he contacted me and told me this I dismissed it as fanciful coincidence.  Now, I’m not so sure.”
“How long ago was that?” Venk asked.
Tristofer thought back to the days after he had been exiled from his home city.
“At least fifty years, maybe sixty.”
Athos looked down at the ground at the set of prints that had almost been covered back up by more dust.
“Those tracks could be fifty years old.”
Venk held up a hand.
“I’m curious.  Your field of study is Nar, right?”
Tristofer nodded.
“An old master of yours contacts you out of the blue and informs you that he had come across three different pieces of Narian armor in as many years.  This doesn’t spark your interest?”
“It did,” Tristofer admitted, “but I had just been banished and contact with one in exile was forbidden.  Master Rohath risked his career and reputation just to contact me.  Even so, I felt betrayed, and I had no desire to return to the city, not that I even could.”
“Knowing now that Nar lies so close to Bykram, do you think the events are related?”  Without waiting for the scholar’s response, Breslin continued.  “I think it’s perfectly clear.  Someone has been selling armor at Bykram and has been doing it for quite some time.”
“And they’ve managed to avoid suspicion,” Athos added.  
“Why the fresh tracks then?” Venk wondered.
“They’ve run out,” Lukas suggested.
Venk and Breslin both jumped.  They had forgotten that the usually quiet and reserved underling was standing nearby.
Breslin looked over at the boy standing next to Tristofer.  “You think they’ve run out of armor to sell, is that it, Master Lukas?”
Lukas nodded.
Venk looked back at the recently ransacked foundry and was silent for a few minutes.  Athos approached and elbowed his brother in the ribs.
“What’s bothering you?”
“I can understand why the intruders were searching for armor,” Venk slowly began as he continued to work out what was bothering him, “but that forge had been thoroughly searched, from top to bottom.  Armor isn’t that small.  A cursory glance should be all that’s needed in order to determine if any pieces are present.”
Intrigued, Breslin looked back at the foundry, too.
“What are you thinking, Master Venk?  They were looking for something else?”
“Aye.  And clearly they thought it could only be found where there are forges.  I think they were looking for clues.”
Understanding, Breslin nodded, followed closely by Athos.  Bewildered, Tristofer looked at the other three adults before snapping his fingers in front of their faces.
“Pretend I don’t know much about metallurgy, or common blacksmithing practices.  What were they looking for?”
Breslin turned to the scholar and nodded.  “That’s precisely what they were looking for.”
Tristofer’s spectacles slid down the length of his nose and teetered precariously.  “What?  What were they looking for?”
“Clues!  They want to know how the Narians made their armor.  Think about it!  If the secrets the Narian’s employed were ever discovered then other pieces of armor could be replicated and then passed off as authentic Narian artifacts.  They’d make a fortune!”
Tristofer puffed out his chest and crossed his arms in a rare act of defiance.  “Not in my lifetime.”
“Nor in mine,” Breslin agreed.  “We learn the identities of the intruders and put a stop to this scheme.  I think that’s what the Questor’s Mark wants us to do.  It wants us to save Nar!”  Breslin thrust out his right hand.  “Are you with me?”
Tristofer didn’t hesitate and laid his hand over Breslin’s.  “Absolutely.”
Athos laid his hand over Tristofer’s.  “I’m in.”
Father and son added their hands to the others.  “Us, too.”
Breslin eyed the underling.  “This has the potential of getting dangerous, Master Lukas.  You must stick close to your father’s side at all times, is that understood?”
Wide eyed, Lukas nodded.
“Tristofer,” Breslin continued, “you will become Athos’ shadow.  Do not leave his side for anything, no matter what you see.  That reminds me, do you have a weapon?”
Tristofer shook his head no.  Breslin pulled his small hand axe from his belt and held it out handle first to the scholar, who gingerly accepted.
“Where do we go?” Venk inquired.  He looked left, then right.  “Which way?”
Breslin held the torch down low once more and indicated the ground.  “We follow the footprints.  A great number of them head this way, to the east.”
Athos shoved his torch down into the ground and twisted until it was out.  Breslin glanced up and then around.  He noticed that the levels of light had continued to increase and were now at a level in which the torches had become unnecessary.  Both torches, once extinguished, were cast aside.
“Can you tell if the most recent tracks also head east?” Venk asked.
Breslin and Athos squatted low and peered at the many sets of footprints scattered throughout the dust.  Both dwarves nodded.  Athos wordlessly pointed east.
Gripping his crossbow tightly, while Athos brandished his axe, the two brothers took the lead while Tristofer and Lukas followed close behind.  Bringing up the rear was Breslin, who was constantly turning to check behind them to verify they weren’t being followed.  The number of tracks began dwindling off the farther east they progressed.  As they moved away from the heart of the city, and presumably from the mass of blacksmiths, the number of tracks also declined, as clearly the focus of the massive city-wide search existed elsewhere.  The tracks they were following were joined by others coming in from other parts of the city.  All were headed east, the same direction they were traveling now.  So many tracks converged together that they were now following a trail through the heavy blanket of dust.
Approaching the far eastern wall of the cavern, the group stopped and stared with amazement.  The trail dead-ended right at the wall, but the wall itself is what caught their attention.  Carved into the granite were ten columns forty feet high.  Directly in the center, with five columns on either side, was a huge arched doorway, complete with a thirty foot high door.  As before with the partially closed security gate, this door, they could tell, was also ajar.  A single chair, stripped of all adornments and jewels, was jammed in between the door and the frame, preventing the massive door from closing.  
The wall glowed brightly at their approach.  The golden chain was present all throughout the columns and wall, but the light from the columns paled in comparison with that of the door.  
The illuminated golden chain had been expertly attached to the quartz crystals embedded within the granite door.  Grand sweeping arches, more interlocking circles, and jagged patterns all covered the exquisite door, giving the first appearance of a vast conglomerated mess of swirled lines and shapes.  However, the more the dwarves stared at the door, with its brightly glowing decorations, the more the many patterns and shapes seemed to blend in flawlessly with one another.  The more they looked, the more they were convinced that they were looking at a masterful piece of art and that this door was the entrance to Nar’s imperial palace.  
Tristofer moaned quietly as he noticed the exquisite chair jammed into the palace door.  He quietly ran his hands along the dented tarnished metal, not knowing that the chair itself was of the finest silver ever smithed.  He peered anxiously into the dark recesses behind the door and immediately noticed that the open space the damaged chair had created was just enough to allow a dwarf to pass.
Without waiting for the others, Tristofer hopped up onto the chair and boldly jumped into the darkness.  The scholar watched with satisfaction as the great vaulted room began to lighten as the chamber detected movement.  Moments later the rest of his group was standing next to him.  Athos smacked the scholar on the back of his head, sending his spectacles flying off his nose.
“Don’t do that again, you fool,” Athos growled ominously at him.  “We stick together.  You will allow one of us to go first in the future, agreed?”
Hastily retrieving his glasses, Tristofer faced Athos’ angry glare and meekly nodded.  
“Sorry.  I couldn’t help myself.  I had to see what was in here!”
“Try harder next time,” Athos told him.  “There’s a chance someone could still be in here.”
“I don’t think so,” Tristofer countered.  He pointed at the closest wall.  Several of the golden patterns had started to glow and were becoming steadily brighter.  “Had there been someone else that passed through here, this room would already be lit.  Look how it illuminated itself once we arrived.  We are alone, my friends.”
Comforted by that thought, Breslin returned Mythryd to its holder on his back.  A moment later he pulled the activated power hammer from his belt.  Holding the unique hammer tightly in his right hand, Breslin beckoned for the others to follow.  
The room they were in must have been a dignitary receiving room as it was large enough to accommodate several hundred people.  Broken tables, chairs with missing legs, and damaged walls met their eyes.  They noted with dismay that many of the chairs that were still intact were similar to the chair holding open the palace door.  Just like the one outside, these other chairs had been picked clean of all their jewels and other valuable accoutrements.  Even the nearby walls, once festooned with gold and jewels, lay stripped clean.  
“Never have I been so ashamed to call myself a member of the Kla Rehn,” Tristofer whispered in shock.  Everywhere he looked he could see further evidence of the intruders’ destructive work.  
“Do not hold all the Kla Rehn accountable,” Breslin softly told him.  “I believe this is the work of one person, or perhaps by one family over a long period of time.  But, by thunder, that ends now.  Whatever remains will be preserved no matter the cost.”
Tristofer softly murmured his thanks.  Athos and Venk both gave the scholar a friendly slap on the back to show their friendship and their support.
“Prints are everywhere,” Breslin reported as he squatted to inspect the floor.  “I would imagine this was the first location that was pillaged, followed closely by the surrounding blacksmiths.  We need to investigate, but the question is, do we do that separately or together?”
Venk cast a worried look at his son.  Athos, catching the concerned look his brother had given his nephew, cleared his throat.
“We should stick together.  We know nothing about our adversary, which unfortunately includes how well they’re armed and what their numbers are.  Until we know what we’re facing, we shouldn’t split up.”
Breslin nodded.  “Agreed.  Master Tristofer, you wanted to find Nar.  Congratulations.  We’re here.  Where would you like to search first?”
“Well, perhaps we should search for an armory.  I, for one, would like to know if our adversaries are armed with Narian weapons.”
“Agreed.  We should head to –”
Lukas suddenly grabbed Breslin’s sleeve and tugged backwards, bringing him to a stop.
“Do you hear that?” the underling anxiously asked.  
Fearing that Lukas had heard something which indicated one, or more, of the intruders had returned, Breslin tossed the power hammer to his left hand while reaching his arm behind to pull Mythryd free.  Seconds later, Venk and Athos were also holding their weapons.  
“What is it?” Breslin whispered down to Lukas while straining to hear whatever sound the underling had heard.  “What do you hear?  Have they returned?”
“I hear…”
“Tapping,” Venk finished for his son as he straightened up.  He looked around the large chamber and wrung a finger in each ear.  “At least I thought I did.  I don’t anymore.”
“It’s stopped,” Lukas whispered.  He pointed back towards the far wall of the room.  Two large, and very open doors were visible, as were several dozen prints all headed in that direction.  “I think it came from that way.”
Athos shook his head.  “I don’t hear anything.”
“No one hears anything at the moment,” Venk softly told him.  “Lukas heard it for just a moment.”
Lukas suddenly jumped up and grabbed his father’s hand.  “There it is again!  Do you hear it?”
The rest of the group finally heard it.  A soft, repetitive tapping echoed softly throughout the room.
 
…tap-taptaptap-tap-tap-tap-taptap-tap…
 
The tapping stopped as abruptly as it had started.  
“I heard it that time,” Breslin quietly informed his companions.  “Young Lukas is right.  It came from that way.  Follow me and keep quiet.  No unnecessary speaking, is that understood?  Tristofer, that goes for you, too.”
Tristofer nodded and tapped his sealed lips.  
Once more, the tapping resumed.  Breslin motioned for them to follow.  As quietly as he dared, Breslin moved off towards the source of the noise.  They passed through one of the open doors and entered a large, curved hallway that led away from the main hall.  Breslin held up a hand and signaled everyone to wait.  Within a few minutes, the golden chains present in the hallway began glowing, giving off their welcoming light to the visitors.  After waiting a few minutes more so that they could see where they were going, they followed the curved hallway until it dead-ended into a smaller chamber with many doors leading off in different directions.  
Standing just inside the second room, they waited, motionless, for either their eyes to acclimatize to the lack of sufficient light, or else for the chains to awaken and give off their illumination.  A few moments later they were off again, heading towards a doorway twenty feet away.  
 
…tap-taptaptap-tap-tap-tap-taptap-tap…
 
“That’s it,” Breslin said in the softest of whispers.  “Keep tapping.  You’re making this too easy for us.”
Athos softly grunted in agreement.
The hallway they had just entered had doors on either side of the hall for a stretch of at least two hundred feet.  Venk counted nearly twenty five doors, a dozen on each side, before they were forced to stop.  Another door barred their way, only this door was unlike any they had encountered thus far.
A solid iron door, resting on recently oiled hinges, blocked their way.  No fewer than four heavy bars stretched across the length of the door and anchored itself into the stone walls on either side of the door.  Heavy iron padlocks held each of the bars firmly in place.
“Does that look Narian to you?” Breslin asked, confused.  “What’s a door like this doing here?”
Athos walked up to the sturdy metal door and peered through the tiny slit at eye-level.  
“Looks to be at least a foot thick.  The bars are set into the wall on both sides, and each bar is locked in place.  Someone clearly wants to keep people out.”
“I’d say it’s more likely that they want to keep someone in,” Tristofer countered.
Athos, Venk, and Breslin turned to stare at the impressive iron door.  One by one, they turned to look down at the power hammer.
“If you use that,” Venk cautioned, “then the chances of getting in and out of here unnoticed become very slim.”
Breslin hefted the power hammer and eyed the door.  
“If there is someone on the other side of that door then this is starting to make perfect sense.  Whoever it is gave us the hammer.  Why?  Because he knew that there would be no escape without it.  Look at the door!  Impenetrable, I’d say.”
“Unless you have a hammer that can pulverize rocks with a single blow,” Tristofer whispered, understanding.
“Exactly.  Stand back.  We’re going to find out what’s on the other side.”
Venk steered Lukas away from the door and retreated a safe distance down the hallway.  Once he was sure his son was out of danger he loaded his crossbow and waited to see what the outcome would be.  Athos, also armed and ready, joined him.  Tristofer appeared moments later, both fingers shoved into his ears.  Venk clapped his hands over his son’s ears just as Breslin let the first blow fall.
Venk cringed at the sound.  The concussive blast echoed noisily down through the hall and, Venk was sure, out into the city.  A second blow landed, and now a gritty cloud of dirt and debris appeared.  The third blow struck, and despite the heavy ringing in their ears, they could hear a great cracking of stone.  The fourth blow punched the steel door right through the wall and sent it toppling over with a loud clang.
Fanning away the heavy dust and pulverized stone that was now prevalent in the air, Breslin waited patiently for his vision to return.  Twenty seconds later, when it finally did, they could see the true power the hammer held, as the door itself was still in one piece but was now heavily dented.  The four bars that had been anchored into the surrounding stone wall had been ripped away from wall, taking huge chunks of stone with it.
They were now in a well lit chamber that was piled high with books, scrolls, charts, and maps.  A lumpy mattress was pushed up into a corner.  Several threadbare chairs were scattered about, including a large chair that would be considered over-sized for a dwarf but average for a human.  Adjacent to this chair was a rickety shelf full of ancient books.  Sitting in the chair, looking like he wasn’t the least bit surprised that someone had just forced their way into his chamber, was the most ancient and wizened dwarf that anyone had ever seen.
A long, dirty, unbraided beard lay unfurled along the ground.  Long, thin white hair also came close to brushing the ground, but had been tied up with a simple leather cord.  A plain threadbare tunic, long since faded to khaki, and a pair of worn black trousers patched in several places, completed the picture.  
Before anyone could ask the elderly dwarf a question, the ancient fellow surprised them with a smile and a bow.  He turned to Breslin and shook his head.
“You sure took your time, boy,” the ancient fellow accused.  His voice was clear, strong, and completely belied his appearance.  “I had just about given up hope.”
Breslin was flummoxed.  He cleared his throat nervously.
“Do you know me?”
The little fellow threw his head back and laughed heartily.  What came out was a cackle that practically curdled their blood.  
“I should say so, boy!  Maelnar, is that any way to treat your father?”
Breslin’s eyes opened in shock.  No one ever called him by his birth name.  In order to prevent confusion, he always asked that people call him by his middle name, Breslin.  Who was this person?
“How do you know my name?”
Confused, Lukas looked at the tiny old man.  He pointed back at Breslin.
“His name is Breslin, not Maelnar.”
“Breslin?  Breslin??  You’re lying.  You must be.”
“Maelnar Breslin is my given birth name,” Breslin explained to his companions.  “To make sure the two of us aren’t confused, my father goes by Maelnar and I go by Breslin.”
“Your father?”
Everyone turned back to the ancient dwarf.  He slowly got down from his chair and hobbled over to Breslin to study him closer.  The old dwarf’s eyes widened with disbelief.  
“I can see it now.  Dear me, how long have I been gone?”
Breslin stared at the tiny stooped being and dropped down to one knee as finally realized who he was facing.
“Grandfather.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 12 – Once Upon A Nar
 
 
“Grandfather?  You’re his grandfather?”  Venk kept shifting his gaze from the tiny wizened being to his friend kneeling on the ground.  His gaze finally settled on Breslin.  “You never mentioned your grandfather was also searching for Nar!”
“That’s because I didn’t know,” Breslin clarified as he slowly regained his feet.  He turned to his grandfather and bowed once more.  “Grandfather, may I present my companions?  Over there in the black armor is Athos.  In the red armor is his brother, Venk.  The underling is Venk’s son, Lukas.  On my right is Tristofer, of the Kla Rehn, who has been assisting us.  My friends, I’d like you to meet my grandfather, Kasnar.”
After the introductions were over, Venk approached the old dwarf and bowed.  
“Did you send the Questor’s Mark?”
Kasnar smiled and nodded.
“Aye.  Pleased, I am, to see that you understood it for what it was.”
Venk pointed at Tristofer.  “Only because of him.  I thought it was just a burn on my son’s back.”
At this, Kasnar cocked his head and stared at Venk.  Slowly, he turned his head so that he was staring straight at Lukas.  
“Are you telling me your son bore the Questor’s Mark?”
“Bore?  You mean bear.  Aye.  He still has it.”
Kasnar shook his head.  “Impossible.  The mark served only to bring the bearer here.”
Venk beckoned Lukas to come over.
“I just looked at it less than an hour ago.  Trust me, it’s there.”
“Indeed?  Can you show me?”
Knowing what was coming, Lukas pulled up his shirt and exposed his back to the old man.  Kasnar smiled and nodded.
“Just as I thought.  There’s nothing there.”
“What?” Venk sputtered.  He spun his son around so that he could see for himself.  Sure enough, the mark was gone.  Lukas’ back was as bare as the day he was born.
“It’s gone!”
“Of course it’s gone,” Kasnar scolded.  “You accomplished your mission, therefore the quest was completed.  No more mark.”
Smiling profusely, all anger forgotten, Venk stepped back a few steps and pulled his son back with him.
“Argumentative comments withdrawn.”
Kasnar looked over at his grandson and caught his eye.  “Why did the underling have the mark?  How did your father manage to avoid receiving it?  I spent years crafting that spell.  Years!  And now you’re telling me that I didn’t even get it to the right person?”
Everyone in the room nodded, including Lukas.
“Is that why it took so long for you five to make it here?  I activated my spell, what, about six months ago?  It’s starting to make sense now.”
“What does?” Breslin asked.
“To think that I actually second guessed myself,” Kasnar angrily exclaimed.  He painfully climbed back up into the oversized chair.  Sighing heavily, he scooted back so that his aching bones were resting against the hard wood.  He eyed Lukas for a few moments before he finally smiled.  “How long did it take for you to realize what was on your back, young master… master… I apologize lad.  What was your name again?”
Lukas nervously cleared his throat.  “Lukas.”
“Ah, yes.  Right.  Master Lukas.  How long did it take to figure out what was on your back?”
Suddenly shy, Lukas looked to his father for help.  
“Months,” Venk answered.  “It was my fault.  I thought it was a burn and it hadn’t healed properly.  Seeing how Lukas was never in any pain, I never explored further.  It was only when Lukas was burned by a drop of molten silver did we learn of its nature.  That’s when the healer saw his back, asked a few questions, and then let the matter drop.”
“Let the matter drop?” Kasnar sharply asked, frowning.
“I wasn’t concerned and neither was he.  Somehow, and I don’t know how, word got to your son, Maelnar, who wanted to see Lukas and ask him why he had a Narian hammer on his back.”
“I thought that was the best part,” Kasnar confided.  “I thought for certain that my son would take one look at the hammer, the only legible part of the mark, and instantly know the message was for him.  I never dreamed the mark would be given to another in his stead.”
“Maelnar would have known the mark was intended for him?” Tristofer asked.  “How?”
“Because he’s part Narian, too,” Kasnar answered.  “Every descendant of Nar has the letters ‘nar’ somewhere in their name.  First name, given name, or sometimes nickname, but almost always in the first name.”
Athos gave Breslin a friendly nudge in the ribs.  “You knew that, right?”
“I remember my father telling me that at some point, aye.”
“How long have you been here?” Venk wanted to know as he glanced around the sparsely furnished room.  
“More years than I can count,” Kasnar admitted.  His eyes had suddenly attached themselves to his grandson’s belt.  He had spotted the power hammer.
Breslin, correctly guessing what his grandfather was staring at, eased the hammer out of the belt loop and held it out, handle first.  A gnarled, arthritic hand gently closed upon the handle and gripped it tightly.  The ruby on the hammer head glowed brightly, as if sensing the excitement emanating from the elder Narian descendant.
“It’s heavy,” Venk warned.  “Be careful.”
Kasnar lifted the hammer high over his head, as though it weighed no more than a feather.
“Not for us, it isn’t,” Kasnar answered with a coy grin.  He tossed the hammer playfully to his left hand, but his heavily arthritic hand was unable to grip the hammer, even as light as it was for him.  The hammer spun to the floor and landed with a loud thud.
“I’m not as young as I used to be, I’m afraid.”
Having landed closest to him, Athos bent down and clenched his teeth, being determined to effortlessly lift the hammer just as Breslin and Kasnar had done.  
“You’re not fooling anyone, lad,” Kasnar merrily informed Athos as the hammer was returned to him.  Several veins were bulging on Athos’ forehead while his face had turned to beet red.  “I appreciate the thought, though.”
“Think nothing of it,” Athos managed to wheeze out.
Kasnar noticed Breslin staring at him as though his beard had caught fire.
“What is it, boy?  Speak your mind.”
Breslin was silent for another moment or two before he walked over to the closest chair, plopped it down in front of his grandfather, and sat heavily down.  
“Grandfather, what are you doing in Nar?  How did you come to be here?  Who’s been holding you here?”
Kasnar smiled and indicated everyone should take a seat.
“It’s a long story, my boy.”
“Are we in danger?” Breslin suddenly asked, reaching out to take the hammer that Kasnar had set on the chair besides him.  “Obviously someone has held you prisoner.  Are they due back?”
“He was just here yesterday,” Kasnar answered.  “He’s not due to be back for a while.”
“Who?” Breslin demanded.  “Who isn’t due to be back in a while?”
“Patience, lad.  Patience.  Allow me to tell you my story.”
 
Once upon a time –
 
Athos snorted in disbelief.  Kasnar shot him a glare, cleared his throat, and tried again.
 
Once upon a time, nearly a full millennia ago, my tale begins.  Now that I think about it, it was about the same time the city had finally been found.
 
Athos whistled.  “A thousand years ago?  Really?”
Kasnar held up a withered hand and gave him a sweeping gesture.  “Think that kind of pillaging out there happened overnight?  Now be quiet.”
“Sorry.”
 
Now, as I was saying, this tale begins nearly a thousand years ago.  I had completed my apprenticeship nearly a century prior, and had become a very gifted toymaker.
 
Athos snickered.  
“A toymaker?  Hmmmph.  Wouldn’t have called that one.”
Venk elbowed his brother in the gut.  Hard.
Ignoring the outburst, Kasnar continued.
 
I was startled to learn that my skills were becoming well known.  Not only was I making toys and trinkets for the children of prominent council members, I found that my services were being requested at other cities.  Borahgg was just the beginning.  Soon I was filling orders for Graun, Bykram, or any city the six clans laid claim to.  
Life was good, lads.  My services were in high demand.  My toys were selling just as fast as I could make them.  What everyone really wanted were my dragons.  I’ve been fascinated with dragons for so long I thought what better tribute could there be than small reproductions that could be made to move around of their own accord?  Gold, red, blue, black, if a color combination existed, I’ve created it.  Blue dragons were my favorite.
 
Tristofer held up a hand.  “Really?  We saw a blue dragon a few days ago while we were being carried to Bykram.  It was from a distance, mind you, but still a very dark shade of blue.”
Everyone stared silently at the scholar.  Tristofer’s cheeks reddened. He closed his mouth and dropped his eyes.
 
I had just completed a special toy for the daughter of a noble, and was in the process of delivering the gift when –
 
“What was the gift?” Lukas suddenly asked, breaking Kasnar’s concentration once again.
Startled, Kasnar looked at the boy.  “What was that?”
“You said a ‘special toy’.  I was wondering what it was you had made.”
“Oh.  You’re an underling so I’ll humor you.  It was a dancing princess, specifically crafted to resemble her once she attained a marriageable age.”
Lukas nodded and fell silent.
 
Where was I?  Oh, that’s right.  The human girl.  So, I knew the price the girl’s father paid easily covered my own costs, plus the time and effort to deliver the finished toy to its owner, and I also thought a change of scenery would do me good, so I paid R’Tal a visit.  While the girl fussed over the likeness of herself, her father knew his gold had been well spent, so he drew me aside and wanted to know if I had ever done any commissioned work.  He wanted to know if I ever made weapons.  Naturally, I had.  I mean, who amongst us has never made a hammer?  It’s the very nature of our kind.
 
Tristofer’s arm rose meekly into the air.
Kasnar shook his head.  “Shocking.”
“He doesn’t even know me and he’s already insulting me,” Tristofer muttered softly.  
Overhearing, Athos grunted, but elected to keep quiet.
 
The human noble wanted a sword, and a special one at that.  Seems he had heard that a few of the dwarves were masters of coloring metal.  It’s a trick that only a very select few had learned, and how this human knew I was one I was not certain.  Regardless of how he knew, he promised me all kinds of riches if I would make a red single-handed blade with a pommel of solid gold.  I thought the coloring was odd, but no more so than any of the other unusual requests I had heard in the span of my career.
As I thought back to prior commitments waiting for me back in my workshop, the noble mistook the pause as a sign of refusal, so he began to offer me whatever treasures he had that he thought I might be interested in.  After listing off jewels, gilded daggers, and even a set of ruby-encrusted tools, if you can believe that, he finally stumbled upon something that piqued my curiosity.  He told me that he had a map of Nar.  
Naturally I scoffed at this.  If you had a map leading to Nar, I argued, why weren’t you using it to find the city yourself?  He told me that he had tried, but the map was either hiding something or else he had incorrectly interpreted it.  Either way you looked at it, I was interested, and he knew it.  Said he’d give me the map if I made him his sword. 
What could I do?  If I didn’t agree, then I’d regret it for the rest of my life.  I knew this.  Sadly, he knew this, too.  Therefore, I agreed to the bargain.
After delivering him his sword a month later, he gave me the map.  It was an unremarkable thing.  Small, even smaller than a standard sheet of parchment.  And, I might add, it showed a section of the Bohanis that had already been well mapped.  I had been swindled.
Or so I thought.
 
“The map in father’s study?” Breslin interrupted.  “That’s what you traded for?  It’s not even accurate!”
“It was drawn by a Narian cartographer, so by definition, it was a Narian map.  What the map was used for we’ll probably never know.”
“But you were swindled!  He made you believe it was a map to Nar when it was nothing more than –”
“They told me it was a Narian map.  It was.  Let it go, lad.  May I continue?”
Contrite, Breslin dropped his eyes and waited for his grandfather to resume his story.
 
Upon closer examination of the map, I found a tiny upside-down hammer in the lower left corner.  I decided it was just a mark made by the cartographer and was ready to dismiss it when curiosity got the better of me and I decided, since I was already at a castle, with a well stocked library, to do some research.  Imagine my surprise when I was able to authenticate the map as genuinely Narian.
From the time I could barely walk I have heard stories about the fabled city of Nar.  Every child thinks he can find it when he grows to adulthood.  Every adult, once they reach adulthood, vows if they ever have the resources to properly search for the city, then they would.  
I did not have the proper resources to launch a full-scale expedition to Nar, but I also wasn’t a pauper.  I carefully folded the map and tucked it into my papers.  I remember turning around and coming face to face with the little human girl for whom I had just delivered the dancing doll.  Standing next to her was a second human child, around the same age and garbed similarly.  She introduced her best friend in the world and introduced me as the one who had created her favorite, most bestest toy in the world.
 
“Bestest?” Breslin smiled, raising an eyebrow.
“I’m paraphrasing,” Kasnar explained.  “Those were her words not mine.  Besides, she was no more than nine years old.  Stop making me lose my focus.”
“Sorry.”
 
After she introduced her friend, she implored me, even begged me, to make her friend the same type of doll that I had made for her.  I told her that this type of request wasn’t an easy one, and that perhaps if I were to speak to her father maybe, just maybe, we might be able to work something out.  The first girl informed me that her friend’s family couldn’t afford to purchase all the pretty things like hers could, and that’s why she wanted to deal with me directly.
I found myself between the proverbial rock and a hard place.  While I paused to collect my thoughts, the first child grabbed my arm and asked if I would consider doing a trade, like her father had done for me.  Not believing this human child could have anything that I would ever want, I gently asked what she had in mind.  She told me to follow her.  Turning on her heel, she led me deep into the castle, past several sets of guards, into a large room which I correctly guessed was the nursery set up for all the noble’s children.  All manner of toys were scattered about.  How these children could possibly want more toys was beyond me.  
After glancing around the room I could immediately see that there wasn’t anything there that I was remotely interested in.  But, not wanting to appear rude, especially to a young daughter of a human noble, I waited to see what the child offered.  She and her friend began searching one of three enormous chests, tossing various toys over their shoulders.  Moving to the second chest, the first girl gives a shrill shriek and turns around, clutching something to her chest.  I couldn’t tell what it was from the way she was holding it.  Walking up to me she finally held out this brown stick as though it was made of pure gold.  
I took the proffered trade and inspected it.  Why would this human child give me a carved stick?  Was there something I was missing?  Several of the carvings caught my eye.  Axes, kytes, and sure enough, even a tiny picture of a hammer, carved into one of the ends.
 
“You’re talking about the power hammer’s handle, right?” Tristofer asked.  His hand was back in the air.
“Obviously.  Be quiet.”
“Sorry.”
 
There I was, in possession of two authentic Narian artifacts.  Do I agree to create another doll at my own expense?  Or, should I ignore my instincts and refuse the trade?  What would you have done?  The same thing as I, I guarantee it.  So I gathered my materials, found a place to work, and created the second doll.  I wanted that handle, as you all have clearly deduced the true nature of the trade.  How the power hammer’s handle came into the little girl’s possession I’ll never know.  I didn’t want to know.  I still don’t.
To be doubly certain that the trade brokered by the girl was sanctioned by her father, I approached the noble and explained what his daughter had done and what she was proposing to do.  The human shrugged and waved me off, as though I was a pesky insect.  Very well, I thought.  If he didn’t care if his daughter was trading a Narian artifact for a simple doll, then I wouldn’t press the issue.  I made the doll, delivered it, and took possession of the handle.
Returning to Borahgg I asked myself what I should do with my new treasures.  I probably should have turned both artifacts over to the Council and let it go, however, I was very surprised to learn that I wanted to be the one to find Nar.  I wanted to explore, to research, to get my hands dirty, so to speak.  
I informed my family that I discovered a new lucrative set of customers for my wares, namely the humans.  I told them that the doll was so well received at the human castle that I had stayed around a little while longer and created a second doll, which was true, and that more and more people wanted toys, too.  
Back in that time, it was not uncommon for a member of the clan to venture out to either seek his fortune, go on an adventure, or else be absent for longer periods of time.  Neika, my wife, completely understood and encouraged me to share my ‘gift’ as she called it, with everyone that I could.
 
“Didn’t you feel bad about lying to grandmother about your intentions?” Breslin demanded, growing angry.
“Aye.  I never should have left.”
“She thinks you’re dead, grandfather.  We all did.”
Kasnar’s hopeful eyes met his grandson’s.  “She still lives?”
“Aye.”
“If only I could gaze upon her beauty once more,” Kasnar whispered softly.  “I wish to tell her how sorry I am.”
“You will,” Breslin promised.  “Please, continue your tale.”
“Right.  Let’s see…”
 
I was in such a rush to leave, fearing that the nature of my mission would become known and I would be forcibly detained, that I didn’t realize I had left the map until I had made it Topside and was well past the valley.  Deciding against returning for the map, as I had committed every detail to memory, I journeyed far and wide, seeking out every clan I could in my quest to learn all there was to know about Nar.  Sadly, this part of the tale didn’t take long as there wasn’t much authentic, documented proof about its existence.  Everyone seemed to accept the simple truth that Nar once existed, but no one, and I do mean no one, had any indication where it could be found.
Determination set it.  If one human girl could possess two pieces of Narian culture then it was completely feasible to think that other artifacts existed elsewhere, whether stored in children’s toy boxes or perhaps sitting on the shelf of some noble’s study.  The key to finding Nar, I believed, rested with the people.  Somehow, and I didn’t have any idea how, I needed to broker more trades like the ones I had done at R’Tal.  I needed the people to seek me out just like the human noble from the castle.  
Four months of fruitless searching convinced me I had left my home unprepared.  I didn’t know where else to look, and what’s more, I didn’t know what I was looking for.  I needed more information and it became clear I wasn’t going to find it wandering aimlessly Topside.  With great reluctance I returned to Borahgg.  I told Neika that I had accumulated enough orders to keep me busy for a while so I resumed my duties as toy maker.  Neika was no fool.  I knew she suspected I was working on some secret project as I spent countless hours in the Archives when I wasn’t in my workshop.  I felt horrible for deceiving her.  I did everything I could to avoid arousing suspicion.  I figured I needed to focus on my work, so I poured every ounce of creativity, every ounce of passion I had into my creations.  Beautiful wyverian figurines, capable of flapping wings, walking a few steps, and even breathing fire, began to accumulate on the shelves in my shop.  Since I only produced a few a year you can begin to imagine how long I waited.  
Days turned into weeks, and weeks turned into months.  I fell into a routine.  Working tirelessly on my wyverians occupied my time during the day and once a week I’d devote to researching in the Archives, looking for everything referencing Nar, no matter how minute.  I became a veritable scholar on the subject.  Every book, every article, every story that had ever been passed from father to son, I learned.  I spent long hours perusing through musty tomes, interviewing various people, and discerning everything I could from my Narian artifacts.  What was I able to learn?
Absolutely nothing.
Growing desperate, I came up with a brilliant plan.  I started to make more toys.  These toys were not as elaborate as my prized wyverians, but they were still quite clever.  These were puzzles.  The simple metal pieces fit together so precisely that they created shapes.  I made griffins, serpents, kytes, and any of a number of other creatures that fit my fancy.  The brilliance of my plan, though, was what came next.  I made another journey to the human castle in R’Tal and made a gift of a dozen of the puzzles.  I also selected several of my wyverians and brought them along, just so they could get a taste of the finer merchandise.
The puzzles were received very well by the children.  Never had they seen puzzles like this.  They wanted more, always more!  I just smiled and said that I was a simple toymaker looking to expand my list of customers.  When I was putting a few of the extra puzzles away I let my bag fall open long enough for the king to see one of my wyverians.  It was a silver land dragon, with emeralds for its eyes.  This model could walk around a few steps and even swish its tail back and forth.  
The king fell for it.  He said he had to have it.  I told him that my wyverians were a passion of mine and that I really wasn’t looking to sell them as I didn’t need more gold.  This story was validated by my refusal to accept payment for the gift of the puzzles.  The king began to offer other treasures in lieu of gold.  Again, I politely demurred, stating that I had no desire to part with them.
Finally, after the king and I went back and forth for nearly an hour, a silver and gold colored shield was produced.  It was Narian, I could see that immediately by the way the Narian blacksmith had masterfully blended the gold and silver together.  The king informed me that this was his favorite shield as it had never failed him on the field of battle.  He offered it in exchange for my silver wyverian.  I meekly accepted.  The human king became a valuable ally from that point on.
Returning to Borahgg with my new shield, I…
 
“Yes?  What is it, Breslin?”
“I have that shield.  Father gave it to me quite a while ago.”
Kasnar smiled.  “I’m glad to hear it’s still in the family.  Now, where was I?  Oh, yes.”


I returned home with the shield and wondered what my next step should be.  Do I try visiting other cities?  Perhaps I should venture north into Ylani and try my luck at Zaran, their capital?  As it turns out I didn’t have long to wait.  Word rapidly spread of a dwarf living under the northwestern Bohanis who made wonderfully articulate wyverian figurines.  Everyone wanted one.  I’ve never seen demand for a single item so high.  I couldn’t make them fast enough.
Soon I had the largest private collection of Narian artifacts ever assembled.  Mind you, most of the trades were for small, insignificant pieces of armor, or maybe a slip of paper with the Narian seal on it.  However you chose to look at it, I wouldn’t refuse a trade if the customer who came asking for a wyverian had a Narian item.
In retrospect that should have been my first warning.  I was becoming too careless.  It was only a matter of time before I attracted his attention.
 
“Who’s attention?” Breslin demanded, instantly angry.
“Settle down, lad.  I’m getting there.”
 
One day I received word that a customer, who wished to remain anonymous, wanted the nicest wyverian I had and was willing to exchange a hammer head for it.  I had a handle.  I thought this was too good of an opportunity to pass up.  I…
 
“That should have been your second clue something was amiss,” Athos remarked.
Kasnar gave him a sour look.  “You think?  Be silent.”
“Sorry.”
 
Against better judgment, I journeyed to Bykram and met at the agreed upon location which was just outside their main entrance.  I waited for two days, and when it was apparent that my mystery customer wasn’t going to put in an appearance, I decided that as long as I was there, I should consult with their scholars to see if anything new had been uncovered.  However, if you’re familiar with Bykram, or any clan city, one does not venture inside without an invitation.  Plus, their entrances are hidden.  I had been to Bykram the prior year and knew that the only way I’d gain entrance is to be escorted by one of the Kla Rehn.  So I waited.
Nearly three days later the door finally opened and a dwarf ventured outside.  I introduced myself and indicated my desire to meet with one of their scholars, Zincoff.  I was escorted inside and led straight to the library where my story was corroborated.  I spent a few extra days there as their library was extensive and I quite honestly lost track of time.  Little did I know I was being watched.
I had stumbled across a reference to dendrology, which is the study of…
 
“Trees!” Tristofer blurted out.  
Everyone stared at the scholar.  Tristofer mumbled an apology and went quiet.
 
Trees.  I had found an obscure horticulture manual which had a tiny mention of a practice the Narians used which could modify the behavior of trees.  Modify it how?  What did it mean?  What would the Narians gain by changing how a tree behaves?
 
“Lower your hand, Master Lukas,” Kasnar told the underling.  “We all know where this is going.”
 
Excitement was building again.  I was certain I was exploring an angle that no one had ever considered before.  What was I looking for?  Would I know if I found it?  As you can imagine I spent the next several weeks idly roaming about Topside, careful not to venture too far from Bykram as the surrounding forest and mountains were largely unexplored.  I had come to the base of one mountain and was gazing up at one of its sides when I spotted a tree.  I’m sure you know which one I’m referring to.  Anyway, I located a tree that looked as though it had two separate colors on its trunk.  Since a closer look was warranted, I climbed up for a better look.
 
“You climbed all the way up there?” Athos exclaimed.  “By hand?  That’s impressive.  I don’t care who you are, that’s just impressive.”
Kasnar nodded.  “You make it sound as though it’s impossible.  Clearly it isn’t as the five of you also made the same journey.”
Breslin cleared his throat.  “We, uh, were carried up.”
Kasnar leaned forward, interested.  “Carried?  By whom?  By what?”
“By Rhamalli!” Lukas piped up.
“What’s that?” Kasnar wanted to know.
“It’s a who, not a what.  He’s a dragon,” Venk told him.
“You were carried up the mountain by a dragon?  You didn’t have to climb?”
Venk and his companions shook their heads no.
“And the dragon did this willingly?  You didn’t trick it?”
Everyone nodded their heads affirmatively.
“That is impressive, lads.  Allow me to continue.”
 
Once I was standing before the tree I could see right away that this tree had been modified, its behavior changed, as this wasn’t just one tree but two.  Why these two were growing together meant only one thing to me:  concealment.  I believed it was hiding something.  Getting down on my belly I could see that there was the tiniest of openings in the rock at the base of the two trunks.  Applying my eye to the hole revealed an open cavity just on the other side!
I spent the next three days painstakingly chipping away at the rock to enlarge the hole.  Once it was large enough to pass through, I entered the hole and was about to look around when I heard a commotion outside.  Someone was coming up the side of the mountain, and from the sounds of it, it was more than one person.  I had been spotted, and more importantly, I had the hammer handle with me.  I knew that whoever was approaching was no friend, so I had to find a place to hide the handle.  I wrapped it in a piece of cloth that I had and looked up at the junction of the trunks, which was just over my head.  I wedged the handle up against the trunks and once I verified that it wouldn’t drop back down, I scrambled outside to try and intercept the encroachers before they discovered the cave under the roots.  After concealing the hole the best that I could, I headed down the mountain, managing to descend about twenty feet.  I stopped, whipped out my hammer and chisel, and pretended I was trying to extricate a stone when they found me.
 
“Who?” Breslin demanded.  “Isn’t it time you tell us who your captors are?”
Kasnar nodded.  “A Kla Rehn family by the name of Delvehearth.”
Breslin blinked a few times with surprise.  “You say that name as though we should know it.  I’ve never heard of them.”
“Of course you haven’t.  They’re an insignificant moronic bunch of idiots.”
Athos and Venk both managed to stifle their laughs, but Lukas let out a loud giggle.  Venk silently wagged a finger at his son and then tapped his lips with his fingers.  The meaning came through loud and clear.  Lukas composed himself and fell silent.
“What can you tell us about this Delvehearth family?” Breslin inquired, already hating the family for their treatment of his elderly grandfather.  “What did they want with you?”
“Long story short, they wanted me to unlock the secrets of Narian metallurgy.”
“People have been trying to do that for centuries!” Tristofer cried.  “No one has had any luck.  Wait.  Have you?”
“Have I what, Master Tristofer?”
“Had any luck deciphering the mystery of Narian metal?”
Kasnar shook his head.  “None whatsoever.”
“How long have you been at it?” Athos asked, curious.  A quick glance around the area revealed stacks of books and scrolls everywhere.  An open notebook lay on the thin mattress.  Several scrawls could be seen on its open pages. 
“I really can’t remember,” Kasnar admitted, rubbing his gnarled hands together.  “So long that I can’t remember doing anything else.”
 
I was escorted back to Bykram in the company of two adult dwarfs.  I heard the one refer to the other as Bastion, but the identity of the second was never revealed to me.  That night was the only time I had ever seen him since I was quite certain Bastion had plans to eliminate his helper just as soon as I was secured because I never saw Bastion’s assistant again after that day.  I learned Bastion had been watching me from the time I had arrived at Bykram, as he was the mystery client that was responsible for bringing me to the city.  
Bound and concealed by a hooded cloak, I was escorted through the city, unchallenged, as Bastion explained I was a relative that had taken ill.  I was taken to his home and locked securely in a cellar.  I spent enough time in that house to learn, by keeping my ears tuned to anything happening on the other side of the door, that my captor had made a discovery within the last year or so and it was something large enough that he wanted to keep it secret. 
I hadn’t learned the nature of this discovery yet, only that somehow he was profiting off of it.  More expensive furnishings began appearing in the home.  They began to take pride in their appearance as every time I saw Bastion after that point he was decked out in the finest clothes.  The Delvehearths had clearly stumbled onto a fortune, and they were desperate to keep it concealed.
In several years time I was moved to another location, as I had learned Bastion had accumulated enough wealth to purchase a larger, fancier home as his old home had become too small to contain everything he and his wife had purchased.  I also learned that the new home was chosen specifically because of its large storage cellar beneath the residence.  Bastion knew that there’d be no escape from that cellar without proper tools and he watched me constantly to make sure I never got my hands on any.  He wanted all of my knowledge of Nar, and of blacksmithing, and he was prepared to wait as long as necessary to get every last bit of it.
My primary task was to unlock the metallurgical secrets of special pieces of armor I was given.  I told them that I couldn’t do this without having access to information.  Time and time again I was brought more armor, books, and scrolls.  It wasn’t until Bastion had dropped off the second set of books when I realized just what it was that he had found.  The imbecilic lout had located Nar, and wherever he had found it, only he knew how to find it again.  To make matters worse, I learned that’s where the wealth was coming from.  He had found the fabled city I had been searching for and was pillaging it, selling whatever valuables he could find.  To say that I was angry was a serious understatement.
One thing I will give Bastion, though, was he was no fool.  He knew that it would only be a matter of time before his supply of armor was depleted.  If that ever happened, how would he maintain the lifestyle that he and his family had become so obsessed with?  Like so many entrepreneurs before him, he decided if he could learn how to make more armor, he could continue to amass his fortune at an astounding rate.  He had found Nar!  Surely somewhere in the city some blacksmith had kept detailed notes on what the process was for creating more.  Fortunately for us, Bastion was no blacksmith.  He had absolutely no skills with a hammer or chisel.  He would be lost if he ever stepped foot in a foundry.  He was also no scholar, having only mediocre reading skills.  
Bastion realized he needed to find someone that did possess those skills and also was familiar with the deep levels of research necessary to even begin to unlock the Narian secrets.  How would he go about finding such a person?  How could he get them to Bykram?  That’s unfortunately why I became part of this accursed tale.
 
“Wait a moment,” Tristofer interrupted.  “Did Bastion know that he had discovered Nar?”
“I’m coming to that.  Be patient.”
 
I believe I was imprisoned in that basement for nearly a century before one night I fell asleep and awoke in this chamber here.  I can only assume that he had drugged my food.  Upon awakening, and discovering that I was here, I began to explore the room.  I saw, with dismay, that I was in yet another storage room, but this time all signs indicated that I was in Nar itself.  I still couldn’t tell you how to get here from Bykram as the way remains concealed from me.
 
“Don’t worry,” Tristofer assured him.  “We know it.  There’s no way any of us will ever forget it.”
Breslin took a deep breath.  “How were you able to create that mark and such a perfect plan to get us the hammer and reveal Nar’s location?  You’re no wizard.  None of us ever were.”
In the midst of taking a drink of water from a nearby goblet, Kasnar choked.
“Perfect?  You think it was a perfect plan?  Hardly.  You’re right, lad, I’m no spellcaster.  However, that doesn’t mean I didn’t have the time to learn.”
“How does one learn how to cast spells?” Tristofer inquired, insanely curious.
“With time,” Kasnar answered, giving the young scholar a patronizing smile.  “With lots of time.  And it doesn’t hurt to have several Narian spellbooks to guide you along.”
“Narian spellbooks?” Tristofer repeated, shocked.  “Narians practiced jhorun?”
Kasnar reached over to the nearest bookshelf and pulled out a dilapidated blue tome from a stack of books in similar condition.  He passed it to Tristofer, who was dumbstruck.
“Apparently they dabbled,” Kasnar told him.  “And fortunately for me, this volume was mixed in with one of the loads of books I was given by Rahygren, Bastion’s son.”
Tristofer was ecstatic.  “The Narians practiced jhorun!  I knew it!!”
“You did not,” Kasnar argued.  “You just said so yourself.  Now, let me continue.”
“Get to the part where Bastion learns he had found Nar,” Athos told him impatiently.  Although he’d deny it if confronted, he had become completely enraptured by Kasnar’s tale.
Kasnar sighed.  “Fine.”
 
For those of you that are curious how Bastion learned what he had discovered, it was by accident.  For that, let me switch briefly to Bastion’s routine when his gold ran low.  
Eager to hide his new fortune from prying eyes, Bastion only made the journey to Nar once every couple of months.  Once there he’d collect some of the smallest trinkets he could find, which usually meant pieces of jewelry, small weapons, and the like.  Whatever he chose to bring back had to be small enough to be concealed on his person as he didn’t want to be stopped in the streets by anyone. 
One day he came back from one of his pillaging trips with his customary load of jewels and artifacts.  However, on this trip he had found a set of bejeweled wrist bands, and deciding he wanted to keep them for himself, he chose to wear them back.  When he approached his usual contact, an unsavory fellow who stank of rotten fish…
 
“How would you possibly know this?” Athos demanded.  “You said it yourself.  You never left this room.”
“This was prior to my arrival as a prisoner held in Nar,” Kasnar explained.  “Rahygren and Krisken, that would be Rahygren’s wife, have had many heated arguments, many of which I was able to overhear.  The two of them were at each other’s throats constantly.  At any rate, Bastion had brought this character to his house several times, presumably to make riskier and riskier deals.  Apparently this fellow suspected Bastion was holding out on him and wanted a larger and larger cut of the profits in exchange for his silence.”
“I’m surprised Rahygren agreed to that,” Venk murmured.
“He didn’t want to,” Kasnar agreed.  “He must have ranted and raved like a lunatic, if one was to believe Krisken.  As the number of deals increased, their profits decreased, and soon Bastion was berating his son to look for a way to tie up loose ends.”
Venk covered Lukas’ ears with both hands.
“I think we all know what that means.  There’s no need to go into further details.”
Kasnar nodded.  “As you wish.”
 
When Bastion met with the fellow, like he typically did at whatever tavern the two of them frequented, the man noticed the bands immediately.  He demanded to know how Bastion had acquired them.  Thinking quickly, Bastion claimed he had relieved the bands from a drunken traveler.  Liking how they had looked, he decided to keep them.
Apparently Bastion learned of the nature of the bands and where they hailed from because as soon as he returned he threw enough food in my cellar for several weeks and disappeared.  He was absent for three weeks.  If I were to venture a guess I would say that was when Bastion began searching the blacksmith shops.  The search for valuable trinkets was over.  He had discovered a much more lucrative commodity.  Armor.
The armor was the key, Bastion figured.  He had to unlock the secrets of the armor, and in order to do that, he needed a scholar.  He began financing excursions to other cities.  He hired mercenaries to do his searching for him, thereby leaving him with an irrefutable alibi in case any questionable actions had to be taken.  Word trickled back to him of a toymaker who could make wonderful toys and was only interested in exchanging the toys for genuine Narian artifacts.  He had one of his men approach me and claim that they wanted to purchase the most expensive figurine I had available and to personally deliver it to Bykram.  
I’m ashamed to say that I fell for it.
 
“That explains how your path and Bastion’s crossed,” Breslin thoughtfully observed.  “But that doesn’t explain how jhorun became involved.  What happened there?  Bastion simply gave you a spell book?  Didn’t he check the titles before he gave them to you?”
“He couldn’t,” Kasnar said with a shrug.  “He couldn’t read Narian.  I could.  I had been researching it for so long that by then, I had taught it to myself.  To this day I don’t think he realizes what he’s done.  May I finish now?”
“Sorry”.
 
As I was perusing through the latest batch of books delivered by my captor, I was startled to find a tome of spells.  I was so surprised that I flipped the book over and re-verified it was Narian.  It was.  It was written in the same fluid language that the rest of the books had been written in, so this was no fluke.  Narians had jhorun and they obviously had used it.   
I don’t think I need to tell you that I read that book from cover to cover.  Not only did the Narians practice jhorun, but as with the humans, some had become very adept at it.  One such Narian, a skilled spellcaster by the name of Oricfed Galfodin, decided to put his favorite spells to the pen.  That book is the result.
Most of Oricfed’s spells were useless as what need have I to turn brown leather boots black?  But interspersed throughout the book were much more useful spells, such as how to keep metal as hot as you want it without melting it.  While it made for some incredibly interesting reading, it still didn’t help me out of my present predicament.  Nothing in the book was powerful enough to break out of this cell.  Perhaps Rahygren had checked the book after all and since it was harmless, felt he could safely give it to me.  I don’t know.  I was discouraged.  I memorized what spells that I deemed useful and returned to my research as I had Bastion checking on my progress every three or four days.
I kept returning to the volume of spells as I couldn’t help but feel there was something I was missing.  It was a book of spells!  There must be something in there that could help me escape!  Two more hours of fruitless searching yielded no extra insight, so in disgust, I threw the book across the room.  It hit the back wall and slid down on to the mattress, falling open somewhere around the middle of the book.  The scholar in me detested mistreating any type book, so I bent to retrieve it when I noticed the page it had fallen on.  Apparently there were two pages that had been stuck together, and the jolt against the wall and separated them.  While parts of the page had ripped away, as whatever adhesive was holding the two pages together were too strong to break, the note on the page was still legible.  
It was simply entitled ‘layering’.
 
“As in the layering of spells?” Tristofer eagerly asked.  “Shardwyn started to tell us how complicated a multi-layered spell can be.”
“I’m not familiar with that name.  I’m assuming he’s a wizard?”
Tristofer shook his head.  “Yes.”
 
The note was only three sentences long, but it was enough to get my hopes soaring again.  Oricfed wrote that it was possible to combine two spells together and make them work in tandem with one another.  Everyone with me so far?
 
Breslin, Athos, Venk, Lukas, and Tristofer all nodded excitedly.
 
Good.  I thought back to what this book contained.  Spells.  Lots and lots of small insignificant spells that individually are inconsequential, but when layered with another, render completely unexpected results.  I resolved right then that I had to master each and every spell contained in the book.  And, funnily enough, I had to come to terms with the fact that I clearly had some level of jhorun in me as I could perform several of the less complex spells contained in the book and attain successful results.
You can imagine I kept this hidden from Rahygren.  Every time he left me alone I’d retrieve that book and begin to experiment.  Let me tell all of you that when it comes to mastering your jhorun, it’s not an easy thing to do.
 
“How did you do it?” Tristofer softly inquired.
“With time,” Kasnar answered.  “Something that I had lots of.”
 
I began with a spell that would sketch out the dimensions of the room I was in.  The spell was designed for cartographers, and I figured if I could make it draw out my chambers here, then I could start from there.  
It took many attempts to get it right.  Jhorun is very fickle.  Your mind plays just as an important role as does the spell itself.  If you’re not thinking clearly about what you want the spell to do then it can easily backfire or give you unexpected results.  I won’t bore you with the details, but suffice to say that after much trial and error I could get it to map out not only my room but the existing city of Nar.  
Consequently, Nar is much larger than I ever dreamt it’d be.
With that spell mastered, I moved on to the others.  I learned so many, and could perform them so well, that I then started to experiment with layering.  I fetched a fresh sheet of parchment, laid it on the table there, and tried my cartography spell once more, only this time I added in a seeker’s spell, specifying I wanted to know where my family was by showing me on the map.  At the same time I imagined holding a map of Lentari, with dots indicating where my family was at that moment.
It didn’t go over so well.  I got my map of Lentari, but it had so many dots all over it that I could barely recognize the map for what it was.  I tried again.  And again.  And again.  Each time I got something a little different.  
With luck, and a little perseverance, I chanced upon the key to making a multi-layered spell work.  You had to have all possible outcomes planned out.  Give it a ‘if this happens then do that’ clause.  I went through every formulation I could think of and asked yet again for the seeker/cartography spell to show me my family.  A single dot appeared, and it was right over the Bohanis where Borahgg was.
I was elated!  I modified the spell to map out the city of Borahgg and then show me where my family was.  I cried right then.  There, in the family home that I remembered, was a dot with a tiny label next to it:  Neika.  Maelnar was nearby, as were several of my siblings and their children.  It had worked!
I should also mention here that it had taken me several months just to modify my spell from showing me my family in Lentari to showing them in Borahgg.  It wasn’t easy, but it was possible, and that gave me hope.
Now that I knew I could do it, I expanded my experiments and tried to see if I could find inanimate objects.  I thought back to my home and knew that Neika would never do anything to the map I had received from the little human girl all those years ago, so I began the painstaking process of modifying the spell to no longer look for my family but instead, display the location of the map in Borahgg.
Sure enough, a tiny dot appeared on my map.  It was right where I remembered it being, namely in my home.  I decided to see if anyone else in Borahgg had anything from Nar, so I modified my map again to see if there were other types of Narian artifacts nearby.  You can imagine my dismay when after six months of creating my spell, nothing appeared on the paper.
To make sure I had the spell right, I thought back to my favorite chisel back in my workshop.  I modified the spell, again, to find and display that tool on my map.  It worked!  It was still in my workshop, provided my workshop was still mine.  The map merely displayed the chisel’s location; it didn’t tell me whether or not the workshop was still mine.  I had hoped it was.  
 
“Why not just send a message?” Venk interrupted.  “Why go to so much trouble to create a multi-layer spell when a simple plea for help would have sufficed?”
“Rahygren began to suspect I was up to no good,” Kasnar answered.  “Bastion had passed away years ago, and unfortunately for me, Rahygren took over the family business.  He was much smarter than his father ever was.  He kept a much closer eye on me.  The only way I was allowed to work on the spell was by convincing him that I was attempting to decipher ancient pictographs.  I knew he would only believe that story for so long, but I had to try.  I needed time.  The problem was, I had run out.”
“What do you mean?” Venk asked as he nervously looked around, as though Rahygren himself would jump out of the shadows at any moment.
“Suspecting I was plotting something, and in retrospect I can only figure it was because my attitude had gone through a complete reversal because I was happy, even hopeful.  I guess I hadn’t ever been like that because Rahygren grew very nervous.  A week later that behemoth of a door had been installed.”
Everyone turned to look at the heavily damaged iron door fifteen feet away.
“I needed a way to defeat the door.  Rahygren alone had the key, which he kept on a pendant he wore at all times.  There was no way to wrest it away from him as I had become old and feeble.  He had me stymied, and he knew it.  What he didn’t know, though, is that I had a few tricks up my own sleeves.  I just needed time.  And thankfully, that’s what he gave me since he was certain there was no way I was ever going to get through that door without the key.
 
Confident in my new-found abilities, I began to formulate an escape plan.  First, I had to solve the door problem.  I remembered reading something about special tools the Narians favored.  I only remembered something about having special enhanced power.  Maybe something like that could break the door down?  I had to look, and now thanks to the spell book and my ability to find inanimate objects, I might be able to find something Topside that could be used to free me.
The seeker/cartography spell took close to a year to write.  It was the most complex spell I had ever written, but if I wanted to be successful, I knew I had to be as thorough as possible.  Any changes once it had been completed would necessitate a year long wait to plot it all out again.  Once I was done, I activated the spell and held my breath.  Would there even be anything out there to find, let alone be useful enough to be able to help me attain the freedom I so craved?
My map lit up with speckled dots.  Turns out remnants of the once mighty Narian people were everywhere.  The problem was, however, I didn’t know enough about what could be out there to include that in the spell.  
 
“No labels,” Breslin guessed.
Kasnar nodded.
 
There were plenty of things to find, but not enough information to identify.  What I needed now was to figure out what I was looking for.  What was capable of breaking down that door?  Maybe a chisel to cut away the stone from the locking bars?  Perhaps a file to cut my way through the door?  Perhaps a drill to bore through the locking mechanism?  
The answer came when I learned of the existence of the power hammers.  There was a tool that was capable of pulverizing the largest boulders with minimal effort.  Surely a tool of this magnitude could help me out.  However, the more I researched, the more I realized that their hammers were closely guarded secrets.  Apparently their construction was passed from father to son by word of mouth only.  
My gaze dropped to my map.  I had the means to locate one!  Surely I must try!  Hopeful again, I returned to my spellbook and began crafting an even more complex spell, as this time I needed to narrow my focus.  After a year and a half I was ready.  I activated the spell.  Much to my chagrin, nothing appeared.  There were simply no power hammers left in existence.  My hopes fell.  Then the tinker in me wondered if the parts to make one still existed.  I went back to my books and learned there were four parts comprising a power hammer:  handle, head, counterweight, and helix.
 
“You’re talking about the ruby whorl, right?” Tristofer asked.
“To the Narians, it was simply a helix,” Kasnar explained.
 
Two years later I was ready yet again.  I activated the spell and waited to see what would happen.  Four dots appeared on my map.  I held my breath.  Since I had specified I wanted one of each component, I knew that I had found what I was looking for.  My luck held!
I studied the four areas on the map where the dots were.  One was in a tiny lake.  Another was in a waterfall on the eastern coast.  The third location was in the Selekais.
 
“And the fourth?” Athos prompted.
Venk regarded his brother with such an incredulous look that Athos was taken aback.
“What?  What’d I miss?”
“The fourth is Dual Tree.”
“Oh, right.  Forgot about that.  Sorry.”
Kasnar gingerly picked the hammer up and inspected it.  Turning it over and over in his hands, he looked up at his grandson.
“Which location held which component?”
Breslin tapped the hammer’s head.  “This we found at the waterfall.  The weight was at the bottom of the nixie lake, and the gem was in the collection of a Zweigelan.  The helix was a real pleasure to obtain, let me tell you.”
Surprised, Kasnar smoothed down his long thin beard.  “Really?”
“No.  I was joking.”
“Ah.”  
Kasnar closed his eyes and gave the appearance of having fallen asleep.  Breslin eyed the others before subtly clearing his throat.  Kasnar’s eyes snapped open.
“I’m still alive, lad.”
“We thought you had fallen asleep.”
“Oh.  It’s a distinct possibility.”  Kasnar chuckled.  “Will you answer me something?”
Breslin nodded.  “Of course.”
“Was there an entrance to Nar in the cave under the tree?”
Breslin nodded again.  “Aye.  That’s how we entered the mountain.”
The frail old dwarf clapped his hands with glee.  “I knew it!  If only I had time to look!”
“It’s good that you didn’t,” Breslin pointed out.
Kasnar sat up straighter.  “Eh?  How so?”
“Had you gone into the mountain, you would have encountered a sealed Narian door.  Without a helix, you wouldn’t have made it very far.”
“And because you had the hammer, you were allowed to pass,” Kasnar thoughtfully observed.
“Exactly,” Breslin confirmed.
“I think it’s high time we got out of here,” Venk declared as he rose to his feet.  He pulled Lukas up as well.  “I don’t know about any of you, but I’d like to be long gone from here before our gracious host returns.”
Breslin scrambled to his feet.  He gently picked up his grandfather and set him on the ground.  Kasnar slapped his hands away.
“I may not be as young as you,” the wizened little dwarf snapped as he straightened as much of his three and a half foot frame as he could, “but I am no invalid.  I can walk.”
“We may have to run,” Athos pointed out as he pulled his large battle axe from his back.  He also pulled his smaller close-range axe and began fussing with his two baldrics crisscrossing across his back.
“What are you doing?” Venk wanted to know.  He caught his brother’s large single-bladed black axe as it was thrown to him.
“Can you carry that for me?”
Comprehension dawned.  Venk nodded and fastened the axe to his baldric so that it lay next to his crossbow.  Having finished arranging the leather straps, Athos motioned for Breslin to pick his grandfather up and place him in the harness he had created on his pack.  Nodding gratefully, Breslin moved towards his grandfather.
“Don’t even think about it,” Kasnar warned.  “I’ll not be slung over anyone’s shoulder like a slab of meat, thank you very much.”
Frustration flared.  
“Want to see grandmother again?” Breslin snapped.  
Kasnar’s mouth closed.
“I thought so.  This is not ideal, but it’ll get us out of here.  Master Athos is right.  I have a sneaking suspicion we’ll need to make a speedy departure.  There we go.”
Breslin easily lifted his frail grandfather onto Athos’ back and strapped him into place.  Once he was sure Kasnar was secure, he picked up Athos’ smaller axe and added it to his own belt.
“Everyone ready?  Let’s go.”
Tristofer was flabbergasted.
“We can’t go!  We’re in Nar!  We have so much to do!”
“What’s more important?” Breslin countered back at him.  “Stay here longer to look around and run the risk of running into this Rahygren fellow or getting out of here in one piece so you can be the one to announce the discovery of Nar?”
Tristofer hurriedly slung his pack over his shoulder.  
“It can wait.”
Breslin grunted.  “I thought as much.  Let’s go.  As soon as we make it outside Rhamalli can take us back to the valley just as quickly as he can.  Rhamalli, is there any chance you can hear us?”
The dragon’s voice was silent.  The dragons’ faculties were impressive, but there were limits.
“We’re too far inside the mountain.  Let’s get outside.  Everyone stick together.”
They followed their own tracks through the dust and emerged back into the large main hall.  Every few feet they’d all hear a cry of anguish as Kasnar spotted example after example of Nar’s desecration by the Delvehearth family.
“A pox on that accursed family,” Kasnar muttered softly to himself.  “No amount of punishment is fit for the crimes this city has suffered.”
“What about what they did to you?” Lukas asked, looking up at the old man riding on his uncle’s back.  “They kept you here for so long.  Aren’t you angry about that?”
“Aye, I am, young master,” Kasnar admitted as he smiled down at the underling.  “I forgave the Delvehearths years ago.”
“Why?” the underling inquired.
“Because I was raised to see the good in everyone, no matter how foul the person.  They imprisoned me, aye.  They kept me away from my family, aye.  I choose not to dwell on that.  Instead, I look forward to seeing my beloved Neika again.  I yearn to see my son again, and get to know any other family members I haven’t met.  For that matter, I look forward to getting to know Breslin here.  He was but a very young lad when I left.”
“You will, grandfather,” Breslin called back from the front of their group.  “You will.  I promise.”
Emerging into the rapidly enlightening room, Breslin came to a sudden stop.  He held up his arm and signaled the others to stop as well.  Standing in front of the main door, blocking any attempts of escape, were five dwarves.  All were outfitted in confiscated Narian armor and all had crossbows drawn, loaded, and ready to fire.  All five were aimed straight at them.
“That’s far enough,” a gruff voice barked out at them.  “Lay down your arms and surrender before we turn you into a pincushion.”  
 
 
 



Chapter 13 – Just Say No to Bullying
 
 
The first thing Venk noticed was that the owner of the voice was wearing a set of Narian armor that was encrusted with glittering diamonds and sapphires.  It had to be the most exquisite suit of armor he had ever seen.  To Venk, it looked as though the armor was meant to be displayed rather than worn.  Also immediately apparent was that the five angry dwarves facing them hadn’t known how to properly assemble the complex suit of armor.
The cuirasses weren’t sitting snug against their chests, the greaves hung loosely against their legs, and even the gauntlets threatened to slide off their arms as they could see several of the metal gloves constantly clanking about as if they were several sizes too large.  If Venk didn’t know any better, he would have guessed that this was the first time any of them had ever worn a suit of armor other than the customary leather armor most dwarves were fond of.  What had happened?  Had Rahygren discovered their presence in the city and then returned to Bykram to get reinforcements?
The second thing Venk noticed was a large device set up on a tripod.  It was big, bulky, and, Venk thought with mild surprise, gave the impression of a device that had been created to do dastardly deeds.  It had a long, cylindrical barrel consisting of straight metal tubes that were attached to each other, forming the perimeter of the barrel.  The ring of metal tubes was at least three feet long and overall, the device extended several feet above their heads.  
Venk squinted as he studied the wicked looking device.  One end of the barrel was pointed straight at them, while the other end of the barrel disappeared into the heart of the machine.  Next to the barrel’s base was what looked like a hand crank.  One of Rahygren’s henchmen had a hand on this handle.  Stacked nearby were a dozen or so wooden crates.  Venk nodded.  He was right.  This thing had been created for sinister purposes.
“I see you admiring my arrow launcher,” the lead dwarf gloated.  “It has the capabilities of firing dozens of arrows a minute while you’ll be lucky to get off a few shots.  Just one of the many lucrative discoveries I’ve found in here.  Now, for the last time, surrender!”
The other two henchmen were each holding a dense, compact shield a quarter of the size of a normal shield.  Both shields were an ugly tarnished bronze color and had seen better days as each shield had scuffs, dents, and several scratches.  Each henchman held their shield as though it alone was what was keeping them alive.
“You must be Rahygren,” Breslin spat out, standing up to his full height.  He pulled the power hammer from his belt and held it menacingly.  “I hold you and your family responsible for desecrating the lost city of Nar.  We will not be the ones surrendering.  You will.”
Rahygren lost his smug smile as his eyes fell on the power hammer.  He started sputtering so bad that no one could understand him.
“How did you…  Where did you… I don’t know how you…  New plan.  You give me that hammer there and I’ll let you choose the manner in which you die.  That is my one and only offer to you.”
Sensing the situation was about to get violent, the two henchmen on either side of Rahygren held up their shields.  After a few seconds of silence, both shields emitted several pinging noises as they began expanding their size.  Moments later each shield was easily three times the size of a normal shield and twice as massive.  Unfortunately, both henchmen had their arms forcibly yanked down to the ground as both discovered that neither could carry a shield of that size and weight.  
Venk eyed Breslin, who returned his puzzled expression.  Hadn’t these people ever used this equipment before?  If so then wouldn’t they have known how big those shields would have become and therefore would have been better prepared?  Instead, both of Rahygren’s accomplices were now trying to lift the shields off the ground and wield them like they would have done a normal shield.  However, as strong as most dwarves were, they were unable to lift the heavy shield more than a few inches off the ground and even then, only for a few moments.
“What’s going on here?” Athos whispered to his brother.  “Were those things designed for the humans?  This doesn’t make any sense.”
“It makes perfect sense,” Breslin whispered back.  “I’m willing to bet they’ve never stepped foot in Nar before.”
“Nonsense,” Tristofer argued, as he and Lukas inched closer.  “They obviously have.”
“Rahygren has, aye, but not them,” Breslin argued.  “Look at them!  They’re lost!  They keep looking about the cavern as though they’ve never seen it before.  And, I’m quite sure they haven’t.”
Understanding, Athos nodded.  “Hired mercenaries.”
Breslin nodded.  He turned back to his grandfather’s captor.  He nodded his head towards the two men still grappling with the cumbersome shields.
“Having technical difficulties, are you?”
Rahygren’s annoyed face turned livid with rage.  “Enough talk!  Kill them!  Kill them all!  Leave no survivors!”
One of the two henchmen wielding one of the giant, useless shields, suddenly squatted and reached down to his belt to pull off an oblong object the size of a clenched fist.  He tinkered with it for a second or two before it began ticking loudly.  Quickly rising to his feet, he looked straight at Breslin and threw the object directly at him.
The ticking device began expanding in size much the same way the shields did.  In just a matter of a few seconds the object had turned into a boulder large enough to be thrown from a trebuchet.  It was going to hit Breslin at any moment.  
Venk watched as Breslin calmly stood his ground as the artificial boulder approached.  Gripping the power hammer tightly, he waited until the boulder was directly upon him, swinging just before the metal boulder could make contact.  There was a loud clang and the boulder suddenly reversed directions, heading back the way it had come.  The henchman who had thrown the boulder watched in utter disbelief as the huge metal object flew unerringly straight towards him.  Before he could think to run away, the boulder landed on him with a great crashing of metal.  Thankfully the indestructible Narian armor refused to be crushed, thus sparing the henchman’s life.  Fortunately for them it meant the goon was now pinned and unable to move.
“What are you waiting for?” Rahygren demanded as he swung his gaze back to the arrow shooter.  “Fire!  Kill them!” 
The accomplice standing next to the arrow shooter began cranking the handle.  The metal tubes started to spin.  Suddenly the air was filled with arrows whooshing by at an alarming rate.  The thug was enjoying the power of the device had bestowed upon him as an evil smile had appeared on his face.  The shooter spun to the left and sighted Lukas, standing next to Tristofer and Breslin.
Small nuggets of stone flew through the air as dozens of arrows slammed into the rock wall.  Unfortunately, the arrows were getting dangerously close as the thug manning the apparatus had aimed it their way.  Venk had to get to his son to protect him!
He hurried towards Lukas, intent on throwing himself into the line of fire if necessary, but it turned out he didn’t have to.  Breslin stepped in front of the boy and took the full brunt of the relentless attack.  Arrow after arrow struck Breslin on his chest, pummeling him hard enough that he had to take a few steps backward.  However, thanks to a set of armor that had been in his family for years (and now that Venk had heard the old dwarf’s tale, knew how Breslin had acquired it) the arrows fell harmlessly to the ground.  Not only was the armor not receiving the slightest blemish from the relentless assault of arrows, it also appeared to be absorbing the impacts, so there was no threat of ricocheting arrows.  
Puzzled by the lack of injury his weapon should have been inflicting, the accomplice manning the arrow shooter looked to Rahygren for advice.
“Don’t stop firing, moron!” Rahygren screamed at his accomplice.  “Keep going!”
“So that’s why your armor never appears dented,” Athos observed, appearing at Breslin’s side.  “It’s Narian!”
Breslin shrugged.  “It’s a little known secret.  One that I trust you will keep to yourself?”
Athos nodded.  He caught sight of the shooter being reloaded.  Athos hooked an arm through Breslin’s and picked up his nephew.  He looked at Tristofer and shoved him forward with his shoulder.  
“Move, scholar!  Find cover!  Hurry before that infernal machine starts up again!  Venk!  Get over here, now!”
Right on cue, the arrows began appearing again, zipping by dangerously close.  Athos steered them towards a group of large, crumbling slabs of stone that might have been used for tables at some point in time.  Athos squatted and hooked his shoulder under the slab; Venk mirrored his actions a few moments later.  They both heaved, fully expecting the table to tip onto its side.  It didn’t budge.
“Breslin!” Venk snapped.  “We need to tip this thing over!  Hurry!”
Breslin whipped out the power hammer and gave the stone slab a solid thunk, thinking it’d be more than adequate to get the job done.  The resulting blow didn’t knock the table over, but it did start a series of spidery cracks that crisscrossed across the surface.  Moments later the table collapsed into a pile of gravel.
With a curse, Venk pulled his son close and crouched low behind a second table.  
“Just knock it over,” Venk told Breslin.  “You don’t need to destroy it.”
Breslin harrumphed and readied a swing.  The deadly arrows were rapidly approaching as the arrow shooter was adjusted yet again.  They had perhaps three seconds before they’d be in serious trouble.  Breslin dropped to his knees and swung at one of the three supports holding the slab off the floor.  The left support shattered instantly.  The slab lurched forward, but still held under the weight of the other two stone support pillars.  Breslin pummeled the right and tapped the hammer against the center.  The second broke while the center pillar started cracking noisily.  Moments later, off balance, the front part of the slab slid forward and smacked heavily onto the ground while the rear of the table remained upright, held in place by the last support column.   
All five of them ducked behind the table as the barrage of arrows began pounding away at their makeshift cover.
“We’re not going to last long if we don’t do something!” Athos angrily told them.  “Think they’re going to run out of arrows?  Think again.  See all those nearby boxes?  I just watched them reload that device of theirs.  They have hundreds and hundreds of arrows.”
Breslin tried to peek up and over the lip of their upturned table but had to dart back down again as three arrows were instantly fired his way.
“I’m open for suggestions.”
Tristofer pushed his way past Venk and Athos and grabbed Breslin’s arm.  Maintaining a surprisingly strong grip on his arm, the scholar yanked him over to where he had been crouched.  
“What are you doing?  Blast it, Tristofer, I don’t have time for this!  We must – what is all of this?”
Breslin had finally noticed several rows of mathematical calculations scrawled out on the stone floor.  Also visible was a big black X that had been marked on the wall.  Curiosity getting the better of him, Breslin turned back to the scholar and noticed that Tristofer’s hands were black.  In fact, his right hand still clutched a lump of charcoal he must have fished out of one of his pockets.  Tristofer pointed at the X.
“Here!  Quickly!  Hit this spot with your hammer!”
“What?  Tristofer, we don’t –”
“Stop arguing with me and for once, do as I say!  Hit it!  Now!!”
Gritting his teeth, Breslin cocked his arm and swung a good, solid blow at the wall, directly on the X.  Such was the force of the blow that the surface of the wall with the X on it completely broke apart and tumbled to the ground, followed closely by a larger chunk of the wall.  Then they heard snapping and cracking as a set of cracks snaked up the wall towards the cavern’s ceiling.  Not stopping there, the cracks continued across, knocking loose several large stalactites unlucky enough to be in the way.  One particularly large stalactite also lay in the approaching crack’s path.  After appearing as though the enormous stalactite had successfully stopped the cracking rock’s noisy progress across the ceiling, the jagged line reappeared on the other side of the rock formation and continued towards the far side of the cavern.  
The stalactite suddenly tipped to the left and dropped down a foot or so.  The rock anchoring the stalactite to the ceiling continued to break until it finally surrendered the battle and relinquished its grip on the stony icicle.  With a loud crack, it fell from the ceiling and plummeted straight down, destroying everything in its path.  Fortunately for Breslin and his companions, the arrow shooter was sitting directly below it.  
Rahygren’s henchman dove out of the way just as several tons of calcium carbonate crushed the Narian apparatus flat.
While Rahygren cursed and swore at his bad luck, Breslin shooed everyone through an open door leading to a small courtyard.  Silently they ran, retracing their steps back to the imperial palace.
“We only have a few minutes while Rahygren regroups,” Breslin warned, easily matching the sprint that Venk and Athos had set.  
With Kasnar still strapped securely to his back, Athos snatched up his nephew and tossed him to his brother.  Venk slung Lukas over his shoulder and ran.  Not even Kasnar’s extra weight, or Lukas’, could have slowed the two brothers down as they sprinted through the deserted streets.  On and on they ran, stopping only long enough for Breslin to unlock a sealed door they had come across.  Once they were all through, Tristofer called out to his companions.
“Wait a moment.”  He was clutching at a painful stitch in his side and couldn’t seem to catch his breath.  “There weren’t any sealed doors on the way to the palace last time.  We must have made a wrong turn somewhere.”
“Would you like to go back and see whereabouts we went wrong?” Breslin sarcastically asked.  He, too, was panting heavily.  Dwarves, with their short legs, just weren’t meant for running.
“I’m closing this door,” Athos declared.  He pushed the circular door closed and once he verified it wouldn’t open unless one had a ruby helix, like the one on Breslin’s hammer, he turned to his companions.  “So if we’re lost, how do we find the palace?”
“If you would have listened to me, this wouldn’t have happened.”
Athos twisted his head to look over his right shoulder.
“What did you say, old man?”
Kasnar cuffed Athos on the back of his head, knocking his helmet down over his eyes.
“I tried to tell you before we were headed the wrong way but you didn’t pay attention.”
Athos growled as he tipped his helmet back into place.
“Then speak up.  Everyone’s running.  I’m running.  Unless you shout it out, I won’t be able to hear you.  Do you know which way to the palace or not?”
Kasnar smacked Athos’ helmet again, once more causing his vision to be blocked.  
“There’s no need to be rude, Master Athos.  Turn left here, then follow the street east.  It’ll lead straight to the palace.”
“How do you know?” Venk asked, careful to stand far enough away from his brother so that he was out of Kasnar’s reach.
The frail dwarf pointed at a nearby sign, covered with unfamiliar symbols.
“Because the sign says so.”
“It could say anything,” Tristofer protested, unhappy he wasn’t able to read the Narian script.  “You could just be making this up.”
Kasnar leaned forward and peered at Tristofer closely.  
“Aren’t you a scholar?  How can you be a professed expert on Narian culture and not be able to read a simple sign that says, ‘This way to the palace’?  It’s the first thing I learned how to do.  If you can understand archaic dwarfish, then Narian script should not be that far off.”
“Archaic dwarfish?  Is that why the script looks familiar?”
Kasnar looked down at Athos and leaned over to whisper in his ear.
“How long have you had to travel with him?”
Athos snorted so loudly that his own exhaled breath shook his mustache, which promptly tickled his nose.
“Gah!  Stop that!”
While Athos rubbed his nose to get the prickly sensations to pass, Breslin turned to look back the way they had come.  Thankfully no one could hear any indications they were being pursued.  However, chances were that Rahygren and his men had probably guessed that they intended to hole up in the palace and more than likely knew the direct route there.  Breslin and his companions had unwisely chosen the scenic route.
“Stop dawdling and get moving!” Kasnar scolded him, snapping him out of his reverie.  “We’d better get to the palace before they do.  Hurry!”
Once more they were running like mad, only this time no one spoke so they could all hear Kasnar’s directions.
“Up this street.  Turn right once you clear that large pile of rubble.”
The group turned right and ran past quiet storefronts.
“Now left here, and then an immediate right.”
On and on they ran.  Venk thought his lungs were going to burst.  Finally, after what felt like hours of running, when in actuality it had only been about ten minutes, they were once more standing in the large courtyard against the eastern wall of the great cavern.  There, as before, was the large arched doorway leading into the imperial palace.  However, now it was guarded by a lone henchman, who was standing alertly in front of the slightly ajar palace doors.  
“Wizards be damned,” Breslin swore.  Had Rahygren managed to get here first?  If so, where was he?  
“I think there’s only one,” Athos reported as he skimmed the area from the safety of the distant street corner.  
“What do we do now?” Tristofer asked.  “The longer we wait the more likely it is that our adversaries catch up!”
Venk felt a tap on his shoulder and turned around.  Athos was gently lowering his passenger to the ground.
“Take Kasnar.  I’ll deal with this.”
“What do you think you’ll be able to do?” Venk asked.  He pushed his way over until he was standing directly in his brother’s path.  “You have no idea what weapons they have, or what they can do.  Don’t even think about doing something as crazy as this.”
Ignoring his brother, Athos looked over at Breslin.  “Be ready to run.  Venk, damn it, put on the harness and let Kasnar back in.”
For once, Venk did as he was told.  Once the old man was sitting comfortably on his back, Venk turned to Athos.
“What’s your plan?”
Athos pulled out both of his orixes and flicked his wrists, snapping both of them open.
“I’m going to create a distraction.”
Giving Lukas a fond pat on his head, Athos quietly snuck off towards the castle, keeping in the darkened shadows of nearby buildings where the illuminated gold chain didn’t venture.  Getting as close as he dared, Athos lined up the mercenary in his sights and cocked an arm.  He’d made more difficult shots than this back home, so getting an orix to buzz directly in front of the unsuspecting guard should be a piece of cake.
Crossing his fingers and hoping for the best, Athos hurled his green orix.  He watched it spin majestically through the air as it continued its elliptical orbit around the courtyard.  Hoping he’d put enough of a spin on the weapon to keep the flight path tight, he watched as it whistled by the guard, coming within two feet of the guard’s head.
Athos watched as the guard snapped to attention.  The guard slowly swung his gaze around the courtyard, looking for whatever it was that had caught his attention.  The problem was, Athos noted with disgust, he hadn’t abandoned his post.  Yet.  
Time for another try.
Having already caught the orix as it returned to its thrower, Athos threw the weapon again, this time increasing the spin and changing the angle at which it was thrown.  This caused the orix to spin faster and widen its orbit.  Once more the emerald green orix buzzed by the guard, but this time it was several feet away.  Confused, the guard stared at the rapidly moving object.  He cocked his head this way and that as he tried to determine what it was he was looking at.
Athos caught the spinning weapon before the guard looked his way and this time fired off his gold orix.  Not giving much thought to where he was aiming, as he had thrown it on the spur of the moment, Athos watched, horrified, as the orix spiraled closer to its target.
“Tell me I didn’t, tell me I didn’t,” Athos repeated to himself, hoping he hadn’t blown his cover by throwing the orix too close to the target.  
It was close, very close, but at least it didn’t strike the guard.  But, it did whiz by close enough where the guard could feel the wind from its passing.  Athos smiled.  The guard was now frowning.  He had to be thinking some that type of animal was trying to lure him away, presumably from a nest.  The guard pulled out an axe and waited for the creature to return.
Athos threw the green orix again, this time so that it would circle a little farther away.  The guard followed a few steps.  Next, the gold orix circled by, and the guard moved another few paces away.  In this manner Athos led the guard directly towards a darkened alley while watching his companions inch ever closer to the palace.
 
“He’s doing it!” Tristofer whispered excitedly.  “The guard is moving off!  We’ll be able to sneak back inside the palace in just a few moments!”
Breslin and Venk watched as the unsuspecting guard moved further and further away from his position at the palace entrance.  Breslin was impressed.  Athos was a master with his two orixes.  He had the weapons skirting around buildings, darting through open windows, and even brushing by the guard with only inches to spare.  They all watched as the guard, wearing a determined expression on his face, ducked into the darkened alley to investigate.
Everyone heard it:  the type of sharp metallic clang which signified someone had just taken a blow to the head.  Had it been Athos?  Should one of them go check to make sure he was alright? 
Venk squared his shoulders and was about to run across the open courtyard to see whether or not his brother needed help when Breslin grabbed his arm and pulled him to a stop.
“Our time just ran out.  Listen!  They approach from the north!”
Everyone listened quietly.  Venk cursed to himself.  Breslin was right.  They were coming, and from the sounds of it, they were approaching fast.  Without checking to see what the others were going to do, Venk taxed his tiring lungs to the breaking point by sprinting across the street to the palace door.  A quick backwards check verified that everyone was not only behind him but were easily keeping up.  He must be tiring.
Breslin reached the palace door first and grabbed Lukas.  He tossed him, single-handedly, up and over the crunched chair and through the open door.  He looked up in time to see the scholar stare at him in shock.
“Tristofer, get inside!  Hurry!”
Venk hurdled the crumpled chair propping the door open and turned around in time to see someone dressed in a full suit of golden armor, just like the one Rahygren’s man had been wearing, run from one darkened street to another.  Was that Athos?  It had to be.  If it had been one of their adversaries then he would have come straight at them.
Breslin swung the power hammer at the chair in a desperate bid to dislodge the bent metal seat that had been keeping the huge palace door open.  However, Kasnar’s captor had just appeared from the shadows and was now running all out to get to the door first.
The first blow echoed noisily all throughout the street.  The crumpled chair bent inwards even further, but since the chair had been made of the same metal that the famous armor had been made of, it refused to break.  
Shocked that the chair hadn’t been knocked loose by the ferocity of the blow, Breslin hit it again.  And again.  The only thing he accomplished was to wedge the damaged remains of the chair further into the wall and the door.  There’d be no dislodging that chair now.
Cursing, Breslin gathered up Lukas and ran after Venk and Kasnar.  Tristofer barely kept up.
“Through there,” Kasnar instructed, pointing to an open doorway on the left.  “You’ll find a long hallway.  Take the second door on your left.  Hurry!”
Trusting Kasnar to know what we was doing, Breslin followed the two of them deep into the heart of the palace, ducking through unremarkable doorways and sprinting down endless hallways.  
Kasnar suddenly pointed to another arched door, one that had been damaged and was incapable of closing.
“In there.  Go!”
“But the door won’t close!” Breslin protested, giving the broken door an angry glance.
“Irrelevant.  Trust me!”
Once they were inside the room, Tristofer gasped with surprise.  The room was almost the size of the entry courtyard.  The floors were completely covered with a type of marble that had tiny gold flakes all throughout, causing the entire ground to give off an eerie glow.  Hallways and doors were everywhere.
“This is the king and queen’s private chambers,” Kasnar told them.  He pointed at a statue of a stoic dwarf sitting resolutely on a gilded throne.  “Just behind the statue is a hidden door.  Find it.  Open it.  Hurry!”
Venk set Kasnar down and joined Breslin in inspecting the walls.  Smoky gray quartz lined every bit of the walls in the royal chambers, and it appeared for all intents and purposes to be a single unbroken surface.  There was no way a door could be hidden there.  Kasnar had to have been mistaken.
Breslin gave an exasperated sigh.  “There’s nothing here, grandfather.  No door.”  He pulled the hammer from his belt.  “I can make one, though.”
Kasnar irritably pushed by his grandson and ran a withered hand across the smooth quartz.  His hand stopped about eye level.  A tiny indentation was revealed.  Had that always been there?  Kasnar pushed.  With a loud click, a doorway formed and swung inward.
“Get inside!  All of you!”
“But it’s dark in there!” Tristofer whined, leaning around their frail guide to peer inside the dark opening.
Venk shoved Lukas through the dark doorway while simultaneously grabbing Tristofer’s beard and pulling him forward.
“Ow!  How rude!  You don’t have to –”
Breslin elbowed him in the stomach as he pushed the door closed.  A few moments later a three foot section of golden chain, embedded in the ceiling overhead, began to glow, giving off a welcome, albeit cold light.  
Breslin placed his ear to the door.  Venk did the same.   He looked at his son and held a finger to his lips.
Rahygren had arrived in the room.
Tristofer tapped Venk on the shoulder.  Venk promptly brushed it aside, much like he’d do with an annoying insect.  Tristofer tapped again.  Annoyed, Venk turned around.  Then his mouth fell open.  Without turning back around, Venk nudged Breslin, whose own reaction mirrored his.
They were in an armory.  Not a large armory designed to equip a battalion of men, but enough to arm several people should the need arise.  This was one of the Narian king’s four private armories, Kasnar explained.  This one had been designed to be used for emergency purposes only.  
“How did you know this was here?” Tristofer wanted to know.
“I saw the door here a number of years ago,” Kasnar explained, correctly guessing what his companions were thinking.  “As you can imagine, I decided to keep the information to myself.”
“You clearly had access to the city,” Tristofer argued.  “Why didn’t you just escape?”
“Look at me.  Do I look like I could overpower my captor?  I had an escort everywhere I went.  I think once Rahygren knew I was incapable of escaping he deliberately allowed me out of my room.  However, only with an escort.”
“That’s mean,” Lukas softly exclaimed.
“Tell me about it,” Kasnar agreed.
Three suits of armor, including one that was practically oozing with jewels, sat somberly on their display stands.  Three shields, adorned with the Narian crest, an upside-down hammer amidst a purple backdrop of elegant scrollwork, was visible on each.  Half a dozen swords, short swords, axes, and daggers were also sitting neatly on their shelves.  All sported a layer of dust several inches thick.  
Breslin, Venk, and Tristofer each moved to the suits of armor and began dusting them off, as though seeing the wondrous suits looking anything less than pristine was offensive.
“You already have a set,” Venk told Breslin.  He reverently picked up a helmet, dusted it off on his trousers, and started to replace his own.
“Leave it,” Kasnar whispered.  “There are more important things in here to worry about than that infernal armor.”
Venk looked longingly back at the glittering pieces of silver and gold.  It was genuine Narian armor!  It was easily worth a king’s fortune!  
“I said to let it go, lad,” Kasnar softly told him.  “It’s only a matter of time before we’re discovered.  Here, take this instead.”
Venk looked down at the proffered gift, which turned out to be dusty, tarnished, metal arm band about three inches wide and half an inch thick.
“What am I supposed to do with this?”
“Put it on.  Breslin, you do the same.  Even you, Tristofer.”
Kasnar handed Breslin and Tristofer an identical arm band and waited for them to put it on.
Breslin stared disbelievingly at the ugly metal band and eyed his grandfather as though he had gone ne.
“What good is this going to do me?”
“You’ll thank me later.  Now, do you see that device down on the shelf, next to your left knee?”
“Aye.”
“Take that.”
“What is it?”
“Something we’re going to need.  Let’s see what else we have in here.  Ah.  Master Venk, here lad, you take this.”
Venk picked up a device loosely resembling a crossbow, but without its limbs.  Instead of an arrow track for the bolt to sit in there was another row of metal tubes forming a cylinder.  A metal wheel with a small protuberance was situated on the right side.  The undersides of the device, directly to the left of where the metal tubes were, had a small rectangular opening with grooves in all four corners.
“What’s this?” Venk asked in a hushed tone.  No sense in giving away their location if they didn’t have to.
Kasnar wasn’t listening.  The tiny fellow was down on his knees, searching frantically for something on the lower shelves.
“Why put it in here if there isn’t any… Ah!  Here we are!”
Kasnar slowly regained his feet and held out an object that was about a foot long by six inches wide.  The top of the thing was rectangular shaped, and had grooves on all four corners.  Venk turned the device over and compared the rectangular opening with that of the object Kasnar had given him.  They were a perfect match.  Venk gingerly pushed the narrow object into the device until he heard it click.  The device made a few more clicks before falling silent.
“Now, turn that there and it’ll be ready.  Here, I found several more canisters.  Keep them on you.”
Venk smiled.  He finally figured out what he was holding.  This was a smaller version of the arrow shooter that Rahygren had used on them.  The rectangular object he had inserted into this weapon had to contain mini arrows.  
As he looked back at Kasnar, he spotted the four other cartridges that had been dumped at his feet.  Fastening them into place on his belt and several open loops on his baldric, Venk turned to see Kasnar pointing at shields small enough to be suitable for underlings.  He had Lukas take one while Tristofer took the other.
Everyone cringed as a loud crash was heard through the door.  Someone began pounding on the wall.
“Slide that bolt over there,” Kasnar urged his grandson, pointing to the top right corner of the door.  “That’ll keep the door from opening in case they find the release for it.”
Breslin shoved the bolt up into the ceiling and hooked it into place.
“I hear you in there!  There’s nowhere to hide, fools!  Surrender!”
When it became clear that no one wanted to take Rahygren up on his more than generous offer to give up, more crashing could be heard, followed closely by a sharp set of commands.
“What’s he saying?” Venk whispered.
“He’s called for something to be brought here,” Breslin whispered back.  “I couldn’t make it all out.  Something about a disruptor.”
Tristofer nervously shook his head.  “That can’t be good.”
Breslin pushed his way past his companions so that he could talk to his grandfather.  He held up a shiny object the size of his water bag.
“So what is this?  What am I supposed to do with it?”
“I’m not sure,” Kasnar admitted sadly.  “I’ve read about the portable arrow shooter, and therefore recognized its components immediately.  I remember reading something about other weapons that were brutally effective in close quarters, and I suspected that’s what it was as soon as I saw it.  As to what it does I don’t think anyone knows.”
“What if it doesn’t do anything?” Breslin asked.  “Why bother taking it?”
“Because you’re standing in an armory, lad,” Kasnar patiently pointed out.  
“While I appreciate the thought that you’d want us to be able to protect ourselves,” Tristofer began, holding the small shield as though it belonged to a small child, “but I cannot see how this will be that much of a help.”
Kasnar turned to whisper something in Breslin’s ear.  He turned to look at his grandfather, skepticism written all over his face.
“Really?”
Kasnar nodded.
Breslin was suddenly holding the power hammer and made a move to conk Tristofer over his head.  Two things happened at the same time. The metal bracelet that Kasnar had given the scholar suddenly glowed and rapidly expanded into a three foot by three foot metal square.  Also, the small child-sized shield that he had been given clicked loudly and rapidly expanded its size, becoming a durable, lightweight, full-sized shield.
Tristofer was impressed.  “Very well.  You talked me into it.  I’ll keep it.”
Kasnar shook his head.  “A wise move, lad.”
Fifteen minutes later Rahygren’s voice called out to them from within the king’s private chamber.
“This is your last warning!  This is the only deal I’ll make with you.  Surrender now and give up the hammer!  That’s the only reason you’re still alive.”
“How many are out there?” Kasnar suddenly asked.
That drew Breslin up short.  He turned to stare at his grandfather.
“What?  Can this not wait?  There are more important things to worry about.”
“Answer me, boy.”
“Including Rahygren, five.  Maybe six, depending on whether or not the guard Athos lured away was with the original group.  Why do you want to know?”
“You do realize that as of right now we outnumber them?”
“Aye, we do, grandfather, but in this scenario, we can’t count you, Lukas, or Tristofer as being combat ready.  Therefore we number three, and at the moment, with Athos out there somewhere, we number two.”
“We have the advantage,” Kasnar stated.
“In what way?”
“They don’t know the true power of the hammer.”
Breslin was unimpressed.
“So?  Neither do we.”
“We show them.”
“And risk Lukas?” Breslin shook his head.  “I will not involve an underling in any way.”
“Lukas is already involved,” Kasnar pointed out, “whether you like it or not.”
A loud commotion sounded outside the door.  Someone pounded on a nearby wall.
“Come out now and I promise to let you live!”
“You promise us?” Breslin barked back.  “What does the word of a thief and kidnapper mean to us?  Absolutely nothing!  This is my final offer.  You and your men lay down your arms.  If you do that –”
A rumbling began and grew steadily stronger.  Everyone clapped their hands over their ears as an earsplitting shriek rent the air.  Higher and higher the piercing noise rose, attaining a decibel level that could rupture eardrums with prolonged exposure.  Armor and weapons were knocked off their shelves and displays as the tremors grew in intensity.
“This is it!” Tristofer wailed.  “This is the end!  We must surrender!  We must…”
Venk snatched a gilded mace from the ground and conked it over Tristofer’s head.  The scholar collapsed into a heap.
Lukas stared at his father with wide-eyed astonishment.
“Been wanting to do that for quite some time now,” Venk muttered angrily to himself.  
The deafening wail was so loud now that no one could hear each other speak.  He nervously eyed his son.  He had no idea how they were going to get out of this predicament.  
 
****
 
Quietly he crept through the deserted streets, keeping his back to the shadows.  He strained his ears to listen for any other sounds in the quiet, tomb-like city, however the only sounds he could hear were the loud wheezes his own breaths were making.  He had lost track of which way was north, and as such, had become hopelessly lost.
Cursing his foul luck, Athos darted across a row of abandoned buildings and knelt down next to a large pile of rubble.  Glancing behind him, and then up, revealed that the rubble had once been the top corner of a building that had long since collapsed.  Once more he held his breath and listened.  Was it his imagination?  It sounded like a high-pitched buzzing noise had started, and it was coming from slightly behind him and to the right.  
Determined to learn what it was that was making the noise, Athos rose cautiously to his feet.  He hadn’t made it more than three steps when a sharp voice drew him to a stop.
“Oi!  Waxrobbe!  Where the hell have you been?”
Athos turned to see one of Rahygren’s henchman standing at the nearest intersection.  He angrily beckoned him over.
“Those bastards have holed up somewhere in the palace.  Let’s go!  Stop dawdling about and move your arse!”
Athos grunted in way of acknowledgement.  With the visor on his helmet down, the mercenary had no way of learning his true identity, unless he ventured too close.  Athos hesitantly shuffled closer.
The thug in Narian armor cocked his head and put his hands on his hips.
“Dragon got your tongue?  Since when are you this quiet?”
Athos cursed silently to himself.
“Say something, old friend.”
The goon turned to pull his axe free from its holder on his back, but as luck would have it, the axe snagged on one of the many leather straps holding the Narian armor in place.  He took his eyes off of Athos for only a moment to see what his axe had snagged on.
A moment was all Athos needed.
As soon as he was no longer being watched, Athos pulled his green orix from its holder and with a quick flick of his wrist, snapped it open.  Athos sighted his target, lined up the shot, and flung the weapon out.  
Disentangling the axe from the leather straps holding his stolen armor in place, the mercenary finally turned back around to glare at the impostor.   He took a threatening step forward.
“What’d you do to Waxy?  Where is he?”  
By now the orix had completed its journey around the buildings and was on a return course.  The air whistled softly as the orix spun by, causing Rahygren’s man to look up in confusion.  Venk couldn’t have timed it any better if he had tried.  The orix collided with the golden plumed helmet the henchman was wearing and knocked him out.  Cold.  The unconscious dwarf fell forward, landing on his knees.  However, he didn’t fall forward, as the armor propped the unconscious dwarf up within the suit.  
Athos chuckled as he eyed the inert form of the mercenary.  It was as though the suit of armor had been animated, like a marionette, and had its strings cut, plopping it straight down to lay, discarded, like an unwanted toy.  He leaned forward and gave the inert form a not-so-gentle poke with his axe.  The armor toppled to the side, taking the mercenary with it.
After using the thug’s own baldric and belt to immobilize him, Athos retrieved his orix and paused.  There it was again:  a distant rumble followed closely by a persistent buzzing noise.  Whatever it was, it clearly had to be in the direction he needed to go.
Letting his ears guide him through the city, Athos finally returned to the palace door and noted, with dismay, that the door hadn’t been sealed.  He jumped over the mangled remains of the chair wedging the huge door open and ventured inside, weapons at the ready.  Thanks to the gold chain embedded in the walls, he was able to see the fresh sets of tracks on the dusty floor, and they all led in the same direction:  northeast.  
Having long forgotten how many hallways and empty chambers he passed through, he continued to follow the loud buzzing.  Every step closer seemed to make the buzzing increase in volume, until Athos stopped to tear off a couple of small pieces of his undershirt and stuff them into his ears.  He could still hear the buzzing, but at least now it didn’t feel like the sounds were trying to implode his skull.  
He had been creeping down a long hallway and had approached another arched door when he hesitated.   The floor was trembling, as though a dragon was on the other side of the door and was pacing around.  Was this some sort of weapon?  If so, who was wielding it?  Athos cautiously poked his head through the door.
There was Rahygren and two of his henchmen.  The three of them were huddled over a strange device that was sitting in a small cart.  It was at least two feet long and also two feet high, with a depth of about a foot.  The black rectangular apparatus had several spinning dials on the top of it, with a clear glass pane on the front.  Three or four rotating gears could be seen deep in the heart of the machine.  On the left side of the device, aimed directly at an unobtrusive section of wall, was a large gray cone.  Both Rahygren and his companion wore padded leather helmets.
Athos watched as first Rahygren spun a dial on the top of the machine one way, frowned at it, then spun it back the other direction.  The mercenary, mimicking his boss, gingerly spun the dial closest to him.  Rahygren frowned again and angrily batted the henchman’s hand out of the way.  In a desperate attempt to appear as though he knew what he was doing, Rahygren touched a small green button to the left of the gray cone.  The device responded by vibrating uncontrollably, almost rattling itself right off the cart.  The henchman, having witnessed his boss pressing the button, slapped his own hand on the button, silencing the machine instantly.
Rahygren was furious.  “I know what I’m doing.  Do you not remember me telling you that I’ve used this before?  Don’t touch anything!”
Shrugging, the mercenary stepped away from the machine and watched Rahygren reset the device and aim it back at the nearby wall.  Seconds later the loud buzzing was back.  The mercenary pointed at a spot to the right of where the machine was targeted.  Rahygren said nothing, but he did angle the device a few degrees to the right.  The two of them both glanced disinterestedly at the raw gouge six feet high and several feet deep left in the wall by the pounding audio waves.  They still hadn’t found whereabouts in the wall they were hiding.  Gritting his teeth, Rahygren vowed to find the intruders and deal with them in the same manner as he had dealt with every other person that had managed to stumble across the city.  
Deciding that there was nothing behind this section of wall but more stone, and deciding to give the ancient machine a temporary reprieve from its active service, Rahygren spun a few more dials and powered the machine down.  The level of carnage the disruptor had created was severe and he was hoping to see something that would indicate they were in the right spot.  He knew that the intruders had entered this chamber, and since there weren’t any footprints exiting, they clearly had to be in the room.  Somewhere.  It would just be a matter of time before they were found.  He just had to be patient.
From just behind the open doorway, still hidden from sight, Athos removed the heavy ornate helmet from his head and stuck a finger in his right ear and jiggled it about a bit.  His ears were ringing, and ringing badly.  Athos eyed the device both Rahygren and his henchman were fussing over.  He figured the device must generate strong audio signals and with that cone on the one side of it, could be focused on a single spot.  Prolonged exposure would result in the reverberations breaking apart whatever it was aimed at.  In this case, the disruptor was trying to punch a hole through the wall but as they’ve yet to find the hidden compartment Breslin and the others must be in, Athos figured their discovery was inevitable.  He had to do something!! 
Athos slipped an orix out from its holder under his chest armor.  He flicked it open and readied a throw.  With his sights set on the back of Rahygren’s head, Athos swung his arm back and prepared to strike him down when all hell broke loose.  The section of wall just a few feet to the right of where Rahygren’s device was targeting exploded outward, but in a geometrically perfect circle.  Everything in the circle’s path was flung violently backwards, and that included Rahygren, his helper, and the device.  Athos had barely enough time to duck back through the door when the blast reached him.  He was thrown back against the wall and almost knocked out.
Blinking stars out of his vision, Athos rose painfully to his feet and gingerly poked his head back into the room.  Rahygren and his follower were sprawled out on the ground, covered with bits of gray quartz and larger chunks of what used to be the wall.  Once more the Narian armor kept its wearer safe as it absorbed the full power of the blast.  Both were slowly stirring.
Athos quickly scanned the room as he looked for the disruptor.  There it was.  It was heavily damaged, as the glass pane on the front of it had shattered and several of the metal gears were dented.  There was no way this device would be powering back up.
“Hold the hammer next to it again,” a familiar voice was saying.  “Charge it back up!”
Athos glanced at the circular opening in the wall.
“Tristofer, I’m a little busy here,” Breslin snapped and surveyed the room.  He clenched his teeth as he spotted Athos, thinking it was another of Rahygren’s men.  
Athos waved his arms back and forth, giving Breslin a thumbs up.  Recognition flashed on Breslin’s face as he nodded.  Breslin hopped through the perfect circle that had been cut through the solid stone and motioned for the others to follow.
Right about then one of the mercenaries regained full use of his senses and clambered noisily to his feet.  He spotted Breslin and instantly reached for his belt, pulling a small object off in the process.  The object was twisted this way and that before it was finally thrown straight at Breslin and his companions.
Breslin, for his part, had spotted the object as it was thrown and correctly guessed that it was another artificial boulder.  Sure enough, the boulder rapidly expanded its size in midair as it hurdled towards Breslin.  As before, Breslin stood his ground and gripped the power hammer tightly, waiting for the opportune moment to strike at the metal boulder.  
There was a loud clang as Breslin’s hammer made contact.  The synthetic Narian boulder instantly reversed course and flew backwards on a direct trajectory back to its original thrower.  The shock wave that the impact generated swept through the room, knocking over anyone who wasn’t wearing Narian armor.  Those that were wearing the special armor were knocked backwards a few paces but stayed upright.
The boulder bounced once on the ground and was instantly airborne again, sweeping the henchman along with it.  Together they smashed into the back wall, punching a hole straight through to the hallway beyond.  Looking through the new doorway they could all see the boulder lodged in the next wall.  Below the boulder were two boots sticking out of the rubble.  The mercenary was alive, but unable to move as the artificial boulder was pinning his arms to his chest.  Not far away was a second pair of boots, also pinned to the ground by several hundred pounds of stone.
Rahygren regained his feet.  A frantic look around confirmed his confident welcoming party had been reduced to a solo act.  Cursing profoundly, he started towards the door when he saw Athos hurrying to intercept him, but thanks to the bulkiness of the armor, wouldn’t make it in time.  Thinking Athos was Waxrobbe, Rahygren started to smile that smug smile of his when he finally caught sight of his backup’s unprotected head.  Rahygren’s eyes widened with disbelief as he watched the impostor reach up under his breastplate and pull out two long flat metal bars, one green and the other gold.  The smile melted right off his face.  
Rahygren did the only sensible thing he could think of.  He fled.
Tristofer finally appeared in the freshly cut circular doorway and hopped over.  
“We did it!  We won!”
“The hell we have!” a shrill voice exclaimed, catching everyone’s attention.  “Stop him!  Catch him!  Hurry!!”
Everyone turned to stare uncomprehendingly at Kasnar.  The tiny little dwarf had a distraught look on his face and looked as though he was going to keel over at any moment.  Concerned, Athos approached and laid a hand on Kasnar’s shoulder.
“Are you alright?  Perhaps you should –”
Athos never had a chance to finish his sentence as Kasnar cocked an arm and smacked him on the back of his head.  If Athos had been wearing a helmet it would have undoubtedly flown off his head.  Kasnar climbed up Athos’ back to get to his harness.  Remembering that Athos had removed it when he had lured the guard away from the palace door, Kasnar abandoned his attempt to climb Athos and instead latched on to Venk and climbed up his back.  Once the protective leather straps were once more holding him in place, he gripped Venk’s shoulders tightly and smacked him on the back of his head.
“Hurry!  Run!!  You’ve got the arrow shooter.  If you get the opportunity, use it!”
Venk dangerously eyed his brother as Athos began coughing in an attempt to hide his laughter.
“Why do we pursue, grandfather?” Breslin wanted to know.  “Now we can leave unhindered.  We can go home.  You can go home.”
“Not yet we can’t!” Kasnar insisted.  The old man peered intently at the five of them shuffling uneasily from foot to foot.  “Do you think small toys are the only weapons to be found down here?  Larger, deadlier devices exist that make what you’ve seen thus far seem like toys.  Most importantly, if Rahygren makes it back to Bykram first he’ll report us as being the looters responsible for desecrating this city!”
It was suddenly so quiet that a simple chirp from a kyte would have echoed thunderously throughout the room.  Breslin and the others nervously eyed each other.
“He wouldn’t,” Breslin began.
“He can and he will!” Kasnar confirmed.  “Now run, boy!”
Breslin took off as though he had been shot out of a trebuchet.  The others were right on his heel.  Athos had stopped to let Lukas climb up on his back.
“Don’t let go, boy,” Athos warned as he sprinted after the others.
“Which way would he have gone, grandfather?” Breslin called out from the front of the procession.
Kasnar thunked Venk on his helmet and urged him to run faster.  
“Get me up there next to my grandson.  I can’t hear him.  Hurry!”
Venk’s curse was lost amidst his wheezes as he doubled his efforts to catch up to Breslin.
“Through there,” Kasnar pointed, singling out a long narrow hallway that was heading away from the king’s private chambers.
Breslin angled left and ran towards the illuminated hallway.  He suddenly realized that following Rahygren through this maze of corridors and hallways was much easier than he had first anticipated.  Whatever route Rahygren took, the gold chains, which responded to movement, would illuminate the way and make it incredibly easy to pinpoint which direction he was traveling.  Since the hallway they were following dead ended at another running east and west, a quick glance in each direction verified that the chains were illuminated on the right and not on the left.
Following this corridor led them to a courtyard with doorways in all directions.  Quiet and serene, nestled safely within the palace, Venk figured this courtyard must have been used by the king himself.  A commotion just ahead snapped his head up and he watched Breslin disappear through the second doorway on the left.  Holding his aching side, Venk ran for the door before the crotchety old timer on his back could deliver another stinging blow to the backside of his head.
“What’s through here?” Venk wheezed out.
“No idea.”
“What?  How is it you don’t know?”
“You were aware that I was locked up for most of the time?”
Venk nodded.  “Well, yes, but clearly you’ve been out of that cell or else you wouldn’t have seen the hidden armory door in the king’s room.  That tells me they’ve let you out before, or else you escaped.  No offense, Kasnar, but I believe the former more than the latter.”
When no comment was forthcoming from his rider, Venk turned his head to see for himself what Kasnar was doing.  He was just in time to see the old man raise his hand for the impending blow.  Venk cringed.
The blow never came.
“You’re right, of course,” Kasnar admitted.   “There were times that I… you’re falling behind.  Hurry!  Don’t let my grandson out of your sight!”
“Sorry.”
“As I was saying, there were times when I was allowed out.  Rahygren knew that the more knowledge I had at my disposal, the more apt I was to discover the secrets of the armor’s impenetrability.  I was escorted to the library so many times that I started memorizing the layout of the city every time I left the palace.”
“How well do you know the palace?”
“Better than most,” Kasnar replied cryptically.
“What do you think Rahygren is after?”
Kasnar sighed and suppressed a shudder.  “If only you knew some of the advances the Narians made.  As the value of their armor continued to increase, they were forced to come up with ways to protect themselves.  And let me tell you, the Narians were a very creative people.  More and more powerful weapons were created.  Some could utilize sounds to shatter stone, as you have unfortunately witnessed.  Thankfully our own tone disruptor was a newer model than what Rahygren had.  Breslin only had to hold his hammer next to it for the helix to power the device.”
“How did you know it’d do that?” Venk asked.  His lungs felt like they were on fire.
“I didn’t.  I saw several lights appear on the device whenever Breslin neared.  It didn’t take a genius to figure out the disruptor needed a power source.  The power hammer had a helix, therefore it had a power source.”
They rounded a corner and came to a halt when they saw Breslin squatting next to an open doorway.  He held up his hand then put a finger to his lips.  He silently pointed through the door and mouthed ‘Rahygren’.
Venk nodded.  He automatically reached behind his head to grab his crossbow but instead punched Kasnar in the eye.  Venk sighed and waited for the inevitable.  Three seconds later, after the shock had worn off, Kasnar pulled himself halfway out of the harness and leaned forward to better glare at his steed.  Giving Venk a look which clearly said they would be revisiting this particular argument in the not-so-distant future, he lowered himself back into his harness and waited.  
Breslin motioned Venk over and kept a finger to his lips.  He forked his fingers at his eyes and then pointed into the room.  Venk slowly leaned forward to look in.  It was another of the security checkpoints, and this door wasn’t closed, it was open.  More specifically, it was wedged open much the same as the palace door had been.  Rahygren was doing his best to dislodge whatever he had used to prop the door open, and just like they had experienced earlier, the crumpled object refused to cooperate.  Breslin gripped the power hammer in his right hand and held his red axe with his left.  
“We end this,” Breslin softly told Venk.  His eyes widened as he saw that the two of them were alone.  “Where’s Athos and Lukas?  Where’s Tristofer?”
“Athos tripped while carrying Lukas and went down, taking Tristofer with them.  I saw them.  They’re fine.  They should be here at any minute.”
Breslin tiptoed into the room while Venk and Kasnar watched quietly from the doorway.  This was too easy.  Rahygren was so busy trying to pull whatever it was he had crammed in between the door and frame that he never noticed Breslin silently approaching from behind.  Just in case things went wrong, Venk pulled the handheld arrow shooter from his belt and held it tightly in both hands.
Unfortunately, this was the time that his brother and his son arrived, followed closely by the scholar.  Wheezing loudly, Tristofer coughed noisily.  Rahygren, alerted to their presence, spun around and reacted instantly.  Their adversary unclipped something from his right forearm and pointed it straight at Breslin.  
The device belched out a large, gray mass and as it flew toward Breslin it rapidly spread out.  It was a net!  Breslin had seen Rahygren fire the weapon and had instantly dropped to the ground.  Unfortunately for Venk and Kasnar, they were directly in the line of fire.  
The net hit them square on, and before Venk could let a choice profanity fly, or fire a shot from his arrow shooter, he and Kasnar found themselves completely immobilized as the ends of the net burrowed deep into the surrounding stone and held them tight.
“Is it me or is this net getting tighter?” Kasnar suddenly asked, worry evident in his tone.  The wizened little fellow had crouched down in his harness, which brought his head down below Venk’s shoulders.  The two of them were pressed tightly against one another, and with the net continuing to constrict around them, found themselves being forcibly flattened against the wall.  
“Quick, cut them loose!” Athos snapped to Tristofer as he whipped out a dagger.  He grabbed one of the strands and swiped his knife across it, expecting the net to part right down the middle.  It didn’t.
“My dagger is ineffective!” Tristofer cried.  He was raking his dagger against the strands and might as well have been trying to cut through solid steel.
Breslin regained his feet and turned to look back through the doorway at his companions.  He saw Athos frantically sawing away at the net while Tristofer searched through his possessions for something that would be successful in freeing his friends.  A commotion started just to the left, causing Breslin to look back at Venk.  The metal wrist band, given to them by Kasnar, had activated.  Miniature metal squares unfolded from the metal bracelet and snapped into position, forming the large metal square he had seen earlier during the demonstration with Tristofer.  Thankfully the net’s constrictions were thwarted by the large plate of Narian metal which bowed down the middle but refused to break.  The net ground to a halt and held them helplessly against the wall.
By this time Rahygren had managed to dislodge whatever it was that had prevented the door from closing and hurried through.
“We’re fine!” Venk called out to Breslin.  “Get after him!  Athos, go with him.”
“I have to look after Lukas,” Athos protested, casting a worried glance at his nephew.  “I cannot leave an underling alone in the –”
“I’ll look after him,” Tristofer calmly told him.  “Leave this net to me.  Go help Breslin.”
With a final look at his immobilized brother, Athos ran towards the sealed door just as Breslin held the hammer up to the jewel.  The door creaked open.
“Stop him at all costs!” Kasnar shouted to them. 
Both of them nodded and disappeared through the door.
 
“Another hallway,” Breslin muttered crossly.  “Who would have imagined it?”
“Where do you think we are?” Athos whispered.  
“Maybe a barracks of some sort?” Breslin suggested.  He peered closely at the large hall and looked worriedly at his companion.  With a hall such as this, and since it was already illuminated, there was no telling which door Rahygren might be hiding behind.
“What now?” Athos wanted to know.  “There are doors everywhere.  He could be hiding in any of those rooms.  How do we know where to look?”
Breslin pointed up at the ceiling.  “See the chains up there?  They’re already lit.  That would indicate Rahygren has passed by.  As long as the hallway is lit, we move forward.”
Athos grunted in acknowledgement.  
Breslin counted sixty doors, thirty on each side, before they finally rounded a corner and saw that the lights in the hall had faded to darkness in the distance.
“He’s nearby,” Breslin whispered.  “Be ready.”
“What do you think?” Athos asked.  “Does he flee or is he trying to find a way to fight?”
Breslin thought for a moment.  “Personally I think he’s looking for a weapon.  The sensible thing to do is to flee, seeing how he knows he’s now outnumbered.  The problem is I can’t imagine him wanting to give up the location of the city, not after all these years of taking what he wants and selling it to whomever will buy it.  But what if there’s a third option?  What if one of these rooms has a secret passageway that leads out?  If anyone would know of such a passage, it’d be him.”
Athos shrugged.  “What if there’s a Narian princess behind one of those doors?  What does it matter?  Whether he fights or flees, we must find him.  Period.”
Inching forward, stopping only to cautiously poke their heads into each room, they worked their way towards the dark end of the hallway.  As they were checking another one of the featureless square rooms they both paused and looked at each other.
“Do you hear that, too?” Athos asked.  He pointed towards the door.  “It’s coming from out there.  What is it?”
Breslin’s face had gone pale.  He’d heard that noise before.  It was one of the audio disruptors, like the one which had been used against them in the Narian king’s private chambers!  They had to get out of there!  Breslin spun on his heel, grabbed Athos by his arm, and pulled him out of the room.  
“What are you doing?  We don’t want to be out in the open like this!  We should get back in…”
Athos trailed off as Rahygren appeared in a doorway about twenty feet away.  He was holding another device, one that Breslin had instantly recognized.  It was just like the device he had used to blast their way out of the hidden armory, and what was worse was the fact that this one was bigger.  How had he powered it?  Did he have one of the ruby whorls?  He couldn’t have or else he could have made it through the doors without worrying about propping them open.  Maybe this one still had a charge?
Athos’ speculation was cut short as Rahygren made a few adjustments on the machine, pointed it in his direction, and grinned maliciously at the two of them.  The whine the device was emitting increased in volume and began rising in pitch.  Breslin was mesmerized as waves of distorted air began to appear over the machine, much like the distortion one would see from heat waves over a fire.  
Rahygren smiled evilly as he held out his index finger, pointed it down, and jabbed the machine with it, presumably over that which triggers the device.  At the same time, both arm bands being worn by Breslin and Athos activated, and less than a second later had expanded to its full size.  Holding his left arm up to receive the brunt of the audio waves, Breslin stepped in front of Athos and braced his left arm with his right.  Wave after wave of tonal distortions slammed into him, shoving him backwards along the stony floor.
Much to Rahygren’s chagrin, the Narian shield refused to buckle under the brutal assault.  Such was the power of the device that it shoved Breslin backwards, into Athos, and then pushed the two of them into the closest room.
Once the concentrated sound waves hit the tiny confines of the small square room, the walls began to crumble.  Huge chunks of stone broke free from the walls and crashed to the ground, narrowly missing Breslin and Athos, who were still crouching behind their protective metal shields.  Breslin was trying to brace the shield with his body to free up his right hand to get to his hammer when Rahygren suddenly aimed the device at the ceiling.  
The ceiling, already weakened by the destruction of several load bearing walls, broke apart and collapsed, burying Breslin and Athos under tons of rubble.  Rahygren screamed with triumph and shut the machine off, pulling a set of earplugs out of his ears in the process.  When the whine finally died down and the air cleared, Rahygren surveyed his handiwork.
“To think you actually had me worried.”  Rahygren carelessly let the device fall to the ground.  “Good thing I still had a few of these tonal disruptors, as our friend Kasnar calls them, left.  It’s getting progressively difficult to find one that still has some power left in it.  Although they’re messy, I find them to be terribly handy.”
Rahygren climbed to the top of a particularly large boulder and sat down on it as though he didn’t have a care in the world.  
“Every hundred or so years someone manages to find my city.  I guess I was due.  Your little group are the first visitors I’ve had in about 150 years.  I was starting to think people had given up trying to find Nar.  Well, one can hope, can’t they?”
Rahygren looked down at the large pile of rubble and kicked a small stone away from the rock he was sitting on.
“I wonder how you people managed to find your way here.  How did you get through the sealed doors?  It must have something to do with that hammer.  To think you made it all the way here only to fail now.  I pity you.  So let’s talk about that hammer.  How in the world did you find an intact power hammer?  Pah.  It matters not.  The hammer belongs to me now.”
 
“Can you move?” Athos quietly whispered to Breslin.
“No,” Breslin whispered back.  “I can barely breathe.”
Athos tried to shift his weight to his hip so that he could free up his arm, but thanks to the many tons of rock resting on them, neither could move an inch.  Fortunately, both he and Breslin were wearing the Narian suits of armor, so no matter how many tons of rocks were piled upon them, they would never be in danger of being crushed to death.  Pinned, yes, but never crushed.
“Good thing you put that armor on,” Breslin whispered.  “You’d be flatter than a piece of parchment right now if you hadn’t.”
Above them, barely distinguishable through the broken rocks piled over them, they could hear Rahygren prattle on and on about how he was going to claim the hammer as his own, how he now had access to every part of the city and the palace thanks to the power of the helix embedded in the hammer.  All thanks to their wonderful gift of the power hammer.
“How do we get out of here?” Athos growled.  “I need to personally shut him up.”
“I can’t feel the hammer anymore,” Breslin realized.  “I had gotten used to the feel of it on my belt.  It’s not there!  Of all the infernal luck!”
Athos grunted from somewhere on his left.
“I have more leverage than you, I think.”  
Breslin heard a slight scraping sound.
“I can move my right arm,” Athos told him in hushed tones.  “Not far, but I can feel around a bit.”
Breslin heard more shuffling and scrapes as Athos forced his right arm to slide underneath a giant boulder that was sitting partly on his legs.  Thanks to the armor, the massive stone wasn’t quite sitting flat upon the ground.  A little more questing with his arm revealed a very welcoming touch.  He could feel the tip of a wooden handle.  It was the hammer!
“I can feel it!” Athos whispered excitedly.  “I don’t know how that’s going to help us as I lack the leverage to move it.  Maybe if I…”
Athos again tried to turn on his hip.  This time he was partially successful as he was able to bring his right knee up closer to his chest.  The rock pile shuffled noisily.
“Quiet, you fool!” Breslin hissed.  But it was too late.
“You can’t possibly still be alive under all of that,” they heard Rahygren’s voice say.  “You should be crushed flat with all that tonnage on you.”
Ignoring Rahygren, Athos shifted his knee again.  This time the tip of his boot came into contact with the cylindrical shaft of the hammer’s handle.  Inexplicably, the hammer slid along the ground as though it weighed no more than a normal hammer.
“The hammer moved!” Athos all but shouted.  “How?  Why?”
“You’re touching me,” Breslin told him.  “I believe my left hand is pinned under your…”
“Don’t say it,” Athos sternly told him.  “I’ve been trying my best to ignore that.”
“Do you think you can get the hammer to me?”
“Let me try.”
Athos gently straightened his leg and felt along the floor to see if he could feel it again.  Ah.  There it was, almost out of reach.  
“You’d better hurry.”
Athos hesitated.  “Why?”
“He knows we’re alive and he knows we’re going for the hammer.  I believe he’s digging like mad to get to the hammer first.”
Athos cursed and doubled his efforts.  He managed to get his boot just under the head of the hammer.
“Ready?  I’m going to try and kick it over to you.”
“I’m ready.  Do it!”
Athos kicked out as hard as he could, smashing his knee against his armor as the armor impacted with the large stone holding him in place.  There just wasn’t enough leg room to kick properly.  All he managed to do was give the hammer the gentlest of nudges.  Thankfully, that was all that it took.  The hammer handle was now resting just inside of Breslin’s left hand.
Breslin’s fingers closed about the handle.  He had just enough room to leverage the hammer up and tap the undersides of the huge rock pinning them in place.  They heard the rock begin to break apart.  Dust and debris filtered down through the rock pile and into their eyes and mouths.  Figuring it was time to go all out, Breslin began hitting the rocks as hard as he could and with as much leverage as he had.  While not much to work with, Breslin did notice that he was now able to move both arms.  He kept tapping the hammer against the rocks, which obligingly kept breaking apart.  
Finally, the great boulder shattered into a thousand smaller pieces.  A stream of rocks, large and small, cascaded down the pile towards he and Athos.  Breslin finally stood.  A single smash from the hammer pulverized the rest of the rocks that had been confining Athos to the ground.
Rahygren let out a string of profanities as he saw Breslin once more wielding the power hammer.  He dove over the rocks towards the door to scoop up his tonal disruptor.  Before he could activate the device, though, Breslin threw the hammer straight at it and watched with satisfaction as the hammer smashed the device out of Rahygren’s hands and sailed through the open doorway, colliding into the wall out in the hallway beyond.  Rahygren screamed with triumph as he saw the power hammer resting up against the wall amidst pieces of his disruptor.
“You stupid fools!  Now you’re finished!”
Rahygren scooped the hammer up off the ground and was startled to discover he could barely lift the thing from the ground.  The red helix had faded and was no longer glowing.  The hammer felt clunky in his hands and felt like it was being pulled downward, as though the hammer wanted to be on the ground.  Rahygren bared his teeth as he fought to raise the hammer into a defensive pose.
“Hey!”
The voice brought him back to reality.  Rahygren snapped his gaze up to discover Athos standing directly before him, arm cocked.  A split second later Athos’ gauntleted fist smashed into his face, breaking Rahygren’s nose and sending him straight into unconsciousness.  
Athos smirked.  “Easiest punch I’ve ever thrown.”
Breslin squatted down to pull the hammer from Rahygren’s limp grasp.  Sliding it back into place on his belt, he looked over at his companion and smiled.
“Got any rope?”
 
 



Chapter 14 – Joyful Homecomings
 
 
“Can you believe it?  It’s simply incredible!  Not only have I been welcomed back with open arms, but they want me to lead the team that’ll properly excavate the city!”
Breslin gave the scholar a friendly smile.
“Does that mean you’re staying in Bykram now?  You’re not returning with us?”
Tristofer gave Breslin an incredulous look.
“What, and leave all this behind?  Let someone else explore the city?  Absolutely not.  This is my home.  Besides, they need me.”
Father and son approached.  Lukas smiled up at Tristofer.
“You’re staying here?”
Tristofer nodded.
“I am.  This is the biggest discovery in the history of our people.  Someone has to oversee everything and who better than me?”
“Who indeed,” Athos muttered with a chuckle.
Tristofer slapped a friendly hand on Athos’ shoulder.  When no crass remarks were forthcoming, Athos grinned and returned the gesture.
“What do you think will happen to the Delvehearths?” Venk asked Tristofer.  “He needs to be held accountable for what he’s done.”
“He will be,” a new voice chimed in.  
Everyone turned to see Prixus, prominent council elder from Bykram, step through the doorway in the heart of the huge stump and out into the daylight.  A long, steady stream of Kla Rehn poured out of their Topside entrance and gathered around their departing guests.
“Rahygren and his family have disgraced the Delvehearth name.  All their misbegotten wealth has been confiscated.  Their belongings will be auctioned off, with the proceeds going to the newly created Nar Restoration Committee, which Tristofer here will lead.”
“I want to apologize,” Breslin began, bowing his head.  “I deceived you into thinking we were looking for something besides Nar.  I, we, figured you had deduced we were looking for the city and that’s why you led us astray.”
Prixus nodded.  He patted his chest to quiet the clanking adornments on his robe.  
“Think nothing of it, Master Breslin.  As soon as I heard rumors that the map we gave you was incorrect, an investigation was launched.  A woman by the name of Krisken was responsible for the false map.  It is I who should be apologizing.”
“Why would this Krisken person want to deceive us?” Breslin asked.  “We don’t even know her.”
“Krisken Delvehearth,” Prixus clarified.  “Rahygren’s wife.  She is an assistant cartographer.”
Breslin nodded.  “She must have known what we were looking for and made certain we wouldn’t find it.”
“Aye.  Therefore she and her husband have been assigned to the Narian Restoration Committee and will be repairing the damage to the city.  Half their wages will be channeled directly back to the NRC.”
“Does that mean Tristofer will be their master?” Lukas asked, raising a hand.
“It does, young lad,” Prixus confirmed, an evil smile appearing on his face a moment later.
Tristofer mirrored the smile.
Kasnar appeared, walking slowly towards them.  Flanking him on either side were two orderlies wearing a healer’s blue arm band.  Breslin bowed his head.
“Grandfather, have you been cleared to travel?”
Kasnar’s snow white head nodded.  
“They tell me I’m strong enough to make the journey home.  Where’s my steed?”
Athos snorted with disgust.  “I know you’re not talking about me, old man.”
Laughter echoed across the open glade..  Everyone within earshot waited to see how Kasnar would respond.
“You’re saying you’d force an old man to walk all the way back to Borahgg?”
Athos quickly turned to his brother, a look of concern on his face.
“He’s not serious, is he?”
Venk shrugged.  “Sounds like it.”
“There’s no way.”
“Then you tell him,” his brother told him, nodding in Kasnar’s direction.  
Athos looked at the frail wrinkled dwarf’s face and swallowed nervously.  Kasnar burst out laughing.
“Fear not, Master Athos.  I do believe another mode of transportation is at our disposal.”
“You mean you’re not riding on my back?  Thank the maker.”
“Are you quite finished with your complaining?” a loud, deep voice asked.  
Everyone jumped to attention and automatically looked around for the owner.  A huge shadow was cast over the area as a giant red dragon, concealed behind a row of trees, rose to his feet and spread his wings.  Several of the more cautious dwarves started inching back towards Bykram’s subterranean entrance.
Rhamalli set something down onto the soft grass before them.  Something big.  It was the basket.  Athos let out an uncharacteristic whoop of excitement.  Puzzled, Venk turned to his brother.
“You hate to fly.  Why in the world would you be excited about experiencing that terror again?”
“Are you daft, brother?  It means we won’t be walking!”
Venk silenced his objections as he thought about being carried all the way back to Lake Raehón and its valley.  That would save them days of travelling on foot!  Suddenly his feet and his back were feeling much better.  It was a shame that his stomach wasn’t.
Waving goodbye to their friends, Breslin and his companions sat down on the floor of the basket and screwed their eyes shut again.  Lukas and Kasnar were the only two who not only kept their eyes open for the duration of the flight, but also seemed to be unaffected by the basket’s nausea-inducing swaying.  On and on they chatted, covering subjects as diverse as jewel cutting and how to best scare one’s sibling.  
Five hours later Rhamalli informed them that he was approaching the valley.  Descending down through the clouds, they each gasped with shock as the cool mists coated them with dew.  Breslin and the others still refused to open their eyes.
Once they were finally standing back on terra firma, they bid the dragon farewell and made for the closest entrance, which happened to be one of the large boulders scattered across the valley floor.  Activating the hidden switch, the boulder opened to reveal a long, dark staircase leading down.  Whistling merrily, they descended the stairs, with Breslin leading, followed by Lukas, Venk, Kasnar, and Athos.
“Do we let them know we’re back?” Venk asked Breslin as soon as they emerged into Borahgg’s cavern.  
Breslin looked down at the glowing circular plate and briefly contemplated dropping his axe handle on the plate so that they could let everyone know they had visitors.  But, since he was quite certain his father had no idea that his father was still alive, he opted for silence.
“Looking to surprise Maelnar, eh?” Athos correctly guessed.  “Excellent!”
Breslin grinned back at him.  “My father is going to go into hysterics.  That is something I just have to see!”
“What do you think he’ll do?” Kasnar worriedly asked.  “It’s been so long since I’ve seen him.”
“Fear not, grandfather,” Breslin assured him.  “I know he’ll be at a loss for words!”
Breslin led them through the city, pausing only long enough to answer a few questions his grandfather had asked.  Not seeing his home city for more than eight centuries was bound to generate a question or two.  Kasnar wanted to know about everything.  Who was on the Council?  How large had Borahgg grown?  What types of trade existed between the other cities?  Or the humans?  
Kasnar was rendered speechless when he learned that the newest allies to his people were the dragons.  How long ago had that happened?  What must have transpired to bring about an allegiance with the wyverians?  He had missed so much he could only hope he’d live long enough to get caught up.
They approached the center of the city and headed straight towards the largest building, one that had a white domed room spanning the entire structure.  Both of the guards in front of the main double doors recognized Breslin and leapt to attention.  They hurriedly opened the doors and waved the group through.  Pushing by curious onlookers, Breslin headed straight towards the large auditorium reserved for Council use.  Hearing a disturbance behind him, he glanced backwards and saw a large procession was now trailing his own, all curious to see what was going on.
There, sitting in the front row before the black dais typically reserved for the current speaker, was his father, chatting with the elder to his right.  As soon as Breslin brought the procession to a stop he watched his father look up and make eye contact.  Maelnar rose to his feet.
“My son, you’re back!  I had no idea you had returned!  Were you successful?”
Breslin pulled the power hammer from his belt and set it down on the closest table, directly on its head in the traditional Narian upside down manner.  He rotated the hammer so that his father could see the helix glowing brightly on the side.
Maelnar’s eyes widened.  There was a collective gasp of astonishment as the elders spotted that which Breslin had placed on the table.
“A Narian power hammer.  Wizards be damned!  Did you find Nar?”
Breslin nodded.  “We found more than that, father.  There’s someone here you need to see.”
Breslin and Athos stepped to the left while Venk and Lukas stepped to the right, revealing Kasnar.  The ancient fellow had his hands clasped behind his back and was smiling the biggest smile anyone could have ever seen on a person.  Maelnar stared at the old dwarf, not recognizing who he was looking at.  His son had said he needed to meet this fellow, so he decided he wanted a closer look. 
Maelnar made it another five steps when he came to a sudden halt.  His eyes opened even wider.
“Father?”
Kasnar held out his arms.
“Hello, boy.  It’s been a long time.”
“Father?  I don’t understand.  Where have you… why are you…”
“Still alive?”  Kasnar chuckled, finishing his son’s sentence.  “It’s easy.  I had to see you again.  And your mother.  I’m told she’s still alive.”
Maelnar slowly nodded.
“Aye, mother is alive.  She thinks… father, she thinks you’re dead.  I thought you were dead!”
“I know this is a lot to take in, my boy, and I’ll be more than happy to explain.  All in good time.  Please, I must see your mother.  Can you tell me how I can find her?”
Breslin eyed his father.  Maelnar’s mouth was open, but nothing was coming out.  
“He’s done nothing but speak of how he wished to see the two of you again,” Breslin softly told his father.  “Is grandmother home?”
“She’s here,” Maelnar all but whispered.
Breslin leaned forward.  “Sorry?  What was that?”
“Mother is here today.  Neika is the guest of honor for the annual convention of educators.  She’s been a teacher ever since father vanished.”
“She always did enjoy working with underlings,” Kasnar noted with a smile.
“Father, this is incredible!  She’s not going to believe this.  Mother is going to –”
“Have conniptions?” Breslin asked, smiling.
Maelnar nodded.  “Undoubtedly.”
“That’s what I said about you,” his son informed him.  “Where is she?  Can you send for her?”
“She’s across the hall.  Just a moment.”
Maelnar beckoned to one of his underling assistants.  He scribbled out a note and handed it to the young boy.  
“Give this to Neika.  Do you know who that is?”
The boy nodded eagerly.
“Excellent.”
Maelnar handed the underling the folded message.  The boy instantly darted off through the open doors.  He turned back to his father and shook his head in disbelief.
“I have so many questions, father.”
“I know you do, boy, and now I have nothing but time to answer anything you want to know.”
“Have you been in Nar?”
“For almost the entire time I was gone, aye.”
“Were you there willingly?”
Kasnar shook his head.  “No.”
“Prisoner?”
“Aye.”
Maelnar’s face darkened.  “Who held you against your will?”
Breslin placed his hand on his father’s shoulder.  “He’s already been dealt with.”
The underling ran back into the room and sheepishly handed Maelnar another note.  Maelnar looked around.  
“Where is she?”
“She’s not coming,” the boy all but whispered.
Baffled, Maelnar opened the note to read his mother’s response.
 
I am preoccupied.  I will be there when I can.
 
For the first time Maelnar noticed that the entire auditorium was on its feet and was watching intently.  He faced the other members of the Council and bowed.
“Fellow elders, I’m sorry, but I have to go.”
“No explanations necessary,” one elder told him, waving him off.  “Your family needs you.  Go.”
Maelnar nodded appreciatively and hurried to his father’s side.  Kasnar gratefully took his son’s arm and left the way they had come.
“Someone want to take this thing?” Athos called out, pointing at the power hammer.
“Grab it for me, will you?” Breslin called back.
“Grab it for me, will you?” Athos mocked, in a falsetto.  “He knows I have no Narian blood in me.”  
Gritting his teeth, Athos picked the hammer up and struggled to catch up to his brother.  Venk was kind enough to take a turn at lugging the heavy hammer along while they all headed towards the second auditorium where the conference of educators was in full swing.  Venk and Athos both noticed that the entire Council had abandoned their session and had elected to follow Maelnar and his father.  Apparently word of Kasnar’s return was spreading like wildfire.
The procession came to a halt as a woman’s stern voice could be heard.
“I told you that I’d be there just as soon as I could.”
“Mother, I have some news that all of you may want to hear.”
The auditorium went silent.
“Nar has been found.”
Cries of astonishment sounded immediately.  A dozen different conversations erupted.  His mother, as frail and wrinkled as his father, smiled tenderly at him.
“I know you’ve had an interest in Nar for quite some time,” his mother began.
“Mother, I hate to interrupt you,” Maelnar began, “but…”
“You’ve already interrupted me,” Neika told him, interrupting her own son.  “Twice now.”
Maelnar swallowed.  “Mother, there’s someone here that’s been waiting a long time to see you again.”
Neika’s wrinkled hand touched a young female underling’s arm to get her attention.
“Do I have any more appointments today?”
“No, my lady,” her personal assistant told her.
“Have I missed any appointments today?”
“No, my lady.”
His mother tilted her head and looked up at her son.  “Are you sure?  Who?”
“Me.”
Kasnar stepped out from behind his son and approached his wife.  To Kasnar, she looked as though she hadn’t aged a day.  Neika gasped with shock as she instantly recognized the person standing before her.    
“Kasnar!  Dear me, Kasnar!  Can it be you?  This is not a ruse?”
“It is I, my beloved.  I’ve waited so long to see you!”
Neika slowly rose to her feet and embraced her husband.  All conversations died off as everyone got to their feet and silently filed out of the meeting hall.  
“Where have you been?” Neika managed to ask between her sobs.
“Nar.”
The sobs stopped instantly and Neika pulled out of the hug.  She looked at her husband and put her hands on her hips.
“Nar?  Really?  Is that the best story you can come up with?” 
Breslin reached over to Athos to reclaim the power hammer.  Once he had it, he plunked it down on the table next to his grandparents.  Two women, waiting to leave the room, glanced backward once they heard the loud noise.  Both of them reacted with surprise as each recognized the significance of the tool. 
“It’s a power hammer!” one excitedly told the other.
“I’m sure they know, Trinidra,” the woman’s companion told her.  “Let’s leave them be.”
“What’s a power hammer?” Neika asked as she eyed the unremarkable looking hammer.
“It’s what enabled me to rescue grandfather,” Breslin told her.
Satisfied with her grandson’s explanation, Neika returned to her husband’s arms.  Deciding his grandparents needed some alone time, Breslin turned towards the door and motioned for the others to follow suit.  Maelnar turned to follow them as well.
“I’m surprised they let you keep the hammer,” Athos told him once they made it outside.  
“I have to make it available for study should someone want to see it,” Breslin told him, “but otherwise the hammer is mine.”
“Just like your father’s map,” Venk said, remembering the tiny framed map in Maelnar’s study.  
“Aye.”
A hand suddenly clasped Venk’s shoulder.  He looked over to see Maelnar standing beside him.
“Did you mean what you said on the way over here, lad?”
Venk nodded.  
Athos looked at his brother, confusion evident on his face.
“What did you say to him?”
“Then you’d better take your leave,” Maelnar quietly told him.  “There’s much to be done, wouldn’t you agree?”
Venk let out the breath he had been holding.  He grinned.  “I would”.
“What needs to be done?” Athos asked, growing irritated for being ignored.
“Graun’s loss is Borahgg’s gain,” came Maelnar’s cryptic answer.  “Welcome to the Kla Guur, lad.”
“What did I miss here?” Athos asked, turning to stare at his brother.
“Master Venk here has become the first apprentice I’ve had in many years,” Maelnar answered.  “I make the same offer to you, Master Athos, if you’re willing.”
Athos shook his head.  “An apprentice.  That’s why he’s so excited.  I appreciate the offer, Master Maelnar, but I’m comfortable where I am.  You have yourself a fine new apprentice.  Just do me a favor and go easy on him.  He can be a little slow at times.”
Venk’s smile vanished and he glared at his brother.
“You can go kiss a…”
He trailed off as he noticed his son watching him intently.
“I mean, we’ll miss you, too.  Graun isn’t that far from Borahgg.  Besides, we’ll always be Chanus, except now we’ll have dual residency!”
“I’ll see you in my workshop in a fortnight, Master Venk.  Your training will begin once you and your family are settled.”
Venk bowed low.  
“Thank you for everything.”
Maelnar returned the bow.  
“My pleasure.  Oh!  Bring Lukas.  He might enjoy this, too.”
Venk stared incredulously at his son.  Lukas, who had overheard, stood there with his mouth hanging open.
As Maelnar turned around to watch his parents chatting like two lovesick teenagers, he heard Lukas tell his father that the house they were going to move into had to be large enough for two foundries:  one for his father and one for his own.


 
The End
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 For those who seek redemption, may you find it.
 




The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and all science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead: his eyes are closed.
 
-Albert Einstein, 1931
 
 



Chapter 1
 
Samuel pushed the twisted sheet from his shoulder and let the makeshift noose coil on the ground like a dead snake. He stepped out of the rope and looked up at the decaying branch overhead, shaking his head. His eyes darted about the empty forest as his heart raced.
He drew a breath, wincing at the pain in his throat as his lungs tried to pull in more oxygen. He smiled at the joy of being alive until the memory of his prison cell surfaced. Like a leaf at the mercy of the wind, the image of the bars floated from Samuel’s reach. Worry rushed back in as he struggled to find a connection, a reason for being here.
He stepped over the jagged rocks and closed his eyes. Silence. It could have been midsummer. It could have been the dead of winter. He could no longer tell and even if he could, Samuel struggled to remember what those seasons meant. The wind was still. The creek in the distance murmured like the whispers at a funeral procession. The insects, the animals–the creatures of the wood were silent. Again, Samuel fought to recall hearing any sound. A leather string holding an amulet lay on the ground at his feet and he picked it up. The charm was silver, three triple spirals connected and curling in on each other. He slid the leather string over his head until the amulet lay on his chest.
He walked in silence over branches sprawled on the ground and onto a rough path that wound itself farther into the forest. Samuel heard a slight rustle of leaves underneath his feet and yet his canvas sneakers did not make as much noise as they should have. The sun hung at an odd angle, tossing a bland shaft of light ahead, with most of the rays never reaching the ground. Samuel looked to the right and saw tattered, yellow caution tape dangling from the trunks of ancient oaks.
What is this?
The tape ran from trunk to trunk in tattered, random shreds like an abandoned crime scene. He reached out and tore a shred of tape from the tree while looking for the human remains that should have been there.
Samuel looked up into the canopy of branches, which hovered overhead like a worried mother. As far as he could see, ropes and nooses hung empty and cold. Piles of clothing, personal items, and other artifacts lay beneath some.
He tossed the scrap of tape to the ground and continued down the path, knocking aside a shoe, a sport coat, a backpack. He stopped and bent down to grab the backpack, the aching in his neck causing him to wince. The backpack was made of nylon, the zipper long gone and its teeth forever in a black grin. He reached into it, his fingers brushing against a few leaves that rustled inside. Nothing. He turned it over to reveal three characters embroidered on the front: BCD. He rubbed his head and stared at them until he recognized the letters of the alphabet, and a thin smile spread over his lips. He was not sure if those letters mattered anymore, and he could not recall why they ever would. Samuel dug through a few of the mounds beneath the hanging trees, shoving articles of clothing into the backpack.
He threw the only remaining strap over one shoulder and shuffled farther down the path on instinct. He kept the pack to store items that might keep him alive. The creek moved closer with each step, and he was happy to hear its meanderings. The natural noise brought a brief sense of normalcy, a memory from childhood: long summer days in a valley and a creek that cut a ragged line through the forest. Some days he would spend hours in solitude, overturning rocks in a search of salamanders. On other days, he would throw stones across the bank with his brothers in a friendly competition that would end when his mother’s voice echoed through the trees, calling them home for the evening meal.
He saw more items strewn across the path and kicked a pair of shoes to the side. So many shoes. He wondered why the shoes remained and the bodies did not.
Samuel looked down at his sneakers with Velcro instead of laces. A faded denim shirt hung open revealing a plain grey T-shirt underneath. His khakis sat loose on his hips. The guards did not care how well they fit the inmates.
The path curved as it approached the stream, turning right into a grove of high pines, their needles covering the ground. Samuel drew a deep breath through his nose, catching the faintest odor of pine, and it made him smile. He savored the distant aroma for as long as he could. It did not last. 
He sat on the ground next to an abandoned, blue shopping bag and reached inside, pulled out the contents and arranged them in a circle over the pine needles. He remembered the names for most of them. Lighter. Pen. Nickel. A few he could not recognize, but his brain assured him he would. Samuel picked up the lighter with his right hand, pinched between a thumb and finger. Muscle memory snapped into place as his thumb struck down on the flint. The lighter sparked, and Samuel smiled. He could almost taste the burnt, woody smoke of a hand-rolled cigarette. He could almost feel the airy buzz with each puff of the tobacco. He struck the lighter again and again, but each time it failed to ignite, and each time it reminded him of the temporary satisfaction delivered by the nicotine. Another item returned to his expanding repertoire of old words as he opened a supple leather wallet.
Samuel removed the paper sticking out from its fold. As with the pine needles, he caught a faint whiff of the earthy, organic scent of the rawhide.
He looked up and noticed the sun had dropped closer to the horizon, as if touching the tops of the trees to ignite them. Darkness crept closer, surrounding the far edges of his vision. Samuel’s toes became numb from the cold and he realized his exposure could kill him.
With the chill of the approaching night, the undoing of the universe tightened its stranglehold on this place, slowly crushing the life from it. Each universe exists infinitely close to one other much like grains of sand on a beach. The collection of universes is known as the multiverse. In this place, the reversion started on the edges where sounds disappeared and colors dulled, draining it all of rich, sensory perceptions. The physical world began to fold in upon itself and threatened to swallow everything into the eternal void. Not every universe was cursed with a reversion that held souls in transition, but this one was. 
Using the reversion as his tool, Deva snatched those in need of salvation and dropped them into a dying world to find the path to redemption and release from the cycle: Should the soul fail to make a lifetime of wrongs right, it would reawaken in another place, in another reversion. Spirit demands a resolution for all souls and Deva orchestrates it. Deva, the gatekeeper of the reversion, spent eons keeping the great cycle intact and would do so for as long as Spirit required it.
***
The night came silently, stealing the remaining light from the forest and replacing it with an insufferable coldness. Samuel shuddered. He could no longer control the muscle spasms that racked his body and occupied his mind. The yellow tape, the shoes, the hunger. None if it mattered while his brain searched for a solution to the numbing cold brought by the night.
After walking for hours in no particular direction, he again relied on instinct, gathering branches and leaning them against a tree to provide the most basic shelter. With twigs and dried leaves, he created a mound of kindling. He stood and yawned before looking out into the expansive forest. He had no measure of his progress and thought it was possible he hiked in a long, meandering circle.
Samuel reached into his pocket, where he had stowed the mysterious artifacts. His hand found the lighter, which he pulled out. Again he wrapped his thumb and finger around the igniter, although the dropping temperature made it more difficult for him to strike the flint. He tried again, once, twice. On the third strike, the lighter coughed forth a weak flame. It flickered over the pinhole at the top of the metal. Samuel felt the brief burst of warmth and, before he could place his left hand over the top, the flame died. He shook the lighter and struck the flint again. The green flame returned, and Samuel pushed the tiny lever on the front of the lighter until the flame rose slightly higher than before. He smiled and reached back into his pocket, removing scraps of paper from the wallet and holding them over the flame. At first, the paper did nothing but curl and twist from the heat. But after a few moments, the flame leapt from the lighter. He dropped the lit paper on to the mound of leaves. Curls of grey smoke floated upward, stinging his eyes and burning his nose, and Samuel cried from the smoke. He could smell it. He was alive. 
Within moments, the confined space between three pine trees blazed with yellow and green flames. Samuel was standing closer to the bonfire than he should, staring at the odd colors. His instinct told him to stand back, and yet the heat did not burn him. He shoved the lighter into his pocket and scurried past the fire, gathering pine needles, dried twigs and branches. He knew this fuel was needed to keep the fire going, to keep him alive. In a matter of moments, units of time Samuel could no longer measure, he sat basking in the glow of a roaring bonfire. He felt its warmth and closed his eyes. His stomach growled, protesting the hunger brought on by the activity.
Samuel laid his head on the empty backpack and curled his feet closer to the fire. He felt warm and safe and still alone, until the howl pierced the air.
His mind reeled as instinct took over. He stripped his clothes to the ground to rid himself of his human scent. He could not remember how he knew, but he recognized the howl of the alpha male. He knew the pack was coming. He knew if he did not hide from their sight and sense of smell, he would die.
The cold air bit into his back as the paltry fire warmed his front. He took inventory of the clothing he stuffed into his backpack, counting three shirts of various sizes, two pairs of shorts and one pair of athletic pants. He ran to the pile and put the athletic pants on, followed by a pair of shorts. He picked up the T-shirt he had worn and took a whiff. He could smell his own body odor, but it did not carry the musky, organic, overpowering scent it normally would have, but he didn’t have time to figure out why. The air felt heavy and diluted and Samuel wondered if there was something wrong with his senses or if it was this place. Nevertheless, it was closest to his body’s scent and would have to do. He hoped to confuse the alpha male long enough to escape. He set the undershirt aside and pulled the clothing over his head until he stood dressed, with only a pair of shorts and a T-shirt left on the ground. Samuel felt his movement restricted in several layers of clothing worn by other people and realized if the alpha male was not disoriented by the mixing of scents, he would be easy prey.
He ran to one of the pine trees standing guard over his haven, unable to find a single knotted branch or knob that would serve him. He knew the clearing would soon be attacked by a pack of wild wolves, and he ran from one tree to another until he found what he needed, grabbing the stained T-shirt and wrapping the neck-hole around a thin branch while using another twig to create a crude cross on which the T-shirt rested, mimicking a human with arms outstretched. He then snatched the shorts from the ground and wrapped them over a piece of peeling bark so they hung beneath the T-shirt. The clothes on the tree sat higher than an average human, but he did not think the wolves would discern that detail in the heat of the hunt.
Samuel heard the soft crunch of the forest underbrush. He looked back and forth at the trees and over the fire, spotting one low-hanging branch within his grasp. His fingers fell a few inches short of the bark, and when he heard the low, earthy growls, he realized he had seconds to make a decision. Samuel jumped and grabbed the branch with both hands while swinging his legs as high as he could. Several objects fell from his pockets and clattered in a pile beneath the tree. As he glanced down, Samuel saw the first set of yellow eyes materialize from the dark recesses beyond the fire. He squinted and heaved upward until he sat on the branch with his feet dangling five feet from the ground. The alpha male came first.
***
It smelled the burning wood long before its eyes found the origin of the flame. The creature nuzzled its nose deep into dank fur and flicked its ears twice before turning its muzzle toward the sky, letting loose with a growl that sounded more human than beast. Within moments, the rest of the pack surrounded the alpha male. Sets of yellow eyes darted back and forth through the hulking, black trunks. They seemed to disappear and reappear as though floating through the night.
One has found flame.
The pack settled and circled around the leader. With his fur rankled, he bared his pointy teeth at the slightly younger, more aggressive males.
My kill, then your carcass.
Although not the egalitarian split most of the creatures desired, it was the way.
The alpha male trotted across a felled tree, the trunk resting on a rocky outcrop jutting twenty feet high. He approached the zenith and stopped, catching the scent of fire, smoke and humans. While he did not share the same sense of time and space as other mammals, the wolf registered surprise. He had not expected man to still be here, and if he was, he had not expected man to enter his domain.
Blood.
The rest of the pack reared up behind the leader, letting loose with several rounds of howling, barking and gnashing. Several of the larger, older creatures snapped at the females. The leader called for blood. The hunt was on.
The alpha male leapt from the trunk, his sinewy frame propelled through the trees as if by an otherworldly force. The creature sprinted, and the pack followed at the respected distance. The alpha male would not find a challenger this night—the first blood would belong to him. The pack undulated, a brown, grey and silver mass weaving through the trees and toward the fire springing up from the forest floor. Some of the cubs whimpered and ran beneath their mothers, for they had yet to witness the power of flame.
The alpha male crested a slight rise and slowed his descent toward the valley, scanning the horizon to see the thin, white line of Brother Moon. The creature stopped, his tongue flicking across his frozen muzzle. He lifted his head up and howled again.
The top arch of the moon poked above the tree line, but would rise no farther. The alpha male knew. He mourned the loss of the sky god hanging over the valley and illuminating the kills. Brother Moon held his gaze low like an insolent child, a bit lower each cycle.
The pack scampered behind the alpha male and waited. The creatures paced about with deep growls as they too gazed at the fire in the center of the valley, cursing the unnatural flame and drooling at the prospect of tearing its creator apart.
The alpha male dropped low, ears up. He moved methodically through the trees until the faint aroma of burning pine reached his nose. They had not lost the scent. Not yet. The others followed with growling bellies and cautious optimism. The feast would be the first in a long while. Mothers would push their cubs back from the killing spot and toss them the battered entrails left after the surge.
The alpha male continued to lead. The crackling of the burning wood became louder but muffled in the heavy air. He listened for the guttural tone of a human voice, but did not hear it, and he sniffed the air again, this time detecting the source of the scent.
More than one?
The younger, more aggressive males became excited by the thought of full bellies. The wolves nudged each other, even going so far as to bare teeth to preserve the attack order. After the alpha male had eaten, a battle would ensue for the bloody remains.
The alpha male spun with his hackles raised. He growled and bared pointy, yellow teeth at his pack. They would fear him or be consumed by him. At least that was how it had always been. The others cowered, especially the females and the cubs. A few of the more mature males skittered to the side but did not retreat. They sized up the alpha male, sensing they too might someday lead the pack. Someday.
Now.
He reared his head and howled. The rest of the pack imitated the alpha male until the sound consumed the dead of the night. He raced from his lead position toward the fire, with the pack following, dashing between trunks, through the remains of yellow tape and over lonely shoes with decayed laces. He sprinted over forgotten bones and rotted canvas tents. He kicked the artifacts of the world to the side, where they tumbled into silent obscurity.
The fire grew as the alpha male led his pack to the fight. It had been a long time since human blood was spilled in the valley and the alpha male basked in the anticipation. Although his eyes had lost range and focus, he was able to detect the human form against the tree on the far side of the fire. The yellow and green flames distorted the shape, but not enough to confuse the alpha male. The wolves snapped at each other’s tails as they followed the leader to the kill zone. Females, cubs and old wolves became lost in the instinctual euphoria of the kill.
He flew from the path, dashed around a fallen limb and turned straight for his prey. The alpha male’s eyes lit, his snout pulsing with the chemicals of the predominant human scent, no longer uncertain of their numbers. He made one final lunge to the right of the fire and skidded to a halt in the dry dirt at the base of the tree. His head twitched back and forth at the shirt and shorts tacked there. He did not need to communicate his disgust and disappointment to the pack. His belly growled in protest of the ruse.
 



Chapter 2
 
The leader approached his prey and looked up. The rest of the pack filled in behind the alpha male but kept their distance from the unnatural fire. The creature paced around the flames, sniffing the objects on the ground, and then craned its neck upward at the feet of the human.
It must come down. That is the command given and the one I must follow.
The rest of the pack whined and shuffled about. Several of the cubs lay on the ground, enjoying the meager warmth provided by the man’s fire, while the male wolves stood behind the leader and looked up into the tree.
“Leave me alone,” Samuel shouted.
He thought he could hear the alpha male chuckle. The sound escaped the wolf’s muzzle like a short guffaw.
“Get out of here.”
The wolves stood at attention, staring up at him. One would break off, circle its tail, and then come back to attention at the base of the tree.
Samuel looked up into the pine. Branches sprouted from the trunk like a pinwheel extending up into the blackness. Tendrils of smoke raced between them as the fire burned down to yellow coals, releasing the hiss of water inside the damp wood. Samuel reached for the next closest branch and climbed higher, until he sat on a wider branch, taking a deep breath and looking down at the pack twenty feet below.
We wait.
The alpha male sat and his ears came up. The other hunters did the same, while the female wolves remained on the outer edge of the camp. The pack formed a circle around the base of the tree.
Samuel felt a rumble in his stomach and a pain gripped his side. He could not remember the last time he ate. He rubbed the blooming bruises on his neck, a painful reminder of his time inside the noose. Samuel looked out from the trees, convinced he had found temporary refuge from the pack. A sliver of moon appeared above the canopy of pines, blossoming like spilt milk into the night sky.
Are wolves nocturnal?
They’ll go back to the den once the sun comes up, Samuel thought.
Samuel watched as a new light crested off the horizon. He did not see the blazing orb of his sun. He did not feel the warmth of the day. Hours passed, and yet the light failed to chase back the darkness, seeping upward until a dull grey blanket of mist descended on the forest. A quick pulse of memory shot through his head, a late-afternoon thunderstorm at the shore. The feeling lingered, but the specifics of the memory did not. He looked down at the pack. The females and cubs slept in bundles of fur, and the hunters rested their heads in their paws, all except one. The alpha male remained sitting, his eyes focused on Samuel.
***
As the light faded yet again, Samuel felt the first cramps clutching his muscles, threatening to eject him from his safe perch. His stomach threatened to turn in on itself. He closed his eyes, unsure whether the hunger pangs could keep his mind off the muscle cramps or whether it was better to focus on the cramps to take his mind off of his hunger. Samuel’s tongue felt as though it were wrapped in cotton. Mucous dripped from his nose, while his feet felt cold and dead.
It weakens.
The wolves pushed up onto all fours and began circling the base of the trunk. The alpha male reared back and howled. The cubs awakened with new fervor, hunger and bloodlust. Two hunters leapt onto the base of the tree as if threatening to climb it. They jumped back and forth, growling and snapping at each other’s tails.
Samuel closed his eyes and the world swam beneath him. He lost his sense of direction and fell from the branch, lunging out and grasping another to stop his plummet. The branch slid beneath his fingers as he looked at the ground below, feeling dizzy. He expected the ground to rush up and snatch him from the precipice. Samuel reminded himself not to look down, wondering why that seemed to be the best advice for his fear of heights. The hunters saw the movement and the other wolves sensed it. The entire pack ran around the base, barking and growling in a frenzy. Samuel hung by one arm, his left foot five feet from the ground. He felt the sting as a pine branch opened a gash in his side, and blood dripped into the open maw of the alpha male.
Not this way, he thought, wincing.
He drew a deep breath and forced the pain from his mind. He considered giving up until the thought of the pack’s teeth tearing at his flesh cleared his head. His mind raced through questions, reasons for the wolves’ unending pursuit. But in that moment, he realized it did not matter. He would have to survive before he could have the luxury of reflection.
Samuel shook his head, fighting the haze and scrambling to reach a higher position. The alpha male lunged, clamping his jaws on the heel of Samuel’s sneaker, shaking it left to right, rear paws digging into the dirt with every backpedal. Samuel kicked with his opposite foot but lacked power behind the motion. His toe bounced off the skull of the alpha male, agitating him more.
The other wolves crowded the alpha male, snapping at Samuel’s foot in support of the leader. Samuel felt his grip loosening and his pants being tugged downward by another wolf that had a hold. He looked up at the branch, the tree about to fulfill his destiny of death in a way the noose could not. As his right hand released and another wolf climbed to his knee, a crack echoed through the valley. Samuel crashed to the ground as the wolves froze. They spun to face the sound as another shot whistled through the air and a slug lodged in the pine tree mere inches from Samuel’s head.
We will come back.
The alpha male turned to snarl at Samuel before bounding over the remains of the fire and through the trunks of the pine trees. The hunters, the females and the cubs followed with their tails tucked.
Samuel looked over the fire with blurry vision. His breathing slowed and he sensed motion. A dark swath moved over the reemerging fire. It stopped and hesitated. The flames jumped back to life, and Samuel squinted in the light. Again the fire burned with a paltry, green hue, but compared to the blackness preceding it, Samuel shielded his eyes from the glare.
“Who are you?” he asked.
“Close your eyes. We’ll talk when your body has recovered.”
Samuel rolled onto his back and laughed. Floating ash danced overhead against the black velvet sky. Bare tree branches reached for it like bony fingers.
“The wolves, they’re coming back,” he said.
“They will. They always do,” the stranger said.
Samuel smiled again and closed his eyes. He would sleep, or he would die. Either would rest his weary mind.
 
 



Chapter 3
 
“I hope Major finds him before the wolves tear him apart,” Mara said.
“I don’t give a rat’s ass about Major, newbies or the wolves,” Kole said.
Mara tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and shook her head. “Of course you do, Kole. You know Major can’t get out of this one by himself.”
Major’s fate, his redemption, hinged on his ability to save them all from the reversion. Kole and Mara didn’t have the knowledge or the ability to escape on their own. Each new visitor had the potential to manipulate this place without knowing it, but Major had seen it a number of times. It was up to him to mold the raw talent Deva sent his way. He bounced from one universe to another, but he was unable to do so in this one. Major needed Samuel alive long enough to figure out why.
“He’s only out to save his own ass. I don’t trust Major and neither should you.”
Mara shrugged. “You have to trust somebody. As long as you know Major will sell you out to get what he wants, what’s the big deal?”
Kole shrugged off Mara’s question. “I’m not the one making a big deal about Major, am I?” He rubbed a hand across the tattoo that sleeved his right arm, trying hard to remain focused on the conversation he had with Mara dozens of times already. “Maybe you have a good reason to get back to whatever life you had, but I don’t. I’m just as happy to stay here and let the cloud eat me.”
Mara gave up, tired of the posturing Kole used to end all of their conversations. “Major is looking for someone or something. It’s his only hope, and I feel like it’s mine as well.”
Kole looked at her and wondered how they were connected to the new visitor, and ultimately, to Major. He grew tired of the disappointment in Mara’s eyes. Kole could feel a connection to the new arrival and yet he could not understand why.
He knew more about Mara’s journey than Mara. He was with Major when she came through the forest, mumbling and disoriented like all of the troubled souls that fell from the noose. They took care of her and nursed her back to health in hopes she could find whatever it was they needed to flee the dying worlds. Major never said it, but Kole knew she wasn’t the one, but she was the key to finding the one who would. Major told him she would draw that power like a magnet and that was why Kole pretended to tolerate her in Major’s presence. 
Kole and Major committed heinous, immoral acts in their lives and landed here. As far as Kole could tell, Mara had not and so he felt sympathetic towards her. He knew his own suicide brought him into the reversion, although he could not decide if he was alive or dead. Most days Kole struggled to tell the difference. When Samuel arrived, he felt the blood connection in his veins and knew this reversion would not end like the countless others that tossed him out and back into the cursed forest.
Mara convinced Major and Kole she couldn’t remember crossing over. She kept that secret hidden away, fearful they would somehow use it against her. But she’d overheard Major and Kole talking at night about their old lives and she knew why they were here. The men were violent, greedy and selfish. But they helped her navigate the forest and so she felt a thin and cautious connection to both. The collective energy of Major, Kole and Mara could release them all from the cycle, but only with Samuel’s help.
***
Samuel felt the nudge of the boot in his ribs and rolled over onto his back. A grey, gauzy haze still hung in the sky. He put a hand to his throbbing forehead and wondered how long it would take to feel normal again, if ever. Samuel detected movement across the remains of the night’s fire, and a pulse of fear raced through his chest. The tree, the wolves and the howling—especially the howling—resurfaced in his head. He gulped the air and recognized the movement of a fellow human. Samuel squinted as he sat up on his elbows.
“What time is it?” he asked.
“Does it matter?”
He shrugged. “I guess not.”
He watched the stranger from behind. The man sat on a felled trunk, wearing a tattered, black overcoat mingled with dried leaves. He wore a black cloth headband tied at the back of his head above a ponytail streaked with shooting bursts of grey.
“Who are you?”
The stranger turned and faced Samuel. His eyes sat deep in his skull, surrounded by dark blooms of age and fatigue. The headband crouched low over his eyebrows, and the stranger’s nose sat crooked, in between two red cheeks and lips melded together into a thin line. A bruise ran from his left ear, down across his throat, and then up underneath his right ear.
“Call me Major,” he said.
“Is that a name or a rank?”
Major smiled and shook his head. “You ask too many questions.”
Major placed his knife and sharpening stone on a rock, and the glint of the blade sparkled when it caught the dull glare of the daylight.
“You saved my life,” Samuel said.
Major shrugged.
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome . . . er?”
“Samuel.”
“You’re welcome, Samuel.”
Major stood and walked over to Samuel, sitting on a rock facing him.
“What do you remember?” he asked.
“The noose.”
Major’s eyebrows pushed the headband up slightly.
“It didn’t work. I know it was tight on my neck. I don’t remember that, I just know it. Then it was at my feet, and the bruises on my neck turned red.”
“Before that?” Major asked.
Samuel shook his head. “Nothing.”
“Family, friends, work, women?”
Again, Samuel shook his head.
Major whistled and stood. “Haven’t seen many that close who don’t end up with rigor mortis.”
“Close to what?” Samuel asked.
Major waved his hand in the air and bent down to rummage through a rucksack a few feet from the fire pit. He pulled out a plastic jewel case. The cover had four symbols on it, and the spine read “Threefold Law—Revenant.” He tossed the CD to Samuel.
“Know what that is?”
Samuel smiled. “I’m not an idiot. It’s a CD.”
Major snatched it from his hands and tossed it back into the sack. “Personal, not cultural,” he said, more to himself than Samuel.
Samuel stood and stretched his back. His stomach moaned, and he stepped toward Major. “I can’t remember the last time I ate anything.”
That shook Major from a momentary daydream. He pulled the rucksack closed and reached into the blue, plastic shopping bag behind it, grabbing cheese on wheat crackers wrapped in cellophane. He tossed them to Samuel.
“One of the few of those I have left. Might be one of the last ever.”
Samuel tore into the snack crackers. The overpowering sting of salt flooded his mouth and his senses. And then, as quickly as it came, the taste disappeared. He chewed what now tasted like dried cardboard. Samuel finished the crackers and immediately recognized how thirsty he had become.
Major walked to the nearest pine, lifted a twelve gauge shotgun, and laid the barrel over his left shoulder. He loaded a lead pumpkin ball into the chamber and clicked it shut. Major grabbed the rucksack and swung it over his head.
“I’ve gotta go.”
Samuel stared at him.
“I left you a water.”
“Hold on. Where are you going?”
Major ignored the question and strode past Samuel toward the enveloping darkness of the forest. The filtered light retreated downward from the sky, leading Samuel to believe it was nearing dusk.
“What if the wolves return?”
“They will,” Major said. “But not for two or three nights. I wouldn’t linger here for too long, if I were you.”
***
Samuel sat at the base of the tree that had become his refuge from the pack. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. What he recognized as night returned, smothering what remained of the reflected light in the sky. He decided against following Major into the woods. The man must have been here much longer than he had, and it would not be difficult for Major to lose him. And then Samuel remembered the wolves and thought better of venturing into the wilderness on his own.
He reached over to the water bottle Major left and noticed a scrap of paper underneath it. Placing the bottle to the side, he unfolded the note.
 
Most of the bodies have nothing of value. Scavengers cleaned them out. The trinkets lying in piles are worthless or don’t work, neither of which will help you. I can’t tell, but I think it’s accelerating. Not at an even pace like a clock, but more like the tides. It moves faster the closer it gets. I’ve seen it before. I’m moving to higher ground. So should you.
 
Samuel read the note again. It was not addressed to him, and it was not signed. He had to assume Major left it and decided another confrontation with the pack would not be in his best interest. He shoved his personal items into a pocket, drained the last of the water, and climbed the tree. When the morning glow crested over the horizon, he would follow Major’s trail as far as he could and hope it would lead to higher ground.
***
Samuel awoke. He had dozed on the branch, but would not go so far as to call it sleep. He felt pain in his hips, and his muscles ached from the slight tension needed to keep him balanced and in the tree. A thin beam of light appeared on the same horizon after what felt like more than a single night of darkness.
It’s accelerating.
Samuel thought about the phrase in Major’s note, and that the night felt longer. He shook his head and turned one ear toward the unending forest. Samuel had not heard them baying, nor seen so much as a falling leaf since Major left. The silence of the forest again felt suffocating, dead. He slid off the branch and climbed backward down the trunk until his feet landed on the pine needles.
Samuel made the decision to find higher ground before Major’s note, and he walked into the forest in the same direction Major had, following the man’s first few footsteps. Samuel laughed and remembered tracking a deer in his youth. He smelled the fresh blood and felt the crisp snap of the frigid winter air of days gone by. He stopped, frantic yet exhilarated. That memory had returned. If it did, others might as well.
***
He spent the next few hours trudging through the ancient forest, unsure as to whether he was making progress or simply walking in a huge arc. Samuel had not come across his campsite again, so he considered his time as progress. He approached a narrow creek running across the path. The water moved over the low rocks and passed by without so much as a gurgle. The entire stream was silent. Samuel reached into his back pocket and removed the cap from the plastic water bottle Major left him. He dipped the bottle into the water and filled it to the top. Samuel sniffed the water, could not detect an odor, and poured a drop into his mouth. He swallowed and waited. His stomach did not cramp, and he could not detect a bitter or chemical taste. He threw the bottle back and drained it, refilling it three more times.
Samuel continued past the creek until the forest felt as though it tipped upward toward the sky. He knew he was moving to higher ground, even though Major’s trail had disappeared. As he made the ascent, the trees thinned and the air felt colder. Samuel kept moving to keep warm, exhaling plumes of breath into the forest. He struggled to determine whether it was day or night. He trudged forward on an ever-increasing slope headed skyward. He leaned on the north side of a tree trunk, resting his legs and lungs. Samuel rubbed his eyes, certain the cabin he just spotted in the distance was a figment of his imagination.
Moss-covered shingles clung to the pitched roof. A lonely brick chimney jutted out at an angle that threatened to pull it over. Weathered wood shakes covered the front and side, their stain long since dissolved. The lone window to the right of the door was glazed with time, the dust giving it an opaque finish. Three steps led up to a door with a single brass knob and no lock.
 



Chapter 4
 
Samuel came within five feet of the cabin and stopped. He looked over his shoulder, expecting the occupant to arrive and chastise him for trespassing.
“Major?” he called out.
No response.
“Major, are you in there?”
The surrounding forest swallowed the sounds like a muffling blanket of snow. Samuel strained to hear noise coming from inside the cabin. He was greeted with silence.
He took another step closer, scanning the ground for any sign of activity. A long spider web hung diagonally across the top right corner of the door, and other webs clouded the corners of the front window.
Samuel walked to the right, circling around the cabin. The wood shakes covered the other exterior walls, although some had fallen to the ground in clumps of rotted wood. He bent down and sniffed the crumbling shingle, expecting an earthy, organic scent. He caught the slightest hint of mold and nothing more. Coming around the other side and back to the front, he did not find a cistern, privy or any other evidence of habitation.
He looked up at the gloomy ceiling above and felt as though night was coming again. Though he struggled to find the rhythm of the day, he could not determine whether the night was a few hours off or perhaps minutes away. He saw the leader of the pack in his mind’s eye and decided he was not ready to face the alpha male again. Major said he would be back. Had it been one night or two since the attack? Samuel could not remember. Time was stretched and thin like warm taffy.
The front door looked back at Samuel, unmoving and uncaring. He placed a foot on the first step and heard the wood crack under his weight, the first noise registered by his ears in a long while. He felt a tingling in the bottom of his foot that climbed past his ankle, over his knee, and bolted up to his shoulders. He pulled his foot back instinctively, and the electric buzz faded. When Samuel put his foot back on the step, it returned again like a low-voltage electric current. He looked down and his eyes widened. A crisp, brilliant, blue outlined his foot and extended to the outer edge of the step. The line glowed with an intensity that made Samuel squint. It cut through the drab grey-scape of the forest and the dreary sky. The wood beneath Samuel’s foot felt solid, smooth. He became aware of a scent of fresh paint that reminded him of summers spent painting fences in the neighborhood.
Samuel closed his eyes as the memory rushed back.
 
He sat on the ground in plush, green grass. An aluminum paint tray cradling a puddle of pure white paint sat next to him, a wood-handled brush resting on the edge. He stared straight ahead at a picket, one half bare, smooth and sanded while the top half sat glistening with a fresh coat.
“Hurry, Sammy. It’s almost time for lunch. If you finish by one, we can head to the pool for the rest of the afternoon.”
“I’m hungry. Whatyer makin’?”
“Grilled cheese and yogurt.”
“I’ll be in soon, Mom.”
 
Samuel opened his eyes, and the memory dissipated like a balloon carried away on the wind. He looked down and the blue outline flickered. He could see the rotted step fading through the painted one of another time and place. The tingling feeling in his body disappeared until he was left standing with one foot on the step and another on the ground.
The patch of illumination slipped lower in the sky as the darkness pulled it down to force another night. He thought of the wolves again and placed a hand on the doorknob, willing to risk entering the unknown instead of facing the wolves again. He turned the knob and pushed, but the door did not open. The howl of the wolves rose again, as if Samuel’s touch triggered their bloodlust.
The shudder worked its way through Samuel’s body until it triggered the Major’s words in his head.
They will return.
A cold sweat broke out on Samuel’s forehead, and he felt a rumbling in his bowels. The howling ceased for the moment, but he knew the next time it broke the unnatural silence, the pack would be much closer. He tried again, his hand gripping the doorknob with white knuckles. Samuel felt like the Arthur of old, trying with all his might to remove Excalibur from the stone. The knob would not move, so he pushed with one shoulder on the front of the door. The lazy spider webs dangled on his head, but the door did not give. He stepped to the side and used the palm of his hand to wipe the pane of the window. The next burst of howling made him shiver. The pack was closer. Much closer.
Samuel backed away from the window, spinning around and conducting a quick survey of the landscape surrounding the cabin. If he used a rock to break the window, the wolves would follow unless there was something inside the cabin he could use to bar it. He shoved his hands into his pockets but found nothing to help gain him access.
The howl that came next froze Samuel. He turned in the direction of the noise and swore he saw the yellow eyes bouncing between the scant trees of the elevated forest. Samuel placed both hands on the knob and shook as hard as he could. He leaned back, pulling with his body weight. The paws of the wolves rustled the leaves on the forest floor. Samuel looked over his shoulder without releasing his grip. The alpha male was back, and the light in his eyes spoke to Samuel without the need for words.
“Goddammit, open up,” Samuel screamed at the door.
The alpha male growled low, fifty yards from the cabin. The wolf downshifted from a full sprint to a light gallop, ears up and fangs bared. The rest of the pack came into the tight clearing in front of the cabin, the other hunters behind the alpha male. The females and cubs remained safely at the edge of the tree line.
Samuel smelled the wet fur, the odor more pungent than any others since he fell from the noose. He felt the low, moaning growl emanating from the hungry beasts. They spread out until the cabin was surrounded. He turned and placed his back on the front of the door. Samuel pushed his heels into the wooden step and drew a deep breath.
“I’m not giving in,” he said to the alpha male. “I’m not dying without a fight.”
The alpha male’s ears twitched. He strutted closer to Samuel. The others took tentative steps closer, careful not to infringe on the territory of their leader. The wolf snarled with saliva dangling from his fangs. Samuel bent his knees and leaned forward until his rear pressed on the front of the door. He held up his fists in front of his face as if getting ready for a schoolyard brawl. The alpha male ducked his head and lunged forward. He took two bounds and opened his jaw in midair as Samuel closed his eyes and braced for the impact. At the moment he expected to have teeth tearing at his throat, Samuel fell backward into utter and complete darkness.
***
Speckles of dust hung in the air, dancing on thin strings of light that penetrated the cabin through gaps in the shakes. Samuel blinked twice, feeling his eyes burn from lack of moisture. He lifted his head and turned to face the door while his body remained on the floor, the bare planks digging into his shoulder blades. Cobwebs dangled from the corners of the ceiling and stretched from underneath the cracked plaster. A narrow strip of light framed the door, leading Samuel to believe it was day, or the closest thing to daylight in this world.
An image of the alpha male snapped into place. Samuel closed his eyes and saw the feral, yellow eyes coming at him. He looked into the beast’s empty recesses, not believing such a creature could ever possess a soul. He remembered the teeth, bared and hungry, ready to tear at his flesh. Samuel even recalled the alpha male’s scent, which overpowered any lingering odor present.
Samuel shook his head and dispelled the memory. He sat up, stood and surveyed the cabin. A rickety table stood in one corner, the old-fashioned type meant for writing with a quill and inkwell. The wood appeared grey in the darkened room. A wooden chair with a three-rung back sat tucked beneath the tabletop. A rudimentary bunk hung two feet off the floor, the long side screwed into the wall with rusty hex bolts. A thin, lumpy pad covered the top of the bunk, which was crisscrossed with webs, but no pillow or blanket. The only other item in the room hung from a single nail protruding from the crown molding opposite the door. The frame sat askew in the middle of the wall.
At first, Samuel thought it was a mirror. Ages of dust covered the surface, hiding its identity. An ornately carved frame encapsulated the piece, seemingly out of place with the other basic furniture. Samuel approached it and wiped the length of the frame several times until he stood in front of a portrait.
The darkness and age made it difficult to determine whether it was a painting or a photograph. He could make out the profile of a woman, but not much else. Samuel walked to the desk and pulled the chair out from underneath it. Four dark circles sat on the floor where the dust could not settle. He wondered how many years it would take for the dust to fill those spaces. Samuel placed the chair on the floor in front of the wall and put his right foot on it. He pushed down. Other than a slight creak of the floorboard underneath, the chair felt sturdy. Standing on it brought him eye-level with the fastener and cable holding the portrait on the wall. He reached out and lifted the cable off the nail until the full weight of the portrait rested in both hands. He stepped back down to the ground. Something flickered deep within the recesses of his mind. Something stirred. Something familiar, yet just beyond his reach. Samuel walked toward the lone window and the ambient glow of the anemic sun filtered through the grime. He wiped off more of the age covering the portrait until his eyes met those in the photograph—eyes he knew almost as well as his own.
***
The woman in the photograph stood, positioned in the lower-right corner of the frame. Dark, long curls spilled about her shoulders and rested on her arms. She wore a black top, which combined with her dark hair to frame a pristine, youthful face. Her makeup and eyeliner made her look trendy and hip rather than cheap. Ruby lips pressed together into a thin smile that radiated warmth and good-natured teasing. But it was her eyes that ensnared Samuel, the way they had many years earlier. The woman’s green eyes called to him, made him forget his name. They sat evenly spread on her face, and the eyeliner around them accentuated the contrast between her porcelain skin and emerald irises. Samuel used his finger to remove the dust from her cheekbones to her neck, as if he would somehow feel the warmth of her skin under his touch. He smiled and looked to her long, thin fingers cradled around a set of keys. With her head tilted to the side, he could almost remember what she was saying when the photograph was taken. Almost.
His eyes moved toward the top-right corner of the frame, where another figure stood. The man stood behind her angelic form. He wore his hair slicked back without the creep of a widow’s peak, a white T-shirt beneath a black jacket, and his waist disappeared into the black background of the photo. He appeared to be leaning against a wall, his body behind her but his face turned toward the photographer. The man wore a fuzzy beard, spotty and uneven. Like the woman, he too sealed his lips into a slight smile, as if the photographer told a joke at the moment the camera shutter opened, capturing them before the remark forced them into open laughter. The man’s left arm disappeared behind the woman, while his right hung at his side.
Samuel placed the frame on the ground, leaning it against the wall underneath the window. He sat on the floor and stared at it again. His mind raced, sifting through logic that no longer computed in a world that did not follow the rules of the one he knew.
He shook his head. In one moment, one brief observation of one photograph, a significant portion of his memory returned. That did not bother Samuel. What shook him to his core was how an old photograph of him and his wife made it inside a desolate cabin, abandoned for decades, in a dead world. That troubled him more than not knowing why he descended into this hell in the first place.
***
“She was gorgeous.”
Samuel jumped at the sound of the voice. Even though their conversation wasn’t extensive, he recognized it.
“She still is,” Samuel said. “I didn’t hear the door open.”
He turned from his spot on the floor in front of the photograph to see Major sitting on the chair now pushed back against the far wall. His silvery mane sprawled over his shoulders like the spider webs inside the cabin. The black headband he wore to hold it back was no longer in place, neither was the ponytail. Major’s receding hairline held firm against the encroaching inevitability, even though the man was clearly within his sunset years.
“Maybe.”
“What do you mean?” Samuel asked.
“I mean, maybe. She was gorgeous, she is gorgeous, and she is no longer gorgeous. All of that.”
Samuel stood and approached Major. The old man sat, unbothered by the closing of distance between the two.
“Where did you go?” Samuel asked.
“You need to slow down and let your brain catch up with your mouth. You’re asking questions before the answers to the previous ones make it inside your head. We’re safe here. For now. I’m sorry I had to leave you so quickly, but if I hadn’t, the wolves would not have driven you to this place, and that had to happen.”
“What had to happen?” Samuel asked.
“There you go again.”
Samuel stopped and put a hand to his forehead. He ruffled his hair and dropped back to the floor next to the framed photograph. He leaned against the wall and felt the chill leaking through the wood. The light that filled the window earlier now faded into lonely blackness.
Major nodded before speaking. “I can tell you a bit, but when I stop, I have to stop for reasons beyond your understanding. Can you live with that?” he asked.
“No. But I’m going to lie and tell you I can,” Samuel said. 
 



Chapter 5
 
Samuel sat cross-legged on the bunk while Major remained in the chair. The old man grimaced as he lifted one leg and placed it over the other.
“The ligaments go before everything else, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Remember that.”
Samuel smirked and tapped his fingers on his thigh.
“Give me a second, Samuel. I need to think about how to frame this for you.”
Samuel nodded. The old man stared at the ceiling, one hand rubbing the end of his chin. He opened his mouth, held it for a moment, and then shut it again. He repeated this two more times.
“Are the wolves coming back?” Samuel asked.
Major held a finger up to Samuel, lines creasing his forehead, which drove his eyebrows down in the middle.
“Did you ever play a musical instrument? Like a violin or a guitar?”
Samuel furrowed his brow and thought about the question. So much of himself remained as nebulous as the world outside the cabin.
“I think so.”
“Good enough,” Major said. “Do you know how sound is created on a stringed instrument?”
Samuel shifted again as the stiff base of the bunk dug into his backside. “What does this have to do with anything?”
Major shook his head. He swatted at the air in front of his face and fell back into the chair. “This isn’t going to work.”
“Sorry,” Samuel said. “Tell me.”
Major took a deep breath and continued. “When you pluck a string on a guitar, the vibration creates the sound. The string vibrates quickly, and the sound is not constant. The note is really an infinite series of oscillating sounds.”
Samuel shrugged.
“Let me tell you the parable of the blind wise men and the lion. The blind men are hunting the lion, following its trail. Hearing it run past, they chase after it and grab its tail. Hanging on to the lion’s tail, they feel the one-dimensional form and proclaim, ‘It’s a one. It’s a one.’ But then one blind man climbs up the tail and grabs onto the ear of the lion. Feeling a two-dimensional surface, this blind man proclaims, ‘No, it’s really a two.’ Then another blind man is able to grab the leg of the lion. Sensing a three-dimensional solid, he shouts, ‘No, you’re both wrong. It’s really a three.’ They are all right.”
Samuel held both hands up. “I don’t understand what that means.”
“Just as the tail, ear and leg are different parts of the same lion, this place and the one you’re beginning to remember are different parts of the same world.”
For the first time, Samuel stopped tapping his finger. He looked at Major and then at the floor. He turned to face the framed photograph and then the lonely window on the other wall.
“So how do I get back to the tail, or the ear, or the leg or whatever the hell part of the world is mine?”
“I don’t know,” Major said.
“Why not?”
“Imagine walking on a vast beach, near the ocean. You scoop up a handful of sand. You sift the sand until a single grain sits in your palm. A strong gust sweeps off the water and knocks that single grain out of your hand. Could you bend down and pick it up off the beach? Would you know which grain was yours?”
“Are you trying to say millions of places are part of the same existence?”
Major shrugged. “Maybe billions, maybe an infinite number. I really don’t know.”
“That’s really hopeless,” Samuel said.
“Depends. If your place was healthy and vibrant, it might feel hopeless to leave. On the other hand, if all that you knew was slowly dying, unwinding, coming apart, it might feel like getting into the lifeboat before the ship sinks.”
Samuel nodded.
“There is one more thing you need to know before we lie down for the night, something I want you to think about. Let your mind turn it over while you sleep. Just like grains of sand on a beach, these places exist in the same physical plane and often rub up against each other.”
***
Major let Samuel take the bunk as he slept on the floor. He thought Samuel’s body needed time to adjust but he had spent enough time in the reversion to know sleep was never like it was before.
They awoke feeling no more refreshed than the night before. Samuel opened his eyes and watched Major remove two cylindrical objects from his bag and place them on the floor. The designs on the labels had long since faded. Major used a tool from his belt and pried the lid off the can. A faint and barely recognizable scent rose from the floor.
“Sauerkraut?” Major asked. He handed a can to Samuel while using two fingers to dig into his own.
“Cabbage of some sort, right?”
Major nodded while shoving more of the wet, cold breakfast into his mouth. Samuel scooped up a handful and felt the consistency of the substance, detecting a hint of salt, but the sensation dissipated until he was left eating a tasteless, odorless meal.
“I thought I remembered sauerkraut being really strong.”
“You’ll get those feelings or intuitions the longer you’re here. It’s like your mind slowly unrolls them for you so your psyche isn’t run over by the flood of data.”
Samuel let the comment roll around toward the back of his head. “Why isn’t this cabbage strong? Why can’t I smell it or taste it?”
Samuel stopped and cocked his head sideways.
“I don’t know,” Major said. “I mean, I can feel it. I know you have, too. Things here feel like they’re not quite a hundred percent. You know what I mean? Just look at the tint of any flame you light here. It’s always off, some shade of yellow or green. The sun, the odors, my taste buds. None of them operate at full speed. This place feels like it’s at sixty percent.”
Major smiled while Samuel stared at the floor.
“Each place seems to have constants but with slight variations. They all keep a thread that unifies them. Like our blind men chasing the lion, they’ll never grab a beak or a fin. They could grab a stub of an amputated tail or half of an ear that was bitten off in a fight, but it will always be lion-like. Never not lion-like.”
“I don’t think I understand.”
“Neither do I, but you get used to it with each passing cycle. Eat your sauerkraut. We need to get out of this cabin before Wolfman Jack and his crew come back to finish you off.”
They finished their meal and sat on the edge of the bunk while their stomachs rumbled in protest. Samuel glanced at the framed photograph leaning against the wall. Major nodded toward the nail.
“Can’t hurt to put it back,” Major said.
Samuel stood and replaced the photograph on the wall. He stepped back and looked again, nudging the corner up until the frame hung straight.
“That shit pops up everywhere.”
“What does?”
“Reflections. These little reminders of other places. They don’t ever seem to be as vibrant as the originals. That’s why I call them reflections.”
Samuel nodded.
“And there’s no point in trying to take the reflections with you. Your attention will be somewhere else, and when you look back, the reflection will be gone. I know you considered rolling that photo up and tucking it in your waistband, but you’d end up with nothing but a blank piece of photo paper sooner than you realize. Best to leave it here and not torture yourself with it.”
“Where to?” Samuel asked. He dusted his pants off and faced away from the photograph.
“I’ve got a feeling someone who can help us has popped out. He’s at least a two-day hike from here, and through some pretty tough shit. Gonna make the fight with those wolves seem like walking your dog in the park. Plus, I’ve got two other friends I’d like you to meet.”
Samuel raised his eyebrows. “Or I could sit in this cabin, staring at the reflection on the wall while waiting for death.”
“Something like that,” Major said.
 
 



Chapter 6
 
Both men slept the entire day and through the next night. The reversion distorted time in a way that left them groggy and slow despite the hours spent asleep. Samuel opened his eyes and saw Major sitting on the same chair, rubbing a sharpening stone over multiple blades. The rhythmic scraping annoyed him. The meager light penetrating the slate skies had returned, signaling a faint resemblance to the mornings of Samuel’s old life. He reached up to his neck and let his fingers trace the interlocking spirals of the medallion hanging from the leather string.
“What’s that?” Major asked, his eyes making contact with Samuel’s while the sharpening stone continued working on the blade of a curved knife.
“A triskelion. Some call it a triskele.”
Samuel hesitated, surprised the information was so readily available to his brain. Major saw the look on his face.
“That reflection on the wall is starting to jar things loose. Go ahead. I’m sure you can recall what it is and why you’re wearing it. I’d like to hear about that.”
Samuel paused and closed his eyes. He could feel the triskelion on his neck and felt the knowledge seeping back into his head.
“They’re not sure where it came from, but most archaeologists date it to the European Iron Age, Celtic in origin.”
“Sounds like you know what you’re talking about,” Major said as he smiled. “Go on.”
“They had some evidence the symbol was used for a very long time, as early as the Greek and Mycenaean civilizations centuries earlier, but the Europeans assimilated it. Wales, Brittany, they all used a variation of the form.”
Major waited as the blade slid back and forth across the stone.
“QUOCUNQUE JECERIS STABIT. Wherever you throw it, it will stand.”
“Latin, right?” Major asked.
“Yes. It’s a motto on a coat of arms. Olaf the Black.”
Samuel stopped and rubbed his head. It felt as though a door opened, one he struggled to pry loose from the rusty hinges of his damaged mind.
“Historian? Archaeologist? Maybe you just read a lot,” Major said.
“Yeah, could be,” Samuel said. “The Nazis corrupted a version for the Third Reich. I think it represents timeless human symbolism, like the cross.”
Samuel stopped as he discovered the flow of information behind the door. There was nothing more to unearth, at least during this conversation.
“Nazis. I’ve seen reflections of them, too. Mostly the swastika on armbands or officer caps. Not much more.”
“Where did you see this stuff?” Samuel asked.
Major shook his head. “My blades are sharp. Got your stuff together?”
***
The two men stepped out of the cabin. Samuel drew a deep breath and noted he could no longer smell the pine needles underfoot. The forest felt as silent as a snowstorm blanketing the landscape. Even the air felt dead on his skin. He detected an absence of temperature, as if this place existed in a vacuum.
Major looked down into the valley and then back toward the summit, which stuck out over the chimney of the cabin. He secured his belt and sheath over his left hip, pulled the black headband down over his forehead and nodded at Samuel.
“Reversion.”
Samuel stared at Major and shrugged his shoulders.
“Is that why this place doesn’t have odors, sounds?”
“I think so. This place is in a reversion. Rewind. It’s ‘undoing’ itself. We’ll have a lot of time to talk during the hike. I’d rather set off now before the alpha male returns. Let’s go.”
Before Samuel could reply, a lone howl pierced the atmosphere and raised the hairs on his neck.
“Guess we won’t have to wait long, after all,” Major said. “Your biggest fan is back.”
***
The wolf glared at the hunters by his side.
They set forth.
The other hunters snapped and paced in circles.
Yes. Now there are two. The old man has returned seeking his escape. We are not to allow either, as He has spoken. Take the elder down first.
The alpha male trotted to the edge of the clearing and looked over his shoulder. The other hunters followed with a burning hunger in their stomachs.
The pack wound through the trees until the forest thinned with the rising elevation. Their sinewy bodies moved through the underbrush in silence, the leaves no longer rustling in the stillness of the air. When the alpha male crested the last rise, he could see the tip of the chimney protruding from the top of the cabin.
They wait for us.
He broke into an even-paced run, with seven hunters in line behind him.
***
“They will always go for the throat,” Major said.
“Are they reflections?” Samuel asked.
“I’m not sure, and I don’t want to find out the hard way. They want you, not me, but they will attack anything that gets in their way. If they are sentient creatures, they no doubt feel the reversion like we do. They’re in self-preservation mode, and that means they will fight to the death.”
Samuel drew a deep breath and nodded. Major shoved his hand underneath his coat and removed another curved blade. He squeezed the blunt edge between his thumb and forefinger and spun the handle toward Samuel in one motion.
“Ever use one of these?” he asked.
“Maybe,” Samuel said. “I can’t quite remember.”
“The early Arabs called it a scimitar.”
“Sounds like you have some history in your background as well,” Samuel said.
Major ignored the comment and continued. “They’re designed to be light and used to slash in a diagonal direction, not a stabbing motion. If you strike across the muzzles of the wolves, you’ll make it impossible for them to clamp their jaws on your throat.”
That visual made Samuel shudder.
“And the blade is extremely sharp. Remember that on your follow through.”
Samuel nodded. “What happened to your shotgun?”
“This,” Major said, holding two empty shell cases in the palm of his hand. “No sporting goods stores around here.”
“What’s our strategy against the pack?” Samuel asked. “What’s the best way to take them out?”
“I have no idea,” Major said. “I’ve never fought a wolf before.”
Before Samuel could respond or find a way to deal with his fear, the alpha male appeared from the edge of the tree line. The creature strutted up the slope with several hunters following him. His feral, yellow eyes never left Samuel. They seemed to float through the thick blanket of perpetual dusk that draped this place.
***
The men stood shoulder to shoulder with their weapons drawn. A bead of sweat rolled down Samuel’s nose and dropped to his upper lip as they watched the wolves trot toward the cabin. The wolves knew their prey would not run or lock themselves in the structure this time.
The young one is mine.
The other hunters whined and gathered to the left of the alpha male. They spread out until they formed an arc that faced the old one, and the alpha male fanned out to the right until his trajectory aligned with the young one. They stopped twenty yards from the cabin. Several of the wolves snarled and began throwing their heads toward the sky. The alpha male felt the hypnotic pull of the moon. He searched the heavens for the celestial body, but could not locate it. Millions of years of evolution, interrupted by the reversion, left him feeling out of sync, distraught. He shook his head and picked up the pace toward his prey.
***
“I’m ready.”
“You’d better be,” Major said. “The alpha male wants you all for himself.”
Before Samuel could say another word, he saw the rest of the pack spring into a run toward Major. Through the corner of his eye, he saw a blaze of fur, teeth and those yellow eyes. Major bent his knees and raised his arms, ready to slash at the first beasts to reach him.
Samuel glanced back and noticed the alpha male closed the gap and was within an arm’s reach of him. He dropped to his knees and raised the scimitar as the alpha male lunged over his head. He felt the movement of air caused by the beast and rolled over. Samuel jumped and spun in the opposite direction as the wolf came back at him. The creature paused and bared its teeth, and Samuel felt a stabbing pain in the middle of his head. Pressing a palm to his forehead, he could feel someone or something else inside, like a cancerous intruder.
I must devour you. I must honor His command or I will die with this world.
Samuel felt the words enter his mind rather than his ears. He blinked and looked at the alpha male.
“Why?” he asked.
You are my reflection.
Samuel shook his head and raised the knife to a defensive position. The alpha male took three long strides forward and stopped. He bared his teeth at Samuel before darting off in the other direction, toward the rest of the pack surrounding Major.
The other hunters pushed Major back against the rear wall of the cabin. He stood with a knife in each hand and a wicked smile on his face. The wolves, ears up, pinned him there until the alpha male came up from behind.
“I’m waiting,” Major said to the wolves.
Take him.
The hunters lunged forward. One locked its jaw around Major’s ankle while another reeled back from the slash that opened its throat. The wolf died before it hit the ground. Another wolf bit into Major’s left arm while two more flanked the alpha male. Major brought the blade in his right hand across his body until it slashed the muzzle of the wolf on his arm. He heard a whine and felt the pressure release on his wrist, followed by the warming pain of torn flesh. He brought the heel of one boot down on the head of the wolf latching to his ankle. The animal let his leg loose and stumbled into the wall of the cabin.
The alpha male howled, and his two sentries ran at Major. One leapt at his throat while the other bit at the injured ankle. Major cried out as the wolf’s teeth snapped at his chin. He turned in toward the cabin wall in a desperate attempt to knock the animals loose. When Major dropped to his knees, the alpha male came forward. He opened his mouth, and his eyes flared yellow in the disappearing light. The wolf reared back on its hind legs, ready to lunge.
Samuel came around the corner as the alpha male leapt at Major. He felt his breath catch as he realized when the wolf finished with Major, he would be next. Major caught the wolf on his chest, the weight of the beast spinning him to one side and knocking him backward over a downed tree limb. The mixture of man and beast rolled to a stop. The alpha male sprang to his feet and, a second later, Samuel landed on him. He had his hands around the wolf’s neck, his fingers gripping fur while the alpha male snapped at his face. With his upper body pointing down the slope, Samuel brought both legs up and in front of the alpha male until the back of his calves rested on the wolf’s head. In one motion, he brought his legs back, heels first, driving the beast to the ground. Samuel heard the yelp and the cracking of bone on the hard earth, and he stood and kicked the alpha male in the ribs. He felt a surge of adrenaline at the beast’s cry and realized there was hope. The wolf jumped up and ran toward the tree line with one rear leg dangling in painful limbo.
As he watched the alpha male run, Samuel began to pursue the beast before he heard another scream from Major. He winced as the white underside of the alpha male’s tail disappeared beyond his sight.
We are not finished.
Samuel felt threatened by the thought, but he had to put it aside for now. He saw two more hunters approaching Major. A knife dropped during the fight rested near one of the steps, and Samuel lunged for it and spun with the sharp edge out, slicing an ear off one of the wolves. The animal cried out and scratched at the stump with one paw. Samuel knelt and sliced horizontally through the air, his blade cutting through the mangy fur and major arteries of the wolf’s neck. It flopped to the ground while blood poured from its wounds. By this time, Major maneuvered on top of the last remaining hunter and his knife was raised high, ready for the plunge.
Samuel took a step closer, staring at the carnage left by the battle with the pack. When he bent down to examine the tail of one wolf, another memory filled his head.
 
“He’s gone now, honey,” came the smooth, reassuring voice of his mother.
“Where?” asked Samuel, a boy of five.
“Up to heaven, with God.”
Samuel squeezed his wolfie doll tight. He inhaled the scent of stuffed animal and the smell of his sheets.
“Maybe Grandpa wants wolfie doll with him.”
Samuel’s mother smiled. She dabbed the corner of each eye with a balled tissue.
“He’d want you to keep wolfie, hon. Grandpa won’t need him in heaven. God will give him everything he needs.”
Samuel nodded. He looked down again at the corpse of his grandfather in the casket. The white satin lining made it appear as though the man was floating within a cloud. Samuel noticed the wedding ring and yellow, tobacco-stained fingertips of the man who had always given him spare nickels from his pockets. Samuel thought about the way the coins felt warm in his palm.
“Will he get his smokes in heaven?” Samuel asked.
“He will,” his mother said.
Several other goliaths towered over Samuel as they approached the casket to pay their final respects. Two men wore dark green uniforms slathered in medals of various sizes and shapes. They left the folded, triangular American flag next to the casket.
“Your gramps fought like hell for his country in World War Two,” one man said. The other simply stood with a face of stone.
Samuel’s mother patted her son on the head and bowed slightly to the uniformed man that spoke.
More adults came forward, each one speaking to Samuel’s mother with words meant for him.
 
That little boy closed his eyes, and when he opened them, Major sat on the ground, wrapping his wounds and staring at the tree line where the alpha male disappeared.
***
“Are you hurt?” Samuel asked.
Major shrugged. “They bit me.”
“I hurt the alpha male, but he ran away,” Samuel said.
“I know. It’s okay. You and him ain’t done yet. At least that’s what I’ve heard.”
“From who?”
Major just shrugged and continued wrapping a strip of cloth around his left wrist.
“Should we get going and find the others?” Samuel asked.
“I need to rest first. I think we bought ourselves some time.”
“How much time?”
“Enough.”
Samuel nodded as the last of his adrenaline subsided. He felt gnawing aches and pains coming from everywhere. His eyes felt heavy, and his legs became pillars of stone.
“Seems like we both need another night,” Major said.
Samuel walked back into the cabin. He dropped his body to the bunk and fell into a deep sleep.
 
 



Chapter 7
 
Samuel was awakened by his own snores, the sound pulling him from an undisturbed rest, and he blinked and stretched his arms. Dull pains came to life as a reminder of the combat with the alpha male and his pack. He looked around the room. The chair sat empty, pushed under the ancient desk, and the few personal items Major left on the floor were no longer there. Samuel stood and eased the door of the cabin open. The trees, the skyline and the forest all sat in perfect silence. Not a single motion caught his attention. Samuel took a deep breath and could not smell the pines. He stood over the corpses of the wolves, inhaled and again smelled nothing.
“Major,” he yelled.
No reply.
He stared in the direction the alpha male left and then opposite, in the direction he assumed they had to travel. Again, not a single thing moved. Samuel tried to remember what Major said about a reverting or a rewinding, but he could not place it. Whatever it was had accelerated, and Samuel wondered how long it would take before everything, including himself, would be forever frozen in the solitary landscape. Before he could ponder that question, an item on the ground near the cabin caught his eye: one that had not been there the night before. He bent down and picked up a piece of paper, weathered and folded in half. Samuel glanced to the horizon and noticed a slight puff of charcoal that faded into deep obsidian. He felt the looming, endless night and shivered.
He unfolded the paper to reveal a strong but flowery handwritten script. He recognized “Major” scribbled at the bottom, and he sat on the step of the cabin to read it aloud.
 
“Samuel. I am sure you find my appearances and disappearances troubling. I’ll bet you’re confused about this place, this existence. The current reversion is accelerating, much like the others I’ve experienced. I know you’ve felt that. I am probably three to four days from rejoining you at the Barren, the remnants of a village. It could be a collection of reflections. I’m not sure. Whatever it is, structures are there like the cabin. To get to the Barren, you’ll need to follow the path from the cabin to the summit. Looking down into the valley, you’ll see a winding pass that will take you through a wide marsh, eventually ending at the foot of another mountain. You’ll see the peak from the summit of the hill above the cabin. Stay on the path that cuts east around the base and it will take you to the opposite side. The Barren sits on a high plain surrounded by unattended wheat fields. The cabins look like deer nestled in the grass from above. Wait there for me. I’ve left you a scimitar in the desk drawer. If you stay on the path, you won’t need it. Stay on the damn path. Until then, Major.”
 
Samuel shook his hand and reread the note.
“What about the alpha male?” he asked the dead air.
He stood and went inside the cabin. Samuel reached into the desk and retrieved the scimitar Major left. The blade sparkled as if it had been sharpened, polished and oiled. The leather binding wrapped around the handle and provided a solid grip. Samuel could not remember if he saw Major using this knife in the fight with the wolves. He tied the sheath to his right thigh and the top of it looped through his belt. Samuel tossed his few personal belongings into the rucksack and wished he had a flashlight.
The framed photograph hung on the wall in the same place it had for decades. The undisturbed dust covering it spread out even and smooth. Samuel stepped forward and brushed the dust from the surface as he had the first time he noticed it hanging in the cabin. This time, however, there was no picture underneath the glass, just a black square. Samuel moved closer to the surface of the glass, imagining his hand might push through it and the wall, appearing on the outside of the cabin. Instead, his hand stopped. The picture was gone as Major said it would be.
The reflections aren’t as strong as the original, they don’t last long.
That’s what Samuel remembered. He frowned and stepped back, deciding he did not care much for the reflections. He cared even less for this place.
***
He decided to keep moving. When he looked down from the summit, he could no longer locate the cabin. He struggled to find the path winding through the trees. The horizon melted into the earth. The reversion was physically manifesting before his eyes as a massive hazy cloud rolling across the land like a dark, silent avalanche. It was not moving as fast as a summer thunderstorm, but it was clearly moving from west to east and swallowing everything below. Samuel told himself to visually mark its progress. As long as the reversion did not leap ahead, he could manage to stay ahead of it on the way to the Barren. He laughed and shook his head, wondering if the Barren would provide a safe haven or simply be the final destination to succumb.
Samuel put the summit behind him. He crept down the mountainside, switching back and forth on the path in a steady descent. He lost sight of the horizon and that skewed his sense of direction. Without the horizon or a map, Samuel hoped he could find the Barren, and Major, and whatever stood beyond that. By the time Samuel reached the valley floor, his muscles ached. He felt the sweat clinging to his clothes and robbing his body of heat as the exertion slowed him down. He tipped his forehead underneath his left arm and sniffed. His nose could not detect the faintest scent.
Samuel walked a few hundred yards on the path stretching into the valley floor when the landscape began to change. As he came down the mountain, the trees reappeared in greater number and proximity. The trail narrowed until it was barely wide enough for him to pass. The massive, deciduous trees gave way to low-hanging weeping willows and their long trails of thin leaves. He identified Spanish moss on the trunks of several, which confirmed he had reached the marsh Major mentioned. Samuel drew a deep breath and caught the slightest hint of brackish water and rotting vegetation. He drew another to confirm it was real.
The reversion must unwind from one direction of this place to the other, he thought as the cloud oozed from the western horizon toward the east, much the way natural weather fronts moved.
With the hope he was outpacing the ominous cloud approaching the summit, Samuel decided to rest. He could no longer regulate day and night. The light source in this world had burnt out like an old incandescent bulb in a lonely room, spilling the last feeble rays into eternal darkness. He laid the rucksack at his feet and looked over a shoulder at a pile of loose branches near a rock. He gathered them up and ran a hand over the surface, detecting a hint of moisture, but not enough to keep it from burning. He was not sure if he was going to need the light or the heat, but creating a fire for his camp felt like the right thing to do. Samuel arranged the twigs in an A-frame design and removed the lighter from his pocket. He bent down low and rocked his thumb back on the flint when a voice broke the heavy silence.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
***
Samuel spun around, expecting to see Major. He saw nothing but the faint outline of the willows standing guard over the marsh. He shook his head and pulled his thumb back again, this time sure he could ignore the phantom voice in his head.
“Don’t do that.”
Samuel turned his head toward the voice. He watched as the outline of a human appeared to rise from the marsh. Water dripped from the ends of patchy strings of hair as the form walked toward Samuel. Strips of clothing that once covered a body with style dangled from pointed elbows and knees. It was not until the person stood before Samuel that he was able to see the face.
The man stood with the dying light reflecting off of his exposed bone. Clumps of white covered his face where skin had once stretched over his skull. He had two black holes for eyes, and his mouth was parted in a demonic grin.
“It speeds up the reversion. I don’t know why, but it does,” the man said, now standing before Samuel.
“Okay,” Samuel said.
“I’m dead,” the man said.
Samuel shifted his legs and stood to face the man. He detected a whiff of decay, which disappeared quickly. The flotsam from the marsh clung to the dead man’s frame like a cape hung from bony shoulders.
“The dead don’t speak. Or walk.”
“They do here.”
The dead man moved toward the stack of twigs. He sat on the ground with a wet plop. His hand, stripped of skin, motioned for Samuel to do the same.
“Let’s talk,” he said.
Samuel nodded and sat on the other side of the woodpile, never taking his eyes off the dead man. “What should I call you?” he asked.
“I cannot reveal my name yet,” the man said. “You can call me whatever you want.”
Samuel nodded again.
“It must have something to do with the changing form, you know. Wood, to fire, to ash. It’s like an energy tide that rolls the darkening cloud faster toward the opposite horizon.”
Samuel looked at the lighter in his hand and dropped it back into a pocket.
“Are you alone?” the man asked.
“Yes.”
Samuel sat there and decided to let the dead man have what he needed from their interaction. After a prolonged silence, the man spoke again.
“Do you know of the Jains?” he asked.
Samuel shook his head and thought about the sleep he craved. “No.”
The dead man rocked backward and placed both bony hands on his knees.
“They were the first, in your original locality, to come up with the idea of ahimsa – do no harm. They called themselves ‘the defenders of all beings.’ Do you know why?”
Samuel did not reply, knowing the conversation would occur anyway.
“The Jains believed in conquering desire as a way of achieving enlightenment. Enlightenment, for them, was escaping the cycle of rebirth. Reincarnation was a curse to avoid, not some type of immortality.”
“Sounds Buddhist,” Samuel said.
“It is. Mahavira and Buddha were contemporaries. But they are not the same.” The dead man paused before continuing. “Because of their belief in the cycle of rebirth, Jains also believed every living thing had a soul. Not just intelligent creatures, but the trees, birds, plants. Everything. So the pain man inflicts on other living creatures is really the pain he inflicts on himself. ‘Many times I have been drawn and quartered, torn apart, and skinned, helpless in snares and traps, a deer. An infinite number of times I have been felled, stripped of my bark, cut up and sawn into planks.’”
“That’s not possible. You can’t exist without destroying something else that is living,” Samuel said. “I must kill to live. Everything in existence must kill something to stay alive.”
“You can if you are not of the living.”
Samuel raised his eyebrows.
The dead man stood. His bones cracked. He turned toward the marsh and took stilted steps to the water’s edge. When the black liquid crept up to his knees, he turned to face Samuel once more.
“Rest. Sleep. Dream. I hope you can find the peace I cannot.”
The dead man, known as Deva, pushed forward until the water of the marsh converged over the top of his head. Samuel watched a single bubble arise and pop soundlessly in the darkness as he fell asleep.
***
The Great Cycle existed before time began. Worlds expanded and collapsed repeatedly like a cosmic heartbeat. Deva was one in a long line of overseers, responsible for managing the powers of the reversion and then transferring that power to a son. The Great Cycle could not operate without a guardian in the same way a timepiece could not operate without a watchmaker. Deva had what might have been known as a normal life. But that existence was so far in the distant past, memories were nothing more than fleeting sensations of love and pain.
On Earth, civilization degenerated into war, famine and disease. The leaders of the world did nothing to stem the destruction, making decisions that filled their pockets with riches while the masses starved and died. It was then the unknowable and omniscient powers that sustain the Great Cycle cast the souls of that wretched world into another more desperate place, in an attempt to cleanse it. The people of Earth awoke to a barren and lifeless landscape. A black cloud came from the west and those who fell beneath it were dispersed to another random reversion, thereby spreading Earth’s original population across many worlds. Some inhabitants took their own lives during the transition and those souls re-entered by falling from the trees with a noose around their neck, as Samuel had. 
As more people arrived in the world of the reversion, the same patterns emerged. The strong formed clans for protection against rival clans and men built strongholds in the mountains. The reversion protected the space where the final portal would open, usually at the point of highest elevation. Territorial disputes led to war, just as they had on Earth. Many souls gave up and let the cloud swallow them, reducing populations in the reversions to pockets of survivors trying to outrun the cloud. They had no promise of surviving if they could outrun it, and no knowledge of what waited for them if they did.
Deva came through the forest with his children, but he never learned the fate of his Earth wife. He pledged allegiance to a tribal leader and the group fled from the forest and into the raw wilderness of the reversion. Samuel and Mara were with him. They came as his spiritual offspring after having many past lives on Earth, as all people there did. Kole was Deva’s spiritual son too, but he did not come through the first reversion with Samuel and Mara. He arrived in a different reversion and ended up in the same one as Deva much later. As the group ran from the horde, Deva was separated from his children and knew nothing of their fate. After conversations with others coming through the suicide forest, Deva discovered souls swallowed by the cloud were dispersed to different reversions until they could find redemption by righting a wrong committed in a past life. It was his first true understanding that the reversion was not a new world but an infinite series of worlds.
Over the years and through countless cycles Deva came to learn the ways of the reversion. In the reversions he would encounter his spiritual children in different physical forms, but he always knew it was them.
In Deva’s thirty-third reversion, he discovered the orb. He found it deep in a cave when the cloud pushed him inside. He spent the next seventy reversions of the Great Cycle staring into it, studying the natural laws of the new world. Deva learned the reversion had an overseer, a guardian. It was the duty of the lord of the reversion to ensure another was in succession. He discovered his spiritual father left the orb for him. When Deva knew he was next in line, he marched the orb to the mountain peak of the reversion and sat across from his father at the cauldron. Without much ceremony, Deva’s spiritual father gave his son control, with the understanding he would have to do the same someday. Deva’s release from the cycle would be complete when the next guardian, his son, was in place.
Although he had not done so in eons, Deva made the climb to the peak many times with hundreds of his spiritual sons, and yet none made it all the way to the cauldron, the point of transition. He always saw an aura around his spiritual sons which distinguished them from others moving through the reversion. Deva knew Kole and Samuel were not like his other sons. They came through portals and slipped reversions and gained knowledge of their new universe. Samuel was his natural firstborn and therefore most likely his successor. However, the paradox was not lost on Deva. He wanted Samuel to take his place and set him free. 
At the same time, Deva’s responsibility dictated he put every obstacle in Samuel’s path in order to make sure he passed the test. Only the true heir would make it to the peak, and Deva expected to see Samuel on the other side of the cauldron when the time was right. Until then, Deva would wait for the cloud to push the inhabitants of the reversion toward the mountain, hoping the next climb to the peak would be his last.
The cloud would keep pushing Samuel to a cave where he would talk to Deva again. Getting Samuel there to make amends with those he wronged in past lives was the first step in the process of becoming the next overseer.
***
Samuel awoke tired and achy. He gathered his things and took one last look at the marsh before continuing on the path, heading east toward the Barren and his meeting with Major. The dark cloud pushed ever closer, devouring this place.
Samuel could not remember the point he left the path. He recalled the snow and the cold, and the continued silence, but he felt as though one moment he stood on the worn ground and the next he was knee-deep in grey snow.
The heavy flakes floated from the sky. They landed one on top of another and covered the ground within an hour. Samuel thought the snow could have been white, but without daylight and the reflection off the snowpack, the precipitation fell in waves of grey. He could not see the dark cloud that came from the west, but he felt it. He knew it was there, above the winter storm in the place where winter did not exist.
He trudged onward, sensing east as best he could. The snow came in silent waves, burying the marsh, the path, and obscuring the mountain from view. Samuel realized his shirt and pants would not be enough for him to survive if this was indeed the onslaught of winter. This place carried no warning of the changing season, no hint of the autumn’s leaves.
Samuel felt the snow suffocating his breath with the cold wind on his back. The ice kept his fingers numb, the fatigue pulling his eyelids down. He stumbled and used his left hand to brace for the fall. Samuel’s body collapsed and the snow filled his mouth and stole his breath. He remained motionless as the cold flakes fell in silent waves. The snowy blanket covered his body, the frozen earth stealing what little heat remained. He raised his head and noticed conforming lines standing out against the random, spiky branches of the leafless trees. He rubbed the snow from his eyes and looked again, pushing himself up until he was on his hands and knees. He stumbled forward until the outline turned into a cabin, much like the first one he found.
The cabin stood in the snowstorm, its chimney a defiant, obscene gesture to the raging elements. One door and one window faced Samuel, just like the other cabin. However, this one seemed a bit larger. He held his hands out, hoping to reach the door before the storm claimed his soul. Samuel staggered forward and fell on the step. He reached up with one hand until he felt the brass knob. The touch jolted him like a bolt of electricity, reminding him that failure to open this door meant a cold, slow death. His right hand seized it, but he could not make his fingers grasp the knob with enough strength to turn it. 
He would not consider what would happen if the door was locked. Samuel let his right hand fall, and lunged at the knob with his left. Snow caked his head, and his feet tingled with the itchy pain of frostbite. He felt his fingers claw the knob, grasp it and turn. Without the clinking sound of the opening strike plate, Samuel assumed he was dead, that the door was locked. But his left arm fell at an angle as the door to the cabin swung open. He raised his head and smiled, crawling across the threshold with a final lunge and rolling onto his back. He used an elbow to slam the door shut, and it shook the cabin without a sound. Samuel looked around and closed his eyes. His breathing slowed as relief and exhaustion pulled him into a state of unconsciousness.
***
The crackling fire woke him. Samuel heard the hiss and pop before he smelled the rustic aroma of the hearth. He smiled with his eyes closed, savoring the sound and smell, senses he sometimes neglected in life and never would again, thanks to this place. He’d caught whiffs of scents, but nothing lingered for more than a few moments.
He debated whether or not he was dead. Maybe there was fire. Maybe he was in hell.
Curiosity won the mental duel, and Samuel opened his eyes in the glare of the bright yellow and orange flame. It caught his attention as it did not have the sickly yellow shade of the fire he lit in the forest. He placed a hand over his forehead to shield himself from the unexpected light and blinked like an ascetic emerging from a cave after years of meditation. The warmth relaxed his muscles. As his vision returned, he noticed a fuzzy aura at the edges. He pushed up onto his elbows and looked around the cabin.
The hearth sat inside a black potbelly stove. A single iron pipe ran at an angle from the top and into the brick chimney, which extended up the wall and beyond the ceiling. A saucepan sizzled, with tendrils of enticing steam spiraling away from the stovetop. He turned to see a wooden table with two chairs, one at each end. A napkin holder, candles and steins were set on top. His rucksack sat next to the door, along with a pair of suede boots he did not recognize. Above the boots and suspended by a single iron hook was a long, black, leather trench coat. Samuel smiled, thinking of the futuristic sci-fi heroes laden with enormous weapons. 
In the corner sat a single reading chair with swirled sides and brass rivets holding the soft leather tight over the cushions. Samuel thought he could become lost in that chair with the help of a good book and a glass of wine. His eyes moved through the cabin so quickly that he did not notice a thick, plush sleeping bag held his body like a cocoon. He felt his feet. They did not tingle with the burning pain of extreme cold, but rather, his toes wiggled in warm comfort. He glanced at the window next to the door and saw nothing but a charcoal square, as if someone had painted the window to block the outside. Samuel drifted into a deep sleep while the potbelly stove kept him warm.
***
He felt the panicky flutter in his chest of awakening in a strange place until he saw the potbelly stove again. Contentment chased away his anxiety until his hunger made itself known. He had eaten little since arriving. Samuel sensed a cellular duty to push sustenance down his throat. He welcomed the hunger pangs and the feeling of being human again, though his brain cautioned him about his temporary euphoria. It reminded him he was in a single-room cabin in the midst of a strange world that was slowly unraveling.
Samuel climbed from the warmth of the sleeping bag, standing naked in front of the fire. He let the heat warm his skin until it hurt, and then a little bit more. His clothes lay draped over the back of one of the chairs, and he decided a meal would take precedence over modesty.
As if the cabin had suspended time while he slept, the pan on the stove continued to sizzle.
“That can only be bacon,” Samuel said as he rubbed his hands together and licked his upper lip.
He saw the familiar fatty strips bubbling, crispy at the ends, and he inhaled the aroma until he could almost taste it. Samuel grabbed his shirt and slid it over his head. With his right arm retracted, he used the sleeve to lift the pan off the stove and onto the brick pedestal supporting it. Without waiting for the grease to stop dancing, he grabbed a slice of bacon and held it in the air in front of his face, cursing the burn on his fingers and blowing on it until he could take a bite. A warm, salty sensation flooded his mouth and he closed his eyes, leaning back against the wall and chewing like a junkie with the needle still protruding from a vein. At first Samuel’s stomach lurched. He felt a rumble and heard a gurgle. He paused, and then he devoured the other three strips lying in the grease.
Samuel looked up and noticed a steel decanter hanging from an iron hook just above the stove. It spouted a line of steam into the room, and he cocked his head sideways, trying to remember if it had been there a moment ago. When the heady aroma of coffee beans filled the room, he no longer cared. He stood and grabbed a stein from the small table, pouring the dark coffee from the decanter and watching it form a black center within the silver mug. He brought it to his lips and let the bitter tang flood his mouth. When he was convinced it would not scald his tongue and ruin the taste, Samuel drew the coffee into his mouth and let it warm his chest like a shot of whiskey.
The window remained unchanged. Samuel cupped both hands around the stein to help insulate the beverage and keep it hot as he walked over, expecting to see a brilliant sunrise creeping over the trees like the ones in the movies. But the window remained an opaque, dark hole in the wall. Samuel could almost feel the ominous cloud flowing to the east, toward him, devouring the rest of this broken world in its path.
He frowned and set the stein on the table before looking at it and picking it up again, draining the remnants of the coffee before setting it back down. He noticed the fire did not seem as bright or as warm as when he fell asleep the night before. Had it been the night before? How long had he slept? Before Samuel could consider the answers, he saw it on the floor and it almost stopped his heart.
 
 



Chapter 8
 
It was impossible. Even in a place where the clouds ate reality and the dead spoke, this was impossible. He blinked, rubbed his eyes and blinked again. It remained.
Samuel crouched down to take a closer look, resisting the urge to pick it up, as if it might shock him or something worse. He closed his eyes, counted to five and opened them. It remained.
He remembered the mother-of-pearl inlay on the narrow handle. He could smell the oil his dad used to protect the blade and keep rust from forming where fingers touched it. He saw the thin, black indentations used for drawing the blades out with the edge of a fingernail. He grasped the pocketknife in his palm and squeezed until he was sure it was real. Memories of that day rushed in.
 
“For three hits?”
“That’s right.”
“I can do that. We play Penn Hills next week.”
“No. Not in the season. In one game.”
Samuel looked at his dad and shook his head back and forth. “Not even Tommy Malone gets three hits in one game.”
“Then you’ll have to be better than Tommy if you want the pocketknife.”
Samuel shrugged. He pushed the ball cap back on his head and whistled. He checked the little league schedule on the fridge, and ran his finger down the list of under-ten league games until it stopped on April 14, 1979.
“Alpine Village. On my birthday. That’s the one.”
His dad raised his eyebrows and nodded.
“Danny Cranston plays for Alpine Village. Word has it the kid has a mean curveball.”
“C’mon, Dad,” Samuel said with a smirk. “He’s a lefty. I’ll see that pitch coming from a mile away. I’m behind on the fastballs, but if he throws that curve, I can pull it to left field. That corner is shallow at Hawkeye Park.”
Samuel’s dad squinted at the schedule.
“Didn’t notice that. Looks like you play those guys at home.”
Samuel nodded and crossed his arms.
“I think you should tell Mom now. I’m getting that knife.”
 
Samuel kept his eyes closed and his hands wrapped around the pocketknife. He felt the memory lurch ahead.
 
“Let’s go, batter,” the umpire said, standing behind the catcher.
Samuel winked at Tony, the catcher who was crouched low and raising his mitt into the strike zone.
“You ain’t hittin’ Danny’s curve,” Tony said.
“Watch me,” Samuel said.
The umpire dropped into position. Samuel placed his left foot inside the batter’s box and dug the toes on his right cleat into the dirt. He drew the bat back behind his ear, just like his dad drilled into his head during all of those trips to the batter’s cages. Samuel noted the runners on second and third and heard the moms cheering. He did his best to block it out and stared hard at Danny Cranston perched on the mound.
The first pitch came faster than Samuel expected. It blew past his nose and dropped into Tony’s mitt with a snap, followed by the umpire’s declaration of a strike.
Samuel stepped out of the box and closed his eyes. He thought about his other at-bats. This was his fourth time at the plate and probably his last chance at that third hit of the game. Two singles. Fine. Those were still hits, even if they didn’t count as RBIs. A third single was still a hit, too.
He moved through the circular practice swing that batters individualize over the course of their baseball careers. Samuel drew the back bat again, and again, Danny brought the heat.
“Strike two.”
Tony snickered from behind his catcher’s mask and shook his head at Samuel.
“You’re chasin’ the count now, Sammy. You know he’s coming with his curve. Might as well strike out right now.”
Samuel ignored the comment and moved back into the batter’s box. He had Danny Cranston in the palm of his hand.
He could tell from Danny’s side-arm pitch that the ball was coming from the outside in. Samuel saw the ball rotate in slow motion, the red laces spinning overtop of the white rawhide. As it came closer, Samuel gripped the bat. He brought it a tad higher over his shoulder and then started the swing forward.
The contact felt so good it almost made Samuel cry. The baseball shot from the meat of the bat with a satisfying thud.
Samuel’s eyes drifted up to follow the ball into the summer sky of 1979. He knew he should have been running, but it didn’t matter. This swing was a textbook left-field pull, and he knew the ball was headed to the fence, probably over it. Samuel took a stride toward first and dropped the bat into the dirt. He smiled as the ball became a white dot doing its best to escape the atmosphere. The noise of the moment froze into silence, and Samuel imagined the ball whistling through the air like a space rocket.
But then it started to drop. That space-bound projectile lost its booster fuel and turned back toward the green outfield at Hawkeye Park. Samuel pushed his walk into a slight jog around first base. The coach was screaming at him to run, but Samuel could not hear him. He jogged toward second base, watching as the left fielder ran to the fence underneath the baseball. The outfielder stopped and raised his mitt over his head. Samuel saw the glove eat the ball a split-second before it cracked the leather and snapped him back into real time.
“Out.”
Before he made it to the second-base bag, Samuel was sobbing. He felt the demeaning glare of every player on the field, every kid on the bench, and every parent watching from just beyond the foul lines. When he reached the bench, he could not even look at his dad. Samuel’s chest hitched and heaved as he ended the afternoon going 2-4, and coming up one fly ball shy of a homerun and a third hit in the game.
 
Samuel shifted again, sweat building in his palm as he held the artifact from his youth. Those feelings from so long ago had returned.
 
“I know, but it was really close. I think it was the only fly ball that kid caught all season.”
Samuel looked out the window at the suburban world fluttering by at thirty-five miles per hour. He pulled his bottom lip into his mouth with his front teeth.
“So where we goin’, Dad?”
Samuel’s father looked up at his son through the rearview mirror of the 1976 El Camino.
“Ralph’s Army Surplus. I need some things for deer season,” he said with a smirk.
“It’s April.”
His dad pulled the car into the tight space at the side of the red-brick store. When they entered, Samuel’s dad turned right toward the lit glass display case, and Samuel had his hunch confirmed.
“Heya, Billy,” his dad said.
“Yo. Wutch yins lookin’ for?” Billy asked.
“A pocketknife. Something that’ll fit a boy, something he can use to protect himself.”
Samuel’s dad looked down at his son with a wink.
“We’s got exactly what you need right over here.”
Billy the clerk waved toward the left end of the glass case, and before he could even begin the sales pitch, Samuel saw it. The knife had both blades extended, fanned out like fingers on a hand. The mother-of-pearl on the handle met the polished silver tips. It was not more than three inches in length, but it was the perfect size for a young man.
“Can I see that one, Dad?” Samuel asked.
Billy stooped and pulled a ring of keys from his belt. Several clicks and pops later, the back of the display case slid to the right. His disembodied hand reached in and took the knife off the red velour covering the shelf. He stood and closed both blades, then handed it to Samuel’s dad.
“That model is called ‘the Scout,’ and it’s the last one left. Heard they ain’t got no more left in all of Western PA, they been sellin’ so good.”
“How much, Billy?”
The clerk looked to the ceiling and rubbed a hand across the stubble on his chin, producing a rat-like scratch.
“Listed for fifteen ninety-nine, but I can prolly get it to you for eleven.”
Samuel’s dad reached into his back pocket and removed his wallet. The cracked, brown leather was wrapped around a bulging mass of scrap paper and business cards. He opened it with both hands and used his forefinger to separate the tops of several bills.
“Son?”
Samuel had not stopped staring at the knife since the moment he saw it on display. All of the kids at St. Bernadette’s school had one, except him. They would circle up at recess and pull them out, far away from the eagle-eye vision of the nuns. Sometimes, a boy would unravel a lint-covered, wilting photograph cut from his father’s issue of Playboy, and sometimes another would reveal the crumbled remains of a cigarette filched from his mom’s soft pack of Marlboro Reds. But most of the time, it was knives. 
St. Bernadette’s and the surrounding public school districts all closed the Monday after Thanksgiving for the first day of deer season. They kept the façade, the idea that most of the male students would go hunting with their fathers that day. But everyone knew the teachers went, too. The pocketknife was the first indication of readiness. Even though Samuel and his chums would not be ready to take the hunter’s safety course for another few years, the pocketknife served as public notice that they would.
“Samuel,” his father said, this time with more force.
“Yeah, Dad. That would be awesome. Really cool.”
His father nodded at the clerk.
“Lemme box that for ya.”
“Can I just put it in my pocket, Dad?”
Samuel felt his father’s hand ruffle his hair and then move to the middle of his back, where it guided him out of the store. Samuel did not even notice the transaction, the receipt or the small talk between Billy and his father. He gripped the knife in his palm and for the first time, he felt like a man.
 
Photographs rolled through Samuel’s head – a slideshow of his life. Each one brought a remembrance of the Scout pocketknife and how it had become part of him. Samuel always kept it in his front right pocket, where it clattered together with loose change. Through his early teen years, Samuel kept the knife clean and polished. He maintained the blade and would buff the mother-of-pearl inlay. He remembered losing the knife several times, the last time in college after a night of heavy drinking. He had to scour the basement of a frat house the morning after, in a haze of hangover, stale beer and the occasional used condom. He found it next to the toilet. He rinsed it off in the sink and placed the Scout back in his pocket, where it belonged. The images shot across his mind, some lingering longer than others, until the procession slowed and finally stopped on one. A picture of Samuel in the funeral home, kneeling in front of his father’s coffin.
 
Samuel looked down at his father’s still face.
He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see his mother. She held a tissue in both hands, having given up trying to keep her makeup in check. She opened her mouth, but no words came. She shook her head instead and gave Samuel a quick rub on the shoulder before turning to greet another distant relative in town for the funeral.
Samuel blocked out the quiet sobbing and muffled laughter of those gathered in the room. He looked again at his dad’s face, forever asleep amidst the fragrant, arranged flowers, complete with ribbons strung across the front.
“I know you loved John more. It’s okay. You didn’t know what to do with a son like me. I’m not really sure how you managed. You and Mom struggled to understand what went on in my head, what the hell I wanted from life.”
He felt himself chuckle and turned to make sure his outburst did not garner attention from the rest of the family.
“I mean, even now, with you lying here dead, I don’t fit in. Nobody will approach me. But that’s fine. I’m not here to mend fences with Uncle Frank. I think you loved me. I mean, you did as any man loves his son, but I think there was a time when it was unconditional. You bought me the Scout. I didn’t deserve it. The deal was three hits, and I went 2-4. But you bought it anyway, and you bought it with your poker winnings. Mom wouldn’t have allowed that purchase to come from the family budget. Don’t think I don’t know that.”
He looked over his shoulder to confirm the chasm of space still existed. None of the relatives would come near the coffin until he finished. None would risk a possible conversation with him.
“I wish we could have had this conversation before cancer got you, but I guess I’ll have to settle for it this way. I mean, I need to thank you. If I hadn’t been so different than you and Mom, my siblings, I would still be stuck living in the same shit-hole suburb, wasting my life away.”
He paused.
“Sorry. Even now, it’s hard for me not to take shots.”
Several relatives gathered near the table with the photographic collage and other remembrances.
“I’ll miss you, Dad. Even after everything we’ve been through, I’ll miss you.”
Samuel stood and shoved both hands into his front pockets. His right hand struck his phone and then the Scout. He wrapped his fingers around the pocketknife and held it in his palm. The tears created a wavering last image of his father in the casket.
“I want you to take it with you. You never know when you might need to open a package or cut a string in the afterlife.”
Samuel slid his hand into the casket and tucked the Scout underneath the edge of the satin pillow, where the head of his dead father rested.
***
Samuel shook his head as if to dislodge the cobwebs gathering inside and licked his lips, which felt dry as petrified wood. He glanced down at his palm and opened it. The knife remained, as real as the fingers grasping it.
Samuel did the only thing he could think of. He placed it in his right pocket, where it sunk into the familiar space. He felt the coolness of the object through thin fabric as it rested against his leg. He stood and used his hand to clear the surface of the window, revealing the original, grey landscape of this place. The snowstorm and all its fury were gone. The ground was dry and he began to wonder if it had happened at all.
He looked around the cabin and noticed it was almost identical to the first cabin. The stove, the food, the coffee, the clothing, the photographs hanging on the wall had all disappeared. Nothing remained but the chair, the table, the hard bunk and a faint smell of burnt coffee beans.
Samuel opened the door and stood on the threshold of the cabin, which faced the western horizon. The advancing cloud loomed overhead, and the landscape sat in soundless solitude. He turned to face the east and recognized the path he hoped would lead to the Barren. He was determined to reach it and survive, unsure if meeting Major there would really matter.
This cabin is clearly done with me, he thought.
With his rucksack full of a handful of meager belongings, Samuel set back off upon the path toward the Barren. He hiked for hours around the base of the mountain, putting the second cabin and its memories behind. Every so often, Samuel would thrust his hand into his front pocket and feel the pocketknife nuzzled there. Then he’d shake his head, as though more surprised it remained there than that it appeared in the first place.
***
The pale yellow flame caught his eye as it danced silently in the distance. Samuel sensed movement, but could not see anything around it. He hiked the path and realized it was close to night, based on the aches that come after hours of hiking.
The fire grew in size as he got closer. After another hour of hiking, Samuel could discern the hot ash floating upward into the still trees. He saw a campfire and a pack sitting beside a fallen tree. A thin line of rope stretched from one sapling to another, weighted down in the middle by a shirt flipped over the top and dripping water to the ground.
“Anyone here?” he asked as the pack slid from his shoulder. He stretched his arms and looked around the camp. Before he could ask again, a figure pushed through the trees.
“You made it. So glad you didn’t veer from the path,” Major said.
Samuel cast his eyes down into the fire, avoiding Major’s.
“That fire. It makes things worse here.”
“I’ll take my chances,” Major said.
Samuel sighed.
“What happened to you?” he asked.
“Duty.” Major shrugged. “The visitor I expected did not make it.”
“What happened to him?” Samuel asked. Major ignored the question and stared into the fire. “I’ve been hiking all day. Can I rest?” Samuel said.
Major swept his arm across his body and dipped with an exaggerated bow.
“Mi casa, su casa,” he said.
Samuel knew what he meant, even if he didn’t know how he knew it.
“I’m sure you’ll wake me when I need to get up,” he said to Major.
“I don’t think we have a lot of time to mess around. The cloud is coming east at a good clip. I was worried it might have pulled you under. It can do that, like those huge waves on the Atlantic seaboard. I remember standing in the surf as a kid thinking they weren’t so scary, until the current tugged at my ankles on its way back out.”
“A few hours?” Samuel asked.
“One or two, if I can keep track. Then we’ve got to jump back on the path and get to the Barren.”
Samuel nodded and rubbed his eyes.
Major watched Samuel fall asleep. He tossed several twigs onto the fire before looking over his shoulder at the massive cloud inching closer.
***
Samuel felt a hand shake his shoulder. His leg hurt and he couldn’t feel his right foot. He opened his eyes and saw that Major was kicking dirt onto the remaining coals of the fire. It was still dark, as it had been since the sky swallowed the last of the light over the eastern horizon.
“How long?”
Major shrugged. “How long what?”
“How long was I asleep?”
“I’m not really sure. The fire is burning differently now, too. If the reversion is moving at the same pace at the Barren, we may already be too late.”
Samuel pulled himself upright and rubbed the pins and needles from his foot. “Too late for what?”
“Too late to slip.”
Samuel waited for an explanation. When Major remained silent, he pushed. “What’s a slip?” he asked.
“I think we should wait until—”
Samuel slammed his fist into the soft dirt and dry leaves. “I think you need to start filling me in right now. I don’t know where the hell I am. I don’t know who you are. I don’t remember shit. Some things disappear and other things come back.”
“What did you say?” Major asked.
“I said you need to start—”
“No,” Major said. “What did you say about things coming back?”
Samuel paused, disappointed his tirade had no effect on Major. “A pocketknife.”
“From where?”
“From my father’s casket, where I left it ten years ago.”
Major bent down, his knees creaking. He grabbed Samuel by the shoulders and stared at his face. “Do you still have it?” he asked in a hushed whisper.
Samuel nodded. He reached into his front pocket and gripped the contents. He opened his fist to reveal a paperclip and several coins, but no knife.
“I felt it just before I came into camp,” Samuel said, his words trailing as he brushed the dirt and leaves aside, expecting to find his knife where it had fallen from his pocket.
“It’s a reflection. It’s gone,” Major said.
“I had it with me during the hike.”
“Are you sure you had it?”
“I don’t know,” Samuel said. “I guess I’m not sure of much anymore.”
Major stood and rubbed his chin. He gathered a few items together and nodded at Samuel, instructing him to do the same.
“I’d feel better if we got moving, put some distance between us and the cloud. We can talk as we go. I’m guessing we’re a five- or six-hour hike from the Barren. I can explain a lot before we get there.”
Samuel brushed the dirt from his pants and put both hands to his ears as if trying to keep his head together.
“Whatever. I think it would be easier if I just ended it. I’m tired of dealing.”
“That’s what got you here in the first place.”
Those who fell from the noose after a suicide had a certain look about them. After speaking with many people through many reversions, Major could identify them by the look in their eye. The majority of souls in the reversion were suicides and the ones that weren’t, like Mara, remained a mystery to Major.
“C’mon, let’s move. I still worry the cloud hasn’t gotten to all of the wolves yet.”
***
“Seven.”
“You’re exaggerating.”
“No, I’m not. Seven women.”
“At one time?”
Major smiled. The laugh lines in his face told Samuel the man had enjoyed the finer indulgences in life.
“It was mostly me watching, but I jumped in when I could. Needed to recharge the battery a few times. Those little pills sure helped with that. The only problem was getting it back down. That’s where the whiskey on the rocks came in handy. I’d wake up and they’d all be gone. It would take my brain thirty or forty seconds to recalibrate, determine where the hell I was and what happened the night before. I never remembered everything, but enough to know the high-grade call girls don’t come cheap, and I’d have some explaining to do to my accountant.”
Samuel pushed ahead as the path widened. He came up on Major’s right as they curved around the base of the mountain. The path descended with a gentle slope Samuel assumed would empty them into the Barren. Samuel felt a renewed bounce in his step as he let the reversion take a backseat to Major’s tale.
“How far back?” he asked Samuel.
“Huh?”
“Childhood? High School? The drug years? How far back do you want me to go?”
“How long until we reach the Barren?” Samuel asked.
“Long enough to get into the good stuff,” Major said.
He pushed his headband up on his forehead and looked over a shoulder as if measuring the progress of the cloud advancing from the west.
“The path turns southwest for a bit before straightening out back to the east. Just want you to know I’m not walking us straight into the cloud.”
Samuel nodded. He drew a deep breath and exhaled an exaggerated gust of air into the otherwise silent surroundings. “I can’t get used to the silence.”
Major smiled. He paused for a moment while his brain decided what he would share with Samuel. “We grew up in East Harlem, Spanish Harlem, before Clinton moved his office there and made it trendy again.”
Samuel frowned, becoming impatient with his own memory. The names struck a familiar chord, like recognizing the face of a lost acquaintance but not remembering his name. He decided to let Major continue, and he hoped his memory would eventually catch up to fill in the gaps of the world he once knew.
“My dad was a son of a bitch. He’d come home from the corner bar and beat the shit out of my mom. My brother and I, we’d hide under our beds. Not because he didn’t know we were there. He knew. We stayed underneath it because he couldn’t get his barrel-chest far enough in to grab us. Anyway, my mom was from the barrio, and I don’t ever remember finding out how they hooked up. Quite a scene, right? Some pale, red-haired Irishman with a sassy, Latina girl on his arm.”
Samuel looked at Major’s face and saw the mix of cultures. The man’s nose was bulbous and red, but roots of black hair snuck out from under the ponytail.
“By the time I was sixteen, I was running with all the wrong folks. You know the story. We’d break into bodegas and go right for the register. Later on, we’d even take a crack at those little ATMs shoved in the corner of the market. You remember those? The ones that would nail you with a five-dollar fee on top of what your bank would charge?”
Samuel sniffled.
“School sucked, and by the time I was seventeen, I’d had enough of the petty shit. I got greedy, just like everyone else. The subway stop at East 90th would provide us some sweet marks, the assholes that lived on the Upper East Side in their multi-million-dollar townhomes with iron bars on the doors and a blinking security pad at the front. We’d jump ’em and get the cash when they came out of the station. Not sure why so many got out on the wrong side of Broadway, but we’d make the most of it.
“Summer of ’88 I headed to the Jersey Shore with the guys in the crew. They had a few dago contacts in Atlantic City getting into the hooker and blow trades. Seemed like slapping bitches around was easier than risking a cuff in Manhattan. That’s when I first realized I had it.”
“Had what?” asked Samuel.
“The nose. I could smell deals a mile away. Drug deals at first, which I eventually turned into legit businesses, like used cars.”
Major laughed at his own joke. He looked at the confused look on Samuel’s face and decided to continue. “I was great at the table games, too. Five- and ten-dollar blackjack led me to the high-roller rooms. I played where winnings came with a chick on your arm and a vial of blow. AIDS was breaking then, but when you’re strung out on crack and cards, it’s not much of a concern. Not sure how in the hell I escaped that, but I did. You tag so many asses without a jimmy hat, you’re rolling the dice.
“I wasn’t much of a family man. I mean, I had a wife and kids, but I wasn’t part of the family. My money provided housekeepers, pool boys, nannies, whatever we needed, but the money couldn’t listen to my wife or help my kids with homework. The family made me legit, somehow gave me the air of a responsible citizen. That’s the thing with the white-collar criminals. They sit next to you at the PTA meetings, you see them in the grocery store, you wave at them as they walk their dogs. Hell, some of them even pick up dog shit with a blue plastic bag, yet they were robbing taxpayers blind.”
“The bailout?” Samuel asked. His face twisted, as if someone else had used the term.
“Oh, you bet I got a chunk of that. We all did. By the time the mid-2000s rolled around, I had several business holdings in various countries. I had secret offshore accounts and enough capital to pay my mid-managers hundreds of thousands in bonuses. We had holiday blowouts that made the gangster movies look like children’s birthday parties. Women everywhere, and not the skanks from the street. I’m talking top-notch girls, good pussy. The kind that makes you forget your name.”
Samuel smiled.
“By 2008, I had offices in Manhattan and Newark. Jersey was a dump, but it was easier to hide assets there than it was in the five boroughs. I had departments trading mortgages for years, and we all knew that shit was going to crash. Anyone—including the Fed—that claims they didn’t know is a bullshitter. An unspoken panic rippled through our ranks about six months before the shit hit the fan. Guys were getting out fast, selling assets, liquidating the adjustable-rate loans. We all knew those were going to kill us. By the time Goldman Sachs became the media’s whipping boy, I had stashed four hundred million I thought would be invisible. That’s what I thought.”
Samuel noticed a hitch in Major’s throat. His pace on the trail quickened as they turned directly into the path of the cloud soundlessly rolling over trees as it approached the east.
“But then a few of my guys turned. They had been working with the FBI the entire time. I had no idea. These were guys that had been with me a long time, going all the way back to our private bordellos and roulette wheels in the shadow of the boardwalk in Atlantic City. These were guys I trusted with my life.
“My wife had left and taken the kids with her by then. My new girl tipped me off. I was shacked up with this broad in one of my Manhattan penthouses. I can’t remember exactly how we got together, but she was doing some hardcore porn at the time. I saw her in a film and knew I wanted a piece of that ass. Anyways, she rang my cell about 11:30 in the morning, which I knew was trouble because she never got out of bed before noon. She told me the Feds had been there and were on their way to my office. She said they had warrants and paperwork and all the bullshit they needed to put me away for a long time.”
Samuel stopped. As the path curved to the right and descended down the gentle slope of the mountain, he saw the tops of several cabins. They looked exactly like the others, and the curvature of the land would no doubt reveal more as they approached. Major followed Samuel’s gaze.
“Yep. That’s it. The Barren. We still got another hour to reach it.”
“So what did you do when the cops arrived?” Samuel asked.
“I had to take care of things before they did. There was no way I was going to rot in a cell, become Bubba’s girlfriend. I couldn’t do that. Plus, the lead prosecutor was a dickhead from way back. In fact, I think I may have jumped him in a subway station, back in the day.
“After I got the call, I went to a hidden panel in my office. I didn’t even have time to open the safe. Even if I did, what was I going to do? They were coming. I couldn’t find the bullets to the revolver under my desk, so I pushed through a drawer of sex toys until I found the velvet rope. I had glass walls in my office that gave you a stunning view of Manhattan. That turned the ladies on, and they’d even let me tie them up. Some of those lays got crazy. 
Anyway, I stood on a chair and pushed the ceiling tile to the side. With the rope in one hand, I tossed it over a steel beam. The end came back to my other hand, and by that time I could hear them coming. The private elevator dinged a single tone. Footsteps in the marble foyer. If I had more time, who knows? I might have reconsidered. But I didn’t. I tied a knot at the top underneath the beam and took the other end and twisted it around my neck. I wasn’t schooled in the knot-tying, Boy Scout bullshit, so I triple looped it just to make sure it wouldn’t give. I remember standing on the chair with that noose around my neck, and I was laughing. Maybe it was the absurdity of it all, or maybe I had lost my mind by that point.
“The door to the waiting room slammed against the wall, which meant the raid was seconds from reaching me. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and leapt off the chair. I think they came through at the same time, because I remember someone shouting and I felt hands grasping my legs. But they were too late. Those knots held better than they were supposed to because they snapped my neck.”
Samuel stopped walking and turned to face Major. He shook his head and coughed. “Is that all you remember?”
Major shook his head. “I remember waking up at the foot of a tree. I remember looking around and seeing other ropes hanging from branches and dangling next to streamers of yellow caution tape.”
“You woke up here, in this place?” Samuel asked.
“Not far from your swingin’ tree, my friend. But it wasn’t my first rodeo. I quit counting how many times I’ve dropped from that cursed tree.”
 
 



Chapter 9
 
Samuel peered down the path at the Barren. He saw three cabins. Although not identical to the two he already discovered, they looked the same.
Major led them through towering trees and into the valley. He had gone quiet since finishing his story, and Samuel wondered if the retelling put an emotional drain on the old man. Major looked over his shoulder as he walked, measuring the pace of the cloud as it approached from the west.
Samuel could see two people at the Barren, but they were still too far away for him to make out features. The shapes appeared to be gathering things off the ground.
“A week, maybe two.”
The comment caught Samuel by surprise. He stopped walking and shifted his weight to one hip, waiting for Major to elaborate. When he didn’t, Samuel spoke.
“Until the cloud arrives? Until this, uh, reversion gets here?”
Major didn’t answer. He kept maneuvering down the path, stepping over jagged rocks and debris, trying not to twist an ankle in the process.
Samuel followed Major. As they approached the Barren, the shapes began to take form, a man and a woman. He noticed the eyes first. It wasn’t their gazes so much as the hurt behind them. Samuel shivered and felt an ache in his heart. The woman appeared to be in her twenties, thin yet magnetic. He imagined she was once an actress or possibly a singer. She had scraggly, black hair that hadn’t been washed in days. Remnants of makeup were brushed across her face in random places. Eye shadow ran down her cheeks like cracks in a porcelain cup. She held her lips together, creating the single line of her mouth. The woman’s pointy nose sat in perfect symmetry with the rest of her face. Samuel flushed, realizing he had been staring longer than was socially acceptable. He looked at the ground and then back up at the woman—this time, his eyes locked on her neck. Underneath her jaw and across her collarbone was a diagonal black bruise. The discolored skin made a line toward her heart, and the bruise looked recent, but not fresh.
The man stepped in front of the woman and broke Samuel’s gaze. He sneered at Samuel and shook his head. “Who’s this?” he asked, directing his question at Major.
Major walked up and placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. He smiled. “It’s speeding up, Kole.”
The man shook his head and nodded his chin toward Samuel, who stood behind and to the right of Major.
“Find him in Aokigahara?”
“Yeah,” Major said. “He landed in the Sea of Trees, like the rest of us.”
“We don’t need his help,” Kole said.
The woman stared at the top of the path, through Samuel, as though he didn’t exist.
“Posturing,” Major said. “He’s trying to act like a tough guy.”
Samuel watched as Kole put his hands on his hips. His dark, rich hair crept far enough down on his forehead that it could have been fake. He wore a tattered, white T-shirt that accentuated the taut muscles underneath. A black belt fastened black jeans on his slender waist. Black leather completed the outfit. A sleeve of tattoos full of cryptic symbols and half-naked women circled his right arm, and a needle track ran up his left. The top three punctures sat atop a blue, swollen vein that oozed pus. Two red lines bisected both of his earlobes where earrings once hung.
“We’re wasting time. Did you find anyone who can slip?” the woman asked Major, indicating Samuel could not be the man for the job.
“I was hoping someone else would here, at the Barren.”
“Well, nobody’s here but us,” Kole said. He kicked at the dirt with the toe of his boot.
The woman stepped past Kole and Major until she stood face-to-face with Samuel. He caught a whiff of vanishing fragrance, masked by natural body oils, and then it scuttled off, leaving the vacant emptiness of this place with its silent stillness. He felt her eyes latch onto him again, and he could not turn away. Samuel’s mouth went dry, and he felt a tingling in his feet.
“What’s yer name?” she asked.
“Samuel.”
The woman nodded. “I’m Mara. That charmer over there is Kole.”
Samuel dropped his head to Mara and then turned to look at Kole.
“He’s a dick. You’ll get used to it.”
Kole glared at Mara. “Fuck you,” he said. “And fuck you.” He pointed at Samuel.
Major laughed, tossing his head back and grabbing his abdomen with both hands.
“Kids, kids, stop. You’ll have time for your schoolyard scraps tonight. For now, we need to get our supplies in order. Kole, make sure we have enough wood. You know how hard it is to maintain a fire here. Mara, get the gruel going. I think it’s been days since Sammyboy here ate, and he’s going to start feeling it soon.”
Kole waved a hand at Mara and Samuel. He shuffled past the cabin and toward the edge of the tree line.
“Whatever you say, old-timer. Apparently someone put you in charge when we weren’t paying attention.”
Major smiled and put his arm around Samuel. Mara turned and headed into one of the cabins, shutting the door behind her.
“You and I need to examine some things, see if we can punch a hole in this place. Based on the speed of the death cloud over there, we’re running out of time.”
Samuel shook his head, trying to use the physical motion to make sense of the situation. After several more attempts, he realized it wasn’t working.
“We have to get out of here,” he said.
Major turned and looked at the cloud, then toward the cabin with Mara, then beyond the path to where Kole was picking up firewood.
“Without a doubt,” he said.
***
Major poured the steaming liquid into a filthy clay mug, where it bubbled with a light froth.
“Drink,” he said to Samuel.
Samuel sniffed the mug and wrinkled his nose. “A hint of licorice?” he asked. “I hate licorice.”
“It’s one of the few things in this place you’ll still taste. That’s gotta be better than a colorless, bland drink.”
Samuel shrugged and sipped. The tea burnt his lip and caused him to inhale.
“I want you to try something,” Major said.
Samuel set the mug on the table. He looked through the greasy window of the cabin and saw Kole and Mara arguing with each other. Mara thought they should be cautious with Samuel while Kole agreed with Major’s plan of testing Samuel’s abilities in the reversion.
“What are they doing?”
Major grabbed Samuel’s right wrist with his left hand. “I need you try something.”
Samuel nodded.
“There’s a man who might be trapped in the ether. It’s a nowhere place, a void. He might have the ability to punch a hole in this place.”
“Slip.”
“That’s right,” Major said. He let a smile creep into the corners of his mouth.
“We can slip into another place. That’s not to say we escape the existence and go home. That might be lost forever. You know that, right? Mathematically speaking, odds are you’ll never see that place again.”
“Now you’re a statistician?” Samuel asked.
Major released Samuel’s wrist and rocked back on his chair. “When you’ve sat at as many table games as I have, you get to know the odds.” Major continued, not allowing Samuel the time to respond. “This guy may be able to punch the hole if he’s not damaged.”
“Damaged like us?”
Major laughed.
“Yeah, like that. Let’s hope he doesn’t swan dive from the top of a skyscraper or shove the end of a shotgun in his mouth. That’s what I call damaged.”
Samuel looked at Major, not sharing in his lighthearted giggles.
“Is this hell? Are we dead?”
“Depends on how you define ‘hell’ and what you mean by ‘dead’,” Major said.
Samuel fought to remain focused on the conversation. He felt like his head was buzzing with thoughts he couldn’t quite catch.
“What do you want me to try?” he asked.
Major raised one hand and let it fall to the table. “I almost forgot.”
He turned as Kole entered the cabin, followed by Mara. They stood shoulder to shoulder and leaned against the cabin wall. Major looked at them, and then back to Samuel.
“I’m going to put you in someone else’s head and see if you can get out. You good with that?”
“He’s a fucking newb,” Kole said.
Mara was shooting Kole red-hot daggers. She pushed a lock of hair behind one ear. “Give him a chance,” she said.
Major looked at Kole and Mara, waiting in silence for them to finish their verbal sparring. “Are you ready?” he asked Samuel.
Samuel nodded. Major looked at his clothes, his eyes pausing on the silver charm resting on Samuel’s chest. He wanted to yank it and run, testing the amulet himself to see if it was the talisman that would get him out of the reversion. But Major knew he had to let Samuel prove he could slip before he made a play for the talisman.
“Close your eyes,” he said to Samuel. “If you get in deep shit we’ll yank you back.” 
 
The cabin disintegrated and the accelerated rush of lights filled Samuel’s vision. He looked up and to the right and saw the reflection of his own eyes, but they were not his. He noticed large red eyebrows on pasty skin and touched a finger to a widow’s peak that retreated back toward thinning, red hair tainted with gossamer strands of silver. His hands gripped the steering wheel of an Italian sports car as it blew past the other cars in the right lane of the expressway.
Samuel looked to his left and was met with a darkened reflection of someone else’s body. It appeared to be mid-forties, paunchy and pampered. The silk tie sat askew on his collar, while a diamond stud penetrated his left ear. The whine of the engine caught Samuel’s attention as the speedometer pushed past ninety-five on the gauge. Rain fell in large, loud drops and obscured the dividing line on the pavement.
 
“Death wish,” Samuel said.
Major looked at Samuel, his eyes closed and his palm wrapped around the ignition key with the blood draining from his fingers.
“Do you know where you are?” Major asked.
“In a car, on a highway.”
Before Major could reply, a force snapped Samuel back into the shell occupying the driver’s seat.
 
He saw the glow of brake lights ahead, like the eyes of angry monsters. Samuel caught a glimpse of the approaching off-ramp in the interval between windshield-wiper swipes. He guided the car onto the shoulder amidst the sound of horns trailing off behind him. Samuel turned the wheel to the left and pulled his foot off the accelerator, bringing the car into a controlled fishtail on the rain-slicked pavement. He pushed the flashy BMW to its limits. He snapped the wheel into the turn and straightened the vehicle out as it approached a congested intersection trapped within four walls of suburban, strip-mall hell.
 
“Running it into a wall or bridge?” Kole asked.
Major shook his head. “No. He’s headed somewhere. The driving is reckless, but that’s the emotional state. He has other plans.”
 
Samuel felt the car lurch as he downshifted from second to first gear. His breathing felt shallow and rapid as the adrenaline heightened his senses. He followed the flow of traffic while checking his rearview for flashing lights. It would be miles before they caught up, and even then they wouldn’t know which exit he had taken. Samuel made several turns, until he passed the sparkling new sign for Golden Meadow development. Samuel slowed down and drove through the gate and into the private community.
He turned through several streets designed after the old, inner-ring suburbs of the twentieth century, complete with tree lawns, sidewalks and street lamps. Samuel spun the wheel into the slick, wet asphalt driveway at 1329. His plump finger reached up to the sunshade and punched the button that opened the double-car garage. Samuel pulled the car into the silence so the rain could no longer pummel the roof. With the car’s engine idling in neutral, Samuel hit the button again, which dropped the garage door behind him.
He sat in the front seat as the song on the CD player came to an end. Samuel let the song fade before hitting the power button. As if in cosmic alliance, the overhead light of the garage-door opener clicked off, leaving him blinded by the reflected rays coming from the car’s headlights. He slammed that button too, sitting in complete darkness. Samuel’s ears adjusted as he heard renegade raindrops crashing into the steel roof of the garage, while the engine continued to idle in neutral.
 
Mara stood behind Samuel with her arms crossed while Kole stared at Major. Both of them were becoming agitated with Major’s test of Samuel, what he called a “test slip.” As long as Samuel had a talisman, he would be able to invade the soul of another in a different universe—and those in the reversion with him could watch it as if the entire experience was being broadcast over closed-circuit television. A test slip was temporary but the effects were not. Although nobody but Major saw this happen in a prior reversion, he made it clear that dying in the inhabited soul during a test slip meant dying in the current reversion as well. This was a dead-end in the cycle, not an escape from it. For Kole and Mara, losing Samuel during Major’s test would mean the end of any hope. Major knew it as well but he had to be certain Samuel could return on his own.
“He can’t do it. I told you he can’t. Pull him out,” Kole said.
Mara looked at Samuel and then to Major. “Kole’s right. Pull him before it’s too late. You know he can slip.”
Major shook his head. “No, I need to know if he can get back on his own.”
Mara huffed. “No you don’t. That doesn’t matter. Pull him.”
“I’m not watching this,” Kole said. He opened the door and walked from the cabin into the eternal dusk of the locality.
“Do it or I’ll cut him right now.”
Mara pulled a knife from her hip and placed it on Samuel’s throat.
“Is that a threat?” Major said.
“Yes,” Mara said.
Major rubbed a hand on the stubble covering his chin. He chuckled and shook his head.
“I woulda spanked your ass back in the day. Taught you some manners, missy.”
Mara opened her mouth slightly, hesitated, then closed it. She narrowed her eyes without taking them off Major.
“Go,” he said with the wave of a hand. “Go in and pull him out of there.”
 
Samuel felt his head become lighter, as if he were swimming in ether. He turned the CD player on again and it kicked back around to the first track. Samuel felt the guitar waver through the air and he reached out, almost touching the notes. The engine ran with a smooth, steady purr.
Samuel tilted his head back until it struck the headrest. He looked at the dull reflection of this other body in the driver’s side window. He saw the eyelids drooping and felt a heavy sleep pushing him down into the leather seat. Samuel blinked and closed these eyes. He could feel the sounds of the car slipping away in the distance, surrounded by the comforting silence.
He felt the car shake and opened one eye. Another shake came along with a muffled thump.
“Samuel.”
He opened both eyes, and a shiver ran across his neck and down his spine. A woman stood on the other side of the glass, pounding it with the meat of her fist. Her jet-black, shoulder-length hair fell across her face. Thin eyebrows narrowed and came together at the top of her thin, pointy nose. Samuel followed the lines of her high cheekbones.
“Samuel.”
This time he heard it clearly and knew the woman called his name. He searched in his mind for her name but couldn’t unlock the mystery. Samuel’s mouth was dry, and a dull ache grew from the back of his head, coming forward like a storm cloud.
“Mara?” He heard himself ask.
She smiled and said one word. “Duck.”
A second later, a red brick crashed through his window. Mara took a step forward, reached through the gaping hole and unlocked the power doors. She took another step forward and yanked open the door. Samuel sat there with a grin, amused at the amount of activity around him. Mara turned the ignition off with one hand and slapped the button on the garage door opener with the other. Cool, moist air flooded the garage, and the carbon monoxide oozed into the night. She reached down and released the seatbelt holding Samuel tight.
“C’mon. Let’s go.”
Samuel tilted his head sideways like an old drunk. He grinned again and slapped one knee.
“Not sure how I got here, but thanks for helping me out.” He slurred the words at her.
“Major got an opening, but I don’t know how long it’ll last. I don’t even know if it’s going to bring us back to that place. But there’s no time to discuss it. Let’s go.”
Mara turned, and Samuel stared at her lithe form as she walked toward the open garage door. He saw the way her hair rested on the black biker jacket, the chains and zippers glistening like miniature serpents on her back. He followed the coat where it stopped, at the base of her spine. Samuel gawked at her well-proportioned legs, which looked utterly smooth in the tight leather pants, as if she wore an outfit of crude oil.
“Damn.”
Mara turned and shook her head. She grabbed Samuel’s arm so hard it made him wince, dragging him upright and tossing his upper body toward the open door. She blew past him with a blur of black and a hint of perfume.
“Around back and through the tree line,” she said.
Samuel stumbled behind her as Mara bolted down the driveway and to the gate between two segments of chain-link fence. She flipped the horseshoe up and pushed the gate open, running down the sidewalk and past the gas grill to the fence stretching across the rear of the yard. She stopped and turned to face Samuel, her face appeared to be floating amidst a sea of darkness. Towering trees silhouetted against the rainy night sky swayed above as if daring entry. She waited another second and then motioned for him to hurry before leaping over the fence. Samuel watched as she swung both legs to one side and vaulted over the top. He smiled again before he doubled over with a fit of coughs. The more he hacked, the less air made it to his lungs. Tears filled his eyes and mixed with the steady drizzle on his face.
“Get up,” she said.
Samuel rolled over and clawed at the manicured grass with both hands until he felt the cold metal of the fence. He climbed up the links until the top rail was at his waist. He swung one leg up and over the rail and let gravity take over, bringing Samuel crashing over and into a pile of wet leaves. Before he could cry out, Mara was moving again, running between the trees.
He stumbled forward until another round of coughing arrested his lungs. He collapsed and looked back at the house. Red and blue lights appeared, splashing the white siding with resplendent color. A back porch light came on, as did the house lights of several neighbors.
“Get up.”
Mara broke him from his gaze and he scrambled upright and followed her path. The bark of a dog and a bleating car horn reminded him he was running through a copse of trees separating two streets of a modern neighborhood. He ripped the tie from his neck and focused on the light reflecting from Mara’s wet leathers.
Shouts broke through his hazy head as dark figures burst into the backyard like a black avalanche. He put his hand to his forehead to try to ease the pain. Samuel felt as though a tank had taken a detour through his skull.
“I can almost see the cabin,” Mara shouted.
He followed her farther, until he saw it as well. Samuel rubbed his eyes, turning to look at the flurry of activity coming their way, and then back to Mara. She was there. It was there.
Mara bolted for the door. She lunged and grabbed the doorknob in one motion.
“C’mon, it only stays open for a second.”
Mara waited, breathing heavily and looking from side to side.
Samuel slowed to a trot and placed his hands on his hips. “The cabin?” he asked.
“If you don’t step through here with me, you will die.”
Samuel shook his head. He looked down at his clothes, held a hand up to his face. “This ain’t me. I’m dreaming or something.”
Mara bit her bottom lip. She let go of the doorknob and walked toward him. “I want to show you something.”
Her voice dropped as though she were breathing the words. A hand came up and stroked the side of Samuel’s face. His eyes met hers and his breath hitched as he tried to encourage his lungs to work while keeping his heartbeat in check. Mara took his hand and turned toward the door of the cabin. She looked over one shoulder and smiled at him. She winked.
Samuel allowed her to lead this foreign body to the threshold of the door. He no longer cared about the pursuers. He no longer heard the manhunt emerging a few hundred yards from the tree line.
“Damn. Yeah, sure I’d like for you—”
Before he could finish, Mara’s knee drove upward into Samuel’s groin. Colors exploded in his vision, and before he could cry out, he felt the sickening crunch of her fist smashing the cartilage in his nose.
Mara opened the door and dragged his bleeding and disoriented body through with her.
***
“Reckless.”
“Aren’t we all?”
Kole stood with both hands wrapped around a mug. He sipped and smirked while tattoos stretched across his bulging muscles.
“The other guy still trapped in the ether?”
Major didn’t reply and Kole shook his head.
“So now we know Samuel can slip, but we don’t know if he can do it alone. Pointless.”
Major shook his head. “He can,” he said.
“You don’t know that,” Mara said.
Mara wanted to believe Samuel could slip, that he could transport them out of this universe and into one that wasn’t eating itself, but the only sure way of knowing would be to try.
Samuel stirred. His mouth opened and closed as he grimaced in unspoken pain.
“Worse than a hangover,” Kole said, before returning to his tea.
Major shrugged and walked over to Mara. The cabin felt cramped and suffocating. “You volunteered to go get him. Kole would have done it.”
Mara ran a hand through her stringy, greasy hair. She took a deep breath and exhaled over her bottom lip. Even the short amount of time she spent in the test slip was enough to muddy her thoughts and upset her stomach.
“Yeah. I did.”
Major reached out and tapped her shoulder with his fingers. “Deep breaths. You’re here.”
“Right,” she said, shrugging off his hand like a renegade snowflake. “I’m back here, safe and sound, in this shithole that’s getting eaten by the cloud, with you three assholes.”
Kole laughed into his mug, sending drops of tea to the floor.
“Where am I?” Samuel asked.
Major turned away from Mara and sat on the chair next to him. Samuel’s legs moved beneath the rough, wool blanket like two monsters prowling the depths of the ocean.
“Back. In this place. Against the odds,” Major said.
Cramps gripped Samuel’s stomach, and the meager light from the fire hurt his eyes. “Right. That explains it,” he said.
Kole grinned and walked around the other side of the cabin to face him. “I don’t know what the old man or the little girl have been telling you, champ, but you ain’t ever going home. Once you slip, you’re done.”
“Don’t listen to him,” Mara said. “He’s a cynical dickhead.”
“I’m honest. Tell him, Major. Tell him what you know. He deserves to understand the situation, just like we did.”
Samuel sat up as fireworks exploded behind his forehead. His tongue felt like a ball of yarn inside his mouth. Mara returned from the edges of his vision carrying a cup, presumably one with more of the licorice tea. Samuel accepted it from her, his hunch confirmed.
“I wasn’t in my body, but I was back in the real world.”
Major sighed and looked at Kole, and then Mara. They waited, neither speaking nor moving.
“We thought we could rescue that man, but we couldn’t. We’re on our own. You were in him, and he was determined to find a gruesome end. He probably did, once Mara pulled you back.”
Samuel nodded at Mara. “It looked like the world I remember.”
“Yes, it probably did,” Major said. “But if you had been a kind of tourist, you probably would have discovered minor anomalies with that place. French fries may not exist there, or Jimmy Page may have been a founding member of Black Sabbath.”
“Does this have something to do with the parable you told me when we first met? Something about the lion and its different parts?” Samuel asked.
He struggled to recall the earlier conversation through the pain in his head. Major looked at Mara and Kole. Mara nodded, and Kole threw an arm into the air.
“Tell him, old man.”
Major squared up to Samuel and spoke inches from his nose. “What’s the first thing you remember from this place?”
Samuel looked at the ceiling. Bits of memory had come back, especially when he was able to hold reflections, like the picture on the wall and his pocketknife. Without the physical prompt, he struggled again.
“I remember dropping from the tree. Someone tried hanging me, I guess.”
Kole whistled and shook his head, amused.
“Someone hanged you?” Major asked, his voice prodding into Samuel’s memory.
“Or maybe you were trying to get off by yourself. What do they call it? Autoerotic asphyxiation?”
Kole laughed, but Mara stayed quiet. 
Samuel’s face glazed over. He looked to Kole and then back to Major. “Suicide? You think I was committing suicide?”
“Kole tried, as did I. Mara hasn’t been able to unlock her memory. If you can, that would mean three of the four of us ended up here as a result of a suicide attempt.”
Samuel’s hand came up to his throat and he remembered the bruises. He looked at Major’s neck.
“I remember the circumstances, and I think you will too, eventually,” Major said.
“Yeah, just in time for the cloud to eat us all,” Kole said.
“Can you shut up for more than three minutes at a time?” Mara asked.
Kole shrugged and went back to the stove to pour himself another mug of tea.
“So we slipped in the process and ended up here in this place,” Samuel said. “And the reversion is eating it, and it’s coming toward us.”
“Don’t forget that we don’t know if we can all slip, and if we can, we don’t know what we’re slipping into or if we can get back. Could be a world of blind supermodels where you’re the only guy, or it could be a dark, empty world getting eaten by a black cloud.”
Major glared at Kole. “We seem to be in a holding tank of some kind.”
“What about the wolves? What happened to them?” Samuel asked.
“I don’t know,” Major said. He trailed off, but with a thin veneer of truth covering his words.
Samuel opened his mouth to ask about the other spirit he encountered on his way to the Barren, but then he reconsidered. Mara read the look on his face.
“What? Is there something else?” she asked.
Samuel shook his head and turned back to Major. “So how do we get out?”
“I hoped the man you slipped into had the answer. But he doesn’t,” Major said. “The solution must come from within these walls.”
***
Samuel watched Mara move about the Barren. She walked with a determined grace, as if every step had its own purpose. He followed her to the tree line, where she gathered sticks for kindling, snapping the twigs to place them in a bag.
“Need some help?” he asked.
Mara shrugged without lifting her head from the forest floor. Samuel approached, bending down to pick up pieces of broken branches.
“So you don’t remember how you got here?”
Mara spun on him, her eyes glaring with untold emotion. Her nostrils flared and she closed her eyes. Samuel watched the surge pass. Mara opened her eyes.
“No. No, I can’t remember,” she said.
“Did you go to your senior prom?”
Mara stopped and made eye contact with Samuel. A slight smile forced the corners of her mouth up.
“Excuse me?” she asked.
“Prom. Did you go?”
“Yes.”
Samuel let the one-word reply hang in the silence.
“Did you?” she asked.
“Not my own. I was too cool. Spent the night sitting in the woods with my other loser buddies, a case of beer and a bag of weed. Had a girlfriend a few years younger when I was in college. Ended up going to her prom at my old high school when I was twenty-one. My younger brother was in her class, so I was at their senior prom three years after not going to my own.”
Mara waited until she was sure Samuel finished recounting his experience.
“That’s pathetic,” she said, her face relenting with a reluctant smile.
Her comment brought another wave of recollection from Samuel. He brushed past the light banter and dug deeper into his patchwork of memory. “I know I had a wife, but that’s about it. I mean, I saw the picture on the wall, the ‘reflection,’ as Major calls them. I knew that was my wife, but I don’t remember anything. I couldn’t remember the name of the thing that sparked fire when I first woke up here.”
“A lighter,” Mara said.
“Yeah, a lighter. So I get these bursts of memory, but it’s more like being asleep on a train. The ones I can remember now are only snippets of my life.”
Samuel waited. Mara looked at him and shook her head.
“The fire is probably low. Let’s get this back to the cabin,” she said.
Samuel followed her, watching her hips sway with every step. Mara’s feet appeared to glide across the organic debris on the forest floor. Before she opened the door, he spoke.
“There’s something he isn’t telling me.”
Mara turned to face him. She dropped the sack of kindling next to the door and put her hands on her hips.
“And there’s something you’re hiding, too,” she said.
She stepped toward him and turned her worried eyes up to his face. “I don’t know where we are. I don’t know what this place is, and I’m not sure I even want to return to my locality. It’s not likely that would happen anyway. But this reversion will wipe us from existence, and I don’t want to be here when it does.”
Mara stepped around Samuel and pointed to the west, where the pulsing, dark cloud loomed higher in the sky. “You see that? It’s coming for us, and when it does, we’re finished.”
“Major knows how to get out of here? Is that why you’re at the Barren?”
“I’m at the Barren because the Barren is the only place to be. I know you’ve met our friends the wolves, and I’m not convinced they’ve been sucked up by the cloud. So if you have doubts about this place or us, there’s the path.” Mara pointed at the narrow trail leading to the tree line and to the west.
“I don’t trust any of you, and whatever it is you need me to do to get out of here ain’t gonna happen until Major or you, or the dickhead, levels with me.”
Mara huffed and looked over her shoulder. Samuel nodded and picked up the bag of firewood before opening the cabin door.
 
 



Chapter 10
 
The rain came like a cruel, silent invader. It fell from the sky in glistening waves that obscured the tops of the trees, swallowing the light. Major, Kole, Mara and Samuel sat on the floor of the cabin watching the dwindling supply of kindling burn down into anemic, yellow flames. Samuel could not remember when the rain began or how long it continued. The lack of natural light combined with the quickening reversion hampered his ability to judge time. He recalled two fits of sleep on the hard, wooden floor, where he thrashed and awoke achy, a prisoner of fitful dreams just beyond his grasp. He remembered the image of a train moving on a track in the most desolate place his head could conjure. But the vision disappeared before he could recall it. Major rationed the remaining crackers from his rucksack. Samuel was thankful the odd locality made sustenance less of a survival necessity.
“Look.”
Mara’s silhouette cut a shape in the greasy window next to the door. Kole huffed and waved a hand while Major and Samuel craned their necks forward, seeing nothing but the back of her head.
“What’s that?” she asked.
Samuel stood and bent down to look through the pane of glass Mara had cleared with her sleeve. She managed to push the grime across the surface with enough force so they could see out of it. They both stood, staring into the black abyss.
“I can’t see anything,” Samuel said.
“You have to wait for the lightning,” she said.
“Lightning?” Major asked. “When did that begin?”
“It caught my eye a few hours ago. Of course, no thunder coming with it, but the lightning came, and each flash drenched that black place with a burst of light.”
Samuel looked at Major, and then back to Mara. Kole continued to sit on the floor, using his finger to draw concentric circles in the dust.
“There.”
Major shook his head in frustration as he looked outside a second too late, but Samuel saw it. At first, he chuckled to himself. He held his breath, withholding judgment until he could take a better look. What felt like hours passed before the next strike, but Samuel was ready. His initial curiosity washed away with the surging rain.
The bright bolt illuminated a form standing twenty yards from the cabin, facing east. Samuel kept telling himself it was an ape, but he knew better. Mara reached down and grasped his hand, squeezing hard. She continued to stare out the window, her breathing erratic and muffled.
“Did you see it?” she asked.
Samuel gave her hand a return squeeze and looked at Major.
“I did,” Samuel said.
The storm tossed another round of lightning down from the sky. Samuel wondered whether the dark cloud eating this place sent the storm or if it happened naturally. Either way, the darkness and the downpour seemed to conspire against his sanity. The concurrent blasts of soundless light fastened to the shape like a spotlight.
Samuel held that image in his mind like a photograph, a single frame of time frozen in memory. The rain matted the man’s hair to his head, covering the gray, exposed scalp. Water dripped at an angle as it ran from his chin. Ragged flaps of flesh lay exposed on the man’s face, bloodless and rotten. Samuel noticed the man wore tattered remnants of clothing that fell in strips about his body. His arm jutted inward at an unnatural angle. Artifacts of pants came toward the ground to meet bare feet that sank into the cold mud left exposed by the melting snow. Nothing on the creature mattered to Samuel more than its eyes. Samuel looked into the lifeless, black orbs and felt a whimper crushed within his chest.
“Who could it be?” Mara asked.
Another round of bolts crashed through the forest as Major stood. He looked over Mara’s tousled, black hair at Samuel.
“There’s more.”
Samuel heard the words enter his ears as if they came from outside of his own head. He shuddered and felt the muscles in his abdomen cramp. He could no longer feel Mara’s vise grip on his fingers.
Two more stood behind the first.
“Are they people?” Mara asked, still hopeful in her heart, but not in her mind.
“They used to be,” Major said.
Samuel looked at him, tilting his head to one side, awaiting elaboration.
“When I first saw them, I thought they were reflections, but they’re not. When they appear, the wolves get real skittish.”
“Undead?” Samuel asked.
“That’s one way to describe them. I think they’re more like warnings. They come just before the final phases of reversion. Canaries in the coal mine.”
“Ha,” Kole said, still sitting on the floor drawing in the dust. “Zombie birds.”
Mara crinkled her face and shook her head at Kole.
“What do they do?” Samuel asked.
“Not sure,” Major said, shaking his head. “I’ve only come across them a few times. They don’t do much but draw more of their kind, like moths to the flame.”
“For fuck’s sake, dude. Are they canaries or are they moths?” Kole asked. “Tell it like it is, and quit being a fucking drama queen.”
“He’s just trying to explain what’s happening, you asshole.”
The outburst from Mara grabbed Samuel’s attention. He saw her shake her head and heard Kole laugh in response.
“It doesn’t matter, does it, hon? This place is heading to the shitter with zombie tour guides. Your prince charming there can slip, but he’s got no way of controlling it and we don’t know if he can do it without us. Probably has a small pecker, too.”
Samuel shifted and turned his shoulders toward Kole.
“Everyone quiet down.” Major rubbed his forehead, trying to think and de-escalate the situation at the same time.
“Tell the bitch to quit her yapping,” Kole said.
Samuel took a step toward him, and Kole stood at the same time. The men faced each other, nose to nose. Kole flexed his biceps.
“Go ahead, Sammy. You want a crack at me, go ahead.”
Samuel balled both fists. He had eased the right one back to his hip when he felt Mara grip his wrist.
“Let it be. Don’t give the prick the fight he wants. Save your strength.”
Samuel looked into Mara’s eyes, and his fingers eased back from inside his palms. He shook his head at Kole, who hadn’t moved.
“Why here?” Samuel asked Major as he stepped away from the confrontation. Kole winked at Mara, and she glared back.
“It could be that the Barren draws them somehow, like magnets. It drew us here, didn’t it?”
“You told me to come here,” Samuel said.
Major shrugged. “Semantics. You would have ended up here, regardless.”
“What do we do?” Mara asked.
“There isn’t much we can do. Nobody is planning a Sunday hike any time soon. We stay here for now.”
“Genius,” Kole said.
“Man, you’re not helping,” Samuel said, snapping.
“Look,” Mara said.
In the flashes of electricity filling the sky, the handful of motionless figures had turned into dozens.
***
Although Major passed through many reversions, he did not have a memory of the horde and did not remember their function, which was to keep the talisman from being used and to immobilize anyone who could use it.
As the undead stood shoulder to shoulder, surrounding the cabin, Major ordered a watch. Samuel and Mara agreed, while Kole refused to cooperate. His dust drawings had evolved into charcoal portraits, which he drew on the walls using the ash from the fire. During Major’s shift, Samuel felt the pull of sleep. He curled into a ball with his head on the hardwood floor. The image of a train returned as a new dream seeped into his subconscious.
 
The track extended to the horizon in one long, loping stride. It curled like a tail around to the east, where the setting sun tore a flaming path in the sky on its descent in a bizarre retrograded motion. A wind moaned outside the cabin car, the noise signifying to Samuel that he was dreaming. The landscape lay as a flat expanse with an occasional pile of scree left like crumbs on a table. The dream-world contained no trees or manmade structures as far as Samuel could see.
He turned his dreaming eye inward to the passenger cabin. Two rows of seats sat divided by an aisle, two chairs in each row. The dark cloth on the seats hid stains left by thousands of riders covering thousands of miles. Samuel looked up and noticed a single, glowing bulb above his seat. The car rattled and hitched as the train pulled it through a slight curve in the track, still bearing east on its unknown, eternal voyage.
“I’m not leaving here.”
Samuel turned to his right and saw Kole in the seat across the aisle, smiling and flipping through a pornographic magazine.
“I’m dreaming,” Samuel said.
Kole shook his head and chuckled. “No shit.”
Samuel sat forward and raised his head above the seats. He looked to the front of the car and then toward the back.
“Just the two of us.”
Samuel turned back to face Kole with a look of disgust.
“I’ve always hated that song.”
The single reading light flickered and died, leaving Samuel’s dream self with nothing but the silhouette of empty seats and Kole’s voice.
“I don’t care, because I die with this place.” The sentence drained the remaining frivolity from Kole’s voice.
“What about me?” Samuel asked.
“What about you? I don’t know what your trip is, man. I don’t know what punched your hole or how you slipped. But I know why I ain’t going home.”
Samuel slid from the window to the aisle seat. He looked into Kole’s face and saw a line of moisture under one eye, the darkness concealing everything else.
“I can’t give you absolution, but I can listen.”
Kole nodded and began. “Always shot my mouth off before my brain could catch up. Guess they woulda labeled me ADHD these days, shoved drugs down my throat to cure me. Back in the late ’70s I was a simple troublemaker. Knew early on college was not in my future. My older bro got the brains, I got the brawn.”
Samuel saw Kole glance down at his left bicep.
“After high school, I started to unravel. Hung out in the wrong places with the wrong people, and sooner or later, that shit catches up to you. My dad warned me. I always knew he liked me the best. Well, the best out of the boys. My youngest sister was definitely his favorite kid. Anyway, he knew where I was headed. He never told us stories of his childhood, but I had a feeling he’d been up to the same shit, which is why him and I bonded.
“I ran numbers for a while, and scored a stash with low-level dealers, mostly street thugs who would sell you a vial of rat poison and let you die an agonizing death for ten bucks. I found out selling drugs required much less time than running numbers, and if you skimmed the inventory, you could get high for free. That’s when I lost control.”
A low, rumbling whistle emerged as the train continued toward the horizon, now dotted with the first stars of the evening. A sliver of moon poked up from the underworld. Samuel looked at Kole.
“Drugs make you do shit. They make you do things you couldn’t imagine doing. The system is broke. I did three stints in county, and none of them were long enough to straighten me out. All they did was make me that much more hungry for the good shit, the drugs you can’t get from dealing with the prison guards. The third time I got out is when it happened.”
Samuel leaned in closer to Kole. The floor of the train vibrated underneath his feet and began to rattle his teeth.
“Got hopped up on the synthetic shit. Some redneck in a trailer probably cooked it up in a bathtub. It was really bad. I probably woulda been better off if it made my heart explode, but it didn’t. Nope, just shut my brain down to the point where I was more animal than man.
“I never did deals in a park or in crowded places. Sure, it was safer and less of a chance of eating a bullet, but I didn’t give a shit about my own safety by then. That deal in the park shoulda never gone down, for many reasons.
“My sidekick, Hoppy, set it up with one of the local street gangs. These thugs got their hands on a crate of Russian assault rifles, and all of a sudden they were rolling through town with their cocks swinging. I told Hoppy we didn’t need the score, that we could move it without dealing with these assholes. But the money was too tempting, and the drugs fuck with your ability to make rational decisions.”
Kole paused. He knew most of the story was procrastination. He pushed through, without a choice. “I never saw her. Well, that’s not true. I stood over her dying body punched with seventeen bullet holes, but I never saw her before that. Was it my gun? Hoppy’s gun? The motherfucking puta that emptied his clip in the park? It doesn’t really matter, does it?”
Samuel waited, understanding Kole wasn’t looking for an answer.
“Her mom was in shock. She kept tugging at the girl’s backpack, trying to brush the blood off of it like it was
dirt. She brushed her daughter’s hair back and ignored the hole that oozed black blood from her forehead. The scum that tried ripping us off bolted, and that’s probably what kept Hoppy and me from getting pinched for it. Everyone in the park fingered the dark-skinned fellas with machine guns strapped to their backs, fleeing the park at a full sprint. Hoppy and me, we just kinda walked out. We shoved our handguns into our waistbands and shuffled through the crowd with the same look of terror everyone else had.
“The court never got a chance to put them, or us, on trial. That mom never got a chance to speak her mind on her dead daughter’s behalf. Is it justice? Maybe. The cops caught up to them three blocks and ten minutes later. Put over sixty rounds in each of the thugs.”
The train accelerated. Samuel felt the windows vibrate, and looked down at the rock piles now blurring past in the darkness. Hundreds of white pinpoints appeared in the otherwise-black canvas.
“I think Hoppy met his match under a bridge about a year later. He thought he was getting a ten-dollar blowjob, but it turned into a switchblade to the gut. They say it takes a long time to bleed out that way. That it’s painful. I hope it was. That fucker deserved to die like a pig.”
“Something is happening with the train,” Samuel said. “It’s speeding up.”
Kole shook his head. “We ain’t got much time. I think you know all you need to know about me.”
“Except how you got here,” Samuel said.
“C’mon, man. Do I have to spell it all out for you?”
Samuel waited.
“After the deal went south and I parted ways with Hoppy, I went from King Shit to your average street junkie. I tried killing myself with that stuff. Man, did I try. But I ran out of money before I could finish the job. I got real low, as if having that little girl’s blood on my hands wasn’t low enough. I started doing shit for money, shit I’m not proud of.”
Samuel raised his eyebrows.
“Sucking dick, okay? Not like it matters I’m telling you this now. You don’t even know me. But yeah, that’s what I had to do to get my money for blow. Blow for blow.” Kole watched Samuel stifle a snicker. “It’s cool, man. I was making a joke.”
Kole waited for Samuel to stop smiling before he continued. “It’s never across, always with. The movies get it wrong. Slicing with the vein will almost always guarantee a tub full of blood.”
The train jerked to the left and then to the right. Kole extended both arms toward Samuel, turning his forearms upside down.
“So you pulled it off, the tub full of blood?” Samuel asked.
“You tell me, hotshot. I’m here with you, the old man and the skinny emo chick. This place ain’t home, and it’s being eaten by a fucking cloud while zombies parade around the cabin that wild wolves left to rot. Did I pull it off?”
Samuel stared at Kole’s face until he blinked.
 
When his eyes reopened, he saw the crusty, hardwood floor of the cabin and the wall he faced on his makeshift bunk.
***
Major stood at the window, his back facing the others in a cabin that felt more cramped with each passing hour. He shifted from one leg to the next, muttering underneath his breath. Samuel looked at Mara. She smiled, legs crossed on the chair. He felt the twinge in his chest as their eyes met. She was so young. It wouldn’t matter unless he was a college professor and she was a second-semester freshman. He could see Mara, dreamy-eyed and optimistic. But this was not a campus and he was not a professor. He let go of her gaze and turned to face Kole. He had run out of charcoal and so resumed drawing figures in the dust. Kole winked at Samuel and dropped his chin. Samuel raised his eyebrows and turned away.
“Thousands, probably,” Major said.
Samuel stood and walked over to him. He used his elbow to smear more grease from the windowpane and stooped to look out.
The human forms clumped like cattle in anticipation of a thunderstorm. They stood underneath trees and out in the open. The lonely figures canted to one side, always leaning toward the west and the oncoming force of destruction. Others grouped together, huddled in their rags, with colorless faces. Samuel stared, thinking the creatures could be confused for statues. He didn’t see them move but realized they had to have arrived there somehow. The Barren no longer stretched open and clear to the tree line. The silent forms hid the ground from view.
“Are they planning an attack?” Mara asked from the chair, one hand circling and rubbing her other wrist.
“I think they’re guardians. Going to keep us in here, stand guard until the cloud can consume it all.”
Samuel looked at Major’s face and grimaced at his response. “Pinning us down with sheer numbers?” he asked.
“Could be.”
Kole stood and threw a piece of kindling into the corner of the cabin. “I’m out,” he said, walking toward the door.
Samuel stepped in front of him and spun so his back rested on the cool wood of the door.
“Nobody’s leaving,” Samuel said.
“Outta my way, cowboy.”
Samuel looked at Mara, then Major. Neither moved.
“I can’t let you do that. If you go out there, who knows what they’ll do.”
“Looks to me like they aren’t doing anything but making you shit your pants,” Kole said. “Get out of my way before I knock you out.”
Major nodded at Samuel, who stepped to the side and turned a palm up toward the doorknob.
“Fine. Go right ahead.”
Kole snickered. He bent his right arm at an angle and lifted it to kiss the bicep. “Smackdown.”
Kole turned the knob and Samuel heard the gasp from Major.
The thousands of faces that had been staring at the ground turned up to the door in one motion. Every form revealed a blank, dead gaze, their eyes nothing but eternal black marks, mouths open with tongues protruding like baby serpents.
“Don’t,” Samuel said to Kole.
Kole pulled the door the rest of the way open and stepped out on the porch. The creatures groaned in unison. Legs moved toward the cabin with the sounds of brittle bones snapping under the strain. The creatures shifted forward in a mass of grey, decaying flesh.
Mara lunged for the door and slammed it shut behind Kole. She threw herself against it, her chest rising and falling in rapid succession.
“He’s sparked some interest,” Major said.
Samuel moved back to the window and watched Kole take two steps off the porch. The bodies continued moving toward him. They marched at a slow pace, but with the certainty their prey would never escape. Samuel looked deeper, toward the tree line, and saw wave after wave of the creatures coming out of the forest and making their way to Kole.
Kole crouched, bent his knees and raised his fist. He yelled something, but the sound was swallowed by the dying locality. The first two undead who came close to Kole wore men’s clothing. They extended their arms, thumbs touching. Their eyes locked on Kole and their mouths opened and closed at irregular intervals. Kole cocked his right arm behind his ear and stepped into the punch. The form closest absorbed the strike with his cheek, its head twisting with the force of it. The creature’s legs continued to propel it toward Kole. 
Kole reared back and struck the walking corpse two more times in the face, each one sending a spray of skin and rotted cloth into the air, but not stopping its forward momentum. Its fingers grasped Kole’s shoulder, while the second one grabbed his waist. Kole flailed, and fists flung through the air as if tethered by rope instead of arms. Every landed punch sounded like a sledgehammer striking a rotted pumpkin. Others continued walking toward the altercation, mobs beneath the trees and more coming from the forest.
“They’re going to tear him apart,” Mara said, the nail on her index finger secured between her teeth.
“It’s what he wanted,” Major said.
Samuel shook his head and turned back to the fight in the yard. Four more creatures made it to Kole.
“Move,” he said to Mara.
Samuel nudged her aside and opened the door. He heard the grunts of the creatures and Kole’s heavy breathing from underneath their arms. Samuel took two strides from the bottom of the steps and into the middle of the undead mob pinning Kole to the ground. He grabbed the shoulder of one. The creature turned and Samuel froze. Its dead eyes stared into his and he felt his heart stammer in his chest. He regained his composure and tossed the creature to the side, where it crumpled to the ground, struggling to stand again. Samuel heard Kole gasp, but couldn’t see him beneath the pile of rotted flesh. He shoved a hand toward where he thought Kole might be.
“Grab my hand,” he said, shoving his arm among undead bodies and ratted clothing.
The creatures ignored Samuel and his rescue attempt, determined to rip Kole apart.
A colorful sleeve of tattoos reached out, snapping tight on Samuel’s wrist. He pulled until there was enough for him to grab Kole’s elbow with his other arm. Samuel dug his heels in and yanked again. Kole’s head emerged, his eyes frantic. With his free arm, Kole swatted at his attackers as if they were hornets from a crushed nest. Samuel took another step backward until the resistance dropped, sending him into the railing of the front porch. The impact knocked the air from his lungs. Kole landed on top of him. 
The door swung open, and Major and Mara each grabbed one of Kole’s arms and dragged him inside the cabin. They dropped him in a whimpering pile as Samuel burst through the doorway, slamming the door shut. Major ran to the window. The forms had stopped moving, standing in place as if shut down by a master switch.
“Are you okay?” Mara asked Kole.
He brushed her hand aside and grabbed Samuel by the shirt collar. Kole turned his head toward Samuel, trying to force the words over his hitching breath.
“Thanks for nothing, asshole,” Kole said. He reached back and punched Samuel in the nose. Samuel saw the explosion of color in his field of vision and felt the warm flow of salty blood starting to ooze down his throat. Before he could wince in pain, he lost consciousness.
Mara slapped Kole in the back of the head. He stood, wobbled to one side, and backhanded her across the face. The sharp slap bounced off the walls of the cramped cabin. She dropped to one knee, her hand massaging the red mark blooming on her cheek. Major stepped up, and Kole met him in the middle of the room.
“Back off, old man,” he said.
Major saw the fury on Kole’s face and knew he could not overpower a man half his age and twice as mad. He looked at Samuel and Mara before responding to Kole.
“Sit and calm down.”
Kole looked at Major and then at Mara. He snickered and slumped down the wall to the floor.
“It don’t matter. Death by zombie or by reversion. It’s all the same to me.”
***
Samuel winced as he rolled over and sat up, brushing a lock of hair off his forehead. The heel of his palm glanced off the bridge of his nose and he felt the pain radiate through his entire body. His eyes watered and he bit his lip. When his vision cleared, Samuel struggled to see past the swollen mess of his face. Major, Mara and Kole sat in a circle on the rickety chairs, Major keeping one eye on the window.
Samuel stood and swayed, reaching out with both hands to grasp the wall and keep the room from spinning. Dried blood caked in the creases of his face and stained his neck with dark, maroon lines. Samuel touched the bridge of his nose until the pain began to blossom. He grabbed a chair and swung it around until it sat between Kole and Mara.
“Sucker punch,” he mumbled to Kole.
“Whatever,” Kole said.
“Are you okay?” Mara asked as she touched his forearm. “I mean from them, not your nose. That looks pretty bad too, though.”
“Isn’t the first time I broke it. Probably won’t be the last.”
Major glanced over his shoulder and then turned back to the window.
“What did I miss while I was bleeding on the floor?”
“More,” Mara said. “You can barely see anything but the tops of their disgusting heads. Filthy, stringy hair as far as you can see. They sway back and forth like long grass in the wind, but none of them move. It’s like they’re filling in the gaps so we’re packed in here.”
Samuel stooped and leaned over Mara to look out the window. He saw countless, empty, dead faces staring back in the maddening silence. Samuel thought it wouldn’t be so bad if they made noise, or screamed, or pounded on the door. The silence of this decaying place combined with the ominous approach of the cloud overhead sent a chill up his spine.
“They won’t move unless one of us tries to leave the cabin. Then their brittle bones shuffle ahead in one mass.”
“The fuckers wanted a piece of me,” Kole said, never taking his eyes off the window.
“No,” Major said. He shook his head. “They were holding you down. I don’t think they were trying to harm you.”
“Nice to know I risked my ass and took a sucker punch to the nose for nothing.”
Kole looked at Samuel’s nose and then at Mara. “Got your pity pussy all worked up. You should thank me for that.”
Mara sent a glare of disgust toward him.
Major pushed back on his chair until the front two legs came off the floor. “I don’t know how we’re supposed to fight through so many of those things, but I do know if we don’t, the cloud will reach this cabin soon, and the reversion will take us with it. If there is any hope of survival, we have to get out of here.”
Mara reached out again and placed a hand on Samuel’s arm, while Kole shook his head and snickered under his breath.
***
The fire smoldered over the coals, the heat failing to dispel the chill from the cabin as if the flame itself was losing its will to exist. Mara stirred a wooden ladle of broth inside an iron pot with a steady, mindless motion while staring at the wall. Kole and Major sat next to each other on their respective chairs, shoulder to shoulder, casting long gazes across the undead landscape. Samuel walked over and stood next to Mara. He inhaled and recognized the scent of her hair. He thought that when the reversion dulled the rest of his senses, he might lose his mind. A chuckle escaped his lips as the term “cabin fever” rolled around in his head.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing.”
“So you laugh at random times about nothing? Are you psychotic?”
“I remembered a phrase that made me laugh, that’s all,” he said.
Kole stole a glance over one shoulder and decided the rotten horde was more interesting than Samuel and Mara’s conversation.
“Do you remember stuff?” Samuel asked.
Mara stopped stirring and let the ladle rest against the side. “More than I care to,” she said.
“I get snapshots. I see a picture from my past, and the story fills in around it. One second, my past doesn’t exist, and the next, an image brings back a chunk of it.”
Mara shrugged. “If this reversion is really the end, and those things aren’t letting us out, I’m not sure it really matters. Not sure anything does.”
“I agree.”
“I don’t think this . . .” Mara said, with an arm spinning to unfold the cabin, the Barren, the locality, the entire situation. “I don’t think this matters. It’s not in our control.”
“Kind of depressing.”
“Kind of true,” she said.
Major and Kole remained seated and silent, their eyes following the swaying bodies.
Samuel felt a desire for privacy, a need to have Mara’s conversation all to himself. He looked about the cabin and its four menacing walls, which seemed to creep in further toward the center. He remembered his dream and the conversation with Kole.
“I think I need to rest,” he said.
She nodded. Samuel balled a rucksack for a pillow and curled up in the corner, while the heat from the fire did little to comfort him.
***
He opened his eyes to a bustle of activity. Glowing orbs of glass hung from a silver cable, warming the room with incandescent light. The bitter aroma of roasted coffee filled every crevice. Burlap sacks that once held beans hung from the walls, decorated with stamps from their countries of origin. A behemoth, silver freezer sat in one corner, rumbling as it kept the gourmet ice cream frozen. The machine on the counter whistled, and a barista coaxed the hot air into a frothy mix.
A man with a black fedora sat in the corner, perched atop a three-legged stool like a pigeon on a skyscraper. He wore a maple-bodied acoustic guitar strapped across his torso, fingers moving across the frets. He spilled blue notes and minor chords into the swirling mix of muted conversation and clanking dishes. Samuel recognized the melody, an old delta blues standard, but he could not place the song. A microphone jutted from the top of a stand, but the guitarist ignored its existence, his head down and swaying along with the swinging beat created by his right hand above the sound hole.
Samuel looked down at a white mug on a table. A book and a folded newspaper sat askew, the newspaper dangling from the edge as if trying to escape. He could see the dark swirls in his chai latte as the steam climbed through the air. He noticed a half-dozen other people involved in various solitary acts. One woman bounced her head in rhythm to the song confined to her ear buds, ignoring the guitarist pouring his soul forth from the guitar. One man sat in the corner, a single chair at a small table facing the wall. He thumbed through a crumpled, dog-eared book. A young couple sat at a table across the room. They both wore safety pins for earrings and patches on their black leather jackets, declaring allegiance to long-dead punk bands. The man had his hands on the table face up, while the woman had hers inside of his, facedown. They gazed into each other’s faces, oblivious to everyone else in the room.
Samuel turned back to the bluesman. He saw the alabaster skin on his hands and chuckled. Purists claimed the white man could never play the blues like the originators, but he wasn’t a purist. Samuel closed his eyes and let the familiar, twelve-bar pattern soothe his nerves.
“Is this seat taken?”
The question ripped him from his thoughts. He opened his eyes to find a woman standing before him, holding a steaming mug and a Danish on a plate. The corner of the wax paper beneath the pastry stuck out at Samuel like a preschooler’s tongue.
“No,” he said.
Samuel felt an immediate sense of connection with the woman or, more accurately, the girl. But he also felt a deep sadness. She appeared to be on the verge of womanhood, sparkling eyes, slight hips and an optimism about love and life she would share with everyone she knew.
She wore her jet black hair below the shoulder in wavy patterns that reflected deep, purple hues in the light of the coffee shop. Samuel loved the way it framed her oval face. The woman’s skin shone with a brilliance punctuated by dark eye shadow and glistening, maroon lips. She shed her bulky winter coat to reveal a lithe form beneath. Faded, black jeans clung to her shapely legs and rode low on slender hips. She wore a ragged, gray sweater over a black nylon top that held her breasts upright. Samuel guessed her to be in her early twenties, but with a vulnerability that made her appear even younger. He made eye contact, trying to avoid being hypnotized by her blue eyes.
“I’m Mara,” she said, extending her hand outward while placing her coffee on the table.
“Samuel,” he said.
“I never approach guys. Even at the bar. Sorry if this is a bit awkward.”
He smiled and waved off the fumbling attempt to break the ice. “It’s fine.”
Mara paused and took a long look. She gazed at Samuel, and he saw electricity pass through her face.
“Oh my god,” she whispered.
Samuel sat still. He lifted his mug to his lips until the coffee singed his bottom lip.
“What am I doing here?” she asked.
Without waiting to confirm her revelation, Samuel explained. “I know I’m asleep. Dreaming. Maybe you are, too. Even if you’re not, I think we can communicate this way. I did with Kole.”
She froze, as if that name slapped her across the face. She looked around at the bluesman, the punk lovers, the bustling barista.
“I don’t know,” she said. Mara looked at her hands, holding shiny, red nails up to her face. “It feels so real.”
“Most dreams do, until you wake up.”
She nodded in agreement. “How can we— What should—”
Samuel laughed as Mara’s brain struggled to process what was happening. “I don’t know. The dream scenario I had with Kole was, well, not quite as comfortable as this one. Why don’t we enjoy our gourmet coffees and talk?”
Mara looked over each shoulder as if the authorities were about to break down the door in an FBI raid.
“I think we’re good until I wake up. Scone?”
She smiled and leaned back in the chair. “I miss this,” she said, twirling a strand of hair around her slim fingers. “I miss my hair, the fragrance of my body wash, insignificant things.”
“Funny how life’s little pleasures escape your notice until you lose them all,” Samuel said. “I miss my music.”
He turned to face the man in the fedora. The melody changed. The key changed. However, the faceless guitar slinger continued to jam those comfortable, familiar chords.
“Tell me about you,” Samuel said.
Mara blushed and passed a hand in front of her face.
“Sorry. That sounded so bad. Didn’t mean to embarrass you.” He shuffled in his seat and moved his mug from one hand to the other.
“It’s okay. I’m not very good around guys.”
“What do you mean?” he asked, leaning forward. “Guys at your school must be tripping over you.”
Mara shook her head. “Dropped out second semester sophomore year and never went back. I commuted, anyways. Didn’t really buy into the whole college experience.”
Samuel left it at that, sensing the scab on that wound never entirely healed. “I get it.”
“What was college like for you, you know, back in the day?” she asked with a wide smile.
Samuel leaned back and looked at the ceiling. “It was hard carrying all the clay tablets back and forth to class. We didn’t even have the wheel back then.”
“I didn’t mean it that way—”
Samuel took a turn at dispelling the clumsiness. “I know.”
Mara sipped from her mug. Samuel loved the way she cupped her long, slender fingers around it on both sides. If she had a scarf, she could be on the cover of one of those trendy catalogs for European kitchen gadgets.
“You’re kinda cute for an older guy.”
Samuel blushed. The bluesman stopped playing and was shuffling through a handful of papers while holding the guitar on his lap.
“Tell me your story,” Samuel said.
“Can’t we just sit here and drink coffee and leave it at that?”
He sensed reluctance in her voice, but felt a pressure to force the issue.
“I don’t think that’s why we’re here. I think I’m getting these dream opportunities for a reason. It must have something to do with the reversion.”
The last word made her shudder. It pulled the curtain back on the coffeehouse façade, which Mara had convinced herself was the new reality.
“Fine,” she said, a new coldness emanating from her face.
Samuel waited. He drummed his fingers on the table as the notes spewed forth from the guitar again. The punk rockers brushed past with a mixture of leather, espresso and jasmine incense.
“We didn’t have much. My dad worked the factory. He turned a nut on rods, or some bullshit like that. We never really knew exactly what he did, but it kept him at sixty to seventy hours a week. He’d work a full eight-hour shift on Sunday and be home by noon.”
She let the statement hang and gave Samuel time to do the math.
“Didn’t leave much quality family time. My mom babysat, which made me and my brother feel even less special. On any given day, ten or twelve kids would be running through the house. My dad would come home after a twelve-hour shift and the chaos would eat at him. I swear you could see it in his face.”
The guitarist shifted into a down-tempo shuffle that reminded Samuel of “Stormy Monday.” He thought of the dark cloud propelling the reversion forward, and the title of the song, before pushing it from his thoughts.
“I’m telling you this because it had a lot to do with me leaving school. My mom got sick and couldn’t watch kids anymore, and the factory started losing contracts to overseas companies, which meant my dad lost hours and eventually his job. I took over parenting for my younger brother, and I couldn’t do that and keep up with my studies at the same time.”
“I wonder how many other women have been in that same situation.”
Samuel meant the comment as a token of empathy, understanding, but Mara simply shrugged and continued.
“Tommy, my little brother, was late that night. I was going to pick him up from hockey practice because my dad was already asleep and my mom had taken too many of her ‘little sleep helpers’ to even consider getting behind the wheel. I remember thinking how crazy it was for a twelve-year-old kid to be at hockey practice until eleven o’clock on a Friday night. They don’t call Detroit ‘Hockeytown’ for nothing.”
Hearing the name of the city ignited a synapse in Samuel’s dream brain. He felt an ache behind his forehead, trapped in a place where it would gnaw and fester.
And you let him out there
“I think it was December. It had already been dark for like seven hours and a heavy, wet snow had been falling for the past two. Detroit was in dire shape. They couldn’t afford to put police officers on the street, let alone rock salt or sand from a plow. If you live there, you accept it.
“So I was on my way to get Tommy, cranking some killer metal on the car’s CD player.”
Samuel nodded. Then he held up his hand, flashing Mara the devil horns, an international sign for heavy metal.
“I don’t think Dio started that, but it’s fine if history thinks so.”
Samuel raised his eyebrows and smiled. His mind flashed to a Judas Priest concert he attended as a teenager, and he couldn’t remember any fans that even remotely resembled someone like Mara. He would have gone to many more if they had.
“Yeah. So the car is really warm and the music is really loud, two things that wouldn’t be happening in our house. My time in the car was as much of an escape as I could manage. I guess it’s why I never complained too much about chauffeuring Tommy around. It gave me time alone to think and listen to metal.
“He was waiting for me on the curb with his stick held like a sword in one of those high-fantasy movies. I remember him being the only kid sitting out there on top of his hockey bag. He came running over to the car toward the trunk. I pulled the latch, and it rose like the opening jaws of a monster. He swung all of his weight around to get the bag to clear the bottom of the bumper. He pushed the rest of it in and then shoved the stick on top. I heard the muffled thump of the trunk shutting. Tommy yanked on the handle of the passenger side door, and I shook my head. He was a skinny kid and not heavy enough to sit in the front, you know, with the airbag laws and stuff.”
Samuel nodded. The more Mara talked, the more he shifted in his seat. The delicate strumming of the bluesman started to erode his patience.
“Tommy climbed into the backseat and started immediately yapping about practice. I turned the music down to let Tommy have his say. It’s not like Mom or Dad was going to ask him about practice when we got home.
“I made a right out of the parking lot and eased on to Route 24. The four-lane cut right through our hometown. Strip malls and used-car lots straddled it with an occasional stoplight thrown in to allow greedy idiots out of the big-box stores with their plastic crap.”
Samuel smiled. He wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead and began shooting glances about the room. The patrons continued on their individual pursuits, and the notes coming from the guitar strings felt like death by a thousand cuts.
“Like I said, it was December, dark and cold. With snow. But that wasn’t really a factor in it.”
A wheeze escaped Samuel’s lips.
“I passed through a busier section of 24, closer to the stretch with the car dealerships. They were all closed, but there was an Italian restaurant across the street from one that always served dinner late. We were driving at about forty-five, keeping the limit. We had some old-school Metallica jamming. Pretty sure it was Ride the Lightning, probably “Fade to Black.” Tommy and me, we loved that song. The dynamics are brutal.
“There weren’t many cars on the road, but enough to keep the headlights dancing in the mirrors. Tommy shifted into the center area of the backseat, finding some way to do that while keeping the seatbelt fastened. He knew I’d friggin’ flip if he didn’t have it on.”
Mara shifted in her seat and drew a breath. She had doled out as many of the inconsequential details as she could, and now it was time to tell Samuel what he wanted to know.
“There was a car in front of me, maybe a hundred yards or so, and nobody behind. We were in the left lane with nothing but faded lines on asphalt to separate us from the traffic going the other way.”
Mara could no longer look at Samuel. Her vision clouded from the tears oozing from the corner of her eyes.
“So anyway, the car in front hits the brakes hard. I see the flash and think he probably wanted a lasagna and passed the parking lot going forty-five or fifty. But then I got that feeling in my gut, the kind that probably comes from evolutionary instinct, if you believe in that kind of thing.
“The car fishtails, and by now I’ve closed the distance and I’ve taken my foot off the accelerator. Dad always got pissed when I used the brake to slow down on the highway. He said if you remove your foot from the gas, you’ll slow down and won’t scare the shit out of the people behind you.
“By now the car is spinning on the slick roads and I see the side of some featureless sedan. And as soon as it crosses to the right into the slow lane, I saw the headlights from a car coming in the opposite direction and crossing the double yellow line.”
The blues player stopped strumming. The barista stood with a dirty dish rag in one hand and an empty mug in another. Everyone inside the coffee shop stopped and stood like motionless creatures trapped in a dying world. Samuel’s eyes shifted from one to the next as their skin, hair and clothing morphed into a greyscale curtain of despair. He watched as teeth fell out and eyes turned to obsidian voids. The oppressive silence of the reversion swallowed the hustle of the coffee shop. The smell of incense and roasted coffee disappeared as well. Samuel watched the lights dim, and the walls dropped their adornments like a tattered robe, allowing the crooked and rotten planks to show through.
“The headlights looked like eyes,” Mara said. “I know that’s a corny cliché, but it’s true. The car looked like an angry beast. I remember starting to swerve the wheel in the midst of Tommy yelling. Time sped up and then slowed. I watched as the filaments in the headlights exploded on impact. That was the last thing I could see. I remember thinking I wasn’t even going to see the face of the other driver. Was it a man? Woman? Were they drunk, lost, disoriented? Were they courting death, like me?
“The hood shot upward into the shape of an inverted V on impact. I can’t really explain the sound. You would literally piss your pants if you heard it. I think I did. I felt it more than I heard it. It was like the oncoming beast was eating my car.”
Mara paused. She put a napkin to each eye while Samuel stared at his folded hands. More and more of the creatures from the dying locality appeared in the coffee shop in complete silence. They stood next to the table and behind Mara. Samuel tried not to look into those lost faces.
“I’m short. I was short,” Mara said, stumbling over her existence within an unknown world buried in the dream of another. “The seatbelt locked and I felt the burn on my neck.”
Samuel lifted his head and saw Mara tugging at the collar of her shirt. She pulled it down far enough for him to see the bruise he noticed when he arrived at the Barren.
“And then blackness. I don’t remember pain, not sure what happened to Tommy, what happened to anything.”
The tears came freely, without Mara using words to plug the dike.
“I can’t even remember how long there was blackness. When I opened my eyes again, I was here,” she said, using an arm to scan the room of the standing undead. “Well, not here, but here in this locality.”
“Where?” Samuel asked, unable to speak more than a single syllable.
“Wandering through that fucking forest. The one where nooses hang like leaves from the branches. The one you came from.”
He paused and put a hand over his mouth. “Do you think you’re dead?” he asked.
“Do you think I’m dead?” she said. “I guess I wasn’t sure up until now.”
Samuel felt the room shudder. The forms in front of his face shimmered as if the entire room were submersed in water. He lifted his shoulders, sensing what was coming.
“I’m waking up.”
He reached across the table to grasp Mara’s hand. She extended hers and looked into his face through puffy, red eyes.
 
Samuel blinked the sleep from his eyes, staring at the back of Kole’s head as he slept on the floor of the cabin. Major glanced down at Samuel and then returned his stare to the window and the undead sentinels on the other side.
 
 
 



Chapter 11
 
The four of them sat like prisoners within the walls of the one-room cell. Major shifted every so often, bending and craning his neck to acquire a better view of the army of undead soldiers surrounding the cabin. Their presence destroyed the Barren and any hope of exploring it further. Mara and Samuel sat on their respective chairs, across from each other at the table, while Kole remained slumped on the floor, running his finger through the dust. One lonely pot of gruel remained, which they hoped would last for as long as they needed it. Major saved three cloudy bottles of water, now positioned at his feet.
The harbinger of the reversion, the looming cloud, blotted out the sky. It devoured the tops of the trees and crept ever eastward in the march toward the end. Swirls of grey and slate slurry moved through the silent, roiling mass. Any light Samuel could remember from his arrival in this place had become a distant memory. The standing human remains continued to sway back and forth, as if caught in a slight breeze.
Mara held her chin low on her chest and fidgeted with her hands. Samuel saw her fingernails and winced. Ragged lines of red ran down her cuticles, raw from her own teeth and saliva. Her once-luxurious, black hair, which radiated the ambient light of the coffee shop, lay in greasy, clumped masses, flakes of dandruff speckled like maggots on rotting meat. Samuel could not see her eyes, and he thought it was probably better this way. He didn’t think he could handle the sorrow contained in them. Every so often, Mara would sigh and shake her head, never raising it.
“We’re running out of time.” Major spoke, the most he had in days, if days could still be measured here.
“They’ve got us pinned down. You saw what happened when Kole tried getting through.”
Kole looked up at the mention of his name and shrugged his shoulders.
“What’s the cloud do?” Mara asked, head tilted upward but face covered in stringy hair.
“It’s an eater of worlds. It leaves nothing behind.”
“Will the creatures kill us? Can they kill us?” Samuel asked.
“Death by zombie, eh?” Major asked with a chuckle. “Like running out to a cop and waving a gun in his face. This is the land of suicide.”
“What about the wolves?” Samuel asked.
Major sat upright and raised his eyebrows. “What about them?”
“Are they gone? Did the cloud get to them already?”
Major shrugged.
“If we could get them here, it might be enough to distract the creatures outside,” Samuel said.
“For what?” Kole asked. “Distract them so we can go where? Do you see the fucking storm brewing out there? I might opt for having my brains eaten instead of what that evil cloud might bring.”
Mara dug her forehead into the heel of her palms.
“I’m not ready to lie down and die,” Samuel said.
“Yeah, well maybe you should be,” Kole said.
“Is there any rope in this cabin?” Samuel asked.
Major held both palms out. “Haven’t you had enough of swinging from the noose?”
“Listen,” Samuel said. “I’m climbing to the roof and then, with rope and the low-hanging branches, I’m getting out in front of the horde.”
“They’re as far as the eye can see,” Kole said, referring to the undead swarming the land.
“But they’re slow. If I can get out in front, there might be a chance.”
“Better than sitting here,” Mara said.
Major pushed a chair aside and opened a cabinet near the table, lifting out a bucket. Tied to the handle was a coiled rope.
“The hemp looks rotted and shaky. But it’s all yours if you want it,” Major said.
Samuel stood and grabbed it. He untied the knot from the handle and pulled a three-foot section taut. He raised his eyebrows and looked at Major. The old man smiled and looked at Kole. Kole shook his head and went back to circling his finger around a knot in the floorboard. Mara stood.
“Looks like they’re a few yards away from the front door. If you get out there quickly, you might be able to shimmy up the corner post and hop onto the roof of the cabin before they close in.”
“Any other suggestions?” Samuel asked, trying to keep the glimmer of hope from overtaking reality.
“Yeah, send the bitch first,” Kole said.
Samuel ignored him. He set the rope down on the floor and began to pull it through his hands, a foot or two at a time. He noticed several places where the fibers felt weak or had begun to unravel, but not enough for him to consider cutting it and using a shorter piece. Samuel guessed he had about twenty feet of rope he could depend on and another ten that could snap under pressure.
“Please get us out of here,” Mara whispered.
Samuel nodded.
Mara rose up on her toes and placed a kiss on Samuel’s lips. He felt the push of her warm breath on his mouth and the excitement of having a woman so close. But when her lips contacted his, his mind reeled. Conflicting emotions and deep sorrow raced through his body.
“Time is short,” Major said, breaking the spell. “Take this knife. It ain’t much, but…”
Samuel looked at Mara and did not speak. She sat back down on the chair and crossed her legs. Major stepped between her and Samuel.
“Consider going east. If you can get out in front of the horde, that’s great, but it’s the cloud you’re really racing.”
Major shoved his hand out to Samuel, and the two men shook. Kole waved them off without moving from the floor.
“Get high and do it fast. The longer you stay on the ground, the easier it will be for them to pin you down,” Major said.
“I’ll do my best,” Samuel said, searching for a more convincing line and not finding it.
Major walked toward the door, followed by Samuel. Mara remained, as did Kole, who didn’t bother looking up. The old man placed one hand on the knob and the other on the back of the door. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. After springing them open, he turned to face Samuel.
“Ready?” he asked.
Samuel nodded.
Major turned the squeaky knob with one hand and yanked the plank door open. The front line of the horde turned their empty faces from the ground to the cabin. Mouths hung open in silent screams as the dirt shuffled beneath their feet. Samuel stood, fixed to the cabin floor as the creatures moved toward him. He froze, his mouth turning dry and his heart accelerating in his chest.
“And out you go,” Kole said from behind him.
Samuel felt two hands strike his shoulder blades, sending him sprawling to the ground in front of the cabin. He spun around in time to see Kole’s wicked grin disappearing behind the door.
***
The first thing Samuel did was reach down to secure the knife on his hip. He lifted his head and saw feet moving toward him, sending up clouds of brown dust. Most of them were bare, and many had bones poking through thin skin.
Samuel pushed off the ground and onto his backside. He watched dozens of the horde meander in his direction, arms at their sides and heads cocked in one direction. Their black orbs remained open with an empty stare, as if they felt his presence.
Samuel glanced back at the window of the cabin to see shifting, pale faces behind the greasy film coating the panes. He looked to the right, where a support post held the roof. Samuel stood and gripped the top of the post with both hands. He used his upper body to pull himself toward the roof, his legs locked around the pole to prevent a slide back down. He heaved his body onto the mossy, wooden-shake roof and rolled onto his back before pulling his legs up, too. The formless, silent cloud tumbled in the space where the sky used to be. It looked down on Samuel, and he thought he detected motion from left to right, the cloud heading toward the east to conclude its consummation of this place. Swirls of deep grey extended out and contracted like oil in water. Before he could lose himself in the shapeless horror of it, he felt the cabin shudder.
Samuel leaned over the edge and gazed out upon a sea of creatures shambling toward the cabin ten feet below. He watched countless heads with tufts of tangled hair pushing forward like a crowd at a rock concert. They nudged and leaned on each other but never stopped moving forward. He noticed they didn’t try to open the door or break the window. They had no concern for those inside, the ones the reversion would swallow whole. Instead, they gathered under the support pole, pursuing him, the one who left the sanctity of their final resting place, attempting to escape the inevitable.
Samuel looked down and watched as hands reached into the air like the filaments of a jellyfish, slim, random movements in an ocean of certain decay. The horde either could not or did not want to climb. Samuel considered the roof his temporary haven and sat down to think. He unfurled the rope and took one end in his hands. He wrapped it around his waist and tied the best knot he could before standing and assessing the trees. A tall oak stood about twenty feet from the edge of the roof, far out of his reach. However, one of its major branches sagged low, angling five feet from the cabin. He spun in a circle to verify this was the only tree close enough to attempt what he knew had to be done.
Samuel tied the loose end of the rope into a bulge of knots. If he could toss it over the branch and have it swing back like a pendulum, he might be able to grab it and pull himself on to the low-hanging branch like an adventure-seeker gripping a zip-line. He moved as close to the edge as possible, prompting the horde to flow to that side of the cabin. Most kept their heads down like obedient cattle, but several began raising their bony arms, reaching for him.
He cocked his arm back and let the rope fly. It smacked off the bottom of the trunk, nowhere near the branch, and swung low over the heads of the creatures on the ground. They could not react fast enough to grab it, but their shuffling became more rapid, as though they sensed what he was trying to do. He reared back again. This time, the knotted end cleared the branch, but he missed it when it came swinging back underneath. Samuel yanked at the rope and pulled it back for a third try. Again, he lobbed the rope clear of the branch, and caught it. Samuel pulled the rope taut, tied both ends together, and leapt from the roof with both hands on the rope.
At first, he swung back and forth, his feet kicking in air in a vain attempt to slow his momentum. He closed his eyes and imagined the old, frayed hemp snapping and dropping him ten feet to the ground amidst the undead. Samuel shook his head and cleared his vision. He waited as gravity slowed his swing until the rope rested perpendicular to the ground, suspending him above the horde.
Gravity and physics, my safety net, he thought, thankful the reversion hadn’t violated universal laws.
Samuel used his hands to pull himself up the rope five feet until he was within reach of the branch. It stuck out from the tree trunk like a bony, crooked finger and Samuel was not sure it would hold his weight. He felt the burn in his biceps and chest. Samuel never thought the pull-up bar in his basement was good for much more than a bump on the head when walking underneath it. Now he was thankful for those early morning workouts that concluded with fifty reps. He clawed the bark until he had enough room to swing his left leg over the branch. Within seconds, he straddled it, looking down at the horde.
Like a logger, Samuel quickly removed the slack from the rope and shuffled forward fifteen feet until he reached the main trunk of the old tree. He pulled himself up and stood with his feet together, plenty of room to turn and push his back against the trunk. He took a deep breath and let a smile creep across his face. It wasn’t much, but he had made it out of the cabin to a place the horde couldn’t reach.
***
“Because.”
“Because? That’s the best you can come up with?”
“No. It’s the least I can come up with. I don’t owe you or the old man any explanation,” Kole said.
Mara tucked her hands underneath her arms to accentuate the way they crossed her chest.
“You’re a real asshole,” she said.
“That’s the best you can come up with?” he asked, mocking her.
Major stared out the window while Mara and Kole faced off. He shook his head and mumbled to himself when he no longer heard Samuel’s feet above.
“He’s off the roof, and the creatures are moving toward that tree.”
Mara and Kole stooped to have a better view, jostling like brother and sister.
“Do you think he’s going to make it?” Mara asked.
“Make it where?” Kole asked. “Before you get your panties all wet, consider where we are. I don’t see him—or us for that matter—outrunning that fucking cloud, do you?”
“It might be possible to survive it.”
Kole looked at Major after he spoke and shook his head. “What are you talking about?”
Major sat back and looked into Kole’s eyes. He could see the darkness eating the man from the inside out.
“Like surviving a tornado or a flood. Even though the disaster lays waste to the land, people survive it. Somehow, people always survive it.”
Kole reared back, his fists balled and blood rushing to his face. “I’m done with you. I’m done with your cryptic bullshit. If there is more about this place, us, those fucking creatures, anything—if there is more, I want to hear it now, or I’ll split your fucking head open with my bare fists.”
Mara stepped in front of Kole, her face inches from Major’s. “Tell us.”
“There are ways to slip out of a reversion. I’ve done it before,” Major said.
***
Samuel scanned the horizon, above the cabin and as far as he could see in the empty gloom brought by the cloud. He looked toward what he thought was the east, hoping to find a glimmer of ambient light struggling to break through the darkness, but he saw nothing. The shapes of nearby trees stood out in relief against the cloud, the leafless branches scratching at the sky with bony fingers. He could see over the Barren and cabins. He thought of Mara. He saw her at the table, sipping a mug of coffee and enjoying the outlook of optimistic youth. He felt a twinge in his chest and pushed his emotions aside.
The horde had reconfigured. Half of the closest creatures swayed beneath his tree, no longer looking up or reaching into the sky for him. The other half inside the Barren circled the cabin, standing silent guard and waiting to pounce on Major, Kole or Mara if they came out.
He thought about those three.
I really don’t know who they are. I can speak with them in dreams. Maybe I’m not concerned about getting them out. Maybe I’ll swing through these trees like Tarzan and make them a distant memory.
As much as he tried, he could not convince himself to abandon them in the cabin.
They are my responsibility now. I’ve got to go back.
Samuel shook the thoughts from his head and focused on the immediate task. He shimmied around the trunk until he was able to climb onto another branch on the opposite side of the tree. This one grew out toward another twenty yards away. He looked down at the huddle of creatures and then inched out, locking his feet behind him, toes down on the surface of the branch while he used his knees to squeeze it between his thighs. Samuel put his chest on the rough bark, shuffling forward. He had made it halfway across when he looked down.
The branch angled upward toward the sky at a sharp angle. The creatures had reassembled, following his motion. They shambled along, twenty feet below. Samuel closed his eyes and kept moving until the branch brought him to the main trunk of the next tree. He sat up and hugged the trunk and swung his legs around until he was standing upright in a new tree. Samuel slapped the trunk and let out a victory holler, the only sound in the barren landscape. He stood and surveyed the situation again. Although the darkness and the cloud fought over the locality like two mutts over a hunk of meat, he had gained a different perspective. The Barren stretched out a bit behind him, facing west. Samuel thought he could see a faint, blurry area between the edge of the advancing cloud and the black sky. The strip glimmered as if hanging above a bonfire. He watched the shapes break and meld, and wondered what would happen if the cloud swallowed the entire sky, as he thought it would. Beyond the Barren, and as far east as he could see, Samuel spotted another rise, probably a mountain. The peak extended into the blackness as if surrounded by clouds. He strained to see a fine line meandering down the tree line and into the valley at the base of the mountain. Whatever it was, Samuel believed it was proof something other than the horde created a path beyond the Barren. He committed as much of the landscape to memory as he could before sitting on the branch and resting. He looked down at the swaying heads of grey flesh and bone beneath him.
They attract each other like powerful magnets, he thought. Too many to fight. There has to be another way.
Before his mind had time to contemplate the thought, a swift motion caught his eye. The cabin door was flung open.
***
“You think if he gets out in front of those monsters that he’s going to repel the cloud, stop the reversion, and come back to save you? How fucking romantic,” Kole said.
“We should leave the cabin now while they’re distracted by Samuel,” Major said. “We’re not in a position to wait things out. Time is not in our favor.”
“What is, chief? Every time we face a rotten situation, you lay some bullshit on us, something you’ve been holding back. Well, I’ve had enough.” Kole stepped behind Mara and put his back to the door. “Nobody is leaving this cabin unless I open the door.”
Mara stepped forward and slammed her balled fists into Kole’s chest. He stood motionless. Mara winced as her hands lost the battle.
“What’s it going to take, son?”
“I’m not your son, first of all. And for me to open this door is going to require some answers. Like right now.”
“To what questions?” Major asked.
“Don’t be fucking cute with me. You know what I’m talking about. I want to know how you’ve slipped reversions.”
Major sighed and brushed his hand at Mara as if signaling that her attempts were futile. “Fine.”
Kole nodded at Major and crossed his arms on his chest. He did not step away from the door.
“This isn’t my first rodeo.”
Mara felt a perplexed look creep onto her face. Kole shook his head at her, signaling not to interrupt the old man.
“And you ain’t the first folks I found here. This is the third or fourth locality I’ve entered with a slip. Based on what’s outside, I’d say it’s the most depressing of the lot.”
“You’ve slipped.” Kole said.
He waited, expecting Major to explain why they hadn’t done so yet.
Major nodded.
“So how do we slip outta this shithole?” Kole asked.
Major raised one palm and shook his head with a smirk. “Not so easy. If you want answers, you gotta shut up and quit asking me questions.”
Mara smiled and Kole closed his mouth.
“The last one had only wolves, not the horde. It felt more like winter than whatever the hell we’re in here, and it was forest as far as you could see. No mountains, hills, valleys. Just trees. I came across two people in that one. Two men, older. They had the growing paunch and shrinking hairline of middle age, although they didn’t seem to know each other. I found them arguing on a path that led to the Barren.”
“This place?” Mara asked.
“No,” Major said. “It was a series of caves, but I think it served the same purpose. The men called it the Barren, and so that’s what I called these cabins when I found them.”
Mara shook her head.
“Don’t know if it’s the slips or the fact that I’m always landing in a locality that happens to be fighting a reversion—and I don’t remember how I got there or where I came from. But I do know I didn’t slip from my birth locality, what you guys might think of as your ‘real world’ existence.
“Anyways, the wolves eventually became like the undead and they served the same function. Whatever runs the different localities must reformulate in different ways, because the wolves did the same thing. They pinned us down inside the cave. If someone went out, they pushed ’em back in. I know what you’re thinking, muscle man. I can see it in your eyes.”
Kole smirked.
“I searched every square inch of the inside of that cave, and it was solid rock, no way out.”
Kole stopped smiling.
“So we’re in the same boat. One of the guys decided he would make a run for it, not sure if the wolves would get him or not.”
“The wolves are here too, aren’t they?” Mara asked.
“They are, sweetheart, and I’m not sure why or where they’ve gone. Maybe they can smell the rotting corpses out there,” Major said with a light chuckle. “Good thing we can’t.”
“You said you got out,” Kole said, trying to force the pace of the old man’s story.
“Eventually. We tried a few times to get past the wolves. Hundreds of them blocked us in with fangs bared. Once we realized the cloud would get us before the wolves would let us out, things got desperate.”
“How desperate?” Mara asked.
“Bad enough that the two men came to fisticuffs, almost the way our two meatheads did.”
Mara looked at Kole, and he avoided her stare.
“The man that tried to get past the wolves had it all along. He just didn’t know how to use it.”
“Had what?” Kole asked.
“The talisman. It’s a physical item that somehow punches a hole in the locale and sets you up to slip and to take others with you. I can’t remember what mine were, but I must have had them to get here. It’s the only way of escaping the reversion. The kicker is I keep slipping into another locality that’s in the same shitty condition. The cloud keeps following me.”
Mara paused and looked at Kole. Major remained quiet, letting them process the information.
“You think one of us has a talisman that’ll slip us all out of here?” Kole asked.
“Nope. He knows that neither of us has it,” Mara said.
Kole looked at Major and then back to Mara.
“Then that means—”
“Yes,” Mara said. “That means Samuel has it. And if he doesn’t, we’re all going down in this reversion.”
Major sat back and folded his hands on his lap. He smiled at Mara.
“And you let him go They have needs to fulfillout there, carrying our key out of this place, to fend off the horde?” Kole said.
“It was a test,” Mara said, pointing at the door, “and now Major has his proof.”
Kole turned his head sideways as he looked at Mara. It never occurred to him the horde pursued Samuel because he was carrying the talisman. The creatures tried to devour Kole because he attacked them, but it was the talisman they were meant to isolate. If given the opportunity, the horde would have torn Kole apart, but not Samuel. Their role was only to contain him, protecting the talisman.
“So I guess it’s time we get him back here and find out how he’s going to slip us the hell out,” Kole said.
 
 



Chapter 12
 
The horde responded to the opening door with a consistent, sludgy movement. The creatures slithered toward the stimulus, dragging remnants of clothing and tattered flesh behind them. Samuel placed a hand over his eyes more out of reflex than necessity. No sunlight existed here to play with his vision. He saw Major, followed by Kole and Mara, stepping outside the cabin to stand shoulder to shoulder.
“What the hell are you doing?” he yelled.
Mara stepped down and ran to the opposite side of the cabin, drawing a portion of the fluctuating mass to her. Major yelled something to Kole, who dashed in the other direction, creating a narrow gap between the undead. Major looked at Samuel and waved him down.
Samuel noticed there were only one or two creatures remaining at the base of the tree. They both paced tight circles, bumping into each other, mindlessly moving like forgotten leaves tossed by the winter wind.
Major waved again, his motion more urgent this time.
“Damn it,” Samuel said.
He turned for one final look at the path extending out of the Barren, blinking several times in hopes he could burn the features of the landscape into his memory.
He tied the loose end of the rope around the trunk of the tree, threading it over the top of the branch that held him aloft. He then checked to make sure the other end held fast around his waist. Like an expert rock climber rappelling down the face of a mountain, Samuel gripped the rope in both hands. He backed off the branch, using his feet to push outward while allowing the rope to slide through his hands. Samuel cried out as the friction of the rope on his palms began to burn. He descended in a lazy arc from the last push, and the rope slackened as his feet landed on the ground. Three of the creatures shambled in his direction, angling in a way that pushed Samuel toward the cabin. He cut the rope from his waist and ran to the steps of the cabin, where Major stood with his arms crossed on his chest. Kole came around the cabin from one side, and Mara appeared on the other. Like a drain clogged with blackened sludge, the horde oozed back out and around the cabin, encapsulating it. The creatures moved forward, tightening the noose, letting them know it would be best if they opened the door and went back inside.
“C’mon,” Major said, waving over his shoulder.
He opened the door and stepped inside, followed by Mara and Kole. Samuel stopped and turned to face the rope dangling from the tree. He watched it sway back and forth, writhing like a snake. Samuel looked at the cloud above, and then to the unseen trail in the distance, before entering the cabin and pulling the door shut behind him.
***
“I saw a path. East.”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Sure it does,” Samuel said. “It’s going away from the cloud.”
“That thing will eventually swallow this entire locality. Going east on the path only buys us a little more time,” Major said.
Mara and Kole sat on the floor, waiting for their heartbeats to subside after the dash around the cabin.
“Unless you have a plan for getting us out of here, I’m not sure what choice we have,” Samuel said.
“You have something that will allow us all to slip with you. Get us out of the path of the reversion and land you in another locality. It might be a world degenerating faster than this one, but it’d be a different locality either way,” Major said.
“I don’t have much on me,” Samuel
He didn’t trust Major and was not about to submit to a search. Samuel thought about the fact that Major let him leave the cabin, knowing full well the horde would try to contain him. The old man knew Samuel wouldn’t make it out of the Barren.
“Then it shouldn’t take long to determine which object is the talisman.”
Major stepped forward with a smile cracking the lower half of his face. Samuel stepped back into the wall without thinking. He felt the rough planks nibbling at the fabric of his shirt.
“What are you doing?” Samuel asked.
Mara stood and looked at her feet. Kole jumped up and moved beside Major.
“Just let us look at your shit. No need to get your panties in a bunch,” Kole said.
Samuel exchanged glances with Mara. He saw a flicker of fear in her eyes.
“I don’t need help from either of you,” Samuel said.
He separated his feet to match the width of his shoulders. He bent at the knees and balled both hands into fists. Major stopped his approach and held both hands in the air, palms facing out.
“Calm down. This doesn’t need to be messy. Once we determine which object is the talisman, you can try to punch a hole that slips all four of us out of here. I know how it works, and I can show you.”
“No,” Mara said. “It’s a trick. They’ll leave us.”
The men looked at her as she trembled.
“What?” Kole asked with a sneer.
“Don’t give them anything, Samuel.”
Major chuckled and shook his head, treating Mara like an insolent child. He turned and spoke to Samuel.
“We’re going to find the talisman, I’m going to show you how to use it, and then you’ll get us all out of here just like you were doing in the tree. Except this way will work. There’s nothing on that path out there but painful emptiness. More nothing until the reversion claims the last pathetic creatures here. It’ll churn us in the cloud along with the horde and the wolves. If you’re fine with that, then so am I. I’ve been punched through enough localities. I’m tired.”
Kole stepped between Major and Samuel.
“Give Major the talisman, you little bitch.”
When Mara’s eyes met Samuel’s, she knew what he wanted her to do.
She lunged forward, placing her hands on Kole’s forehead and plunging her thumbs into his eye sockets. She felt his warm, moist eyeballs against the pad of her thumbs as he screamed in pain. Samuel raised a knee upward until he felt it stop against Major’s pelvis. The old man dropped to the floor and pulled his knees to his chest while writhing in the fetal position. When Samuel looked back at Kole, he was on his knees with Mara draped over his back. She removed her thumbs from his eyes while dragging her nails across his face. Samuel watched the crimson lines appear like whiskers. Before Mara could utter a sound, Samuel grabbed her by the wrist and spun for the door. He pulled it open to reveal the horde exactly where they had left them. Black orbs in gray faces lifted at the change in the environment. Samuel dashed forward, pulling Mara with him. They stepped outside the cabin, and before Samuel could slam the door shut, he heard Major.
“They won’t let you leave,” Major said. His voice sounded shaken, defeated.
“We can try climbing the trees and get back on the path to the other side of the Barren.”
Samuel knew this would not work but he was not going to give up or let Major determine how he was going to leave the reversion. Samuel would rather be torn apart by the horde than leave his fate in Major’s hands and he was not about to leave Mara to Kole’s wrath.
Major’s laugh slid into a ragged, choking cough. Kole remained on the floor with his hand over his eyes, blood seeping through his fingers.
“I’m not talking about the undead.”
Samuel looked at Mara with his head sideways and eyebrows raised. Before they could speak, a distant, muffled howling came from the west, riding the black cloud that hovered above the Barren.
***
“We’ll never catch up to them.”
Major pulled himself upright and placed a hand on Kole’s shoulder.
“We won’t have to. The pack will eat their flesh and leave the rest.”
Kole rocked back and forth, his eyes running with a watery pink mixture of tears and blood. He blinked and wiped his face with the back of his hand. The lines drawn into his flesh by Mara’s nails turned black as the blood coagulated and dried on his skin.
“She’s not like us. We knew the time would come when we’d have to force the situation. We can’t slip three,” Major said.
Kole huffed and dabbed his face with the collar of his shirt.
“She tried gouging my eyes out. I want to hurt her. Bad.”
Major stood and swayed as the nausea radiated from his groin into his lower abdomen. He sat down again.
“Samuel is like us,” Major said, ignoring Kole’s desire to inflict pain. “He slipped into this locality under the same circumstances as we did.”
Kole shrugged, nurturing his wounds and festering revenge. “So what?” he asked.
“Nothing. I’m not sure it means a thing,” Major said. “But unless you or I get our hands on the talisman, well . . .” Major’s voice trailed off.
More distant howls reverberated off the mountains, resonating back to the Barren, trying hard to puncture the oppressive silence.
“They’re coming,” Major said.
“Did you call them?”
Major leaned his head back to rest on the wall of the cabin. He did not answer.
“That means you did,” Kole said. “I sure hope you know what you’re doing, old man. Ain’t like these are trained canines sniffing for drugs.”
“Well, I’ve been trying to dig my balls out of my abdomen since he kneed me. Do you have any better ideas?”
Kole wiped another drop of blood from behind his ear and decided to shut up. Major had been beaten down by a man, but he had been bested by a woman, a flimsy girl.
“Yeah, me neither,” Major said. “Besides, the pack don’t know the deal. They’re only working on animal instinct.”
“You sure about that?” Kole asked.
“What’s it matter?” Major said.
***
“Don’t stop,” Samuel yelled as they dodged the oncoming horde that tried to reconfigure itself and block the path.
They sprinted for the tree, but several of the undead arrived first, making it impossible for them to climb the rope. Samuel recalled the view of the landscape, adjusting the altitude to fit where he was on the ground. When the howls rolled in underneath the dark cloud, Samuel pushed his legs to pump even faster.
“The pack. The alpha male. They’re back.”
“What are you talking about?” Mara asked as she followed Samuel, struggling to keep his pace.
“We’ve got to get back on the path and find ourselves another shelter.”
Samuel didn’t have time to consider why the horde was now allowing him to move freely. He was focused on getting Mara to safety. 
Deva was accelerating the unwinding of the universe, pushing Samuel toward the cave in the east where the two would meet. Deva’s powers grew stronger the closer he was to the last open portal in a reversion. In this place, that spot was the cave. Meeting there would give Deva more influence on the outcome, much like cell phone reception improves closer to a tower. So anything that happened in that cave would favor Deva. If the cloud swallowed Samuel before he got to the cave, it could dump him into an infinite number of unknown universes—and it could take Deva thousands of cycles to find Samuel again. Deva accepted the calculated risk.
Mara could only make out a word or two as Samuel ran, projecting his comments into the heavy, dead air. The horde started to recede as Samuel and Mara put space between them. No new creatures appeared from the west, which led Samuel to believe they could outrun the horde created by the cloud. He pushed the image of the alpha male from his mind, as well as the inevitable reversion that crawled ever eastward. He kept on the path, which was only visible for ten or fifteen feet into the distance. Samuel thought if a new group of the undead stumbled upon the path he’d have no choice but to run at them.
 “Up there,” Samuel heard Mara say as he dodged right to miss a low-hanging branch.
He saw the outline of a structure about ten feet from the path. Samuel traced the shape with his eyes and knew it was another cabin, almost identical to the ones he already discovered in this locality. When he took a few more strides, his hunch was confirmed. Samuel slowed and let go of Mara’s hand. She leapt to his side as they both stood in front of the door.
Samuel turned to see the first of the horde coming into view, shuffling down the path in slow pursuit. More howls reverberated through the silent stillness until they raised the hairs on his neck. Mara looked at Samuel, and they made a decision without speaking. Samuel stepped into the inky blackness of the cabin, pulling Mara behind him. He slammed the door shut, her sweaty hand in his and his heart hammering in his chest.
***
Major opened the door to a desolate and empty scene. He had become so accustomed to the horde occupying the space that the Barren felt like an underwater realm, filled with a formless void of darkness and silence. The locality held no trace of its occupying army of the undead—it had pulled up stakes and set off on the path, following Samuel and his talisman. He could not muster a lick of concern over the girl. She was cute, like a pixie, punk-rock chick, but Major felt he was far beyond the ability to ever experience a crush again. While he felt no direct animosity toward Mara, he would gladly remove her if she was in his way.
The howls grew in intensity, but Major did not need verbal confirmation to figure it out. He could feel the alpha male coming. And the wolf was angry. He had been denied the hunt and the spoils.
“We going after them?”
The question broke Major from his thoughts. He turned to see Kole standing several feet back. He had dirty scraps of cotton in his hands to dab the blood from his face. Kole blinked constantly, and his puffy, red eyes looked possessed.
“Can you see?” Major asked.
“Yeah, enough,” Kole said.
“The horde followed the path, which I’m sure they used. Samuel said he saw it extend to the east on the other side of the Barren. No doubt he headed that way with Mara.”
Kole growled at the sound of her name.
“And now the pack is coming hard out of the west. Seems like we got ourselves a party.”
“What are we going to do with them?” Kole asked.
“It may not be up to us,” Major said. “If the horde or the pack get to them before we do . . .” Major let his sentence trail off with a shrug. “Hike up your boots, Sally.”
Kole bristled at Major’s insult and wiped another drop of blood from his face.
***
Samuel had lost the ability to register sensations. He groped like a drowning man bobbing in the infinite ocean. He felt his eyes bulge and dry as he forced his lids open only to see nothing but blackness. He flailed his arms in hopes of striking Mara and verifying her existence, as well as his own. He opened his mouth and screamed, but the space stole the words from his ears. He sensed his body floating and stopped fighting the momentum. Samuel drifted until the images in soft focus came to life inside his head.
 
“Another round?”
The bartender looked at him with his mouth slightly agape, the beginnings of a smile that would never quite blossom.
“I don’t think so, pal.”
Samuel shrugged his shoulders and looked at the young woman sitting next to him. She wagged her index finger back and forth while stifling a drunken giggle.
“C’mon, man. One more for me and the lady. We’re walking through campus after last call. Not like we’re getting behind the wheel.”
The bartender rubbed the iron-cross tattoo on his outer bicep and snapped the dish rag down on the edge of the bar. He grabbed a clear, tall bottle covered in Cyrillic and poured two fingers of vodka into each shot glass.
“Six bucks.”
Samuel reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a ruffled ball of paper money. He slapped a ten-dollar bill on the polished maple bar and lifted one shot glass with each hand.
“Thanks, man. Keep the change.”
Samuel spun to face the woman on the stool next to him. Her face glowed, a mixture of alcohol-infused color and youth.
“Don’t know if I’m going to be able to make it back to my dorm,” she said, accepting the shot glass from Samuel.
He felt a bolt of electricity as her hand touched his. The charge traveled through his torso like a whiskey burn and settled in his groin with a slow smoldering. She moved her leg inside of his and ran her toes up his calf. Samuel looked down at her bare foot, untethered from her sandal, and fantasized about seeing her perfectly painted toenails next to his ears.
“You can always crash at my place. My roommates already left for the semester. Got the whole place to myself.”
She smiled and let her eyes peek at Samuel’s lap. She let the look linger.
“Certainly don’t want you to be all alone now, do we?”
Samuel looked around the bar at the survivors. The underclassman and underage kids had binged through the early evening and had already been escorted home or put into a cab. The shot and beer regulars had not returned yet, although once spring bled into summer, they would come to reclaim their neighborhood bar, at least until dorm move-in day in August. For now, Samuel felt like the bar was his, and the people finishing their drinks in it belonged to him as well. He had taken the remainder of his finals yesterday and printed out the last history paper in the university computer lab that morning. Samuel’s parents wouldn’t be expecting him home for another week, and it would be a week after that before he’d be back on the assembly line at the factory, making enough money in the summer to pay for his books in the fall.
Pride motivated Samuel more than the promise of a good job or the adulation of his family, who marveled at him as he became the first to steer toward a college degree. In fact, Samuel believed most material possessions owned him. He had a car, a beauty of Detroit engineering. Samuel loved his 1988 Dodge Daytona, but he still had a year of payments left. He belonged to that car, or more accurately, to the bank that owned it. He spent long hours at the circulation desk. The countless stupid questions and disparaging glances from blue-haired librarians felt like a chain tethering him to a world he knew he was inevitably entering. The position as a circulation desk assistant came with a stipend which, to Samuel, was another way of getting owned. He savored the few moments in his life when he felt truly liberated, and this night was going to be the first in a string of six or seven that would belong to him and him only.
“I’m afraid of the dark, so maybe you could come into my room, tuck me in.”
The girl smiled, which precipitated a burp, which turned into a full revolution ignited by the acidic burn in her stomach. She turned in time to project the vomit over the bar and onto the webbed plastic mat that kept the bartenders from slipping on the wet floor. She coughed and spattered like an old truck, and Samuel could do nothing but stare at the skin horizon that appeared under her shirt and above her shorts when she leaned forward on the stool. He studied the smooth, white skin, turning his head sideways. Samuel was glad she did not ruin that space with a tramp stamp, like most of the girls in college. He knew the ’90s were just the beginning for tattoos, and he really liked the hot biker-chick look. But on this lady, he was hoping to slide in behind her and enjoy the unobstructed view of the beads of sweat that would collect in the small of her back. He imagined her long, blonde hair splayed out and falling down over the sides of her breasts. He would grab her hips and hold on for as long as the ride lasted.
“Get her out,” the bartender said, unfurling countless paper towels off a roll and dropping them to cover the puke.
The remark and ensuing odor of sickness snapped Samuel out of his fantasy. He noticed he had been rubbing her back while she vomited, and his fingers had moved further south until they caressed the waistband of her hip-hugger jeans.
 
Samuel blinked, returning him back to the present and his mental prison. He took shallow breaths, knowing the memory was not finished. He thought of Mara, wondering if she was being forced to relive a time from her past, the reopening of wounds that had never quite closed.
 
He felt the warm, penetrating feel of her tongue in his mouth. Samuel pulled her closer with two hands on her hips. The alcohol killed the taste of vomit on her lips, but did not protect his nose from the odor of summer trash coming from the dumpsters in the alley.
“Right here. I want you right here.”
Samuel put his hands on her breasts and pushed them up, feeling the stiffness of her nipples through the thin T-shirt. He looked into her eyes and saw the hazy glaze of 3 a.m. in them. The woman’s head moved in stuttering motions as Samuel fought a losing war against the vodka shots.
“I have a queen-size bed in my room. We can do all kinds of stuff on that.”
She grinned and slid her hand inside his jeans. Samuel moaned, tilting his head back against the wall until more loose mortar rained down on them.
“Get a fucking room.”
Samuel and the woman looked down the alley at the opened steel door at the back of Joey’s Grill. A short-order cook with a soiled apron and a cigarette dangling from his lips emptied a garbage pail into the dumpster with a wet smack.
“Get out ‘fore I call the cops, or worse yet, ‘fore Slimy Larry comes back to his cardboard house and stabs you both in the gut.”
Samuel giggled, and the woman slid both hands around his waist.
“I can’t walk no more,” the woman said.
“I think I’m parked around the corner, at a meter.”
She stepped back, lifting her head off his chest. She drew an index finger down over her bottom lip, smirking at Samuel before waving it at him. “Naughty boy. Gonna have to punish ya.”
“The house is only a few blocks. I’ll be fine. No faster than twenty-five, I promise.”
The cook shook his head. He flicked his cigarette into the dumpster while stepping through the steel door, pulling it shut with a sound of metal on metal echoing through the alley.
“‘Kay,” the woman said. “But hurry.”
Samuel led her to the sidewalk. A few lonely souls skulked by, caught in drunken limbo. The bars had last call, and the breakfast restaurants hadn’t opened yet. He glanced to his right and watched the neon sign of the bar flicker into cold darkness. He turned in the other direction and stared until he saw the taillights of his Dodge, the twenty-inch tires snuggling up to the curb.
He had done this before. Many times. Samuel knew the drill, knew his limitations like every good drunk. He would ease into the street, stay slow and keep to the residential streets. Avoid traffic. That would allow him to reach home safely. Intellectually, Samuel understood the risks he was taking, but the young college girl pawing at him skewed all of the statistics. He would return to his room and they would explore each other like first-time lovers. It was the aroma that drove him mad. Samuel could smell her.
“Lezzgo, silly,” she murmured, placing a hand in his lap.
Samuel shook his thoughts loose and put the key in the ignition. Fear slid across his face until he realized it was the wrong key. After four more tries, Samuel discovered the ignition key and started the car. The Dodge came alive with a throaty rumble after he pushed the clutch to the floor and pumped the accelerator three times. Pearl Jam’s “Oceans” came through the speaker system, and the woman fumbled for the volume knob, turning it until Samuel felt like Eddie Vedder was singing to them from the backseat.
“Album of the year,” she said.
“This is killer. Not sure how Pearl Jam is going to top this record.”
Samuel fastened his seatbelt and looked over both shoulders before easing into the empty street. His body took over as if the effects of the alcohol, the slurred speech and the slowed reflexes had subsided. He looked at the girl and pointed to her seatbelt. Samuel wanted to see the way the nylon restraint would run between her breasts, accentuating her curves.
“I trust you,” she said. The woman closed her eyes and leaned back against the headrest.
Samuel put the Dodge in first gear and eased from the curb. The parking meter stared at them as they drove past, its cyclopean eye red and menacing. He coasted underneath the first traffic light, which blinked yellow in the pre-dawn darkness of Fifth Avenue, the main strip dissecting the quaint college town. The next set of lights swung red in the gentle summer breeze.
“Wazzup with these?” he asked.
The girl just mumbled.
Samuel waited and looked back and forth, wondering why the second intersection’s lights had not gone to blinking yellow, and more importantly, why they were red in his direction. Before he could contemplate the answer, a dagger of light pierced his rearview mirror. By the time Samuel reached to flip his mirror to the nightshade angle, the vehicle was beside his.
The chrome side mirror captured the reflection from the copper street lights in a way that made it look alien. But it was the 1977 Chevy Corvette attached to the mirror that made Samuel forget about the sexual tryst he had in the works. The tinted windows and T-tops made him think the vehicle had to be from California. They did not have the need or the legislation to make that happen out here. Chrome side pips ran from the back of the front tires underneath the door until they flared out at the rear. The black paint job glistened as if the car were wet. The ‘Vette slowed at the intersection until four inches separated the passenger-side window from Samuel’s. He waited as the Vette’s window came down with the slow lurch of a handle turn.
“Dodge,” said a voice from inside the Corvette.
Samuel paused and looked over at the girl. She smiled and then winked at him.
“Ain’t even close. You got sixteen pistons under that hood. Over three hundred horses. Go pick on someone your own size,” he said.
A voice came from inside the Corvette, hidden in the blackness. “No balls. I get it.”
Samuel gripped the leather covering on his steering wheel.
“I can handle the lady too, seeing as how you ain’t got what it takes to satisfy her.”
Samuel looked at the light and back at the empty void of the Corvette’s window. He nodded and turned his attention back to the dangling traffic light, anticipating the turn to green. He set his left hand on top of the steering wheel and dropped the right on the gear shift set between the seats. He revved the engine a few times and used his left foot to push back into the seat. Samuel took his right foot off the brake and teased the clutch with his left until he felt the gears of the manual transmission edging forward, pleading to open up into a full gallop.
When the light turned green, Samuel slammed the accelerator to the floor and popped the clutch with his left foot. The Dodge lurched forward, and he heard a giggle from the woman sitting next to him. The engine drowned out the passionate wailing of Eddie Vedder as the CD player moved on to play “Release.” The rear tires of the Dodge screamed, and the acrid smoke of burning rubber reached his nose as the Dodge pulled him underneath the traffic light and down the right side of the street, now serving as a drag strip.
The Corvette appeared to hover next to Samuel’s car, teasing and taunting him like an angry sibling. It stayed locked in position, using the oncoming lane as its own. Samuel heard laughing coming from the passenger window until it closed, drenching the Corvette in inky blackness.
Samuel glanced at his gauges, the needle pushing toward sixty. The blinking yellow lights at some of the intersections faded like fireflies in the summer night. He tried not to think about the people stumbling from the bars, witnessing the race. Samuel loved this college town. They knew him here. They knew his car.
The Corvette roared, and Samuel saw it
lurch forward. He smiled and shook his head, frustrated by the driver’s decision to toy with him and, at the same time, impressed by the sheer brutality of the Chevy’s 305 block. He feathered the clutch to bring the RPM gauge back into the red before shifting gears.
Samuel watched the taillights of the Corvette move forward as his own speedometer broke the century mark. The two cars rocketed down the sleepy street like two bullets from a gun.
When the Corvette jacked low and dipped a shoulder into the highway onramp, Samuel realized he had to concede. He knew the Daytona did not have the handling of the Corvette, and he pulled the car to the curb, feeling the effects of the alcohol replacing the adrenaline of the race. He picked up the woman’s purse and searched through her wallet until he found her ID, complete with home address. Samuel glanced at the woman and he turned the car around. He drove toward her apartment, where he would most likely need help to take her safely inside.
The race left him dizzy as its effects receded. Samuel would have to lick his wounded pride and forego the physical satisfaction of a sexual conquest. He found no solace in doing the right thing.
 
He felt her hand in his, tiny and vulnerable. She squeezed to let him know she was still there. The room came back into focus, and he recognized the same indistinguishable furniture that had been in the other cabins. Samuel’s breath hitched in his chest. He stood in the middle of the room with Mara at his side.
“Did you see it?” he asked.
She nodded and wiped a tear from her face.
“I should have learned from that. It was so close to being a catastrophe.”
Mara turned and trailed a finger down his cheek. “We all fall short. We all screw up.”
Samuel brushed her hand aside and walked to the window. Blackened film covered the windowpanes as it had all of the cabin windows. He tried seeing out of one, hiding the rest of his tears from her.
“Where are we?” he asked.
“Another cabin. Probably a little further down the path, but not too far from the Barren.”
The moments preceding his visceral memory flooded Samuel’s head. He recalled the shuffling horde of the undead and the distant but closing sound of the pack howling at the dead sky.
“Major and Kole. What do they want?”
“Not sure,” Mara said, shaking her head. “I think Kole wants to inflict pain, and he doesn’t care who he hurts. But Major, yeah, Major wants something more.”
“More than what?”
“More than hurting you. He wants out of here. We all do.”
***
Kole and Major ambled along the path, weaving in and out between the creatures. Major expected to be blown back by their rotten filth, but the sense of smell had all but disappeared in the locality. Along with the loss of sound, he knew the reversion was almost complete.
“Can we get to them?” Kole asked.
“Yep,” Major said. “Looks like the walking corpses will keep ’em pinned down. Won’t hurt ’em none.”
Kole nodded and kept walking, occasionally sidestepping a group of the creatures. He passed one on his left, looking deep into its face. Kole shuddered when the creature turned its blank eyes on him. He felt the desperation there, the pain.
“Think the next cabin is over that ridge,” Major said.
Major pointed along the path in the direction the horde was traveling. A throaty howl broke through the silence and made the horde stop in their tracks. Major and Kole turned to face the alpha male striding along the path as the creatures parted, the wolf’s eyes never leaving the staggering undead. Kole and Major stood between the wolf coming from the west and what was left of the place in the east with the undead lining the path like folks at a parade.
 



Chapter 13
 
You stole my prey, and now you must make recompense.
Major stopped and looked at the alpha male. “I protected my investment.”
Kole looked at Major and then back at the wolf. “What the fuck are you talking about?” he asked.
The old man brushed off the question with a wave of his hand.
Where is he?
“Up the trail. The horde follows, like you.”
The alpha male stopped five feet in front of the men. The other hunters in the pack flanked him on each side until they stood blocking the path. The horde froze in place, swaying in the imaginary breeze.
He has the girl?
“She’s with him. I’m not sure who has what.”
Kole stepped up to stand beside Major. “Are you talking to these coyotes?” he asked.
“Wolves.”
“Whatever. Can you really understand them?”
Our pact involved you and you only.
“I know,” Major said, looking at Kole. “I know.”
“What, man?” Kole asked. “What do you know?” He shuffled on his feet, clenching his fists and looking back and forth between the wolves and Major.
We’ll still hunt the man in order to fulfill His command, but we also want recompense for the delay. The girl.
“I don’t give a fuck about her.”
Then it isn’t genuine, is it? We’ll take him, too.
Major felt the alpha male’s mental nod toward Kole. “He is not mine.”
“Hey, hold up. What the hell are you talking about?” Kole asked.
Major turned to look at Kole, his eyes hard, dark, determined. “It’s out of my control,” he said.
“What is?” Kole asked.
The alpha male padded forward and the rest of the pack circled the two men while the horde remained fixed. Kole looked at Major and then at the wolves, understanding seeping into his mind like water running over a dam.
“You can’t do this,” he yelled.
The old man shrugged and took a step back as the alpha male emitted a low growl, ears up and eyes fixed on Kole.
“This is not my doing. I’m a subject of this place, like you. I wouldn’t worry about it. The reversion is going to swallow us all soon, anyway.”
Kole gave Major a menacing look before tossing his bloodied bandages to the ground. A few of the hunters snuck forward and sniffed the blood as if it were an aphrodisiac.
“In a world losing all sensory input, you throw hungry wolves a handful of bloody bandages.”
Before Kole could reply, the alpha male sprang forward. His lean body flew through the air toward Kole’s neck. Kole raised a forearm, striking the alpha male on the head, deflecting his lunge with a whimper. The other hunters stepped forward.
No. He is mine.
“They want to prove themselves, the way you did. They want to fight their way to the top of the pack.”
“Stop talking to them, you asshole,” Kole said, spitting each syllable into the still air.
Mine.
The hunters stopped, but their eyes remained locked on Kole.
“Why are you letting them attack me?” Kole asked.
“I’m not letting them do anything,” Major said. “They have needs to fulfill, like all of us, and they have beliefs about the reversion and what might stop it.”
“Human blood?”
“Probably. But I’m not a wolf, so I can’t say for sure.”
The alpha male growled again, shaking its head and realigning its equilibrium after absorbing Kole’s shot.
“What about Mara and Samuel? Let’s sell them out.”
“Mara,” Major said, “is not worth a thing to me. Or them. But Samuel. He has something I need, and if I have to sacrifice you and the girl to get it, I will.”
“This isn’t fair,” Kole said.
“Of course it isn’t, you spoiled little shit. You’ve slipped into another locality, one damned for all time. Or at least until the reversion eats it. You were nothing but a disgusting human being in your life. Why do you think you’re owed any decency now? Be happy you didn’t slip into a place more violent than this. The alpha male will tear out your throat and you’ll be dead in minutes. Trust me. There are worse fates for those like you.”
Enough.
Major held both hands up and stepped backward. The pack stepped past him until they encircled Kole. The alpha male crouched down before him, ready to spring. Kole looked at Major with a bloody tear running down his face. He shook his head at the old man, but said nothing.
The alpha male launched himself through the air again. This time, Kole’s defensive blow glanced off the beast’s muzzle and into thin air. The wolf’s paws landed on Kole’s neck, pushing him backward until he lost balance and collapsed hard on the ground. The wolf opened its jaws and clamped down on Kole’s throat like a steel bear trap. The wolf growled and shook its head until blood spurted from Kole’s jugular. The man’s eyes remained open as his body twitched in the dirt. When he no longer moved, the alpha male raised his head and howled into the darkness.
Major stood by, careful not to interrupt the alpha male and his hunters. He closed his eyes as the tearing of flesh filled his ears. The locality would devour the experience like everything else, but until that happened, Major had to live it. When the wolves finished their obscene feast, the alpha male nudged a hunter. The wolves gathered behind their leader amongst the horde still fixed to the ground.
And now the other. The female is of no consequence to me. She has no power.
“But he does, and you’d better remember that.”
The alpha male looked at Major, blood staining his coat.
I know. I felt it last time. But that was before. I have become more powerful since.
“So has he,” Major said. “So has he.”
***
“I think we’re here for a different reason. I think we have work to do, people we owe,” Mara said.
Samuel nodded, taking deep, long breaths. “Redemption?” he asked.
“Of sorts. Do you trust me?” Mara asked.
“I guess.”
“Give me your hand.”
When Samuel’s hand landed in Mara’s palm, she threw a shoulder into the door and exited the cabin. The horde surrounded them, but they stood motionless in place.
“Why aren’t they coming at us?” Samuel asked as they sprinted down the path and away from the reversion.
“A force has held them temporarily. They won’t remain immobile long. Hurry. Let’s get some distance.”
Samuel looked at Mara for a moment, realizing there was more to her experience in the reversion than what she told him. She let go of his hand.
Mara ran down the path, her dark hair swaying against her back. Samuel followed her as she continued moving east. The trees hung over the path like dangling fly paper, ready to snag them at any moment. Mara kept moving through the darkened landscape until the path opened on a plain that stretched as far as she could see. Long wheat stood still and silent. Samuel looked up and saw the reversion in the sky, constantly moving east toward the endgame.
“They’re not behind us,” Samuel said.
“They will be. Come on.”
Mara sprinted again, this time through the field toward a black hole on the other side. As Samuel drew closer, he realized they were heading for the gaping maw of a cave embedded in the deep rock of a mountain. The opening appeared as a solid wall of jet-black fabric.
“We’re going in there?” he asked.
She ignored his question and slowed to a jog. As she approached the entrance to the cave, the wheat tapered off until there was nothing but undisturbed dirt. Samuel felt the muscles in his body tighten, and he had to fight to keep his bladder under control.
“It feels evil,” he said.
“It probably is,” Mara said. “But it’s our last chance to escape the reversion. And the wolves.”
As if on cue, Samuel heard another round of howling. He looked over a shoulder and saw the first shapes shuffling from the tree line into the field. He recognized the gait and knew the horde was back on their trail.
Mara looked at him and took his hand again. She looked at the cave and back to the undead.
“It’s your call. I can’t make you.”
Samuel nodded and followed her through the opening, into darkness that penetrated him to the core.
***
“I could use the horde to draw him out,” Major said.
The undead. They avoid that place.
“I know. Which is why we must get him to give up. You and your pack are not great enough in number to pursue them through the labyrinth.”
How did the girl know about it?
Major felt an accusation in the unspoken question.
“They have been running for their lives, to the east. The reversion has pushed them there.”
The wolf licked his teeth and circled back around to survey the hunters. The old man was right.
You have bait he will take?
“I have many tools at my disposal,” Major said as a smile spread across his face. “I don’t know if he’ll leave the girl, but he will be disoriented, at the very least.”
Go. I will wait for you. But realize time here is short, and the reversion slows for nothing. I will not suffer another cycle by failing Him.
Major nodded and stepped past a throng of the undead as they approached the cave. He tried not to look at their faces as he contemplated a strategy for luring Samuel out. And he needed enough time to find the talisman before the alpha male tore the flesh from his bones.
He couldn’t remember when he struck a deal with the alpha male because communicating with the wolf was always tedious. The animal spoke with a limited vocabulary and used its few words in the wrong context. Major remembered enough to know the alpha was doomed to another reversion without capturing Samuel, and Major couldn’t escape without the talisman. The wolf would get Samuel’s flesh if Major received the talisman.
***
What appeared to be a black hole from the outside softened within. Ancient stalactites and stalagmites bit into the cavernous space. The old rock glowed with a dull, heavy cast of grey light, as if it came from the final throes of a dying sun. The floor of the cave was covered with a fine powder, dry and unlike the heavy, moist soil of the forest. Passages extended in all directions, heading into the depths of the mountain.
Several of the walls wept. Trickling streams of water followed grooves etched in the stone over eons, the droplets crashing into puddles on the ground like cannon fire echoing throughout the space.
Mara stopped and looked at Samuel as they stood shoulder to shoulder, their backs to the entrance. She looked into his face, shuddering at the pale complexion brought on by the inner glow of the cave. When she turned to look at the cave entrance, she saw the darkness of the locality brought by the reversion, making it seem like a heavy curtain had been drawn across the last remnants of their world.
Samuel’s eyes met Mara’s. He let his breathing slow while surveying the inside of the cave. The glow of light produced phantom shadows that slithered over the pockmarked stone. He felt the cold, moist, subterranean air on his face and detected the faint aroma of wet limestone. The open passages reached out to Samuel like bony fingers threatening to pull him inside the mountain.
“Now what?” he asked.
Mara looked back to the entrance. She jogged to an outcrop of rock against the north wall of the cave, Samuel running behind her. She placed her back against the cool wall and then stood upright when it chilled her to the core.
“We can hide,” she said.
“From who? For how long? I don’t see how—”
Mara cut him off by placing her index finger to his lips.
“The horde hates this place, and I don’t know why. I remember seeing them standing out front before, a long time ago, when I first got here. Kole and I were hiding in the trees and we saw Major coming out. But the undead, they weren’t in here.”
“What about the wolves?” Samuel asked.
“I don’t know.”
The air within the chamber changed as a slight breeze raised gooseflesh on their arms.
“What’s the point?” The question came from the cave’s entrance, echoing off the walls until reaching their ears in a concurrent reverberation. “You’re only delaying the inevitable,” Major said, his words drawing nearer.
“C’mon,” Mara whispered.
She grabbed Samuel’s hand and sprinted around the side of the outcrop. The two rushed headlong into the nearest tributary and raced through the kinked maze of stone until it ended in a solid wall of rock. Mara turned and ran back toward the main cavern, towing Samuel by the arm. She ducked into another passage, only to end up at another dead end.
“Go ahead and try them all. I’ll wait. But the wolves, eh, not so sure about their level of patience. And the undead, not sure if they even understand the idea any longer.” Major’s voice came through the air with clarity. He was getting closer.
“What do you want?” Samuel asked as he stepped around Mara to face the entrance to the cave.
Major appeared from behind an outcrop. His hair appeared more silvery than before. He walked with a lurch, and the headband slipped lower on his forehead, making his eyes forlorn.
“There’s a lot about this place that you don’t know, son.”
“So you’re my father now, my caretaker, is that it?”
Major chuckled and waved a hand in the air. “You and the girl come out here so we can talk like human beings,” Major said. “Ain’t like I can do that with the undead or the pack now, can I?”
Mara shook her head and tried to pull Samuel toward a third unexplored passage deep under the mountain. He bit his bottom lip and stepped in front of her, pulling his hand from hers.
“Okay.”
“I’m really a business man, Samuel. Once you understand that, I think you’ll find what I have to offer will be a fair trade, one that benefits both parties involved.”
“Don’t trust him, Samuel. He’s devious and manipulating. He belongs here. He deserves to be eaten by that cloud, swallowed by the reversion.”
“Mara, dear, such ugly words from a tragic beauty.”
“You say you have business with me,” Samuel said. “Let’s hear it.”
“I had to bleed for you, Samuel. I took one for the team back there in the woods when the wolves were attacking. Me and the alpha male, we got our own little side deal contingent on getting you here, at this point in the reversion. I don’t understand a lot of the bullshit that goes down in these dying worlds but I do know I had to get you here, now, to save my own ass. But I might be able to save yours too.”
“Where’s Kole?” Mara asked.
“The horde got him,” Major said. “They were so busy with him they let me go on by.”
Mara looked at Samuel, neither of them swallowing the lie.
Samuel scoffed and wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. “You have thirty more seconds before we run headlong into the mountain. If the reversion is coming, we’ll go on our own terms, with each other. Judging by the ghouls that didn’t follow you in here, and the limp you got going on, I don’t think you’re in a position to chase us down. What do you want, old man?”
“Fine. I’ve made many deals in my time, and I’ve always believed a certain level of civility helped to ease the negotiations.”
“I never said we were negotiating. You’re down to twenty seconds.”
Major stepped forward, distributing his weight on both legs. He looked over a shoulder at the entrance to the cave, where dark coats of fur had begun to pace at the threshold.
“They’re scared of it. Won’t come in. Yet. The wolves and ghouls will wait, but I won’t. I need to slip again, and you have the talisman to do it. I don’t know what it is, but it doesn’t matter—you’re going to slip with me. I’ve done it before, slipping with someone else. It’s risky, sure, but no more risky than remaining here in this dying place. And the girl, well, it would be good business to leave her for the wolves. She’s flickering out, one way or another.”
Mara shivered and reached for Samuel’s hand.
“I don’t even know if I can slip with another. And if I did, why would I take you? I can take Mara with me.”
Major laughed. His voice echoed throughout the cavern and brought a yelp from one of the pack that strayed too close to the entrance.
“And how are you going to do that, Samuel? Tell me. Exactly how are you going to slip into another locality, let alone find a way to take her with you? You may have the talisman, but I have the know-how,” Major said, tapping the side of his head with his index finger. “You got the car, but I got your keys.” A dark, greasy smile spread across Major’s face.
“You’re an evil son of a bitch,” Samuel said.
“We don’t have time for empty insults, young man. You get the knowledge of the slip in return for my ticket and the girl. Take it or leave it.”
Mara glared at Major.
“How do I know you really know how to use the talisman to slip this locality? How can I be sure you’re not tricking me?”
“You don’t,” Major said, fighting laughter. “You can’t be sure. When do you ever get certainty in life? Thought you’d at least wised up to that in your time here.”
Samuel turned and tucked his chin to his chest. He used the back of his hand to caress the side of Mara’s face. She closed her eyes and pulled his hand closer with her own.
“Can you trust me?” he whispered.
Mara nodded without speaking.
“We do it on my terms,” Samuel said, spinning to address Major.
“If we don’t get going soon, there aren’t going to be terms to follow.”
Samuel took a deep breath and nodded at Major.
“First thing you need to do is stand with your arms outstretched,” Major said.
Samuel followed the old man’s instructions. He walked to the center of the open cavern while Mara remained with her back to the limestone.
“Good. Now close your eyes and visualize another place. Think white, sandy beaches and palm trees. Any locality without a fucking cloud would be perfect.”
Samuel closed his eyes, and his face wrinkled as if he were devouring lemons. “I can’t. My mind is racing. I can’t think.”
Major stepped closer and spoke under his breath, so only Samuel could hear. “If you can’t do this, big man, that little tart of yours is going to become a meal for the pack. And you and I won’t be far behind. Close your eyes and try again.”
Samuel clenched his fists and brought them down to his waist before stopping and letting them fall against the sides of his legs. He concentrated, trying to clear his head of the distractions in the cave and the desperation of his situation. The air surrounding him lightened, and he felt a faint breeze blow across his face.
“Don’t open your eyes,” Major said, as if reading his mind. “That’ll break the connection. Keep going.”
Samuel forced his mind clear again, and this time a pinhole of light appeared. He watched it grow behind his eyelids and dart back and forth like a chaser in his vision. Samuel could see the edges becoming fuzzy and rolling back from the center, like sand pulled out by the tide. He lost sensation in his limbs and could no longer tell if he was standing or lying in the limestone dust on the floor of the cave. Major’s voice cut through, as if the old man were inside his head.
“You got one, boy. You grabbed onto another locality. Now let it open up and make sure it’s not all brimstone, lake of fire, or any of that other biblical bullshit that keeps Christians in the pews every week.”
Samuel blinked within his vision without opening or closing his eyelids. He watched the center spread until the fuzzy border pushed out to his peripheral vision. Samuel had to remind himself to breathe. He stood on the shore of a narrow, long lake. The water sat like a sheet of ice, reflecting the towering mass of earth above it as if another mountain existed inside the lake. Tall pine trees bordered water that cut its way through a high mountain pass. Patches of snow clung to the ground in places hidden by shade. He saw the wind push the pine trees, nudging them into each other with a gentle shake. Samuel couldn’t hear a sound and he was about to tell Major he saw no sign of life when a dark dash pinned to a deep blue sky came across his field of vision and stopped at the top of the tallest pine. He watched the bird spread its wings and take flight in the opposite direction, and Samuel was able to identify it as a hawk.
“Is it alive?” Major asked within his head.
“What?”
“The locality. Is there a cloud? Is a reversion coming?”
Samuel went back to his vision, searching the landscape with all of his senses, even ones he did not realize he had.
“Seems okay.”
Major laughed, and Samuel heard the slapping sound of his hands coming together.
“Perfect. The next thing you need to do is focus on a point inside that locality. Find a rock, a tree, something physical you can latch on to. This is your coordinate for the slip, in a manner of speaking.”
Before Samuel did that, he spun around inside his vision to find the best perspective possible before attempting anything. When he faced the west, Samuel felt it before he saw it. The unmistakable baffle choking the light and life from the sky. He saw tendrils of slate swirling in the blue sky, turning it grey.
“Yeah, this place looks perfect. Let me find us a decent landing pad.”
Major snipped with excitement, and Samuel felt him temporarily exit his mind. He hoped Major would not take it upon himself to serve Mara to the wolves.
“I’m almost ready,” Samuel said. “What’s next?”
“Walk to it. Touch it. Hell, lick it if you have to. Get yourself a physical connection to the object there, which will help target the slip. We won’t land on that fucker, like Plymouth Rock, but we’ll be damn close. Make sure it’s not too close to water. I don’t wanna get my hair wet.”
Samuel realized he could shut Major out, like closing a door or hanging up the phone. He reached out to Mara, still inside the cavern.
 
“Hey,” he said.
“Samuel?” she asked.
“Listen, and don’t speak. When he gets close, push him in the back.”
“But I don’t know what you mean—”
“Mara. Stop. We don’t have time. When he gets close, push him. Do you understand?”
 
Samuel felt her head nod. He switched communication from Mara back to Major.
“I will not miss the howling of those wretched beasts. And the goddamn horde can rot in hell. Let’s do this.”
The portal from inside Samuel’s head hovered above the ground inside the cave. The opening rose up ten feet and expanded to a length of twelve. He felt as though he was sitting on top of a cloud, looking out of a bay window on another world below. The ambient sunlight spilled from the portal and illuminated the cave, chasing the wolves even farther away from the entrance and forcing their retreat into the forest. Major and Mara held their hands over their faces to protect their eyes from the blazing light they hadn’t seen for so long.
Mara stepped forward and made eye contact with Samuel. He winked and then turned to face Major.
“Sure is a beauty, eh? I knew once you conjured the portal nothing would stop you from slipping this locality, not even your little Goth princess over there. I’m sure you wouldn’t mind some young pussy, but even that ain’t enough, right?”
“Just do it,” Samuel said. “I want out of this filthy place.”
Major nodded and lifted his chin at Mara.
“Let’s go, hon. You belong to the alpha male now. Sammy and I are going to send you a postcard, don’t you worry.”
Mara dropped her head to her chest. When she raised it, tears streamed down her face.
“Can I just look at it for a minute before you two go?”
“I don’t see no harm in that,” Major said, lifting his shoulders at Samuel.
Samuel shrugged and stepped back from the edge of the portal to allow Mara and Major space to step up to it.
“Take a look at that beautiful, virgin land,” Major said, gazing upon the eastern end of the distant locality.
Mara inched forward. She shook her head, more tears following. Major stepped to the side and put an arm around her. He whispered into her ear.
“Could be dinosaurs with eight heads in there somewhere. But you know what ain’t there? This place. This stinking shithole ain’t.”
Major stepped forward and spread his arms as if to embrace the vista. He tilted his head back and let the natural sunlight ease the tight scar tissue on his face.
“Now,” Samuel yelled.
Mara had taken two steps back from the edge and one to the side, positioning herself directly behind Major while he was basking in the glow of the portal. With her dark, straggly hair covering all but her piercing eyes, Mara lunged forward with both hands. Her palms struck Major’s black overcoat like a slap to the face. She locked her elbows and extended her arms, driving her weight through the push and forward toward the open portal. Major gasped as the shove knocked the air from his lungs. He stumbled forward and almost regained his balance when his left foot slid on the loose limestone and into the portal. His left leg dropped, and his body torqued to the side as whatever force ruling the portal sucked Major in like gravity would from the precipice of a cliff. 
Samuel saw the shock and the anger in Major’s eyes as his body slid farther into the portal, alone. His fingers grasped the fuzzy edge of the vortex, and he pulled his chin up to them.
“You fucking liar,” he shouted. “I swear to God I’m coming back for you, you son of a bitch.”
Samuel closed his eyes again. When he reopened them, Mara stood by his side, both of them staring at the cavern wall where an open portal to another locality used to be.
 
 



Chapter 14
 
He will not trick me again.
The hunters from the pack circled their tails, first clockwise, then counterclockwise. Strands of saliva fell from their muzzles, turning the dark soil even darker. Some hunters growled, while others kept their gazes low to avoid signaling a challenge to the alpha male. The wolves’ yellow eyes cut through the darkness with laser precision. The alpha male pulled back from the cave entrance when he no longer felt the elder’s presence, fearful of what it could mean.
He is gone from here. Banished.
The pack kept moving, agitated and weary.
The end arrives soon.
The horde had gathered at a safe distance behind the pack. More creatures emerged from the trees, off the path, and from other hidden places within the locality. They clumped together, swaying back and forth, blotting out the trees and the ground with their swelling numbers. The horde became a living organism comprising thousands of unthinking beings. The edges oscillated like a giant cell membrane. The reversion kept advancing from the west, raking the horde to the cave like a pile of leaves.
The alpha male trotted to a rocky outcrop several yards from the cave entrance. He wound his way up the shards of stone until he stood fifteen feet taller than the rest of the pack. The wolf looked out over the field, where the horde replaced the wheat, still teetering back and forth as if pushed by an invisible hand.
So many.
The hunters paced underneath the outcrop while waiting for the alpha male to come back.
We must pursue. We must descend into the womb.
The hunters wailed, gnashing their teeth and snapping at each other’s tails, all the while knowing none among them could challenge for leadership.
***
“What did you do to him?” Mara asked.
Samuel stood still, staring at the dark-grey wall.
“I gave him what he wanted.”
She shook her head. “How did you do it?”
“I’m not sure,” Samuel said.
“Can you do it again?”
“I’m not sure,” he said again.
Mara turned and took a few steps toward the front of the cave. She approached until the yellow eyes of the wolves danced in the darkness beyond.
“Between the wolves and the horde, we’re not getting out of here.”
Samuel nodded. In a recess, he noticed an array of angles foreign to rock. Samuel stood and walked toward them. As the inner glow of the cave cast light on it, Samuel discovered a small pile of broken tree branches and twigs. He gathered them in his arms and walked back toward Mara. He dropped the bundle and began to arrange them into a leaning pile.
“They’re very damp. But it’s worth a try.”
Mara smiled when she realized what he was doing.
She helped arrange the wood as Samuel dug in his pockets for the lighter. He could not remember if it had always been there or not. Samuel felt that sludgy feeling returning to his head, slowing his thoughts and forcing him to think hard about simple tasks. He recognized the feeling as the same when the noose first dropped him into this place, and he wondered if this was how the end would come. If the reversion would rewind everything, even the thoughts and experiences in his head.
“Go ahead and try,” Mara said.
Her words shook Samuel and he wondered how long he had been hovering over the firewood with his thumb on the lighter.
“I don’t even know if the lighter works.”
Mara shrugged her shoulders and sat cross-legged on the ground. Samuel lowered his hand and flicked the lighter. Sparks caught and ignited the fluid in the reservoir. The flame appeared with a green tint, warm instead of hot. He touched the flame to the smallest pieces. The wood cracked and sizzled but failed to catch.
“It was a nice thought,” Mara said, her face betraying her words.
“Not sure how long it would have lasted, anyway. It’s not like there’s a stack of firewood in here.”
She nodded in consolation.
“It was there, too,” Samuel said.
Mara waited, sensing Samuel was speaking to himself as much as he was to her.
“I saw the cloud in the portal, which is why I knew I was slipping him into that one. If it had been paradise, like a picture of the steel-blue waters of the Caribbean you see on office calendars, I’m not sure what I would have done.”
“You saved me.”
Samuel huffed, discomfort wracking his face.
“I really don’t know if I can summon a locality or if it’s all chance. I don’t even know if I can open a locality other than that one. Major could be waiting for us when the next portal opens.”
“Then we won’t be any worse off than we are now, right?”
A howl followed by a series of growls made them both turn to face the entrance.
“I have a feeling they’re coming after us at some point. When the reversion gets right up close, these wolves are going to get over their fear of this cave.”
“I agree,” Samuel said. “And if the horde joins in, we’ll have our hands full.”
Samuel watched Mara tuck a lock of black hair behind her ear, and he thought how sophisticated she would look in middle age. He imagined a shimmer of gray by her ear and a slender hand pushing her hair away from blue eyes that resonated with laughter and experience and life.
“Do you think Kole is dead?”
“Yes,” Samuel said. “Whatever that means here.”
“He was broken,” Mara said. “On the inside.”
“Aren’t we all?” Samuel said.
“His pain was so deep he couldn’t live without it.”
Another howl, this one more intense and louder, echoing through the cave like a gunshot. Mara watched Samuel’s face contort as though she could see the memories floating back to the surface of his mind.
“I was sick. Middle of winter, aches, the flu, the whole thing. We had been married for quite a while at this point, kind of shed the little kisses and light touches of the first few years.”
Mara flinched, and Samuel could see her holding the pain inside the best she could.
“I was in bed and having a hard time falling asleep. We had a big mattress that left a lot of space between us. She reaches over and starts gently rubbing my back with one hand. This was not foreplay. There wasn’t any of that happening that night. She did it because she wanted to, and those couple of minutes of contact felt like a million dollars. It’s that feeling I miss. I ache inside for the intimacy that comes through years of friendship, disagreements, shared experience. It’s more than sex and more than physical contact. It’s a spiritual connection between two people, unspoken, real and powerful.”
Samuel looked at Mara as she wiped tears away with the cuffs of her sleeves. “That’s what’s dead here. That’s what this place is missing. And if it is, maybe the cloud needs to eat it. The reversion needs to do its job and sweep this place from existence.”
“It’s love. I wonder why you can’t say that word? Everything you described is love. Do you think it still exists elsewhere?” Mara asked.
“Why? Why do you think it has to? Maybe love died like the summer breeze and the sound of gulls soaring over open water. Maybe love is lying in its grave with sunlight and goodness and righteousness,” Samuel said.
“It has to exist somewhere else,” Mara said. “If I didn’t believe it did, I’d walk out there right now and offer myself to the wolves.”
“But does it exist for us, Mara?”
“We’re here for a reason,” she said.
He thought about that for a moment. “I don’t know why I’m here,” he said.
“You do, Samuel. We all do. Some of us haven’t remembered it yet.”
Before Samuel could reply, a howl from the alpha male brought them to their feet as the wolf’s silhouette appeared at the threshold of the cave.
***
The cloud continued its death march across the empty sky. The rolling swirls of slate and obsidian pummeled the air. All but a sliver of the eastern horizon remained untainted by the reversion. It dropped toward the surface like a heavy curtain. The cloud pushed down, placing a pillow over the face of the last remaining motion in this world. The silence overpowered everything, and distant vistas disappeared within the coming storm of nothingness.
The trees of the locality leaned inward, exhausted from the continuous pull of the reversion. Some leafless branches touched the ground in homage to the unstoppable force engulfing the land and everything in it. Some could not fight any longer, their trunks snapping and toppling the head of the tree to the forest floor, leaving a ragged trunk sticking up from the ground like a broken tooth.
The horde remained, most fastened to the last piece of solid matter. As the reversion continued to churn from the west, the horde began to revert as well. Clumps of undead flesh fell from their bodies in silent mounds of rotted bone. Teeth and hair trickled from the creatures’ heads, followed by limbs no longer strong enough to withstand gravity, the lone natural force left virtually untouched. Scraps of clothing long ago turned into dirty, gray remnants floated to the ground in silence. Some of the creatures standing on the edge of the clearing collapsed on themselves, leaving a pumping, empty jaw on the ground spewing nothing but meaningless silence.
The pack suffered along with the horde. The alpha male’s hunters hunkered down in a clearing not far from the cave, but several remained motionless and still for far longer than natural. Two of the hunters lay with their noses nuzzled underneath their tails, the rise and fall of their chests no longer visible. The alpha male strode amongst the wolves and noted the change, one he felt within.
It must be now. Nothing will remain.
Of the six hunters with their muzzles in the dirt, three stood in response to the alpha male.
The horde shall join. There is not much will left in the dead flesh, but it is His command.
The hunters growled and circled their leader. They paced back and forth, staring at the black hole in the mountain. The alpha male trotted forward and circled around. Three dozen members of the horde shuffled, their legs dragging them toward the entrance to the cave. Several more attempted to march until their atrophied bones dropped them to the ground in a pile of dirty fabric and grey flesh. Seeing the movement, the alpha male looked into the sky as it closed in on the tops of the few trees brave enough to reach up.
The alpha male brought his ragged army to the edge of the clearing until he could feel the subtle exhale of the mountain coming through the mouth of the cave. He paced back and forth, growling and snapping at the air.
Come out.
We are not done.
***
“We can’t stay here.”
“I know.”
Mara lowered her head and wrapped her arms around her torso. Samuel moved closer to the entrance, where silent movement caught his eye.
“The alpha male is calling me out. He must sense the end of the reversion drawing closer.”
“I’ll come with you. I’ll fight, too.”
Samuel smiled at Mara and nodded, knowing she would do so regardless of what he said.
The water running down the walls of the cave intensified, but silently. Samuel turned and paced the edge of the walls, his eyes searching for anything that could be of use. Mara watched and then did the same, starting at one end of the main cavern until she worked her way back to Samuel. Neither gathered anything useful.
“Think, Samuel. Can you reopen the portal in a different locality than the last one?”
Samuel closed his eyes and let the nothingness encompass his inner vision. He waited without hope, knowing the knowledge to open a portal was escaping him, like the old horror movies when the car wouldn’t start no matter how many times the ignition was turned.
“It’s there, but I can’t access it. I can’t say if I could open something, and if I could, I’m not sure where we’d land.”
Mara looked toward the entrance, where several of the hunters joined the alpha male in his pacing, accentuated with growls.
“Maybe this is not our last stand. They don’t seem to want to enter here, the wolves or the horde. Maybe we push through the cavern and go deeper into the mountain.”
She wrinkled her nose in disgust and shook her head back and forth. “I’d almost rather have my throat ripped apart by the wolves.”
Samuel nodded in understanding. “It could come to that anyway. Let’s try to avoid it, but we may have a last stand.”
Before Mara could answer, the alpha male crossed the threshold with a yelp. His cry broke the silence of the reversion like the crack of a whip. The other hunters followed, all enduring the hurt caused from crossing over into the cave. The horde came next, slagging forward and oblivious. They shuffled in single-file, arms dangling and heads cocked to the side as if held to their shoulder by an impenetrable force.
“C’mon,” Samuel said.
He ran into the labyrinth of tunnels that led deeper into the mountain, hoping to avoid the dead ends. He heard Mara’s breathing and her feet slapping against the dry powder on the cavern floor. The growling of the wolves came too, reverberating through the cave not far behind.
Samuel dashed left and then right until the tunnel narrowed. He felt it drop downward as gravity helped propel him forward. Samuel reached out and steadied his gait by using both hands to guide himself deeper into the cave. Several times, he felt the scree from Mara’s feet hit the back of his legs, which propelled him faster.
The cavern twisted and turned, the tunnel clamping down on the two refugees like a slowly closing iris. The utter darkness kept Samuel from lunging forward faster than he would have liked.
“Wait.”
He stopped, surprised words still carried through the dying air of the locality. Samuel felt the icy touch of Mara’s fingers on his back as she came up behind him.
“Listen.”
They stood in the black silence, hearing nothing but their own exaggerated breathing.
“Maybe we lost—”
Before Samuel could finish, a howl penetrated the air and rang in his head with the force of a thunderous church bell. He knew it was the alpha male and the pack was closing the distance.
Mara pushed him, and Samuel picked up the pace. He felt an aching in his lower back from running in a crouched position and wondered how long it would take for the muscle cramps to drop him to the ground in agony. The chasm continued ever downward and became more of a pipe than a tunnel. Samuel bounced his head off the cavern’s ceiling of the rock above, and he was forced to draw his arms in closer to his body as the walls crept inward. He felt Mara behind him, and he also felt her impatience. Samuel imagined her thin frame navigating through the space faster than his, and the frustration she must be feeling as their pursuers would come upon her first. He pushed on as the jagged edges of the rock drew blood from his battered knuckles. Samuel led them down another passage that widened enough to allow him to run again, but—still
crouched. He heard Mara breathing hard a few feet behind.
The tunnel dumped them into another open cavern, although it wasn’t as expansive as the one inside the entrance to the cave. Samuel ran to the center and spun in time to see the tunnel toss Mara out. She scrambled and stopped next to him, the space illuminated by an eerie glow coming from the walls. Samuel thought he could feel the stone lowering in an attempt to snuff him and Mara from the locality.
The alpha male’s cry came again, this time closer. Samuel swept Mara behind himself with one arm as he readied for the onrush of attackers.
Now we finish and He releases us from our duty.
The alpha male picked through the passage until his head appeared in the darkness, like a newborn entering the world. The rest of the animal came next, along with three more wolves. Samuel could not see the horde, but figured they were on their way as well.
“I don’t know what you want from me,” Samuel said.
Mara craned her neck forward, unsure if he was talking to her or not. When she saw the alpha male and Samuel’s gaze directed at the wolf, she stepped back and listened.
But you do. We are hunters, and you are our prey.
“And the horde? What role does the undead play in your hunt?”
Samuel felt a mental chuckle come from the leader of the pack.
Beacons. Markers of our prey. They follow the misery and consume what is left behind by the hunters. The horde will fight for the scraps.
The alpha male stood seven feet from Samuel, his hunters forming a semicircle, blocking the passage leading back toward the surface. Samuel looked over his shoulder and saw two tunnels on the opposite wall.
You may enter those, but we will find you.
“The reversion is coming and it will destroy you, too.”
There is nothing the sky will bring that will cause us more pain.
“Back in the cabin, you attacked. . .”
Samuel let his words hang, unsure whether or not it was a question the alpha male could answer.
It only delayed this meeting.
“So you expect us to lie down while you tear out our throats?” He felt Mara’s hands on his hips as she moved closer to him.
No, but it shall come to that.
Samuel shifted, his muscles tensing and adrenaline flooding his system.
What have you done with the scarface?
Samuel smiled, sensing what could be a slight crack in the wolf’s stone will. “Banished. Opened a portal and sent him through it.”
He will return. He has unfinished business with you as well.
“Not without me, he won’t.”
You will go to him, whether you desire it or not.
Samuel caught motion beyond the wolves. He looked at the black velvet curtain of darkness and saw a humanoid shape breaking through. The first of the horde appeared, one arm missing and another dangling by a strand of ligament. The creature’s head sat askew, with the top portion missing as if one of the pack had torn it away.
Mara came closer. Samuel could feel her nervous fingers gripping the back of his shirt.
I am sure you are not.
“Let’s go,” he said, turning and pulling Mara with him.
They sprinted for the tunnel on the left and dashed through the darkness.
You will tire.
Samuel ignored the alpha male and pushed through the passage until it narrowed to a place where he was forced to drop to his knees. He imagined the pack coming upon them, lunging with full force while they supplicated.
“What did he say?” Mara asked.
“More of the same,” Samuel said.
The passage emptied into another natural space. This one, however, appeared to be circular, without another corridor or passage springing from it. Mara and Samuel stood, his back creaking with the motion. They spun all the way around until they realized there was no way out. The alpha male padded around several smaller rocks and stopped, waiting for the rest of the hunters to flank him again.
Now?
Samuel shook and balled his fists at his sides. Mara walked backward until she felt the frigid stone on her back like the breath of the dead.
Within moments, the first members of the horde entered the space and remained behind the alpha male and his hunters. The subterranean tunnels continued to glow with an ambient light that allowed Samuel and Mara to see the shapes, but it dimmed significantly from the aura cast closer to the surface.
“I would rather try to slip anywhere than let you taste our blood.”
Go ahead.
Samuel closed his eyes, unsure what mental capacities he used to open the portal for Major. He felt the frustration mount as if he were a diligent pupil disappointing his teacher. Mara began to cry softly, holding the sobs to her chest with both arms.
The alpha male turned his nose to the ceiling and barked at the hunters. They stepped forward and pressed closer to Samuel and Mara.
Enough. It is time to finish.
Samuel bent at the waist and crouched, his feet and shoulders spread. He raised his fists into position and stepped toward the alpha male. The two warriors moved to the center of the space while the rest watched.
“Wait,” Mara said, stepping from the wall. “Wait, Samuel.”
He turned to face her and the alpha male cocked his head sideways.
“Come here.”
She extended her hand, palm up. Samuel looked at the alpha male, the hunters and the horde. He looked back at her and saw the conviction in her eyes.
“Please, Samuel. Come here.”
He reached out and felt the power pulse through his body as their hands locked.
 
 



Chapter 15
 
“Another round?”
Samuel blinked and looked down at his folded hands on the polished, mahogany bar. He blinked again at Mara sitting next to him on the stool. She wore her hair bundled on top of her head, curls dangling on her cheek like onyx earrings. The dark mascara accentuated her eyes. Her red lipstick could hypnotize any man. Samuel looked at her foundation, delicately applied to her porcelain skin in a way that defined gothic beauty. He felt satisfaction, contentment, even a peaceful calm emanating from her.
“Where are we?” he asked.
Mara winked and turned to the burly bartender standing before a wall of mirrors and bottled spirits. She ignored Samuel’s question and answered the bartender’s.
“Yes. For both of us,” she said.
With a swift swipe of his rag, the bartender smiled and cleared the condensation left by the previous round. He turned to toil and clang bottles together while ice clinked in the bottom of the glasses. A thin layer of sweet tobacco smoke hung just below an intricately carved ceiling. Ornate posts straddled the bar as patrons moved about.
“Don’t know the name of the place, but it’s really old. They built the bar before prohibition and then opened it up again afterward. Most of it has been restored. Even the ghosts that haunt it have come back.”
Mara winked, catching the light in her eyes with a dazzling smile. Her brilliant teeth shone between ruby lips. Samuel felt mesmerized by her beauty, and yet a deep sadness seemed to reside below the surface, one that hurt like an ache in his chest.
“You look stunning,” Samuel said. He felt as though he was gawking at his sister dolled up for prom.
“Thank you,” she said.
Samuel looked down at her bare shoulders sitting atop a tight, black dress. Mara wore ankle bracelets and toe rings that glistened in the light.
“Are we still in the cave?” he asked.
“This is it, Samuel. Our first and last date, if you want to call it that.”
Samuel felt his face blush from that awkward feeling again.
“The wolves, they—”
Mara cut him off with the wave of a hand. Before she could reply, the bartender returned with two glasses filled to the brim with sparkling ice cubes suspended in a clear, amber sea.
“To us. Our time together and, sadly, our goodbyes.”
Mara held her glass up. Samuel lifted his to the toast and watched her lips caress the glass. She siphoned half of the drink on the first sip before setting it back down. People moved about, navigating through the bodies clumped near the bar. Samuel looked at them looking at him.
“Goodbye?”
“Of course. The wolves, the horde. Shit, the reversion. It’s all coming to a head. You know that, right?”
Samuel shook his head and rubbed a hand across his chin.
“We can still say goodbye,” Mara said. “I’ve always liked this place, and I’ve always wanted a special little black dress. Shame I’m only getting it now.”
“We have to fight our way out of the cave.”
Mara snickered and held her hand over her mouth to stifle the laughter, as if trying not to embarrass Samuel. “You will. You still have work to do. But me, Samuel, I’m finished. There isn’t anything left for me.”
“But the portal, a slip, I could—”
“No. No, you can’t. I’m not leaving the cavern, Samuel. I won’t be able to slip with you and try my luck in another locality. This is it for me.”
Samuel looked around again, feeling as though everyone in the bar was about to yell “surprise” as party hats appeared in the room. He felt the tension of secrecy and the pain of being left out of it.
“How do you know that?” he asked.
“I got word. I know. I’ve done what was asked of me, and now I’m out. That’s how it works. You’ll see.” Mara drew another sip of liquor over her glistening lips and winked. “Forget it, Samuel,” she said. “I can’t explain it to you and, even if I could, you wouldn’t understand.”
“I’m done,” he said, a serrated edge to the words. “The date is over, and this entire bar can fuck off. Put me back in the cave with the wolves and the undead.”
“Done with what?” Mara asked. “That’s one thing about us Americans, right? We want everything tied up perfectly, no loose ends. We want all the answers and logical reasons for everything.”
He sat back as Mara’s eyes began to shed tears from each corner.
“We demand a happy ending and for shit to make sense. Well, let me tell you something. It ain’t like that. Sometimes you don’t get to find out why. Sometimes shit doesn’t belong to you.”
Mara slammed the glass down on the bar. Samuel looked around and noticed the place was now empty. Even the bartender had disappeared.
“I didn’t mean to—”
“I know what you meant to do,” she said. “I know what your intentions were. But that doesn’t matter, either. You know what they say about the path to hell and how it’s paved. And if you don’t, you know now.”
When Samuel looked up at her face, he saw the healthy shine of her hair degenerate into the filthy, sweaty strands lying on her forehead. The eye make-up disappeared, as did the layer of foundation that accentuated her smooth skin. The sexy, black dress morphed into the rags that hung from her emaciated frame.
“Wait, Mara. I don’t understand what you want from me.”
The mirrored walls slid downward into the pools of mineral water gathering at the base of the cave wall. Ornate columns and brass poles turned into teeth of rock hanging from the unseen ceiling of the cavern.
“Nothing, Samuel. I don’t want anything from you. It’s about what you’re willing to give, not what is demanded of you.”
***
He blinked once, and the cavern snapped back into view. Mara stood by him with tears in her eyes and his hand in hers. The alpha male crouched low, his hunters surrounding him, with the horde continuing to march into the space until enough appeared that Samuel could begin to smell their rotting flesh.
If you give me your neck, I will make it pass quickly.
Samuel shrugged and shook his head at the alpha male.
“I don’t know what it is,” he said while casting a confused look at Mara, “but I know I can’t lie down for you. If you want me, you’ll have to fight.”
The hunters growled and snapped their long teeth into the air. Mara let go of Samuel’s hand and stepped backward until she felt the wall behind her.
Without warning, the alpha male lunged at Samuel. The hunters stepped closer while the horde remained in place, swaying even in the absence of wind. Samuel spun and raised his hands into a defensive position, using his fingers to grab the alpha male’s coat while turning to the right. The movement took advantage of the wolf’s momentum and allowed Samuel to toss him to the side. The alpha male yelped as he crashed into the stone wall. Samuel reached a hand to the empty sheath still attached to his leg and cursed the reversion—Samuel could not remember losing the knife, yet it was gone.
Mara stepped to the side, and the other hunters stayed with her. Samuel struck at the alpha male with his foot. The kick connected with bony ribs, which elicited another cry from the wolf.
You are not leaving this cave.
Samuel felt the pain in the wolf’s telepathic communication. He shook his head and lunged forward. This time, the alpha male anticipated the kick, dodged to the side and locked his jaws around Samuel’s ankle. The wolf snapped its head back and forth while ripping Samuel’s pants below the knee.
Mara cried, and Samuel turned in time to see the three hunters on top of her. He saw her legs kicking and arms flailing as the beasts attacked.
“No,” Samuel yelled, dragging the alpha male across the floor toward Mara.
The alpha male released his grip on Samuel’s ankle, which brought an immediate wave of relief followed by the cold burn of torn flesh exposed to the air. Samuel felt blood pooling in his shoe and fell to the ground when his leg would not obey the signals sent by his brain.
I must leave you both to Him.
Samuel sat up, his left hand clamping around the pant leg now saturated with his own blood, looking at the shuffling horde.
“What are you saying?”
The hunters moved back. The alpha male barked, and they continued past the standing undead and left the cavern.
We have done what was asked of us. We have released her. I would have rather eaten the flesh, but that command will not be given.
The alpha male trotted by Samuel and around the undead. The wolf stopped in the tunnel and looked back at Samuel.
He that commands will fulfill the contract and release us from the grips of the reversion. The other beasts, they seem to be destined to be eaten by the cloud.
The alpha male stared at him for another second before turning and disappearing into the darkness of the cave.
Samuel looked at the horde. The creatures inside the cavern remained in their animated sway. He clawed at the dirt, dragging his injured leg behind as he crawled next to Mara, whose breathing came in ragged gasps. The wolves had torn ragged chunks from her arms and legs, which bled openly.
“I’m going to save you,” he said.
Mara smiled, even as he recoiled at the sight of her wounds.
“I’ll last longer than you think. The reversion. It slows even death.”
Samuel smiled, his face contorting between sadness and pity.
“Deal with the horde.”
Samuel took her hand and looked up at the sentinels standing in the cavern, their lifeless orbs staring back at them both.
“I don’t know what to do.”
“You’ll figure it out.” Mara winced, trying to staunch the flow of blood with strips of fabric ripped from her pants.
“I need help. You know things about this locality, this place.”
“It’s time,” she said as the creatures came toward them.
***
Samuel slid his left arm underneath Mara’s right arm and she grabbed his shoulder as they both hobbled on injured legs. With his right, he grabbed a crooked stick from the ground to use as a club. Samuel took a deep breath as he felt the blood pulsing in his ears.
“This is the only way,” he said.
“Go on,” she said, gritting through the pain.
The first thirty feet through the passage proved to be the most difficult as Samuel tried to keep his balance. A creature appeared occasionally, arms outstretched, until Samuel would strike it with the club. He struggled to climb the rising incline of the passage while supporting Mara. He shifted as best he could, but their pace was slow at best.
When he reached the first intersection inside the mountain, Samuel glanced back at the horde behind him. New arrivals came through the tunnels at a trickle, giving him time to strike and then step over them.
“Hurry,” Mara said. “Not much time left.”
Samuel moved forward into the tunnel that led upward toward the surface of the locality. Samuel thought about that, and wondered what good it would do to race to the surface of a world about to be demolished by the reversion. Before his rational mind could answer, he took more steps toward the surface.
He let the club swing next to his right leg as he climbed through the tight passages. Samuel turned several times, Mara slowing with each step. When he reached another tunnel, Samuel stopped. He let Mara slide to the ground, careful to keep a hand near the back of her head to prevent it from striking the stone wall. He placed his hands on his knees and drew as much air into his lungs as he could. Before Samuel stood, he heard a rotten voice speaking as if from the grave.
“Our last stand is here. We cannot let you pass.”
***
Samuel gazed at the form slathered in darkness. The voice felt different, yet it retained a familiar timbre. With another glance at Mara, he stepped forward, gripping the makeshift weapon in his hand. The color fell from her face as more of her life bled from the wounds. The entity stepped to the side and into the glow cast by the cave. Samuel shook his head and wondered how long the ambient light would last as the reversion bore down. With a quick glance, he looked at Mara’s wounds, which appeared deeper and more serious than his own.
“You remember?” the form asked.
“We spoke of ahimsa, moksha and rebirth. On the edge of the marsh,” Samuel said.
The creature nodded and stepped closer.
“The reversion has exhausted the horde, broken them down. You will not need that any longer.”
Samuel looked to his hand holding the club and then back over his shoulder at Mara.
“Nothing will attack her,” the creature said, following Samuel’s eyes.
“You’re different.”
“Than you?”
“Yes. But different from the horde, too,” Samuel said. “You speak with more authority in your voice, more experience.”
“Maybe you hear that as less threatening. I came to you in the marsh to try to explain the universe, or as much of it as you could comprehend. The others—” The creature waved a hand in the air. “The others are bound by their duty, their dharma.”
The last word hung in the air, and Samuel felt the familiar twinge of memory. He thought back to his conversation with this entity.
“Aren’t you, as well?”
“Yes, but not the same dharma.”
The creature stepped closer and motioned for Samuel to sit on a wide, flat rock near the wall of the cave. He looked at the opening and then back to the rock.
“It is swallowing what’s left as we speak. You are free to run into that if you so desire.”
Samuel shook his head and sat down.
“Some call it the path of righteousness, but I find that misleading. It has nothing to do with right or wrong, only duty.”
“What can I call you?”
A smile burst upon the creature’s face, contorting it into a grin reserved for Halloween jack-o’-lanterns.

“You may call me Deva.”
Samuel nodded, waiting for Deva to continue.
“The Buddhists, Hindus, Jains, they all incorporated dharma into their belief systems, but it is much more ancient than that. Those in the West liked to call it fate, but even that is a misnomer.”
Mara groaned and turned her head. She was sitting, but her eyes were now closed. Samuel stood, looking at her and then back at Deva.
“She will not worsen while we speak.”
“What about her condition after?” Samuel asked.
“That is why we’re speaking,” Deva said. “Please sit back down.”
Samuel did so, wringing his hands.
“There is a natural order of things, an ŗta. Your dharma corresponds to this order. In your case, and in hers,” Deva said, nodding toward Mara, “you must answer to it.”
“Of course the Hindus used moksha to reinforce the caste system, which put thousands of people into the gutters of their cities, but the idea behind moksha was you would be rewarded for pursuing your own dharma.
“In the Rig Veda, the teachings claim that dharma is not just law or harmony, but it is pure reality. ‘Verily, that which is dharma is truth’.”
Samuel watched Deva smile again, as if his own words began to reawaken a lost humanity inside.
“What does this have to do with me? With the reversion?”
Deva nodded, feeling chastised for his own intellectual indulgence. “Your dharma includes the woman, as well as the man you sent through the portal. Until you deal with both of these souls, your dharma will not be fulfilled.”
“I don’t know how I’m supposed to deal with either of them,” Samuel said.
“Neither do I,” Deva said.
Samuel stood and kicked at the limestone powder coating the cavern floor. He put his hands over his head and rested them on top.
“Major’s gone,” he said.
“He’s coming back” Deva said.
“What about the horde?”
“They were to bring you to this moment, this place. That is why they no longer serve the locality.”
“The alpha male and his hunters too?”
Deva shook his head but did not elaborate.
“When the moment arrives, you will fulfill your dharmic responsibility, or you will be reborn in the cycle tied to your fate. It is how the universe will be. It is how it has always been.”
Samuel felt the blood rush to his face. He dug his nails into his palms.
“That doesn’t explain shit.”
“Who owes you an explanation?”
The question knocked Samuel askew, like a punch to the jaw.
“Then there doesn’t seem to be much of a reason for you and me to be talking.”
Samuel turned his back on Deva and walked toward Mara.
“There is one more thing.”
Samuel stopped and looked over one shoulder. Deva waited, unmoving. Samuel turned and came back to stand in front of the undead creature.
“The old man. Major. He will return soon, and if you do not defeat him, your soul will be lost to this locality, destroyed by this reversion.”
“I thought I already did that. I dropped him through the portal and shut it.”
Deva shook his head.
“His dharma binds him to this locality, like you. He is coming back, and you must face him.”
Samuel spotted the club on the ground and reached for it. Deva kicked at it, the stick clanking off the rocks as it skittered into a dark recess.
“You’ll need a weapon with dharmic power. That will not suffice against the man.”
Samuel waited, anticipating more from Deva.
“We are bound, Samuel. Our forces have unresolved energy that will carry through this cycle.”
Samuel stood, trying to decipher Deva’s cryptic speech. Before he could ask a question, Deva extended his arm. Samuel saw the strips of fabric and flesh dangling from the bone.
Deva turned his palm upward and opened his hand. There, glistening in the reflected light, sat the Scout, the knife Samuel buried in his father’s coffin, and the one that returned briefly to this locality. He grabbed it from Deva’s palm and then bowed.
 
 



Chapter 16
 
Mara heard Samuel speaking as if he were under water. She identified a second voice, but couldn’t recognize it. Her body ached, and she wanted nothing more than to sleep, but the pain would not allow it. She listened to the cadence and rhythm of the conversation without comprehending it.
The cave began to take on a shimmering light. She felt an energy pulsing through the rock and running through her entire body. It wasn’t until she opened her eyes that she recognized the power.
The floor opened like the gaping maw of a fantastic beast. The darkness swirled about the portal like water pulled down a drain. The image in front of her resurrected long-lost lectures in science class about dark matter and black holes, immense voids that would not allow anything to escape gravitational pull.
She tried to scream, to warn Samuel, but the force burrowing through the floor of the cave stole her words. She writhed in pain, moaning in a vain attempt to attract his attention.
Mara pushed herself up onto her elbows. Her head felt light and unstable, as if it could roll off her shoulders at any time. She squinted at the cave entrance until two forms materialized in her vision. After blinking, one remained, and it moved toward her. She could feel Samuel’s presence at the same time the black hole continued its rapid expansion inside the cave.
The water flowing down the cave walls stopped and dried. Chunks of stalactite broke free from the hidden ceiling and crashed down to the floor like arrows of stone. The entire cave moved as if shaken by an unseen hand. Even the ambient light in the cavern pulsed and faded as if a malevolent force worked to extinguish what meager warmth it provided. The floor of the cave thrummed, and Mara caught a whiff of sulfur so overpowering in the sensory deprivation of the locality that it caused her to dry heave. Her ears detected a hum that increased in intensity until it became nothing but a wall of excruciating sound threatening to split her skull in two. She grimaced and placed her hands over her ears while rolling in the dirt. Mara wished for the pain to end as the black hole expanded. The edge crawled closer to her corner of the subterranean room. Mara passed out. Samuel stood, his feet riveted, as the portal ejected a man from within.
“’Sup, Sammyboy?” Major said.
Samuel looked at Mara and then back to Major. He stood on the edge of the portal, which danced with blue and purple light. The headband and overcoat remained intact, but Samuel thought Major looked tired, worn out. When he looked back to Deva, the creature was gone. Samuel felt the handle of the knife in his hand and knew it was not a reflection or a visual construct of the powers in the cave.
“You didn’t think pushing me through there was the end for ol’ Major now, did ya? I happened to land in a spot a little nicer than this one. Had me a talisman in the palm of my hand and now I’m back to get the most powerful one for myself, the one that’ll get me out of these damn reversions for good.”
“This isn’t about you,” Samuel said.
“Oh, I think it is. See, you tried offing me, boy. I’ve spent enough time around thugs and killers to know when that happens. You didn’t give me a Columbian necktie or a pair of concrete shoes, but you tried doing me just the same.”
“Mara is hurt bad. I don’t know what to do.”
“Fuck her and fuck you. I don’t really care what happens to you or your little girl. I need you to slip us both into a brandy-new locality before that cloud outside tears up this cave like it’s done everything else. Nobody I met here in this place got the mojo you do, boy.”
Samuel squinted and raised an eyebrow.
“Ah, you haven’t been outdoors in a while, have you? C’mon and take a look. I won’t bite,” Major said.
Major stepped away from the portal. Samuel looked at him and then back to Mara.
“Seriously. She’s as good as dead. You and I got unfinished business. Frankly, I don’t care what you do with her.”
Samuel nodded and walked toward the entrance to the cave as if he approached the edge of a city skyscraper roof. He felt the empty blackness before he reached the threshold.
Samuel remembered the military videos he had seen in his youth, the ones filmed in the American Southwest during atomic-bomb trials. This reminded him of that.
The cloud had lifted somewhat, which allowed a view of the landscape across the field, and all the way to the base of the mountain in the distance. Most of the trees lay on their sides, with gnarled root balls jutting from holes in the soil. The swaying wheat from the field lay flat like the massive crop circles that appeared in England. Even the mountain in the distance appeared bare, tired and lonely like a hunchbacked man waiting for death. Between the surface and the bottom of the cloud light hung, much like the light generated inside the cave. It gave Samuel enough to see the landscape, as if it were created with software for a child’s movie about fairy tales gone horribly wrong. 
The movement inside the dark cloud coalesced into silvery streaks of motion that resembled serpents. Samuel thought all those ancient myths about flying, feathered snakes now seemed a bit less foolish. Silent lightning bounced between spots in the cloud, while the air felt heavy and still at the surface. Samuel scanned as far as he could see, but detected no life. The wolves were hiding or already eaten by the cloud. The horde, along with Deva, did not show their faces if they even remained. Samuel regained a sliver of his sense of smell, although he wished he hadn’t. The dying world smelled and tasted like cold, wet cigarettes. As he stood, gazing upon a world that was never his, the cloud inched closer to them in a slow, methodical descent.
“The last phase. Seen it a few times, closer than I care to admit. Luckily we got you, so you and I can sell our front row seats to the shit-storm.”
Samuel turned and saw the spreading smile on Major’s face. He wanted nothing more than to pummel that look from his skull, but knew Major wouldn’t let that happen. He came back from the banishment in the portal, and he had knowledge about this that Samuel did not.
“What happens when the final curtain comes down?”
“Not really sure,” Major said. “Heard some stories in other localities, but it’s always hard to verify. Not like someone’s gonna get video of it on their phone, right?”
The reference to the ordinary made Samuel wince. He thought about the phone, the television, the car, and all of the other supremely boring everyday items in his life. He wanted nothing more than to feel normal again. It was not the extreme high points he missed while being abandoned in this place, but the little stuff. He wondered if he would ever have that chance again. He dreamed about standing on a frost-covered driveway in the bright sun of a February morning. He smiled when picturing the brilliant green of the lawn in the first few weeks of spring. He could almost taste the bitter jolt of a hot cup of French roast coffee.
“You with me, pardner?”
Samuel nodded.
“I’d love to stand here and watch the world die like they sang about in that Everclear song, but I don’t want to go down the drain.”
The pop-culture reference was another dagger in Samuel’s heart. He remembered how much he missed his music, even the free stuff from friends.
“I’ll hear you out.”
“Damn straight. Not like I’m giving you a choice. I’m being a gentleman.”
Samuel huffed at Major’s self-proclamation.
“We both know you can open the portal. We both know you can slip, with my help. We both know there ain’t much time left before the cloud sucks this place dry. But only one of us knows the girl’s gotta be left behind.”
“I can’t do that,” Samuel said.
“You’re going to have to, son. I ain’t never seen someone slip more than one other person, and I sure as hell ain’t getting left behind.”
“So you’d leave her here to die?”
“She’s already dead, brother. Don’t ya get it?”
Samuel shook his head. “What do you mean?” he asked.
“Where do you think you are? This ain’t Wyoming or Montana or some other heavenly wilderness.”
Mara moaned. Samuel looked at her and then back to Major.
Major sighed and walked to an outcrop of rock. He sat on it and put his head in his hands. The old man looked out of the cave and back at Samuel, shaking his head.
“I guess we ain’t getting where I thought we would.
“No,” Samuel said, as he stared at Major, his eyes as solid as the walls of the cavern. “We’re not. I’ve got another plan. I spoke with Deva.”
Major laughed, slapping his knee with one hand. “Deva? What the fuck is that? You talking to Aretha or Mariah out here?”
Samuel waited for Major’s snickers to die off before continuing. “I think he might control the horde.”
“Nobody controls the horde, son. Just because the storm is coming doesn’t mean I can claim I sent it.” Major stood and brushed the front of his overcoat. “I’d love to continue your education, but I seriously don’t give a rat’s ass about it. We need to slip from this place before it’s too late. If you can’t do that with me, I’m just as happy to go it alone.”
Major pulled a dagger from underneath his coat. In the other hand he held a tire iron. “They’re not Lord of the Rings–caliber weapons, but they’ll be enough to get the talisman from your dead body.”
“What if we try slipping three?” Samuel asked. He had to resolve the action he was about to take by exhausting all possibilities first.
“Cloud ain’t gonna wait for us to talk through this like a couple of grade-school girlies. Give me the talisman.”
Samuel looked down at the knife in his palm. He felt the familiar texture of the handle and the weight of it. He knew the blade was no match for the dagger in Major’s hand, but he had youth and fitness on his side.
“That’s not going to happen so I guess there isn’t much left to say,” Samuel said.
Major nodded and spread his feet shoulder-width apart. He crouched low, his beady eyes peering from beneath the edge of his headband. Major held the dagger in front of his face while the tire iron dangled from his other hand.
Samuel gripped Scout in his hand and took a step toward Major. He looked at the old man’s face and waited, giving one last pause. Samuel had not been in many fistfights as a kid, but he could never forget the concoction of fear, anxiety and adrenaline that surged through his veins before one started. He felt his tongue stiffen in a dry mouth, and the muscles in both his arms twitched. When Major shook his head, Samuel knew the time for negotiations had ended.
Major swung the dagger in a lazy arc, cutting the air with the sharpened blade. He brought it back and forth, carving a safe space between him and Samuel. The tire iron waited, the cold metal knowing the time for bashing would come soon enough. Samuel stepped closer, keeping his blade upright in a defensive block, although he thought one full swing from Major’s dagger would break his own blade. He bent down to pick up a rock in his left hand.
“You’re desperate, boy. Last chance.”
Samuel ignored Major’s words and swung hard with his fist closed around the knife. Major stepped back to dodge it and came around with a kick to Samuel’s knee. The blow from his boot made him wince. Major watched as he dropped the rock to grab the damaged ligaments. When Samuel squatted, Major came across his shoulder with the tire iron. Samuel fell sideways, and his head crashed into the powdery dirt of the cavern floor. The tire iron felt like it had cut a burning hole in his shoulder, which helped to distract him from the pain in his leg.
Major stepped back and waited. Samuel writhed on the ground as Major waited for him to stand. When he did, Major brought the tire iron into Samuel’s midsection, where it struck his ribs. They both heard the bones crack before Samuel felt the searing pain. Samuel doubled over and dropped Scout on the ground.
Major stood and straightened his back. He glanced at the entrance to the cave, looked at Mara’s still body, and then at the back of Samuel’s head, now curling in toward his knees as he lay in a fetal position on the ground.
“There ain’t much time left. If you don’t slip us now, I’m going to kill you and take my chances flying solo.”
Samuel lifted his head. He looked at Major’s eyes through a wall of silent tears but did not respond.
“So be it,” Major said.
He brought the tire iron up above his head, lining up the back of Samuel’s skull. As he held it aloft, Samuel flipped over and threw the rock into Major’s groin. The old man let out a muffled cry as the chunk of limestone collided with his most sensitive area, causing him to drop his arm but not the tire iron. Major staggered backward as the blow stole all of the breath from his lungs. He turned sideways to spew what little remained inside his stomach.
Samuel recognized the lull as his last opportunity to survive the fight. He pushed himself up into a hunched position, willing his injured leg to withstand the weight of his body. He drew his good knee back and drove it upward into Major’s abdomen. The old man didn’t see it coming because he was puking. Major fell backward into the dirt, as did Samuel when his leg gave out under the strain. Samuel crawled closer and spotted Scout in the dirt. His fingers clenched the handle of the blade. Samuel aimed the point at the back of Major’s right leg. He reached forward and sliced across the back of Major’s boot, just above his heel, severing the Achilles tendon. Major screamed and dropped his weapons as his hands went toward the wound.
Feeling on somewhat more equal footing, Samuel rolled backward to avoid Major’s random flailing weapons. He pulled himself into a sitting position and tried to breathe through the fissures in his ribs. He thought about the countless stories he heard about hand-to-hand combat where a broken rib punctured a lung and the combatant drowned in his own blood. Samuel rubbed his hand along his side, hoping the pointy bones were not poised to do the same to him.
Major could not hold back his cries. He blinked, determined not to let the pain overtake him and force unconsciousness. The thudding force in his abdomen caused several more dry heaves, while the burning pain above his heel made it difficult to even roll over. Major reached for his dagger and brought it to his chest while forcing himself over onto his back. He used his palms to push up into a sitting position, with the cave wall supporting his back.
Samuel rose to his knees and then to his feet as his injured leg threatened to send him crashing into the floor. He held Scout in his hand and locked eyes with Major.
“I guess this is how it’s going to end for you,” he said to the old man.
Major shook his head. “The girl. I think she may have stopped breathing.”
Samuel looked over his shoulder at Mara. He had a hard time making out her form as the cloud descended even farther, the blackness spilling inside the cave like slow-moving, black ooze.
“Look. Her chest isn’t moving.”
Samuel shook his head and screamed. The cry of frustration filled the cavern and reverberated throughout the passages. He looked at Major and then turned to check on Mara.
The sudden jolt of pain delivered to the back of Samuel’s head knocked him to the ground. Before his body crashed into the stone, he regretted turning his back on a wounded animal.
Major crawled toward him after placing a lucky throw at the base of Samuel’s neck. Samuel saw dashing lights sparkling in his vision, while his stomach prepared an ejection that would be arriving soon. He tasted the bitter limestone in his throat and blinked it from his eyes. He could see Mara’s feet and he giggled, thinking of the witch’s feet extending from underneath the house in The Wizard of Oz. The movie scene overlaid his perception in the cave as the rock to the back of his head scrambled reality. He dug his nails into the dirt and pulled his body toward Mara. Sounds swirled in his head as he thought he heard music coming from the reversion outside. Guitar riffs traveled on the floaters in his vision as his senses, which had been dulled for so long inside this locality, came alive. He shook his head and spat a glob of saliva into the dirt, where it sat before being absorbed by the dryness of the powder.
Get up, Samuel. Get up now, or Major is going to finish you off and leave this locality over two dead bodies. Get up.
He heard the voice in his head as loud as if it were being yelled into his ears. It sounded like everyone and no one at the same time. The voice felt familiar but other-worldly. He managed to turn his body over and blink as his double vision registered two men crawling toward him on their knees, each holding a dagger in his right hand.
Major staggered and stood, using the tire iron as a makeshift crutch. He slumped to one side like a shanty amidst urban decay. He raised the dagger, deciding to use the force of gravity to drive it through Samuel’s chest.
“We are running out of time, my boy. And I don’t think I’ve got another lucky throw in this tired arm.”
Samuel blinked as the blow to his head turned from disorienting to painful. He tasted more dirt in his mouth and hoped to spare a few more seconds until the ringing in his ears subsided enough for him to think.
“You got a hell of an arm,” Samuel said, his words slurred.
Major winced and recalibrated his stand. The tire iron was not long enough to provide the support he needed for his severed tendon. Samuel watched the man’s eyes and knew the pain was dulling his appetite for conversation.
“It’s too bad you weren’t interested in having me as a travel partner. Think we coulda had some times,” Major said.
Samuel watched as the dagger came up higher. Major bent his knees like a swimmer on the block, waiting for the sound of the starter pistol. Samuel gripped Scout in his right hand, where cold sweat gathered along with the adrenaline.
Major leapt forward and brought the dagger down. He landed on top of Samuel, their eyes meeting. Their bodies remained motionless like lovers in an embrace. Neither spoke. Major’s mouth opened, but blood flowed from it instead of words. Samuel looked to his right where Major’s dagger stuck in the hard ground of the cave. He felt the warm trickle surrounding the hand that held Scout firmly lodged in Major’s chest. Samuel shifted his weight to the left and rolled, pushing Major’s body off his own. He left Scout inside Major, no longer feeling it served any purpose for him. The old man blinked, his hand resting on the hilt of the knife.
“I tried. I really tried. If you had just stayed there.”
Major coughed, spurting blood over his lips and down his chin. He let out a low cackle and shook his head back and forth. “Let yer conscience go, son. This is how I was going out, not banished to another locality like some surly teenager sent to his room.” Another wracking cough made Major stop. His ragged breathing reduced his speech to mere whispers.
“I’ve gotta check on Mara,” Samuel said, running a hand through his hair. When he looked back at Major, the man’s eyes remained open in the long, glassy stare of the dead.
Samuel pushed away. His injured leg felt like a thousand pounds, and he continued to fight through double vision. Major’s words echoed in his head, forcing Samuel to think of his own childhood and all of the expectations he could never fulfill. He began to cry, a few tears at first, until he sobbed. The reversion continued to creep into the cave, unaware of his tender, emotional state.
“Goddammit,” he said to nobody in particular.
Samuel knelt and looked back at Major. The man’s corpse remained unchanged, his right hand wrapped around the handle of the blade that had stolen his life essence. Samuel looked over to Mara and couldn’t tell if her chest was moving.
He felt the air pressure inside the cave change. The billowing cloud that had roiled overhead when he first arrived in the cursed forest had descended to nibble on the tips of the trees. He remembered it eating the light from the sky as it moved west to east. Samuel tried to calculate the number of days he spent in this locality, but he came up with nothing but a head-shaking guess, as if he were cataloging the events of a distant dream. Now, the cloud blotted out the entrance to the cave in a swirling mass of dark matter. It looked like a heavy, black velour curtain hung behind the walls, sealing the intestines of the mountain off from the carnage brought by the reversion.
A constant humming came through the stone. It drew an energy through Samuel that reverberated in his ears. It felt almost electrical, as if a microphone started to feedback through a mismanaged speaker system. His other senses began to awaken as well. Samuel could smell the dank limestone mixed with the scent of human blood. He felt the sticky dampness on the back of his head, and licked the coppery blood from a gash on his hand. His injuries came alive, each demanding attention from his brain, which continued to function through the head trauma. He was not sure why the reversion would provide a final burst of brain activity as it extinguished what remained. Samuel pictured a video from a science class in middle school. He could see the crude animation representing a supernova. The star swelled, and the intensity of its glare brightened beyond its capacity to sustain the millions of molecular activities taking place in its core. Samuel remembered how the dying star bathed the surrounding void of space with brilliant light before it contracted upon itself. He shuddered at the thought of the implosion that would eventually create a black hole, a negative energy so strong that not even light would escape its grasp. Whether or not he believed he could escape, Samuel chuckled at the thought of the reversion sweeping through this world, turning it into a real black hole.
He shook his head and shuffled toward Mara. Samuel did not think she had moved since he fought with Major. He knelt down at her feet, collapsing to his knees. The vibrations coming through the cave walls intensified and began to pressurize his ears. He opened his mouth wide and held his nose while exhaling, trying to release the pressure as if he were on a commercial airliner.
“Samuel?”
He flinched and looked up from the ground. Mara’s eyes fluttered in the dying light. Samuel reached for her hand.
“Hold me,” she said.
***
Samuel waited longer than was necessary. Mara gasped, inhaling the air as if it were full of thorny barbs. He glanced back at Major’s body before smiling at her.
“He attacked me. Threatened to kill me and find the talisman on my body.”
She nodded. “He’s gone?” she asked.
Now it was Samuel’s turn to nod.
“The cloud? The reversion?”
“Clamping down.”
Samuel told Mara about how the reversion threatened to consume the mountain and cave the way it had everything else.
“What now?” she asked.
Samuel paused and drew a deep breath.
“I opened that portal for Major. Not sure how, but it opened, and I know I could get us in it.”
Mara shook her head. He could see the pain in her eyes and the struggle it took for her to move even that much.
“Not me, Samuel. I won’t be going.”
“Don’t say that. Who knows what could happen to the wounds you suffered in this locality, at the hands of this reversion? They could disappear entirely.”
She shook her head again, raising her right hand to let her fingers trail down the side of Samuel’s cheek. He looked into her face and accepted the situation.
“So you lie here and die? Is that the plan?”
“At least one more time,” she said. When Samuel began to ask her what she meant, she placed a finger over his mouth. “There isn’t enough time for me to give you what you want. But there are some things we need to finish.”
Samuel nodded. He slipped a hand into his pocket, his mind already wondering which of the items he carried was the talisman. His ticket out of one dying world and into another.
“I’m on my own cycle. Ours happened to overlap, but they’re distinct.”
Samuel nodded, watching the strain the conversation had on Mara’s strength. “You’ve been here before,” he said.
“I have,” she said, her eyes scanning the cavern.
“And the others?” Samuel asked. He looked over his shoulder. “Him? Kole?”
“Sometimes. Not always,” she said.
Samuel nodded again, waiting.
The darkness from the reversion crept closer to where they sat in the recess of the main cavern. The shapeless and soundless monster oozed through the entrance, taking gulps of stone and stalagmites. They watched it spread across the floor like twilight seen from space. The air inside the cave became still, suffocating. The cloud dissipated the water and stole the ambient light from within.
“When I was a little girl, I loved sitting on my dad’s lap. We’d watch television or sometimes read a book. It didn’t matter. What I remember is that feeling of being safe, secure, loved. I would curl up on his chest and the rest of the world would melt away. It wasn’t long before pre-adolescence ended that feeling forever. But I lived to recapture it, and at times, I did. It might be a fleeting look of a lover or the comfort of a blanket on a frigid winter’s night, but I collected those.”
Samuel waited, feeling as though none of the words Mara used could be wasted.
“Whether you’re the giver or the recipient of those moments, you must find them too, Samuel. I need you to live wholeheartedly. I want you to promise me that no matter what happens, you’ll seek those out, relish them and give others the opportunity to do so as well. You are worthy of your existence. What you bring to the world matters. And that light cannot be snuffed by a cave, or a cloud, or a reversion.”
Samuel laughed with Mara. “Don’t forget the undead hordes.”
It was her turn to smile.
“You and I have something unfinished,” Mara said. “I need you to know it’s not pleasant for either of us, but it must happen before the reversion in this place ends.”
“Anything,” he said. “I’ll do anything for you after all of the pain I’ve caused.”
She shook her head. “You were not the cause of my pain. You helped define my path, that’s all.”
“Euphemisms,” he said.
“Truth,” she said.
Samuel shivered. The spreading gloom crawled up the walls like the animated shadows of an old horror film. He saw tendrils of black spreading across the face of the limestone while more of the physical space fell into the spreading void.
“Tell me what must be done.”
“First, help me sit.”
Samuel maneuvered behind Mara. He slid his hands underneath her arms and pulled her up until she was able to rest her back against the cave wall. Samuel heard her whimper as the movement agitated her wounds. He waited while she drew deep breaths.
“Do you remember our time in the coffee shop? In the dream?”
Samuel grinned. He pictured her dolled up in maroon-red lipstick and hip-hugging, black denim stretched across all of the right places.
“Yes.”
“Good. I wish I could say we’re going back there, but we’re not. But we have to do the same thing to go somewhere else, a place you’ll find painful.”
Samuel looked at the black fingers silently scratching their way down the wall.
“It will wait until we’re finished,” she said, following his gaze.
“What should I do?” he asked.
“Nothing. Let me lead. Once we’re there, you’ll know what to do.”
“Where are we going?”
“I can’t answer all of your questions, Samuel. You’ll need to trust me. Can you trust me?”
“Yes,” he said, nodding. “But I’m coming back alone, aren’t I?”
Mara smiled. “Take my hand and don’t let go.”
Samuel maneuvered his hand into hers. He felt her cold, clammy skin, and he shuddered, imagining what it would feel like in the near future. Mara’s skin looked translucent, as if her very essence was fading with the approach of the reversion. Her hair looked greasy and thin, and her eyes were sunk deep into their sockets.
“I’m going to close my eyes and when I do, you should, too. We’ll be somewhere different, and yet we’ll still be here. I can’t explain.”
He squeezed her hand.
“Are you ready?” she asked.
“Mara,” he said, “I hope the crossing of our paths helps you. I hope you get peace.”
“We all deserve peace,” she said.
Mara closed her eyes and Samuel followed her lead. He felt the ground sway, and the electrical thrumming returned to his feet and shot through his legs to his torso. Samuel heard a brush of air move across his skin. The breeze felt different than the air in the cavern. Mara’s hand pulsed in his, a quick jolt to let him know she was still there. Samuel arrived in his not-so-distant past.
***
“C’mon, Sammy. ‘Tis the season.”
He looked into his friend’s face, red and swollen from Christmas cheer in the form of whiskey bottles and wine carafes.
“I can’t, man. I have to get home. Kim’s going to be worried sick.”
John held up one finger while the other hand came close to letting the aged whiskey jump the lip on his glass and land on the expensive Berber carpet in the boss’s living room. The chilly Detroit December made it even more difficult to leave the party. Samuel looked around the room and chuckled. A few of his coworkers were making obscene gestures with ornaments they grabbed from the tree while the shy ladies of the office sat on a couch, sipping mint schnapps stirred with candy canes. The aroma of ginger and chocolate floated by on the notes of John Lennon’s famous Christmas melody. Samuel had lost sight of the boss, who was upstairs going over the sales figure of his administrative assistant.
“Check it,” Johnny said. He held a black, plastic object in one hand.
“One of the new smartphones. No more shitty signals for me. Got the full voice and data plan.”
“That’s sweet. How’s coverage?” Samuel asked, slipping into the tech talk that came so naturally to him.
“Everywhere. Try it out. Call Kim and let her know you’re fine.”
“I gotta go.”
Johnny rolled his eyes. “Dude, just call her and get yourself another whiskey sour.”
Johnny handed Samuel the phone and began picking his way through the people hovering near the natural-gas fireplace. Samuel made more small talk with the group before pushing toward the den, where the hired bartender stood with a gaping yawn. He dialed his number, and the digits on the LCD display made Samuel squint at the device.
One ring.
Two rings.
Three rings.
“Hello?”
The voice came through the pinhole on the earpiece.
“Hey, hon.”
“Sam. What time is it?”
He looked down at his watch with the company logo crested in the middle of the face.
“Early evening, I think.” As soon as he said it, Samuel cringed, knowing he should have been more precise to prove his sobriety.
“Everything okay?” Kim asked.
“Yeah, fine. Johnny gave me his new smartphone to call you. It’s one of those—”
“Sam,” Kim said, cutting off his excitement about the newest gadget he would have to own. “You’re leaving now, I assume.”
“Sorry. Listen, I’m going to hang here with the guys, telling office jokes and making fun of each other’s nine irons. Gonna be a bit later.” The pause forced Samuel to look at the phone’s touch-screen display to make sure it had did not dropped the call. “Kim?”
“Get a cab,” she said.
“Honey, I’m fine. I’ve already started on the black coffee,” Samuel said, looking at the whiskey in his opposite hand.
“Samuel,” she said with a tone that made his heart ache.
“Really, I’m fine. Keep the back porch light on.”
He heard the rustling of the comforter on the other end. Samuel could see her dark hair spread across the black, flannel sheets they put on the bed for winter. He could smell the conditioner in her hair, which would have been blown dry and brushed. Samuel could almost feel the smoothness of her skin from a leg shave in the tub and moisturizing bath salts. He felt his mouth go dry, seeing his wife’s naked body buried beneath the mounds of bedding like a gift, waiting for his arrival.
“Please be careful.”
Samuel took a deep breath and nodded until he remembered Kim was not in the room.
“I will. And Kim?”
“Yes?”
He looked around the room at several people within earshot and reconsidered what he was about to say.
“Nothing. Love you. See you later tonight.”
“Okay, Sam.”
A click followed, and Samuel handed the sleek phone back to his friend.
“We all good?” Johnny asked.
“All good,” Samuel said.
They sat at the table in the dining room, where the boss reappeared. His administrative assistant sat on the couch with the other ladies of the office, her hair wispy and her lipstick in need of some touch up.
“Cards, anyone?”
“It’s a Christmas party, boss. We can’t play poker,” Johnny said.
“Holiday party,” his boss said. “The wife and kids are gone for the weekend. This is anything I want it to be.”
Samuel looked over his shoulder at the ladies gathered on the couch, and then at the men around the table.
“Who’s dealing?” Samuel asked.
The poker game played out as most do. A forgetful carousel of laughter, dick jokes and evaluations of female anatomy. The ladies on the couch left to return home to their balding husbands, who would lay a paunch on their stomachs for the two minutes it would take to finish the job. A few observers stood behind the table, pretending to be amused by the entertainment only gamblers can enjoy.
Samuel looked at his stack of chips and shook his head. He had cashed in twice, and there were no bills left in his wallet. Johnny saw him look and flashed Andrew Jackson at him from under the table. Samuel shook his head, even though he found the offer to borrow money for more chips tempting.
“I’ve only got one or two more hands in me, fellas.”
“Keep your desk next to Fagboy Davidson and you’ll have more than one or two hands in you, if you know what I’m saying.”
Samuel laughed at the vulgar homophobia. He knew it was offensive, but it was also funny. Davidson was still in the closet, although some might say he had one foot sticking out, and it wore a red pump.
“It’s already dark, and Kim’s going to want me to fix the leaky faucet before I go to bed tonight.”
“You fucking family men,” Johnny said. “You’re always getting told what to do by the ball and chain.”
The table roared with laughter, and Samuel waved them off, feeling the Catholic guilt his parents used to raise him.
“One more for me, then I’m done,” he said.
“That’s what she said,” came from another seat at the table, which pitched the group into more laughter.
“Then you’ll need this to help it down.”
Johnny poured the whiskey from the bottle directly into Samuel’s glass. He slammed it down on the table and slapped Samuel on the back.
“To Sammy and his family. May he find an easy way to get his wife to consent to a three-way and bring some fun into his boring, suburban life.”
Samuel smiled and raised his glass while the other poker players clinked theirs, throwing their chins skyward to help ease the liquid down their throats.
The hand finished with Samuel losing again. He over-bet the last round in hopes of losing and not cashing out his chips. The self-sabotage worked in his favor, allowing him to rise from the table with an empty whiskey glass as well as an empty wallet.
“Fellas,” he said with an exaggerated bow. “Unfortunately, I will see all of you assholes at the office on Monday.”
Another round of laughter filled the room.
“Boss,” he said, raising a hand in the air, “you do have the best office parties. I’ll give you that.”
With a few more salutations and even more good-natured insults, Samuel searched through the coatrack until he found his black leather. He pushed a curtain aside and looked out at the new round of snow covering his car, making it look like a lump in a bowl of poorly mashed potatoes. Samuel fished through his pockets until he felt his car keys and fisted them in one hand. With a final glance, he looked back at the table to wave, but the poker game had already moved on after his departure. Samuel opened the door and stepped into the chilly, swirling snow. He pulled the collar of his coat tight around his neck and trudged to the driver’s side door.
Samuel’s fingers lumbered around the keyhole, becoming numb in the process. He cursed at the cold air gnawing at him and then swore at the battery in his keys, which were no longer able to open the locks with the magic of infrared rays. He used the tip of the key to scrape the ice crystals from the lock and managed to push it inside. The tumbler surrendered with a click. Samuel shoved his frozen fingers underneath the handle and lifted, dispensing the foggy haze from the dome light into the frigid air. He sighed, blowing plumes of mist before pouring himself into the driver’s seat. Samuel shut the door and leaned back on the headrest. The world ramped up on a conveyor belt that started turning everything in a clockwise motion. He opened his eyes and focused on the steering wheel until the car stopped spinning.
“The cold air,” he said.
Samuel placed the key in the ignition, and the car turned over, coughing and wheezing with mechanical influenza. The radio came alive, and he thrust a finger at the presets. Some nameless vanilla hard-rock song came on, which made Samuel’s churning stomach even worse. He punched the power button with his right hand while hitting the power window button with his left. The subzero air poured into the car. Samuel felt it burn his lungs before putting the window back up.
He gunned the gas pedal several times and released the parking brake. Samuel thought of Kim, but their conversation was an ink blot, dark and formless. He decided she would want him home on a night like this, where he could spoon with her, both of them staying warm. That thought brought a smile to his face.
I can do this. Been drinking coffee all night long.
“You fucking dog,” he said to the empty car. “You have, but you’ve been dropping whiskey with it.”
Samuel laughed at his own dishonesty before putting the car into drive. He had already pulled from the curb before he realized he hadn’t cleared the snow. The hard, white precipitation covered his windows and protected him from the reality on the other side. Samuel put the windshield wipers into motion. The motor hummed and then rattled, but the wipers remained buried in the snow piled at the base of the windshield.
“Dammit.”
He reached under the seat for his trusty ice scraper and came up with the broken bottom half of it. Samuel tossed it into the back seat and opened the door. The wind tore at his face and whipped his hair into maniacal formations. Samuel pulled his coat sleeve over his hand and used his arm to clear as much of the snow from the windshield as possible. With a round porthole cleared, he stepped back into the car and set the defrost fan to the high setting.
Samuel’s bladder decided he did not have time to wait for the defroster to clear the window. Departure, and urination, was imminent. He bent low and craned his neck to look through the hole he had scraped. It wasn’t much, but Samuel thought he could navigate the car for the ten-minute drive to his house. He would stay under the limit, and he would stay alive.
Samuel navigated by alternately sticking his head outside the driver’s side window and then looking through the porthole, which allowed him to stay on the road. He successfully avoided parked cars, sidewalks, and garbage cans awaiting pickup.
The first car passed with its horn blaring and then fading into the distance like a locomotive in an old western film. He thought he may have heard the driver yelling, but he couldn’t be sure. Samuel pulled the vehicle hard to the right, assuming he had drifted into the oncoming lane.
“Couple more turns and I’m home,” he said to no one.
He followed the plows and salt trucks through Detroit’s wealthier suburbs as they made their rounds, the last ones before the shift change and a watery cup of warm coffee back at the garage. Samuel concentrated on the blinking lights while the salt pummeled the front end of his car like a localized hailstorm. When the truck turned right toward city hall and the truck garage behind it, Samuel remained on the road. He looked into his rearview mirror and saw black, the narrow secondary streets not equipped with the streetlights like the main thoroughfares. The cold and the darkness closed in, and Samuel felt the need to leave his window all the way down. The bitter, winter air seeped in like a shot of insulin to a diabetic in shock. He sat up straight and blinked. Samuel looked at the street sign and then recalibrated his bearings, figuring he was only three or four miles from his house. In one more mile, he would take a right onto Route 24 for the one-mile stretch that would dump him at the foot of the development. The snow relented, but the chill did not.
As Samuel turned onto the local highway, he saw headlights approaching, the first since he left the party. He glanced down at the gauges and felt for the seatbelt strap, hoping to avoid getting pulled over and then having a seatbelt fine on top of it.
In an instant, the headlights doubled from two to four. He saw the first set snap out into his lane and then wink as the car slid sideways, fishtailing on the slick roadway. The driver regained control and pulled the vehicle back into his own lane. But it sent the second set of headlights into a spin of its own and into a collision course with his car. Samuel became so enamored with the scene, he didn’t notice he let his vehicle drift.
Samuel’s vehicle struck the oncoming car, creating an impact that crumpled the other car’s hood, sending it into an upside-down V, like a cheap accordion. He felt the brunt of the impact, which threw him toward the passenger side and then the seatbelt snapped him back. He felt his car spin and strike three more times, unsure what he was hitting. The sound of crunching metal made him wince. All he wanted was for the car to stop moving, even if it meant slamming straight into a tractor-trailer. Samuel waited and waited, the seconds feeling like lifetimes. When it finally stopped, he was facing the opposite direction on the highway, his passenger side door stuck to the guardrail.
The silence lasted for a few seconds. His ears rang and the adrenaline spiked his bloodstream. Samuel felt the warm, sticky blood flowing into his left ear, and he winced. He did a mental check and realized he was alive and without serious injury. The euphoria of that revelation lasted until he looked out the other side of the car at the discarded mess of steel balled up next to the opposite guardrail.
Samuel climbed from his car and limped over the frozen roadway toward the other vehicle. He thought he remembered two sets of headlights, but either that vehicle fled or the whiskey had created the extra set of lights. He smelled gasoline and burning rubber, while drops of sizzling liquid pooled in the roadside ice. He looked both ways and saw nothing but the dead of winter. Somewhere beyond his vision, a distant siren blared.
A groan from inside the mangled metal brought his attention back. Samuel approached, unsure where the front of the vehicle could be. He saw twisted steel, dark plastic and scraps of humanity thrown together inside the death cage. He walked toward the car and stepped over a hockey stick, followed by a book. The closer he came, the more personal belongings he stepped over.
The car’s dinging door alarm was on but struggling to maintain sound, as if it was covered in thick foam. Samuel saw the steering wheel contorted like a pretzel as he looked inside the gaping wound where the windshield used to be. He saw the small, delicate frame of a young woman, the seatbelt tight against her throat. Jet-black hair covered her face. Samuel shoved his face inside and heard the ragged, desperate sound of her lungs. He looked at her painted fingernails wrapped around the steering wheel. The smell of exhaust mingled with blood made him queasy.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
As soon as he spoke the words, he felt like a fool. He could not bear to ask the question he really wanted to ask.
“I’ll get help.”
He spun and remembered the Italian restaurant fifty yards up the highway. It was probably getting close to closing time, but an old phone booth stuck out near the guardrail like a beacon of hope. Samuel had just spun toward it when he felt the warm, weak grip on his hand. He jumped and let out a muffled cry.
The driver’s hand held his. He could feel her erratic pulse, see shallow breathing, but he could not move. The grip squeezed his hand as if to say all was forgiven, accidents happen. Samuel felt the encompassing love, and he knelt low to see inside the remains of the car. He used his free hand to reach in and gently push the hair away from Mara’s face.
***
The memory advanced like a fluttering reel of film until Samuel sat at a glass pane, holding a corded phone to his ear.
 
Kim came into the visitation room and looked at him. She had not been able to apply her morning make-up over red, puffy eyes. Her face resembled the photograph hanging above the dresser, the one of her and Samuel in college. She loved that picture and the wispy memories of youth it represented. They both remembered the night that photograph was taken and always joked that Kim’s hold on her car keys was as strong as the one she had on Samuel’s heart.
“Kim, I thought I was fine.”
“There’s no point. After what we’ve been through, after what you’ve been through, I can’t . . .” Kim trailed off, fumbling through the conversation.
“I’m so sorry. I’m going to make this right,” he said.
Kim sat, her bottom lip trembling.
“The kids?”
“My mother’s,” she said.
“Now what?”
“Now you figure out how you’re going to live with this, Samuel. Now you have to ask God, or whatever demonic force that commands you, for forgiveness and hope he doesn’t strike you down.”
“What should I do about—”
“I don’t give a fuck, Samuel. You do whatever it is you need to do.”
He could hear the pain in her voice.
“I’ll deal with it.”
Kim laughed. “I’m sure you will.”
***
Samuel opened his eyes, returning to the cave where Mara lay at the mercy of the reversion.
“I’m so sorry.”
Mara squeezed Samuel’s hand just as she had on that cold night. She smiled, and the worry lines in her face loosened.
“I can’t believe that all this time you, you knew that . . .” Samuel shook his head, tears clouding his vision. “I’m the reason you’re here, stuck in this prison.”
“Come closer,” Mara whispered. Her eyes closed, and the life drained from her voice.
Samuel moved closer and bent down, taking her hand in both of his.
“I let you see what I thought you needed to see while you were here.”
He nodded, setting at least some of his guilt free. “Mara, I . . . I can’t believe I did that to you, and—”
She squeezed his hand again and shook her head as much as possible. “Life did that to me, not you.”
Samuel started to speak but Mara squeezed his hand, stopping him.
“There isn’t much time. Please listen,” she said.
Samuel dropped his head and waited for her to continue.
“I didn’t see your face at the scene. I passed before you came over to the wreck. But when you arrived in this place, I argued with Kole.”
A memory sparked in Samuel’s head. He remembered seeing the disagreement at a distance.
“We didn’t so much argue about you, although he claimed you were someone from his past. I guess you could have passed through both of our lives, but I don’t really know. I told him you were here for me, for him, for all of us. I explained you had a purpose and a mission to release us from this.”
“But he didn’t agree. Major didn’t agree either, did he?” Samuel asked.
She shook her head.
“They could have been here for other reasons,” she said, a wet cough thundering through her chest. “But I knew why you were here and what that meant for me.”
“What does it mean for me?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I wish I could say, but I can’t. You’ll have to figure that out.”
Samuel looked up. Their bodies appeared to float in pure darkness. The reversion had begun to peck at their feet. Samuel could feel the power trying to dissolve the molecules in his body. The cave and the rest of the dead locality attached to it were gone, swallowed and consumed by the inevitable force of the reversion.
“How? When? Where?”
Mara let the single-word questions hang in the air without attempting to answer any of them.
“If you can figure out why you’re here, the answers to those questions might show themselves to you.”
“Do you know why you’re here?” he asked.
Mara nodded. “Yes.” It was all she said.
Mara’s eyelids fluttered, and Samuel felt her breath hitch in her chest. He wiped her forehead with the back of his hand and felt the cool, clammy touch of death descending upon her, challenging the reversion for the last spark of life left.
“This is my time,” Mara said.
Samuel closed his eyes and felt the oppressive force of nothingness closing in on him.
“How will I know? How will I know how I got here and what to do about it?”
Mara opened her eyes and looked at Samuel for the last time. He saw the forgiveness and sadness inside, the emotional turmoil simmering in the deep recesses. She bit her lip and spoke again, her words barely audible this time.
“I will show you.”
***
Samuel saw the inky blackness, like oil-slicked surf, the silent waves pulsing over her body. He felt weightless as the power of the reversion disassembled the atoms left in the locality. He screamed in helpless futility as he watched the darkness creep over Mara. It slid over her foot, and when it retreated it left nothing but empty blackness behind. He watched as the forces nibbled and bit at her essence like fish feeding on a floating corpse.
He knew whatever was happening to her physical body was a different experience than what was happening to her spirit. Samuel smiled, seeing Mara’s angelic face from the coffee shop in his mind’s eye, rather than the pasty, sickly face of her lying in the cold dirt of the cave and waiting for death.
Samuel watched as the last remnants of Mara’s body disappeared beneath the relentless pursuit of the reversion. With her body gone, he became a drifting ship amidst a horrific ocean of darkness and silence. The reversion began the same process on him, albeit at a much slower pace. He reached down to touch his knee and became queasy, uncertain of his bearings and feeling, like an astronaut tumbling through deep space, carried into oblivion without the slightest friction to stop it. He closed his eyes and opened them to try to stabilize his mind, but the attempt failed. Samuel opened his mouth to scream when a voice entered his head. He knew it was Mara before she even spoke.
I must show you what you can no longer access from your own memory. If I don’t do it now, the reversion will claim you forever.
Samuel cried, ready to follow her, ready to do anything to escape the fate perched on the threshold of his humanity.
Your final moments, those inaccessible to you since you arrived here. Those moments will enlighten you, provide answers to questions you have not asked. They will also explain your presence here, and once you have that knowledge, you will know what you must do.
“What if I don’t?” he asked.
All you can do is trust in what I have to share.
Samuel felt Mara’s essence dissipate. The energy in his body shifted, and he felt his mind snap back into the physical realm. The blackness of the reversion retreated until the fuzzy hole of a dream reality filled the middle, like viewing it through a telescope. The blackness surrounding the edges of his vision reminded Samuel this was something for him to witness, but the reversion still held him in its clutches. 
The objects swam through his vision until they began to settle and form within the frame. A burning knowledge began in his stomach, and the pain blossomed outward as the scene materialized. When the objects stopped and the lens on the vision focused, Samuel cried. He remembered the scene, he remembered the cast, and even though the pain tore through his psyche, he also remembered his lines. Samuel was not sure he could manage to sit through the clip until he felt the inner strength of Mara, speaking to him.
You must. And from your suffering will come your salvation.
***
Samuel slid the triskele from underneath the thin mattress that smelled of piss and disinfectant. He smiled and held the item in his hand, pleased to have been able to smuggle the talisman into his cell without hiding it within one of his body’s orifices.
The cinder-block wall stared at him from all angles, disguising up from down and inside from out. The stainless-steel sink sat next to the basin that functioned as a toilet. Both fixtures faced the bars of the open cell and anyone that happened to be walking the corridor of his ward. A black marker sat in the corner of the room, while a simple calendar hung from the wall above it. The air inside the prison hung as if it too was sentenced to a life of pure, dead boredom.
“I’m cold,” Samuel yelled.
He shuffled to the front of the cell and looked out. Samuel saw nobody.
“I need a fucking blanket.”
The sound of scraping metal preceded the methodical tapping of boots on the polished floor.
“’Bout time.”
Samuel stepped back and waited as the guard approached with a thin blanket folded down to the size of a postcard. He looked at Samuel and sniffed, turning his nose up at the stench.
“Flush the damn toilet, you animal.”
The guard tossed the blanket through the bars. It landed at Samuel’s feet. He bent down and picked up the linen. Samuel listened as the boots clicked their way back to the front desk, sealed off with the massive, steel door shrieking into place.
Samuel unfolded the sheet masquerading as a blanket and did the mental calculations in his head. He looked up at the heating duct burrowing through the cinder-block walls and hoped the sheet was long enough. He took the thin, felt slippers from his feet and knotted the end of the sheet around both until the ball of cloth outweighed the rest of the fabric. He looked up at the three-inch gap between the ductwork and the ceiling, and then visually measured the ball in his hand.
He walked toward the sink and splashed his face with water. The pungent stench of chlorine invaded his mouth, and Samuel remembered the inmates telling him to never drink the water from the sink inside the cell. Samuel laughed at that advice and its absurdity in his current situation. He looked at the calendar and the mangled photo tucked under the corner. It would not matter for Samuel. He would never see his family again.
He punched the wall and felt the skin on his knuckles pull back until the warm blood flowed over them. Samuel punched the cinder block again until the bones in his hand succumbed to the power of the cement.
The lights in the corridor buzzed. Samuel looked up to see the overhead fluorescent bulbs wink and extinguish as the electricity retreated from the wires. Several wire-encased sconces flickered to life where they were mounted between cells. The curfew buzzer sounded, followed by a sighing symphony of incarcerated souls. Samuel did not feel tired, but then again, he lost track of day and night long ago. He slept when the lights went out and woke when they came back to life.
Samuel waited for his eyes to adjust, staring at the battered photograph. He kissed two fingers on his right hand and touched them to Kim’s face. Samuel would give anything to be standing in that frame, his hand on her back as they smiled at the optimistic future awaiting them. He sat on the edge of the bunk and put his face in his hands.
There could be an appeal.
He swore at himself as soon as the thought appeared. His attorney had taken him through those permutations, and an appeal was as likely as the guard opening the door and setting him free.
Then stop stalling and get to it, you fucking coward.
Samuel stood and nodded his head, shaking the last bit of doubt from it. He took the end of the sheet containing the slippers and balled it in his right hand. Samuel stepped back and lobbed the sheet toward the duct. The first two tries bounced off the wall and fell back to him. The third toss landed on top before sliding across it and out the other side. Samuel stopped, hoping the guards would not have heard it strike the duct.
It’ll never hold you.
He cursed the voice trying to keep him from ending the pain once and for all.
“Got steel straps tied into the block to reinforce the duct. It’ll hold.”
He winced at the sound of his voice. It sounded foreign to his ears.
Samuel pulled the loose end until the knot held between the top of the heating duct and the wall. He clutched the sheet with both hands and pulled his feet off the floor. Samuel dangled a few inches in the air, neither the sheet nor the duct giving any indication they would not be able to finish the job.
He climbed on the bunk and stood on the edge of it. Samuel took the loose end and tied it around his neck several times, taking all of the slack from the fabric. He reached up and tied a knot behind his head. Sweat poured from his skin, causing a shiver in the cold chill of the cell. Samuel’s mouth went dry, and his palms became moist. He slid the triskele out of the waistband of his underwear and held it in his right hand. Samuel did not pray. He did not ask forgiveness from the all-powerful forces of the universe. If the talisman did not serve him as he crossed over, nothing would.
His bare toes extended over the edge of the bunk that sat two feet from the floor. Samuel looked up again to verify the knot held at the top before reaching around to check his noose held firm. He took shallow, rapid breaths, trying to exhale the last remnants of hesitation.
When Samuel stepped off the bed, the last things he smelled was the distant aroma of moldy bark.
***
Samuel pushed the twisted sheet from his shoulder and let the makeshift noose coil on the ground like a dead snake. He looked up at the decaying branch, shook his head, his eyes darting about the empty forest as his heart raced in his chest.
He drew a breath, exhaling slowly and wincing at the pain in his throat as his lungs tried to pull in more oxygen. He smiled from the joy of being alive until the memory of his prison cell wiped it from his face. Like a leaf at the mercy of the wind, the image of the bars floated from Samuel’s reach. Worry rushed back in to fill his mind as he struggled to find a connection, a reason for being here.
He noticed the sun dropped closer to the horizon as if touching the tops of the trees to ignite them. Darkness crept closer, surrounding the far edges of his vision. He closed his eyes and felt forgiveness in his heart. He could not recall her name or remember why she had granted him absolution.
To be continued...
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