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Saben

Two travelers arrived from southeast after crossing the Bloom’s mires. From the look of them, they’d traveled from south of the desert on the other side of the verdant waters lying directly east of Kanor. 

One was a man, tall and thick, built dark of hair and tawny of skin. He carried a great sword in a heavy black-lacquered baldric with a thick cord over his shoulder. His eyes were black like beetle shells. His clothes still looked dusty, as if he’d just come from the desert rather than the Bloom.

His companion could not have looked more opposite.

The woman wore a red tunic, partially covered by a black and gold fighting mantle common in the northeast, and a band of cured animal hide to keep her straw-dyed hair out of her dark eyes. She carried an ornately-filigreed empty sword-sheath strapped to her hip.

The unusually large camel with the travelers lumbered into town behind them, carrying a large bag on her back, surrounding the double saddle.

The man's name was Saben and his family and parentage hadn't mattered to anyone near him in some time. He took as his moniker the suit of the single merchant-style playing card tucked into his belt. It was a jackal of the black-rose-emblem called Kadias. Saben Kadias led the camel forward, his footfalls lighter than one might expect for such a big man. His companion, the red-clad Jaswei Da Enki followed at the animal’s side as they passed the outermost buildings of the coastal Kanori city.

This was how the two arrived in the western town of Minro Ti Roo. Everywhere around them, the farmers and cultivators from the countryside, bringing their wares into town for sale once daylight fully broke, looked at the two travelers with wonder.

While Saben's size would be exceptional among humans the world over, Jaswei drew more attention from the young men for her poise and beauty. Her intense gaze roved the windows of the buildings and the stands both large and small where merchants and farmers were setting up in the early morning light.

She smiled, breaking the intensity of her eyes, then glanced at Saben.

"And you didn't want to travel through the night!" she said.

He grumbled something vile under his breath, though he directed the curse at himself, not Jaswei. His eyes drooped. Keeping his volume a low rumble, he shook his head.

"My fault for letting you talk me into it."

"Correct," Jaswei beamed.

"Aren't you tired?" asked Saben. "We both walked the whole while since crossing the river."

"Better here than back on the road.” Jaswei snorted. "It's not so bad with a lighter load to carry."

He nodded but said nothing. Saben Kadias rarely spoke at full volume. He preferred quiet most of the time. At times like these, he remembered why he'd wanted to come northwest, to get away from all the politics and cattle shit in the cities of the southeast.

Of course, he also had his mission across the bay.

Across the water from Minro Ti Roo lay an entire continent neither of them had yet been in their travels.

The myth of a man can weigh him down as sure as a massive frame and a heavy blade, he thought. He snorted in soft derision of the concept. He might have been famous in the south, famous for his sword and his duels, but no one here in Kanor knew him. Thus ends my legend. He smiled at the thought.

"There you go," said Jaswei. "We're a thousand miles from anyone who ever knew you. Relax."

He shrugged.

"That'll take time." And I still have my quest, he added mentally.

"Well, yes."

"Let's find somewhere to get off our feet."

"Beast first," said Jaswei. "You taught me that."

"I remember. I'll find a place for the animal." He jerked his thumb at the camel. "Find us somewhere to rest."

"I won't need my wardrobe today." She motioned to the bulkiest pack of luggage attached to the Camel’s saddle.

"I'll have it locked up at the stable."

"Perfect." She blew him a kiss, then set off down a side street, drawing more gawkers.

Saben shook his head but watched her go for a while. The two of them had been close for some time, but despite her beauty, he never made any advances. Her attitude stopped most of those thoughts. Now is not the time, he thought and set off to search for a stable. A building with a rust-colored tin roof stood near the gates leading into the town's central fort.

Saben approached the front. A young girl, working with a broom beside a sundial outside, smiled at his camel. She must have been too young for boys, judging by her build. She ran around the slow-moving camel as Saben led it closer. She glanced at him, then said something in Kanori, but in her exuberance, she spoke to fast for him to process the language, as it was one he used little before traveling north.

"A stable and a lock-up," he said in a halting version of the same language.

The girl bobbed her head, then turned and sprinted to the door at the building's side. She disappeared inside. Saben stopped near the stable’s animal doors, commanding the camel to stop with the sprite sign tattooed on one palm. That seal served as a reminder of his mission, one of the last relics of his childhood, along with the one on his opposite palm.

The doors opened and the girl reemerged leading a woman in her fifties with graying hair by the hand. The woman's lips crinkled in a grin.

"Big steed for a big man," she said in patient Kanori.

"One stable, and a locked closet for the luggage," he said, holding out a pair of gold coins.

"You carry a sword," she said.

"Yes."

"We’ve seen too many swords here."

"That's sad."

She folded her arms.

"Can you handle it?"

"Yes."

"Have you any enemies about?"

"I'm from the south. No one knows me here."

"I'll be fair, but have to be careful. You understand, sir?"

He patted his chest.

"Call me Saben."

"Odd name," said the woman.

"Maybe."

"Have a family?"

He plucked the playing card from his belt and held it out to the woman, face up.

She frowned.

"Cryptic? What is that?"

"A black rose emblem," he said. "My family name is Kadias."

"Still odd." The woman took the coins from Saben's other hand. "But gold will do. When will you need your things?"

“Tomorrow morning. An hour after dawn."

"If you're up that early you may see the moon."

Saben shrugged.

“I’ll likely rest until then."

The woman nodded.

"Well, you should know, don't go out before dawn. Minro Ti Roo has its haunts after dark."

"Haunts?"

She shrugged.

"Don't stay out after dark. They prowl the streets." She looked at the girl at her side. "Don't they, granddaughter?"

The girl bobbed her head.

Saben frowned.

"What are they?"

"I suspect the lesser ones are shades from the fleet battle with Tancuon when I was a girl. Nobody knows for sure the origin of the worst ones, though. They’ve been here longer."

"You sound like you know about the battle."

She turned her back to him.

"Gold is good," she said

"Suit yourself." He handed the lead of the camel to the young girl, then turned to go.

"If you spare another gold I could say more," said the woman.

"I’ve too little money right now," he said and kept walking. "Perhaps later."

"Best of luck," she said, then muttered another word, one he didn't know, under her breath. When one delivered as many curses as Saben Kadias, one quickly learned to recognize unfamiliar ones for what they were.

He retraced his footsteps and quickly found Jaswei once more. She stood, shoe lifted and propped against the stones of a wall near where they’d parted earlier.

"You find us a place?" he asked.

"Sure as you dropped off the camel." She nodded. "Hope they have a strong lock up."

"No one is after us, here. Your luggage will be safe." He gave her directions to the stable. "I told them to expect us an hour after dawn tomorrow morning."

"Sure thing. We have a day and a night until then."

He stifled a yawn with his hand.

"I could use the sleep."

"Speak quietly and sleep like a stone, is that it?"

"Don't tell me you still have energy to explore."

"What if I do?"

He sighed, halfway to another yawn.

"You're going to crash tomorrow if you do this. I won't carry you."

"Our camel will, though."

"You won't be able to sleep on its back. And we still have to cross the water."

"What if I manage to keep going another day?"

"Care to try?"

"Oh fine. I'll rest. But I need food first."

"Fine. Pick a restaurant."

"Oh, good. All up to me."

"I'm too tired for this."

"That's funny. Kanori is creeping into your Najean."

"I hadn't noticed."

She put a hand on her hip.

"So I'm telling you. You'll get used to the language soon."

“We won’t be speaking Kanori much longer. On the other side of the bay, they speak Tancuonese.”

“Is that so?” Jaswei frowned. “I only have a little Tancuonese.”

“Lucky me. I have plenty. But that’s not the reason we’re going west.”

Jaswei eyes regained some of the aloof intensity she usually saved for strangers.

“It all comes back to demons with you.”

“Yes.” His whisper sounded harsh, even in his own ears.

“Well, my friend, I hope we can find what you’re looking for in Tancuon before too long.”

“We will find it. Not sure how long it will take.”

“Not like I plan to go back to Naje anytime soon,” she said. “Besides, half my blood is from Tancuon.”

“You never mentioned that before.”

“Never mattered before. Mother came from a place in the northwest.”

“We are in the northwest.”

“Not Kanor! She was much farther away!”

“I believe you. No need to shout.”

Jaswei subsided. She bit her lip.

“Fine. Let’s get some food.”

The sun sank and the shadows grew, Saben awakened slowly. After lunch, he and Jaswei had retired to the room she had rented for them. He rolled onto his back, feeling splinters in the floorboards through his bedroll. It was his turn to sleep on the floor, but he regretted not challenging the woman on it after they ate. After all, she had pushed to walk through the night and he'd given in that time as well.

So much for a trade. He cursed himself inwardly, then rose. The last light of the sun fell upon the bed, glittering on the water in the bay visible through the flimsy woven curtains. Everything in the place seemed battered or ragged. Saben sighed, glad they planned on moving west the next morning, even if it meant an interminable trek around the northern edge of the bay. Hopefully, the vakari nations still had roads humans could use there.

Thinking of the reptilian creatures made Saben’s expression morph into a grimace. The vakari could live on water or land, so their roads were equally likely to be canals or underground rivers rather than stone paths. 

He walked to the door of the room, not worried about waking Jaswei. He would say this for her if anyone ever asked, she could sleep through almost any sound. It took motion, like a camel's stride, to disturb her.

Closing and locking the door behind him, Saben went downstairs to the tavern's bar. The place was just opening up its stores of alcohol to patrons at sunset, as was the custom in Kanor. The tender nodded to him from behind the semi-circular sweep of counter.

"You drinking, sir?" asked the tender.

"Not now, my man." Saben nodded curtly.

"As you say."

Saben continued to the door of the tavern.

"It will be dark soon," said the tender. "Beware these streets at night."

"Indeed," said Saben. "I will only be a moment."

"As you say."

Saben stepped onto the darkening, orange-cast street. Flowering trees lined the path to the water's edge. The Bay of Charin appeared peaceful. Damn the lack of money to get the camel on a ship. He wouldn't leave the animal to some Kanori meat market after how faithful she had been on such a long journey. No one he’d yet seen seemed able to comprehend the idea of riding the beast.

He shook his head, then went back inside.

A man stockier but even more than thickly built Saben nodded to him from a table near the bar. As he overcame the light-blindness of the glare from outside, Saben saw the stranger wore a mask shaped like a crescent moon that covered one eye and his forehead, leaving the mouth and the other side of his face exposed.

"Have a drink, and talk with me," said the man a the table. "You look like you've come a long way. Better I buy you an ale."

"I prefer rice wine if they serve such here in Kanor," said Saben. "But I'll drink whatever tonight. I'm low on funds, you see."

"Where have you traveled from, my new friend?" asked the man. The corner of his visible eye crinkled with a smile.

"Naje, south of the Bloom."

"A long journey indeed." The masked man motioned to the tender, two fingers raised. "Have a seat, and tell me, is Naje as beautiful today as it was when I last saw its shores?"

"Without wagering on when you last saw Naje, I'd say yes." And just as ugly, thought Saben. "Naje is the same as ever, the princes of shadow, the palace of blades, the flavor of rice wine...These things don't change much."

"I see you have a reason for leaving the south behind."

"You could say that." Saben took a seat. "I call myself Saben Kadias."

"An unusual name, to be sure. Is a black rose involved?"

Saben nodded.

"And you?"

"Lakses is what my mother named me."

"Lakses. You sound foreign to Kanor too."

"Excellent read. I'm from Tancuon originally."

"What brought you across the bay?"

"The same thing that took me to Naje several years ago." Lakses smiled. His mask gleamed silver where his other eye should have shone in the lamplight. "It is the business of a scholar to travel."

"You can say the same for a mage," said Saben.

"Are you a mage, Saben Kadias?"

"You could say that."

"I'm more learned than many in Tancuon who think mages are simply born in foreign lands. Every skill requires effort, no matter how esoteric. Have you studied?"

"I intend to complete my education in Tancuon," Saben said. "Should I ever manage to get there."

"Kanor's coast is just fifty leagues from the coast of Lownerane, and Lownerane is part of Tancuon, last I checked," said Lakses.

"Too bad I can't afford a ship to that will carry my camel," said Saben. He explained his wish not to leave the animal for slaughter in Kanor, and how that aside he lacked funds for ship stowage.

"It is true the people here scarcely know what to do with horses and dogs, let alone stranger animals." Lakses whistled. A shape detached from the shadows by the door. A tail flicked out as the cat ran to Lakses' side. "I will say, however, you may be in luck."

Saben smiled as he looked at the cat.

"Is that your ratter?"

"Hardly," said Lakses. "She belongs to the tender."

"I see you have a way with animals."

"I understand them well enough, but unfortunately I don't have a great deal of money to pay you for your animal."

Saben's heart sank.

"Then my problem remains."

"Perhaps not. You see, there is another way to cross the Bay of Charin. And I can trade it's like to you for your camel. There is but one difficulty. For my method to work, one must travel by night.”

A day later, after taking the charm Lakses had traded him for the camel, Saben and Jaswei left the inn at sunset. The haunting ghosts of the wrecks in the bay were due to rise, but having watched Lakses leave on camel-back for the south that morning, Saben saw no other choice than to use the stone with the captive spirit trapped inside to cross the bay. 

He sensed the oddness of the magic of the stone but didn’t understand it with clarity.

Jaswei assured him she could hear the angry bane's discordant song. The glittering jewel gave only a dull sound to Saben's untalented ears but he trusted Jaswei. As they made their way to the docks by the bay in deepening darkness, he hoped he wouldn't regret dealing with Lakses.

As much as he immediately liked the scholar from Tancuon, he disliked the side of him that did. The part of Saben that appreciated an honest to shadow trickster was the part that endeared him to the man, no matter how fair the deal appeared.

Saben couldn't say he trusted Lakses. With his bag over his shoulder alongside one of Jaswei's two long luggage bags, and his sword in his baldric, he could grumble but not much else. His voice would have to be enough to protect them if any ghosts attacked.

Jaswei glanced at him over the shoulder not occupied by the bag she carried. She wore the empty scabbard she used to focus her banes. The sword that belonged in it was long-gone, broken in a battle older than both of their years combined.

"Nearly there," she said.

"Stay alert," he muttered.

"I always am."

She’s too confident. Being the nervous one in any group never suited him. Tancuon was close. Possibly he and Jaswei could part ways on the other side. He admonished himself privately for the thought, thinking of how little of the language she spoke beyond the bay.

They reached the docks. A creeping pale limb extended from the side of one boat. The haunt emerged from its hiding place, pallor of death and features bloated from a life lost by drowning. Jaswei shook her head.

"He couldn't have traded you a daycaller. It had to be a nightcaller."

"No use complaining now," said Saben. He shrugged off the bags onto the wooden boards of the first dock they reached. He unhooked his baldric, ready to hurl it aside and grab his sword at any moment.

Jaswei set down her burden as well.

"Let me see." She eyed the crawling corpse as it advanced on her. "One blade or two?"

"Take care," said Saben.

"I always—"

The haunted corpse leapt at Jaswei. Her hand moved to the sheath at her side. Sparks of light formed a sword in her hand.

She cleaved the haunted in two. As the drowned spirit fell, it did not evaporate like the dusty bane-springing haunts of the desert but splashed into a pool of saltwater.

"See?" Jaswei grinned. She stood on guard, turning to face the other haunts creeping along the pier and over the decks of boats at restful anchor.

Saben drew his sword and gripped the hilt in both hands. His seal magic would do him little good against spirits of the dead. Between animals and demons, he lacked nonviolent magic for settling matters. He held his guard, not wanting to use his other magical technique, the one he held not in either palm like his control seals, but etched on his tongue in a faded sigil.

"Get to the end of this pier," he rumbled. "Then use the stone."

"My thoughts exactly." Jaswei leapt forward, cutting down another haunt with her magical blade. The haunts swarmed around her as she darted along the pier.

Saben followed at a meticulous pace, carving a path forward with every strike of his heavy blade. The haunts showed no fear but disappeared into sprays of seawater when slashed. Living human bodies wouldn't last much longer against Saben's attacks, he knew from much experience. If only he maintained such success cutting down demons.

With a grimace and wrinkled brow, he hacked downward, slicing through two haunts at once. They burst into saltwater, falling like human tears upon the pier. He freed the blade from the wood. A broken board splashed into the shallows below. Skirting the new gap in the dock, he followed Jaswei. 

She stood at the end of the pier, holding the nightcaller stone in one hand and her ethereal-glowing mystic blade in the other.

"It's not working," she said.

"Can you hear the song?" he asked.

"Can you?"

"Barely could before," he said.

"Well, neither can I now," said Jaswei.

The stone lay dark and inert in her palm.

The boards behind them skittered with movement. Dozens of haunts swarmed over the pier, blocking their path back to shore.

"That man in the mask cheated us!" Jaswei said. "I don't know how, but he fooled my hearing."

Saben gritted his teeth.

"Stand back," he muttered, stepping between Jaswei and the hoard of haunts.

"What are you going to do?"

He grunted in reply, then inhaled sharply. Saben bellowed. His voice roared across the dock, a wave of sound directed in a blast of deafening force along the pier, just above the boards. Haunts exploded into a watery mist, then blew away on the echo. The boards of the pier trembled. Some of them broke into shards of rotted wood.

Saben clenched his jaw shut as the aftershocks of his yell faded into silence. The pier shuddered. Pilings shifted. More haunts rose from the water. 

He inhaled again. Before he could give another shout, Jaswei touched his arm. He turned, letting his prepared roar loose in a low whistle. A shape floated at the end of the pier, huge reptilian wings, and a many-yards-long tail covered in sleek blue-black skin led to a humanoid body. Hair longer and paler than Jaswei's streamed about his shoulders.

"You called?" asked the creature in Kanori.

"I think we did," said Jaswei. "You're a fisher, aren't you?"

"My kind rules the Bay of Charin," said the creature with a grin. "Now give me that stone and in trade, I will take you to the other side."

"What are waiting for?" Saben muttered. Jaswei climbed onto the creature's tail near where it joined the fisher's human part. Saben followed, gripping Jaswei’s waist.

"Hang on tight," said the fisher.

Without waiting for a reply, the creature took to the air.
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Melissa

A hot day wore on the caravan as it approached the orchards near the governor’s city of Soucot. Despite the mildness of the southern riverland, comparing the weather to the far-northern plains left Melissa wistful for a cool breeze. At the edge of the trees, she got her wish. Cool wind swept in from the east, smelling of the salt sea.

Yes, thank Mercy, a blessing was upon her today.

No sooner had Melissa thought those words, then a cry went up from the front of the caravan. Word was quickly passed down the line from the leaders at the forefront to the main body, and then to Melissa's portion in the middle where the nobility were traveling.

Her friend Orm, a veteran caravan guard at the head of her same detail, brought the message to her. His dark brows gleamed with sweat under the broad brim of his hat, a grassland shade similar to the one Melissa wore.

"We are to stop at the Governor's Orchard," he said. "Tell the lady, if you may. She doesn't like men intruding on her."

Melissa nodded to Orm.

"I'll take her the word."

He smiled.

"I count on you too much lately."

"As long as you don't start to actually lean on me, big man."

His smile broadened.

"Wouldn't dream of it. Thanks for going with my size and not my age."

"One must respect one's elders," said Melissa without cracking a smile. She turned toward the carriage in which the lady and her niece rode.

Behind her, Orm chuckled.

Melissa smirked, but only when she was sure no one could see her. Seeming cold helped a girl avoid being thought of as a woman in the caravan life. Melissa could be friends with Orm because he understood that fact. Most of the guards were young men, exactly who she would not want knowing she was anything but the best spear-fighter in the wagon train.

She walked alongside, matching pace with the wheels, then knocked on the door of the carriage.

"Lady Nasibron," she said. "Word from the head of the column.

The carriage door opened a crack.

"Well," said Lady Kellene Nasibron, an aging noble witch who sat on one side of the interior, "Out with it, girl."

"The caravan is stopping at the Governor's Orchard not far from here."

"We're close to Soucot," said Lady Nasibron. "Good. Good. I expect we will be asked to meet with the governor, my dears." She directed the last sentence at the two younger women riding in the carriage with her. One of the two folded her hand and nodded to Melissa.

"Thank you," she said.

This one was Lady Nasibron's sword servant, though Melissa did not remember the woman's name. She wore a dark cloak and carried a scabbard across her knees. A larger sword, the Nasibron family blade, was propped against the wall, almost as tall as its current wielder.

Melissa bowed her head, then retreated from the door, letting the carriage pass. Her eyes followed the dark wooden conveyance and the four horses pulling it for a moment. She picked up the pace, spear strapped into the carrier on her back. The cool wind escorted the caravan into the orchards around Soucot. She caught up with Orm.

“The witch snap at you?” he asked.

“A little bit,” said Melissa.

The plants on either side of the stone roadway were in bloom. Trees bore apples in all seasons here, kept by cycling gardeners who cultivated different breeds at different times of year. There was always fruit to harvest as a result according to the book Melissa had been reading by the light of the campfires at night.

Her shift was daylight and had been uneventful on the journey south. Most bandit groups wouldn't dare attack a caravan of their size, even if they didn't know a powerful wizardess and her sword servant were among the travelers.

If word of her traveling had gotten around, Lady Nasibron's presence with them could probably be a greater deterrent to raiders and brigands than any number of guards with spears and arrows. Melissa wondered if Orm had come to the same conclusion. 

He breathed in deep, clearly savoring the southern air. His weathered face seemed younger, the lines less deep and pronounced now that they were truly in the south. Melissa was glad someone appreciated the warmth of this clime. Despite being born in Soucot, Melissa was unfamiliar with the south as an adult.

As the caravan came to a stop by the Governor's Orchard, Melissa felt, only for a moment, glad she was back in the land where she had been born. That emotion quickly turned to dread as she thought of the possibility her parents might still live in Soucot. She ought not to have to meet them again, given how they'd parted those years ago. Mother and father could forget her for all she was concerned. She wished a different life than the one they had pushed on her.

Orm motioned to the bright, blue-painted roof of a pavilion down a stone walkway off the road.

"That's the governor's shade if I'm not mistaken," he said.

Melissa nodded, then pointed with a finger as the shapes of people approached from the far side, a party of a dozen well-dressed members of the nobility surrounding a slim woman in a formal black gown.

"Governor Lokoth herself?" she asked.

Orm's eyebrows rose.

"You may be right," he said. "See those two?"

He indicated a pair of hulking men, both with skin a shade of gray that blended almost to a pale green. Shirtless, they flanked the woman in black, each carrying a heavy mace in one hand.

"I see them," Melissa said.

"They're demons. Members of the governor's personal forces."

"You're sure?" Melissa asked.

"I've seen men like that in the north too, in Wagewood, last I can recall."

Melissa had never seen demons before. She frowned.

"They look so human."

"Look closer. You'll see their faces aren't like ours, and they have ridges like horns over their brows."

Melissa squinted.

"They're a hundred yards away," she said. "You have better eyes than mine, even at your age."

He shrugged.

"I have to keep some edge. Being sharp-eyed is practical, given the profession."

"I can't disagree," said Melissa.

Lady Nasibron's carriage rumbled to a stop near the end of the path leading to the pavilion. The door opened and the sword servant descended the steps. She carried the small sword at her hip and the great sword on a sling over her shoulder in an ornate sheath and baldric. 

After her, Lady Nasibron's niece, Elaine, descended. She wore a finely pleated skirt and a jacket of white over her maroon tunic. Elaine had spoken little to anyone outside the carriage throughout the weeks of travel. Melissa suspected Lady Nasibron would frown on her niece, a young noble lady herself, consorting with the commoners.

When Lady Nasibron emerged from the carriage, she wore a dark hat and a smile that came with living every day with a full belly for decades. She joined her niece and her sword servant, then motioned to Melissa and Orm. 

"You two, follow. I won't let Governor Lokoth outnumber me by so much."

Orm glanced at Melissa, but she was already moving to join the three noblewomen. Any day she refused a simple request by someone so highborn was a day she risked her career. Orm followed her.

"Very good. You two are well on task," said Lady Nasibron. "Now stay at each flank. Aryal," she nodded to the sword servant. "Lead on."

Aryal threw back her cloak's hood, revealing long white-blond hair. She marched up the path toward the pavilion. The other four followed her at Lady Nasibron's more sedate, perhaps regal pace. No one rushed a lady with so much magical ability, evidently, not even an imperial governor of Jadiketz.

Under the shadow of the pavilion, dark-haired and dark-clad Governor Tandace Lokoth met them, leaving most of her party a few yards behind, but keeping her demon bodyguards close. Did she fear a wizardess or was this just the custom? 

Melissa could not answer those questions, given her less than noble roots. She had studied many things in books, but the demons who served the governors throughout Tancon were not among them.

"Lady Nasibron," said the governor in a smooth voice. "I've been eagerly awaiting your arrival."

"And grown older for it, I see," said the lady witch. "I take it you have need of me or I would not be summoned south by name."

"You think correctly," said the governor. "But before we discuss that matter, allow me to inform you of the other I requested who should be here shortly."

"You wanted another wizard as well?" Lady Nasibron sniffed. "I'm insulted."

"Not just any wizard." Governor Lokoth smiled slightly. "I believe you're personally familiar with Deckard Hadrian."

Lady Nasibron stiffened visibly.

"You'd summon that demon hunter here? At the same time as me? And you didn't think to mention that in your letter?"

"I hope there will be no problem."

Nasibron snorted.

"A problem? I daren't think you care about feelings, so in that case, nothing you would understand, Tandace."

Melissa's gaze followed the governor's expression as it changed from one of smug superiority, in knowledge and position both, to one of ice-cold venom, the sort of expression Melissa knew all too well from the mirror.

"You may tell me how you feel, Kellene," said the governor. "But in front of my people, you will call be my the title given me by glorious Mother Mercy herself. You know what is appropriate. A learned wizardess such as you cannot claim ignorance."

"An impressive rant, governor. I meant only the offense you earned. Deckard Hadrian may be the greatest demon hunter who will ever live, but he is also a man of questionable reputation. I will leave it at that."

Lokoth's lip twitched. Her face, still mostly smooth in her early forties, remained a mask of impassive and unemotional calm. Her eyes flicked to Elaine where the dark-haired young woman stood at her aunt's side.

"You are Palavian, are you not?" she said.

Elaine bowed her head.

"As my mother before me, governor."

"Indeed. Your mother is an honorable lady, though I take it she has not practiced in magic as her sister here?"

"I fail to see the relevance of this, governor," said Lady Nasibron.

Melissa glanced at Elaine, whose face was reddening.

"Governor, my mother is having my aunt tutor me."

"And your father? He is Palavian, is that not true?"

"Indeed, governor."

"Good," said Lokoth. "I take it you have studied the most common traits of the Palavian people, girl."

"Leave my student alone, governor," said Lady Nasibron, bristling visibly.

The demon guards stepped forward, each moving with precision, not moving more than absolutely necessary. They made no move to use their heavy steel maces. Aryal, the sword servant, tensed visibly. Melissa fought and resisted the urge to reach for the spear hanging from her shoulder sling. Orm backed away slightly, clearly, intimidated by the demons.

Governor Lokoth shrugged, raising both hands.

"That's plenty of anger. I will honor your request this time, Lady Nasibron."

"Appreciated," said the old witch. "But I warn you. Don't push me or my student. Governor."

"Noted." Governor Lokoth sniffed the air. "I take it that goes for your guards too?"

"What would you have to say about my guards?"

"Not much, I'm afraid," said the governor, smug smile reappearing.

Orm made no response, eyes still on the demon guards. Melissa took a deep breath. Too deep apparently.

"You," said the governor, pointing at her. "What is your name, guard?"

"Melissa."

"Your whole name," said the governor.

She bowed her head.

"Melissa Dorian, governor."

Lokoth tapped her chin with a finger.

"How long have you been in the employ of Lady Nasibron?"

"She's never employed me. I'm a member of the caravan guards."

"Indeed?" Lokoth smiled, turning to Lady Nasibron. "You didn't even bring private troops?"

"I'm afraid not all of us have the same kind of resources as an imperial governor."

"It seems I was wrong to summon you from the Chos Valley. One mage, even one wizard will not be enough to assist me with my trouble."

"As you were equally vague in your letter, I must say, governor, this trouble of yours is still a mystery to me."

"And yet, here you are."

Lady Nasibron laughed, not bothering to stifle or suppress the harsh sound.

"I fear life in the valley is becoming boring, and for my student's health, I thought warmer weather would suit us both."

Lokoth's smile never dimmed.

"On that, we can agree, Kellene."

"Tandace, it has been some time indeed." Lady Nasibron smiled, actually smiled at the governor. 

Melissa stared at the two women. Elaine's jaw hung slack.

"Twenty-two years and perhaps a few days," said the governor. "When I was chosen to govern."

"You made a terrible mage. The change has been for the best," said Lady Nasibron.

"I hope you're a better teacher now than you were then." Lokoth smiled. "Because I have a task for you along those lines."

"I already have a student."

"If I recall you are more than capable of instructing more than one pupil, Kellene. I wasn't your only student, last I saw you."

"I'm getting older, Tandace. And here you seem to have summoned a mage with more experience than I if you need a tutor."

"Not a tutor. A drill instructor. And Hadrian refuses to fill that role if you must know."

Lady Nasibron sighed.

"He still seems intent on taking his knowledge to the grave with him."

"I thought you hated the demon hunter?"

"Hate is too strong a word, but the man is bent on squandering what he has."

"Watch your words, Kellene," said Lokoth. "They say he can hear his name on the wind."

Lady Nasibron scoffed.

"Nonsense. Such rumors mean nothing."

"I suppose you'd know better than I," said Lokoth. "can you train five mages in the basics of the art at the same time?"

"I can and have trained more than that at once," said Lady Nasibron. "The question I think you should ask is how long this will take."

"As quickly as you can," said the governor. "And as thoroughly."

"Tandace, you realize training quickly and training thoroughly are opposed elements, like fire and water or sprites and banes."

"And yet, sprites and banes coexist in every mortal heart, balanced by the mind and spirit." Governor Lokoth smiled. "How long as a minimum before they can be battle-ready?"

"Elaine," said Lady Nasibron. "How long have you been studying battle spells?"

"Two years, teacher."

"Are you ready for a battle, Elaine?"

"I'd ask not to be tested in one."

Lady Nasibron nodded.

"And how long before you may study a sacra scroll?"

"Another year, at least."

"Correct. You see, governor, I agree with her. I won't push a student of mine into battle before he or she is prepared. To do so would be the utmost waste of time and energy."

"Is that so?" Lokoth shook her head. "What can you do in four months?"

"Now that depends on the students," said Lady Nasibron. "Those with clever minds and strong prior studies may pick up the skills fast enough to fight in that time-frame."

Melissa's heartbeat grew louder in her ears. They were talking about training to become a mage, maybe more than a mage, a wizard with the power to take a sacra form. She stood, enraptured and excited by the conversation. To think, she'd been lucky enough to be called over by Nasibron out of sheer coincidence. Or was her placement...another blessing from on high?

Clouds to the north parted, revealing the distant arc of the world's rings, the nearest of which gleamed brighter and more metallic than the others.

A warm draft rustled the clothes in the pavilion as the wind shifted quickly.

"Perhaps we ought to search the skies," said the governor. "Hadrian may be due to arrive, given the way things are shifting."

Lady Nasibron shrugged.

"You remember some things from your studies, I see."

"You think too positively of my younger self," said Lokoth.

Lady Nasibron snorted in derision.

"Obviously."

"Bring your people. Walk with me."

"You want to see him approach?"

"Of course. When I was growing up his beauty and powers were legendary."

"Likewise," said Lady Nasibron.

The party followed the witch and the governor out from under the pavilion into the hot light of day. Melissa and the others gazed at the sky. Though they spoke of Deckard Hadrian, Melissa doubted she would see the immortal demon hunter in the sky.

In all of Jadiketz, only two men were said to live forever. Cyrus Bode of the Chos Valley, far to the north where the imperial capitol once stood, was one of them. Deckard Hadrian was the other. In Melissa's books, she had read of others, but of the many who once claimed the gift of youth and life eternal, only two remained.

"There!" Orm pointed. "The lord of winds!"

The others, except for the impassive demon guards, crowded to him, following his gesture to the sky with their collective gaze. Melissa squinted against the light of the late morning sun. A gleaming speck of reflected light grew above them. The shape resolved itself into the form of a man as he drew closer, a man in a robe of polished iron, dark against the sky but for the glints of brighter metal on the shoulders and the belt around the waist.

How could he fly with such weight on his back and no wings? Melissa furrowed her brow. He was a mage, that much was certain, but she lacked the studies to say what was required for such an ability. 

As Hadrian drew closer his long black hair floated free behind him. He wore a sword at his side, sheathed in black, and he carried a pack over one shoulder. At first, he seemed alone, but as he reached the air over the pavilion Elaine cried a warning and pointed to the sky above him.

A creature half-again Deckard's height dove toward him in near-freefall, scaly reptilian wings held close to a scaly, humanoid body. The creature swooped toward the man in the iron robe.

"What is that?" asked Melissa.

"A vakari warrior." The governor’s lips trembled. "Most likely trained in magic as well. Get back, everyone."

The governor's party of hangers-on scrambled for the Pavilion. Elaine and Aryal took Lady Nasibron and led her to the building, moving faster than Melissa guessed the aging witch could manage.

Orm and Melissa brought up the rear with the two demon guards and the governor herself. 

Melissa had not gotten a positive first impression from Lokoth, but she showed her nature in a crisis, springing to protect her citizens first. The vakari warrior screeched an inhuman cry as Hadrian hurled it from the air. The reptilian creature struck the ground, not ten yards from where Melissa and Orm retreated beside the governor.

The lizard man roared, staggering upright. It loomed, over three yards tall and built thick in the upper body to support the pinions that until a moment ago held it aloft. Deckard Hadrian descended toward it, surrounded by the sound of unseen trumpets playing a divine symphony. The vakari warrior turned, eyes locking on the governor. 

The reptile said no words, but the murderous intent evident in that gaze told Melissa everything she needed to know. The vakari wove a sign in the air, making a sound like chattering insects or vermin. The demon guards lunged to fill the space between their mortal charge and the governor. Orm dove for cover behind one of the supports of the pavilion.

The song ringing from Deckard Hadrian grew louder as he darted toward the vakari. The creature beat his wings, hurling himself sideways on the breeze Hadrian rode toward it. The man in the iron robe hit the ground where the dragon creature had stood with the force of a thunderclap, but the warrior was already sailing overhead, flames dancing to the discordant songs on the end of his clawed hands.

"An attack spell," said the governor through clenched teeth.

Melissa stared as the vakari flew toward them, building the ball of fire in both hands.

Deckard turned and took to the air on another updraft that seemed to come from nowhere, but it pushed him in an arc away from the dragon-like man. He would be too late if the vakari hurled those flames within the next second. The reptilian warrior appeared to realize the same thing as Melissa.

With a hoarse, leathery laugh, the lizard man hurled fire at the governor. Melissa shoved Governor Lokoth to one side. The blast struck her, carrying not just the heat of fire, but a massive weight like a huge bludgeoning fist. The world shattered like a mirror around her and she flew backward into a beam supporting one of the pavilion's arches. The wooden column splintered. She fell to the stone floor, black spots swimming in her vision, and fighting to breathe to return some air to her lungs. Her spear’s head clacked on tile.

Yet it all seemed alright somehow. She lay on her side, her world moving in falling fragments. 

In one fragment the demon guards raced to the governor's side.

In a second image, one filled with the sound of blessed music, Deckard Hadrian seized the towering vakari warrior by the throat. He lifted the creature with him in one hand as he took to the air.

In the next falling mirror glimpse, Melissa saw the vakari warrior hit the ground in a broken heap.

Orm and Elaine rushed to her side. Aryal, her small sword drawn, advanced on the fallen vakari. Deckard Hadrian's face appeared before Melissa. Then the world went dark.
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Melissa

The sound of rain on wooden rooftops woke her. Outside a high, arched window across from the unfamiliar bed where she lay, mist rising from an unseen river obscured the shapes of buildings outside. She recognized Soucot, though this was an angle she had never seen before. 

She couldn't see the governor's palace anywhere. Strange. The damn building as her father once called it took up most of the hilltop citadel on its own. Thunder cracked the sky. Lightning flickered. Given that she could see anything out there in the little remaining light, she guessed it was still daytime.

Her chest had been bandaged. She saw no sign of her tunic or pads of armor for her arms or shoulder. She suspected not much of the tunic would have survived that fire, though she certainly seemed alive. Her shoes sat by the door of the stone chamber. Her trousers and breeches remained untouched, except for loosening of the laces at the waist. Her belt was looped over a stool by the door and her spear propped against the same, shoulder sling coiled on the seat.

Funny how awakening in an unknown room could feel so soothing. She moved her legs, feeling the smooth sheets, linen so they must be expensive. Except for a light, vaguely hurting burn above the elbow on her left arm, she sensed no pain. The situation felt much better than she expected after watching the world fall apart around her.

She stretched her legs, then got to her feet. The air was cold, at least for the south. She brought the top of the linen sheets with her, wrapped around her shoulders and chest like a mantle. On the far side of the room stood a cabinet with a mirror on the wall corner to it.

Melissa walked to the door leading out of the room, found it open. She turned the knob and peered around. No one waited in the elegantly-tiled hallway outside. She turned to find a tall man step off the windowsill and onto the floor near the bed. Traces of rain dripped onto the floor.

She grabbed her spear, letting the sheets cascade off her. An instant later she recognized the iron robe and the gleaming ring of the belt, the long black hair.

"Deckard Hadrian," she said.

"Yes," he said. "And you won't need the spear. I'm not here to hurt you."

She relaxed her stance but kept her hold on the weapon.

"Where is here?"

"This is the governor's palace in Soucot."

She snapped her fingers.

"I should have known that's why I couldn't see it out the window."

"You know, you have a hint of the accent, but you don't look like a local girl."

"I was born in Soucot, but I've lived in the north."

"That doesn't explain my thought, but thank you."

"I think you should explain to me...How did I get here? I mean, I remember the pavilion. The fire hit me, then nothing."

"Nothing after? That's too bad."

Melissa frowned.

"What do you mean by that?"

"I mean you talked in your unconsciousness. Don't worry, nothing abnormal."

"Do you listen to a lot of unconscious people talking?"

"Over time, the incidents add up."

"How old are you, anyway?"

"As of this year, three hundred and forty-four years." He smiled slightly. "I've been on enough battlefields to know a serious injury when I see it. I flew you here within the hour and the governor's physicians healed you. The process proved difficult, so they weren't sure if or when you’d awake."

"If?"

"I had every confidence you would survive. I will add, that most humans would be dead immediately given the power that vakari put behind his final spell."

She turned her gaze on her bandaged chest.

"The way it felt when it hit me agrees with your assessment. I can't say if either of you is right."

Deckard's smile grew by a twitch of the lips. His pale green eyes gleamed.

"Do you think your feeling was wrong? I don't."

"Why do you say that?"

"Tell me. Did you hear anything during the fighting yesterday?"

"Yesterday? I've been asleep for a whole day?"

"Slightly more, according to the clocks across the bay in Kanor, I'd wager." He shrugged, then sat down on the windowsill.

Melissa set the spear beside the door frame. She approached the window cautiously.

"You don't know why I survived."

"I've been trying to find out. Did you hear any sound, in particular from me or our reptilian attacker?"

She frowned in thought.

"I think so. When he started making the spell I almost thought rats were fighting in my ears. And you..." Heat rushed to her cheeks. "You made a sound like music, trumpets."

He nodded.

"So you can hear them."

"Hear who?"

"Sprites and banes, the particle entities of all magic. The ability to hear them is not uncommon. Most people can learn or hone the technique easily enough with the right teacher." 

"I've never been taught any magic."

He slid to one side and patted the broad expanse of windowsill beside him. 

"Have a seat then, talented caravan guard."

Melissa rolled her eyes. She sat beside him.

"My name is Melissa."

Deckard nodded. Thunder rolled over the bay, echoing through the streets of Soucot below and in the arched window where the two of them sat. With Deckard silent, Melissa glanced at his face.

"You say I'm talented. With magic?"

"Yes."

"Do you think I could become a mage, like a real mage?"

“Most people have that ability. I suspect you already are a mage, just not a trained one."

"People can't be born as mages," she said. “I read that much.”

"There you read wrong, though such people are rare in Tancuon. However, I would also wager you were not born recently. Were you, Melissa?"

Her face grew hot.

"I'm nineteen. You think I'm already a mage? Look, I was turned away from schooling when I was younger."

"Foolish teachers can't be helped," he said.

"It wasn't because I lacked talent, according to them."

Deckard gave her a gentle smile.

"Perhaps you can tell me the rest of the story later. For now, the governor should know you are awake. I'm sure she'll want to grant you a reward in return for saving her life."

"I saved her?"

"You did." Deckard returned to his full height, then walked to the door. "I'll have Governor Lokoth send you a new tunic at the very least. Forgive me for intruding on your privacy."

"What about the rest of the caravan, my friend Orm?"

"You and our attacker were the only ones hurt in the attack. Your fellow guards are staying near here, just beyond the citadel walls. I will send you there direction after you meet with the governor."

"Thank you," she said. "You did most of the saving."

"It's the nature of a storm to arrive with both thunder and lightning."

"What does that mean?"

"Every action has a reaction. Lightning is action. Thunder, reaction."

"And which are you?"

"Melissa, I'm a man. I only ride the winds." He slipped out the door without a sound.

Melissa shook her head, then turned to look out the window over the city. Her parents and her brother were probably out there somewhere. She sighed.

Not long after Deckard left the chamber, two of the governor's gentle servants arrived at her door. While the man stood outside, the woman entered and laid a fine tunic with laced patterns on its sleeves and at the waist on the bed.

Melissa tried it on. As she was taller than most women it fit her shoulders and chest well but left her navel bare.

"I'm afraid for the sake of time, we only have one size," said the gentle maid.

"It is fine. Thank you."

The woman smiled.

"When you're ready, follow me to the court's hall."

"Of course. Let's go at once."

"As you wish, girl." The gentle maid led the way into the hall. Melissa glanced at her spear. The gentleman shook his head. "No weapons at court. You can come back for it later."

Melissa nodded. The woman led, and the man followed her down a flight of stairs, then around a corner beside a pair of great double doors. They passed through the wide doorway.

The governor's court in the feasting room of the palace surrounded them. Dozens of nobles, gathered in the wings, watched while Melissa and the gentle servants proceeded up a pale green carpet toward the seat. Before the throne stood a table, cut into two halves that arced in slender curves on either side of the carpet leading to the raised portion of floor where the governor sat in authority.

The servants left Melissa’s side. Nervous, she walked to the midpoint between the two tables, where in times of council when all the authorities of Jadiketz would meet in one place, every governor and prince could be seated. She remembered the etiquette of a petitioner from one of her books. She sank to one knee at the center point of the carpet between the two tables, head bowed.

"That is a polite gesture...” said Governor Tandace Lokoth, voice echoing from her throne and resonating so it could be heard at full volume throughout the entire court, thanks to the acoustic design. "...but unnecessary for someone who saved my esteemed personage's life only yesterday. Rise, and tell me your name and who you are, if you would."

Melissa raised her head. She looked at the governor.

"My name. Is Melissa Dorian. I am a caravan guard, born in Soucot. Only yesterday I returned here after seven years traveling."

Governor Lokoth smiled, resting her head against the center of the sunrise pattern etched into her silver seat of office.

"Melissa Dorian of Soucot, I take it you have seen many things in your travels. I have witnessed many strange sights in my time as well. Yet my advisers and I cannot tell me how, and I mean no insult by the words I choose, a simple caravan guard, an ordinary woman, could survive such a fiery blast as you prevented from striking me."

"I confess, I do not know either, your serenity."

"You acted to save me without thought to your survival. You may have been born in my lands, but anyone who does such a bold service to the seat of Mercy and the person who sits it will be given a reward. I promise all of you this.” She motioned to the assembled nobles and petitioners filling the rest of the room. “Tell me, Melissa Dorian, how can I repay your act of heroism?"

Melissa met the governor's gaze, fighting the urge of the bile rising in her stomach.

"Please, your serenity, give me the honor to serve you as a battle mage. I will need training but I've always wished to learn the ways of magic."

"Not money or holdings? You truly ask me for training?"

"In my travels, I've seen nothing to compare to what mages can do." She bit her lip and considered the way the magister’s guild controlled the training of mages in Soucot and its environs. The governor would refuse if she wanted to maintain respect for her alliance with the guild that had banned Melissa from practicing the craft.

"It shall be done," said the governor. "You will have every resource I can offer so long as you serve my seat of Mercy. With that, I will give you one more gift, though you may not yet understand why I offer it."

Melissa nodded.

"I will let you choose again when you wish to leave my service. Until that day, I welcome you to my court, Melissa Dorian."

"Your serenity is generous."

"Am I not?" Governor Lokoth smiled.
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Saben

When the storm arrived in Soucot, the fisher left Saben and Jaswei on the shore outside the city. The moment the two of them climbed off his back, the fisher slithered to the edge of the water and disappeared into the surf.

"Now what?" asked Jaswei, turning from the roiling sea.

"We find a scroll, then reach the city," said Saben. He took a moment to blow warm air into his hands, dripping wet and shaking from the chill of sea spray. He cursed the storm silently.

"The city? It’s over there." Jaswei pointed toward the walls of Soucot, visible over the beaches and treetops around it.

"You know what I mean," said Saben. "Not a human city." He waved at the sky. "The demon city on the ring."

"You aren't going to give that up, even after all this time?"

"I came all here for my mission. Leaving Naje was necessary for all kinds of reasons, but I keep this one foremost in my mind." He began walking toward Soucot.

Jaswei followed, still carrying her half of the luggage with ease, despite it looking larger than her whole body.

"Suppose you get there. Then what?"

"Then I take revenge on the monsters that attacked my village."

"Look, I'm not saying you need to forgive them..."

He didn't look at her as they kept walking.

"...I just think you should keep your mind open to the possibility that when you get to the city you won't want to destroy the demons. Who knows if the ones who attacked your village are even there?"

He shrugged his head.

"I'll think about it."

"You probably won't.”

"Right."

They trudged through the rain, leaving the beach behind. Just a half a mile across open ground to the trees, then another quarter mile to the walls themselves, and the tall northern gates of Soucot. Even in the rain, the sound of the Tancuonese language dominated as they moved through the crowds of people. Locals and travelers alike came and went, running slick over flat stones turned slick by the downpour.

They reached an inn just beyond the walls and got a table near the hearth to rest and dry. A meal cost them the last of their coin and trade of one of Jaswei's finer sets of clothes, somehow kept dry from sea and storm in the perfectly sealed cases of her luggage.

With food, a smoky roast of local pork, and a roof over their heads, Saben took a moment to avoid misery. The flight over the white-capped waves had been harrowing, cold, and wet.

A curse on that man in the moon mask for offering the means to them. 

The trek to the city had left him hungry and tired. His journey continued. The city of demons lay far away and high above the world he and all other mortals knew.

"What are you thinking about?" Jaswei asked, smiling.

"How far we've come. Where we can go."

Her smile slipped away.

"The demon city? No need to worry about that. I mean, don't get ahead of yourself, Saben."

"I know. But in a city like this, I think I can find a scroll, the kind I need."

"Did you say something about a scroll, stranger?" A man leaned toward them from the next table over. He was heavyset. A lute sat opposite him, propped in the chair, taking up space normally reserved for one's companion.

Saben tried his Tancuonese.

"I did."

"You want a sacra scroll," said the man. "I'm a musician not a mage but I know where you can find that sort of thing, in exchange for a good turn."

"We don't have any money," said Saben.

“Lucky you, my information isn’t expensive.”

“I’m not often that lucky.”

The man laughed and patted his round belly.

“Fine. I happen to want something inside the library too.”

Jaswei leaned forward, brows furrowed as she tried to follow their conversation. Even if this man tried to trick them, he didn’t look like much of a fighter. Saben and Jaswei could handle a few local goons if it came to that.

“Where is the library?” he asked.

“The name is Rond. I’ll take you there if you agree to help me get what I want from inside.”

Saben nodded to the man.

“I’ll need to confer with my friend.”

“Don’t take too long. I won’t be here forever.”

“No one could be,” said Saben under his breath. He turned to Jaswei and said in Najean. “How much did you get of that?”

“He wants to deal.”

“He can show us to a library with an archive of magical scrolls.”

“What does he want in exchange? I had trouble following that part.”

“He wants us to take something from inside for him.”

“Seems fair.”

Saben turned to Rond.

“I hope you don’t slow us down, friend.”

“I won’t.” The fat man grinned through his whiskery beard.

The rain slackened off by the next morning. Saben, Jaswei, and Rond took up a vantage atop a roof on the low hill overlooking the library of Soucot. Though it looked like a temple or church with extra wings added on half-randomly, the building retained a bit of the grandeur of its original design.

Saben noted tall steeples on either end of the main structure, a wheel of towers sprouting from the far caps at the end of each additional archive, themselves large enough to dwarf many of the smaller structures around the building. Jaswei whistled.

"Big ugly building," she said in an accented attempt at Tancuonese.

Rond nodded.

"The northeastern wing has the magic scrolls. That's where we want to go."

"Agreed," said Saben. "You know how to get inside?"

"Ordinary citizens are allowed in. I live in Lowenrane. Have all my life, no matter what I look like." He laughed.

Saben could tell he’d missed the minstrel’s joke.

"You don't look like a local?"

Rond shook his head.

"You speak the language so well, I forget you're a foreigner. Truth is, you look more local than I do with this Palavian hair." He tugged at the end of his thin yellow beard. "But in the land of mercy, all sorts get along, somehow."

"That so?" Saben folded his arms. “Answer. Who guards the library?"

"Mostly the city's archivist monks. Their cloisters are along the south wall of the city, so we won't have to worry about them if we move fast."

"Can you move fast?" asked Saben.

"As fast as you, I'd bet, my big friend."

"You'd better be right." 

Curses walk the same roads as the overconfident.

Rond shrugged.

"Oh, I am."

"The library is guarded by monks?" Jaswei asked.

"A few of them," said Rond. "There are also house guards from the governor's palace. They change them every few hours. Those are the ones who check you at the door."

"You can get us past them, I take it, Rond?" Saben said.

Rond nodded.

"Between my papers and our appearances, we’ll get inside. It's getting into the mage wing that’ll be more difficult."

"Why is that?"

"The way I heard it, the governor has a demon guarding the entrance inside."

"A demon?" Saben's brow furrowed. "What kind of demon?"

"One of her guards. Not like we see a lot of demons around these parts. We're too far south to worry like they do in my family’s homeland. Not many wells around here. Truth is, you two look like you could take one of the governor’s fellows."

"Do you know what it's called?" asked Saben. "This demon?"

"Not sure. The governor's guards are supposed to come from on high, though, the house of Mother Mercy herself."

Saben grunted.

"That's a name only you Tancuonese use," he said. "If the guard is a lesser demon, I have a way to handle such creatures." He turned over his palm, revealing the demon seal tattooed on it. "One of them shouldn't trouble us."

As the sky cleared of rainclouds, Saben and Jaswei left Rond to explore the city on their own. Saben didn't trust the man. The Tancuonese people trusted demons too much. No man or woman should consort so closely with the immortals of the higher world.

His father once told him something similar, though the exact words were lost with his village, his family, and his father's life. Saben’s gut clenched at the thought of the burning trees. The thatch work of rooftops they’d spent the whole season repairing, collapsed like kindling as demons bounded through the village.

Saben's family name from back then could be translated as Thatcher. A curse on straw and tar, long gone. Even the deck of cards his sister and he played with until that day burned. Except for one. The flowering black ace of kadias remained, clutched in his hand while the others scattered outside his hiding place within the chimney of the house.

He once thought them safe from raiders, despite their nearness to a demon well by a river in the nearby valley. Each child in his village trained to draw control seals and had one to stop demons tattooed on his or her hand. Those seals kept them safe just as those hands worked to build everything else they had in the quiet hills where the village was built.

Those hands, all traced with demon control seals throughout, had not been enough to stop the monstrous attack.

When Saben emerged every single villager lay dead or vanished as if into the air itself. 

Where people had fought back, they lay dead. The hands that bore their demon control seals were severed.

His sister. His parents. And Saben, though he was nearly a man at fourteen years old, clutched the card to his chest and cried.

That was when the white-clad demon standing in the town square nearby noticed him. He turned his blank gaze in a smooth eyeless face toward Saben. A thin mouth drew back. Above the demon’s grin, the dome of his face became a void of reasonless, uncaring darkness lit as if by the twinkle of countless distant stars.

The demon smiled at the boy. Saben had no curses left for the monster back then.

As he walked through Soucot with Jaswei, he recalled the situation and imagined what he would say when he found that beast once more. He would lay every hex and verse of ill will he could upon the beast who took everything from him.

With power in his hands and anger in his sword, he would impale the demon with all his might. He would lean close and whisper in the evil thing's abominable face.

"Justice is mine."

At last he would roar in fury, as he once screamed in the ruined village, but finally, his voice would be strong enough to end that immortal life.

In the present, he moved through the city of Soucot. In the future, he would track demons through the streets of their city. He quietly vowed to take a scroll from the library the moment he could get inside. By the ghosts of memory, he wouldn’t wait longer. Laws of Tancuon be damned.
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Elaine

When Lady Nasibron wanted Elaine to learn faster, she tapped her cheek with one finger. Such moments seemed more and more frequent lately. Lady Nasibron tapped her cheek and frowned.

The two of them stood in the yard of Governor Lokoth's palace, their shoes growing wet in grass still vibrant green and fresh from the previous day's rain. Elaine wanted to learn as quickly as she could. She knew her studies were taking longer than most. For one, the pupils she began studying with under Lady Nasibron were all journeying witches or greater already. Some even found households or courts to settle in.

Elaine took a deep breath and worked to balance her sprites, matching those in her hand to those in the clump of rock and dirt her teacher had given her to hold at the start of the lesson. Sweat beaded on Elaine's brow.

Lady Nasibron tapped her cheek again.

"You aren't changing."

"Not even a little?"

"No such thing as a little change in the current case. Have you found your equilibrium, niece?"

"I'm trying. I have the image I need."

"Hold that image in your mind. Focus on it."

Elaine pictured the barren hill above the northern slope of the Chos Valley, overlooking the tangle of tree branches and mist. She pictured the castle where she had grown up, the home she’d not seen in almost two years. She always planned to return there as soon as she could. Her mother and father still lived in that place, and she would see them again. They would welcome her in, welcome her as their daughter, a true and honorable member of the family.

She imagined them as they had been when she last left them. Mother’s hair had begun to turn from Palavian gold to silver. She wore a kind smile on her face. Father held his powerful arms crossed. He would be so pleased to know his daughter could fend for herself at last. Elaine would be safe, and they would be secure in their later years.

She pushed the feeling of safety, of security, of purposeful balance from her heart to her hand. The stones remained, but the sprite song in her heart matched the low reverberations of the ground below. Her body formed a bridge between the soil at her feet and the stone in her hand. She opened her eyes to see the skin on her hand hardening, taking on the texture and properties of stone.

Lady Nasibron's finger paused in mid-tap, hovering beside her cheek.

"Maintain that," she said, but the hint of a smile crept into her voice. "Elaine, I dare say you're making progress."

Elaine gave her aunt a half nod. She spread the form of the earth from her hand to her arm to her body. She became as living stone, balancing every sprite and bane in her being with the others over the next few minutes. She could still move, thanks to the effort she spent retaining her human shape, but she opted to avoid any large gestures to focus mentally. She became a statue, waiting for Lady Nasibron to tell her what to do next.

Her teacher watched the sky.

"That man..." she said under her breath.

Elaine's stony brows bent slightly. Could Lady Nasibron be looking for Deckard Hadrian?

Elaine's gaze followed her aunt’s eyes skyward. She smoothed her expression, making it resemble nothing so much as a stone from the bottom of a river, the kind children picked up and marveled at while they were still wet, then left behind on the riverbank to dry and become dull. She turned her attention to maintaining her mimicry of the rock. She was finally getting it, and inner security was the key, at least for material such as this.

"You're doing well," said Lady Nasibron, nodding to her. "You'll be a witch yet, my patient student."

"Thank you," said Elaine.

Lady Nasibron turned to the sky. 

"Hmm..." she said. "I think its best you return to ordinary," she said. "You ought to look your best when Hadrian arrives."

"Is he flying nearby?" asked Elaine.

"I could tell by the breeze," said her teacher. "When you get older you may learn to tell when the air is moving unnaturally."

"He can control the winds," said Elaine, shifting her body from stone to flesh little by little, in reverse order to that which she'd first transformed. "But I've never known wind strong enough to make a person fly that was also so quiet."

"You picked up on that, did you?" Lady Nasibron gave Elaine an approving nod. "Deckard Hadrian is called lord of winds, but that's not the only secret to how he flies. Any mage worth her salt could create the force to push something into the air in some way. It's staying aloft most of us find difficult."

Elaine finished her reversal of the stone transformation. She set the rock she'd been holding on the grass in front of her.

"He has a secret, then?"

"More than one, my dear. More than one."

"Do you know him well, Lady Nasibron?"

She shook her head.

"We've met before. I would say I wished I knew him better, but that would be a lie. He's an intemperate soul, the kind its best you keep away from, especially given his proclivities."

"Proclivities?"

"Mercy, Elaine, you are a woman now, even if you're still a student. The man has a way when talking to young people of our sex, so take care around him."

Elaine frowned.

"He takes advantage of girls? That's awful, Lady Nasibron!"

"I didn't say that, Elaine. He carries sweet notes in his voice, usually when he has a bottle in his hand."

"A drinker too? Should you speak so about an immortal?"

"I'll speak however I want about anyone but Mother Mercy herself, Elaine."

"I'm just surprised. That's all."

"Well, heed my advice. He is a pretty face and a strong ally. Just don't take one to mean anything for the other."

"Governor Lokoth seemed to think you knew more about Lord Hadrian than she did."

"I would say I do," said Lady Nasibron. "I've fought alongside him before."

"When?"

"Before you were born, in the Chos Valley. We confronted a renegade wizard."

"You used to work with the demon hunters." Elaine took a step closer to Lady Nasibron's side. "You fought other mages too?"

"The things we don't know, girl...This only happened once. Parson Dane, the old hound of Cyrus Bode enlisted me to follow Hadrian's trail one summer."

"And Hadrian joined you?"

"Hardly, girl. But if you want the story, I suppose now is as good a time as any."

"Please tell me, auntie."

"I will if you can be patient, niece."

Elaine nodded, not wanting to put in another word, lest she annoy her aunt.

Lady Nasibron smirked.

"We were hunting Hadrian, not trying to help him, my dear."

Elaine pursed her lips, fighting the urge to ask the obvious question.

"Not many people will tell you this outright, but Bode and Hadrian, despite being brothers in blood and service, do not enjoy each others' company, shall we say. Twenty years ago, Dane was always preoccupied with knowing where Hadrian would be and what he was doing. He and I and a few of Bode's clan knights rode toward the valley, trying to herd Deckard into a trap. Dane thought we had him cornered in a ravine near the southern side of the valley when we chased him into a cave. No wind in a cave, Elaine. He couldn't just fly away."

Elaine nodded. Lady Nasibron shook her head. A smile played on her lips.

"We really should have known better. As sure as we chased Hadrian, he wasn't fleeing us, he was leading us. I only found out later but he had traced the renegade wizard Ugo Meere to the very cave we thought we had him trapped. Hadrian moves quickly, so we followed him inside the moment we were sure he couldn't get past us to escape. When we entered the part of the cave Meere was using for his study, we found Hadrian fighting this rogue wizard."

"What happened then?"

Lady Nasibron shrugged her shoulders.

"What do you think?" She laughed and raised a hand to stop Elaine's protests. "Hadrian shouted at Parson Dane that we were on the same side for the moment. Dane is a bloodhound, but he has some sense of priority, so we both attacked Meere. Together, we managed to stop enough of his spells to give Hadrian a chance to get close."

"Did he kill Meere?"

"Not personally. Once Hadrian grabbed him the renegade couldn't fight any longer. Not many men are as strong as Hadrian. Hadrian came with us to Empire afterward. Meere was hanged in the city weeks later, after Cyrus Bode passed down the sentence. By then, Hadrian had flown free again. That was the last I saw him until he flew into the orchard. Now let us go, the wind is dying down.”

Elaine made her way along the passage to the bell tower nearest the guest rooms. She wondered where Lord Hadrian landed if he had flown to the palace earlier that day. Lady Nasibron said to be wary of him. How bad could the man be with all the stories of heroism she’d heard about him? In the intervening two hours, she studied her texts and changed into finer clothes than her training tunic and trousers.

She now wore a gray-hemmed white skirt and a lacy green blouse. A light cotton mantle the same colors as her skirt hung about her shoulders. She doubted she would find a suitor in Soucot. With her studies taking up the majority of her time, she would probably not be dressing up for any court dances either. Elaine didn't precisely mind her near-exile to the south.

Suitors wouldn't make her a full witch any faster. Bringing a husband to her parents' castle could wait until she secured her powers. Lady Nasibron once told her the most dangerous wizards were those only half-trained.

"They have all the power, but lack control," her aunt added. "Better one have no magic than a situation like that."

As a younger student, Elaine had watched Lady Nasibron deliver the children of fellow nobility a few times. While the process seemed simple enough, her aunt assured her it was not necessarily so.

"Thank Mercy for easing this part of my work," she said. "Child-bearing is no easy task for any woman."

At the time, Elaine wanted to ask what her aunt knew about child-bearing, having never had a son or daughter herself. She bit her tongue. In the cool passage of the palace at Soucot, Elaine remained satisfied by her intuitive wisdom. Lucky, because she had usually lacked such restraint when it came to her aunt. That moment taught her an important lesson when combined with all the times Lady Nasibron snapped at her for asking prying or impertinent questions.

Elaine reached the door to the bell tower where a gentle servant was sweeping the hall. The man wore the dark colors of his position with a silver broach on his collar. His skin was pale and his scalp hairless. Lines of age marked his face along with a scar along one side of his jaw. Even the broom he carried in his off-hand looked hard-worn.

"Excuse me, gentle man," she said.

"Excuse me, Lady Tanlos."

"Please." Elaine motioned to the door of the bell tower. "Can you open this for me?"

"Of course I could, though I think if you try the door, my lady, you'll find it opens easily."

"I was told the bell tower is locked when not in use."

"Indeed it is. I had another request to open it, but a few moments ago."

"Who was it, if I may ask?"

"Why, the bold young caravan guard, I believe."

"I hope she does not mind if I join her."

"I can go with you to mediate if you will, though I fear you would outmatch me in most altercations, my lady." He held up his right hand, which Elaine realized was in fact, a metal facsimile of the original extremity with locking fingers. "You see, much like the young caravan guard, I once made a sacrifice for my governor."

Elaine gave a solemn nod.

"I appreciate your words and you make a generous offer, and one I will take, gentle man." Elaine gave him a smile. "Thank you. What is your name?"

"Hilos of the Order of the Ford."

"The Order of the Ford? Sir, am I speaking with a knight?"

"Indeed," he said. "Though one long in the tooth and far from his armor. Please, follow me, Lady Tanlos."

He opened the bell tower door and led the way up the spiraling staircase beyond. Elaine followed. A question her aunt would call impertinent raced to her tongue. Before she could think it through, she spoke.

"Why were you sweeping?"

"The floor gets dusty, my lady."

"But you're a knight."

"And the broom is my sword these days." Hilos continued to climb, his tone cheerful in spite of any rudeness in her question. "I'm not the sort of knight to retire and rest my bones as if no deeds are left to be done. I'd rather make use of the body Mother Mercy gave me while I still have most of it."

"A finer answer than my question deserved," said Elaine.

"Curiosity is no offense when it is earned." He smiled over his shoulder as they approached a door to the tower's bell rooms. "Here we are." He opened the door and motioned her through while he held it for her.

On the other side, beyond the ropes and mechanisms and bulk of the differently-sized brass bells, the room appeared empty.

"That's strange," said Elaine.

"Perhaps not, my lady," said Hilos. "Our other guest may be taking in the view at the balcony."

"I suppose that's likely," said Elaine. She picked her way to the path leading around the bells, then climbed the steps to the balcony on the second level of the bell room's wooden workings.

At the top of the stairs, she turned toward the balcony, and sure enough, there was Melissa Dorian, not standing to gaze down at the city, but sitting cross-legged by the edge of the wooden floor with her back to the view. A book open lay before her. They must be of nearly the same years, but Melissa appeared completely still except for her eyes diligently moving down the page.

The former caravan guard turned toward Elaine and Hilos as they crested the stairs one after the other.

"Greetings once again, honored guest," said Hilos. "May I introduce, Lady Elaine Tanlos." He motioned to Elaine.

Elaine waved his gesturing hands away.

"Please, gentle sir, I don't require a formal introduction."

"Neither do I," said Melissa, unsmiling.

Hilos bowed slightly to Elaine. She only imagined his back creaking with the motion. The sounds of the wind made any such subtle noises inaudible.

"Excuse me, but I appear to be the one who has worn out my welcome."

"You may go," said Elaine. "Thank you, Hilos."

"Of course, my lady." The retired knight turned and made his way down the stairs.

When he was gone, Melissa then turned and gazed at the city.

"I'm surprised the old man made it up here."

"I'm glad to meet you, but must you be so abrasive?"

"Lady Tanlos, I hope you didn't make him climb those stairs on account of me."

"Lady Dorian."

"Not a lady," she said. "Call me by my name."

"Melissa, excuse me."

Melissa sighed, then waved Elaine closer.

"No, forgive me. I'm on edge just being back in this city."

"You're from Soucot."

"Originally, yes."

"And you left for a reason. That's simple mathematics."

Melissa gazed at the rooftops around the river in the center of the city. Two bridges, both high and stone, but one far larger than the other, connected to other half of Soucot on the other side. Melissa pointed at a building on the far side of the river.

"You see that district, the one near the coastal wall and the southern docks? I was born there."

Elaine walked to her and peered at the city. So high up, the smells and sounds were muted, but it was far from beautiful except in sight. The district by the south docks stood around the remains of a set of tall walls. Those walls were crumbling with time down to the demon stone that made up their black cores. Indestructible by mortal hands, demon stone remained as it was shaped, virtually impervious to the hands of time, creating near-immortal fortifications. In places, though, the walls ended in jagged breaks, as if some force once hewed through otherwise unbreakable stone. 

Elaine frowned.

"What happened to those walls?"

"They've looked like that my whole life," said Melissa.

"They're broken."

"Lots of walls in this city have seen better times."

"Please, but you don't understand. The black shell of demon stone is thought impenetrable."

"Long before you or I, something did more than penetrate those walls, Lady Tanlos. It destroyed them."

“That is evident, yes. I wonder what could do that?”

Melissa shrugged.

“I’m just glad it’s in the past.”

Elaine nodded.

“You seem a practical woman, Melissa.”

The former guard glanced at her.

“Your point?”

“I’m curious. When presented with the opportunity of a reward, you chose the most difficult path I’d think possible, that of a mage.”

Melissa turned to look over the city.

“I know what I want, Lady Tanlos. I’ve dreamed of becoming a mage, yet haven’t thought it possible in a long time. Now I have a chance.”

“Thank you for your answer.”

“Is studying magic that difficult, Lady Tanlos?”

“Some find it easier. I confess I am not a natural talent. You may learn faster than I have.”

Melissa nodded.

“Thank you for being honest.”

“Likewise.”

Melissa got to her feet. She picked up the book.

“If you don’t mind, I think I’ll leave you with the view. I still have things to return my reading before sundown.”

“Of course. Mercy follow you.”

“And you, Lady Tanlos.”

Melissa’s footsteps sounded heavy on the boards as she descended the stairs, then left the bell tower. Elaine stood, gazing at the city, wondering about the woman and the ancient broken walls around her birthplace. Northerners were supposed to be of few words, especially Palavians, but Melissa Dorian put most of Elaine’s people to shame.
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Melissa

The inn where Orm was staying with a group of other caravan guards stood on one side of a low hill on the south side of the river. Dogs barked somewhere in the neighborhood nearby as Melissa drew close. 

The place looked as run-down as any place Melissa had ever stayed. She couldn't feel too sorry for the guards staying there, though. She might even have preferred to stay in a place like this, rather than the palace, if only because of the familiarity of slums. Governor Lokoth insisted on keeping her close for the moment.

"I like to have a hero at my side when I can," she’d said.

The governor’s restrictions didn't change the fact Melissa didn’t take easily to privileges and gifts on a level she'd never imagined until five days ago. The myths of power told the people their lives couldn't change. Without the influence of someone with more power, Melissa generally thought that was true as well.

The wind and the dogs were howling as Melissa opened the door to the inn. 

Orm sat at a table inside, surrounded by his fellow guards. He stood up when he saw Melissa. She nodded in his direction. He made his way around the table and over to where she stood near the door.

He looked the same as ever, the same smile, the same shiny dome of a head. Yet, when he reached her, the smile slipped and the light motivating it faded. 

"There you are!"

"Sorry I couldn't get here sooner."

"Forget about that!" Orm laughed, his enthusiasm returning. "You're still alive, and it looks like you're moving up in the world. A lot of us here are envious. If you'd asked for a gold or a knighthood I'd understand them better."

Melissa nodded to the table full of other caravan guards.

"You can tell them I've dreamed of being a mage my whole life."

"Is that the truth?" Orm whistled.

"Close enough for them, I think," said Melissa. "Do you still have my books?"

"They're upstairs in the room I'm sharing," said Orm. "But come on, have a drink with us!"

"I never drank with these men before."

"Of course, but you don't have to worry about them now. You have the governor's eye now."

Melissa suppressed a laugh with her hand over her mouth.

"I guess I do. And all it took was nearly dying."

"So that's how bad it was? I couldn't tell, not exactly."

"Orm, you've seen people killed all sorts of ways. I couldn't have looked that different from one of them when the lizard man hit me."

"Oh, you didn't, but you seem fine now."

"The governor employs some excellent healers." Melissa turned to the table where Orm had been sitting. "I suppose a drink or two wouldn't hurt. But I need to leave before the sun sets or people are going to ask questions."

Orm nodded.

"Judging by the sun, I'd bet we have at least three hours before last light."

"In that case, I'm buying," said Melissa, raising the bag clinking with silver from her first stipend. "Next round is on me!"

The half-dozen guards Orm had been sitting with turned in Melissa's direction, eyes growing wide.

"Not so loud, girl," said Orm. "I almost think you've been waiting to do something like this."

"Not waiting," said Melissa, finally smiling at the other guards. "More like imagining."

The innkeeper brought more wine and beer and Melissa joined her first arrival drinking session. Because of her change in careers, she guessed it would also be her last. By the time she stumbled to her feet from the table, her vision was unsteady. She decided to leave the last bottle of wine to the others. Orm helped guide her toward the door.

"I'll be back for my books tomorrow," said Melissa.

"Right, right," said Orm, shoving her playfully toward the exit. "Good luck with all the magic and reading, girl."

"Ha! You know, I like to study, but this was pretty good too," she said.

"Next time we're in Soucot, I'll get in touch," he said.

She steadied herself on the door frame.

"Sounds like a good idea," she said. "I wish you safe roads tomorrow, old man."

"I'm not that old."

"Sure you aren't. Don't forget to write."

"I'll write when I can!" Orm said too loudly.

"No need to bellow," said Melissa. She laughed out loud, then reached for the door. The helpful innkeeper pushed it open for her.

A tall shadow fell across her from the other side, cast by the setting sun's rays.

"G-guild master," The innkeeper's hands wrung his apron. "What brings you to my establishment?"

"I'm looking for the governor's new mage," said the obelisk of a man in the doorway. "Melissa Dorian is her name."

"You found me," Melissa said, looking up at the man's clean-shaven face, the same tawny shade as other local Lowenraners. He wore a gray robe, mostly hiding the shape of his body except for a heavy paunch. A blue scarf of linen hung around his neck. "But who are you?"

"Such impudence. Don't you have ears?"

"Right, you're the guild master. Excuse me, sir."

"Oh, I'll do no such thing. Far from it."

"Guild master, she's drunk."

"No excuses will make my moon any brighter," said the guild master. "I don't think kindly of those who abuse their alcohol."

"Please, sir. Would you take this outside."

"That I understand," said the guild master. He stepped out of the doorway and motioned Melissa through it.

"What kind of guild master are you?" she asked, stepping forward. "I haven't been to Soucot in years."

Orm followed her outside. One glanced at him told Melissa she needed to sharpen up. The caravan guard appeared apprehensive, tension lining his face. The guild master chuckled.

"I am the head of the Magister’s Guild here in Soucot," said the big man. "My name is Ricklon Kadatz."

"Excuse me, Guild master Kadatz, but that means you're a mage. I thought the governor was short on mages?" Melissa glanced at the man's face, looking down at her in the growing shadows.

He snarled.

"You clearly don't understand. My guild is in charge of all magic in this city." He waved his hand. Two people, a young woman, and a nervous-looking boy detached themselves from the shadows. They wore the same kind of fine robe as Kadatz, but of both of a darker shade of gray.

"Melissa Dorian, meet two of my guild members. I expect you recognize one of them?"

Melissa looked at the robed girl, a blonde woman, probably at-least half Palavian, so a northern transplant or settler maybe. The boy's hair was nearly as long and disorderly as Melissa's, flowing to his neck it curled so much the exact length was difficult to tell. Just like with Melissa. His face was pale and youthful, maybe sixteen or seventeen. She recognized her younger brother.

"Giles?"

He nodded but said nothing. Kadatz grinned.

"You remember my guild now, I'm sure, Melissa Dorian." He motioned to her brother and the robed girl. "These two are my current favorite apprentices, Ferina Corem and, of course, Giles Dorian." His lips tugged back further in a feral expression of mirth. "Imagine my surprise when I heard your request to the governor. I had not known she planned to circumvent the Magister's authority in this city."

Melissa blinked at him.

"What do you mean?"

"My guild and the temple train nearly all mages in the city and my guild handles the greater number. Imagine my surprise that Governor Lokoth thought to build herself a force of warrior mages. I suspect she needs a lesson in who to trust with the secrets of power. Perhaps it’s fitting that you, of all people, be my example to her."

Orm squared with Melissa's side.

"He means it. Melissa, what's the plan?"

She shook her head.

"You make the plan. I'm not gonna be much help here."

Kadatz's lip twitched. He raised his hand, fingers forming a claw as he directed his arm like a blade toward Melissa's neck.

"Because we are civilized in this city, I will only strip your powers, whatever they may be. You will live, but you will never work true magic again in your life."

"Orm, go inside," said Melissa. "No need for both of us to get hurt."

He glanced at her. She gave him the sternest look she could, then turned her gaze toward Kadatz.

"What happened to the old guild master, Lord Jossetz?"

"Retired. Forcibly," said Kadatz. "You seem more aware now. Do you catch my meaning?"

"I think so." Melissa turned to Giles, still skulking behind Kadatz to her left. "Brother, will you let him do this?"

Giles shuddered, fists clenched.

"You shouldn't go against what the guild decreed back then. Melissa, you should never have come back."

She grimaced.

"I see how it is. Coward, are you, brother?"

Kadatz stepped between Melissa and Giles, vast robe billowing around him.

"You've said enough." 

He drew his hand back, a fool of a fighter, telegraphing his attack so much. His hand formed a knife-like edge with fingers coming together as he stabbed at her chest. While a blow like that could hurt, it wouldn’t do much damage on its own. A chattering sound rang from his fingertips. 

Melissa staggered backward, narrowly dodging the strike. She darted closer to the inn’s outer wall, eyes fixed on the end of Kadatz’ hand.

“What is that sound?” she said. 

“You can hear it. Damn.” Kadatz grimaced. “Ferina. Giles. Assist me.”

“At once, guild master,” said the woman, spreading her hands so they flickered with lights from small fires. 

Giles took a step backward, cowardly as ever. He faded into the growing shadows, then disappeared completely, impossibly.

Kadatz grunted and took on a defensive stance, too tight and too slow to be much use most of the time but Melissa was still feeling her alcohol and his magic could change everything. Ferina advanced to the guild master’s side. Giles remained completely hidden by his magic.

The door of the inn flew open. Orm charged out, following by a dozen other caravan guards. Kadatz whirled to face them just in time for Orm’s blow to catch him in the jaw. The mage jerked back. He cried in pain. Ferina turned, drew her fingers to her chest and prepared to stream fire at the Orm and the others. She spoke a word of control. Then Melissa hit her from the side, sending her sprawling to the stones. 

Streaks of fire flickered into the air.

Kadatz growled low in his throat.

“How dare you, common mercenaries!”

“Dare?” Orm shook his head. “Protecting each other is what we do. So take your members and leave.”

“This isn’t over,” said Kadatz, backing toward Ferina.

“You’d better hope it is,” said Melissa. “Because next time I won’t be drunk.”

Giles appeared, shadow cast by the orange of fading sunlight. He helped Ferina to her feet. The three guild mages retreated. Orm turned to Melissa.

“You’d better move.”

One of the others nodded.

“We’ll go with you. Can’t let those asses try anything on your way to the palace.”

Melissa flushed.

“Thank you. I’d refuse, but I guess I drank too much.”

Orm and the others laughed. They escorted her to the palace, though darkening streets. At the gates, Orm clapped her on the shoulder. “Good luck, Melissa.”

“Stay safe,” she said, then went inside.

Melissa climbed the stairs to where the governor had arranged her long-term quarters. The dark of nightfall crept through the halls, contested by small lanterns as gentle maids lit them and lifted them to hang on wall mounts. Walking, head down, she passed a cluster of servants talking softly among themselves as they worked.

“You look a bit shaken,” said the old man, Hilos.

She glanced at him, not having spotted him when she entered the palace.

“I’m alright,” she said. “Just drank a little with my friends.”

Hilos smiled and nodded.

“You certainly appear that way, but was there something else?”

She sighed.

“The magister’s guild came after me. My friends helped stop them.”

“You don’t sound scared.”

“I had a feeling I’d have to deal with them. They’re terrible.”

“Do you have a history with them, Melissa?”

“I do. They banned me from their guild, and from magic when I was a girl.”

Hilos nodded.

“The governor will want to know that. Would you like me to tell her?”

Melissa shook her head.

“I’ll tell her myself.”

“Don’t wait.” Hilos bowed low. “I must inform you we are to meet with the other student-mages tomorrow.”

“The others—Hilos are you going to train as a mage?”

“It is my privilege to sit in on your lessons. We will see if I learn something.”

Melissa laughed.

“I hope you do. I hope we both do.”

“Likewise, Melissa.” He motioned her toward her room. “Get some rest.”

“Thank you, Hilos.”

“Of course, honored guest.”

She left him, made her way down the hall. She bolted the door behind her, then pulled the wooden shutters over the windows. The room went completely dark. She undressed, then felt her way to the bed and lay down to sleep.
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Saben

He made a way toward the library along the rooftops while Jaswei kept watch at the street level. Likely she was distracted by some bright object or other strange sight in the city. Rond was playing for the coins of people passing through the square nearby. He at least was reliably absent. The man seemed nearly useless. Jaswei was competent enough for her flightiness to annoy Saben.

Neither of them knew...no neither of them understood the vital nature of getting a scroll for his vengeance. His people would not rest easy until the demons that took their lives were finally destroyed. Tancuon was a land of demons and magic, no mistake. Saben would wield the powers of this place for his mission of revenge.

Peering over the low buildings he scanned up and down the walls of the library’s different wings, extending from the center like spokes on a wheel. His nose filled with a putrid smell rising from the street. Distracted by the vile tang in his nose, he looked for the source below. Sure enough, he spotted a cart of rotten fruit at a stand under the eaves of the building. Brown-spotted apples and sometimes-mushy red berries would do more to drive away customers than attract them.

A young boy who looked to be at part-Kanori in heritage brought more goods around the corner from a cart in the alley beside the fruit stand. Whoever managed the stand should send the boy away. Wherever he touched the fruit they grew and aged visibly, going from ripe to overripe and from overripe to rotten. The boy carried an imbalance of sprites and banes never seen in the native Tancuonese according to Saben’s reading during the journey west.

He snorted, trying to clear the putrid smell from his nose. The boy looked up and spotted him. He dropped some of the fruit he carried in surprise and his dark eyes widened.

Saben crouched and held a finger to his lips. The boy nodded, then started picking up the fallen fruit from the stones. An old man, hair wispy and white, came out from under the fruit stands’ sunshade. He cursed at the boy in Tancuonese.

“How stupid are you, boy? You just can’t keep a grip on anything you carry.”

“Forgive me, sir,” said the boy. “I...I am both foolish and clumsy.”

Saben slipped back from the edge of the rooftop to keep the old man from seeing him. Unlike the boy, he doubted the man would do anything to cover for his presence. Silently, Saben thanked his new and temporary accomplice. He glanced at the library as the old man stopped berating the boy and sighed.

“Look at what you made me say. Mother have mercy.” The old man’s voice carried to the rooftop. “But I suppose there is no point in more. Get that fruit to the front, such as it is, and I won’t release you from work until nightfall.”

“Thank you, sir. Thank you.”

“Your hands must be filthy, boy. You smudge my produce.”

“I beg forgiveness.”

“No more begging. Work!”

Saben crept to the other side of the roof, just two streets from the towering library. He said a blessing for the worker boy keeping his mouth shut. Suspicious men lurked on rooftops. Saben did not need that kind of attention from the city’s guards or other authorities. The people here likely would not treat him well should he fall into trouble.

For now, the way looked clear.

The doors of the library opened. Heavy creaking sounds accompanied the motion. Jaswei and Rond met Saben outside. They made their way into the building.

Saben stepped into the library, finally tasting the smell of ink and old paper from the stacks. Rows of towering shelves ranked off into the depths of the great room from which the more specialized wings radiated. In Naje he had seen the scriptures in their scroll cases, organized by their purpose and their laws of governance. In Crinri he’d witnessed the opening of the metallic tomes of office with their appropriate majesty and grace.

Apparently, The Tancuonese did not value their written words so highly as those other cultures, despite seeming to have a great deal more of them. Jaswei’s mouth hung open at the sight of so many books. Rond nodded, a smile playing on his lips.

“Stay quiet. It’s the rule of this place,” he said.

Jaswei clamped her mouth shut, looking like she wanted to scream in joy, or just to defy the rule. Saben understood the second impulse well, though he rarely acted as impulsively as Jaswei. She grinned and proceeded toward the stacks.

A small woman of middle-age with graying black hair and tawny skin common among native Lowenraners and the Kanori across the bay, interposed herself between the three of them and the shelves upon shelves of books, spreading her arms to impede them.

“Wait a moment, citizens,” she said. “I am the librarian here and I would know your purpose here.”

Jaswei started, scowled, then backed up a pace from the little woman. Saben was simply glad she didn’t reach for the empty scabbard out of frustration. Rond stepped forward.

“I am a storyteller and performer. These are my assistants, here to help me compose a song about a mage of old.”

“Indeed?” The librarian frowned up at Rond’s bulk. “Which mage of old?”

Rond smiled.

“Prince Geldingstar, who felled the demon of death.”

The librarian’s stern frown melted into a smile.

“Well, of course, my friends. Anyone telling that tale ought to come here first.” She motioned to the stacks on her left. “You’ll find the histories and legends of Prince Geldingstar beside the magic wing’s entrance. Take what you will from this side of the doorway, but I must warn you, the one that guards the hall into the magic wing is not understanding to trespassers.”

Rond bowed his head.

“Thank you, my lady. We will heed your warning well.” He turned pointedly toward Jaswei and Saben. “Won’t we?”

Jaswei nodded.

Saben shrugged.

“Of course,” he said in a dry hiss.

“We’ll take the utmost care,” Rond said.

“See that you do,” said the librarian. She stepped out of their way. “And if you have questions, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“We won’t.” Rond waved for Jaswei and Saben to follow him into the stacks.

Melissa

Hilos knocked on her door to wake her before sunrise. Melissa met the others in the yard early.

Melissa spotted Lady Nasibron and her niece, Elaine, standing in the palace’s walled yard. Near them, milled some two-dozen other men and women, in clothes that ranged from those commoners to the fencing gear sometimes worn by nobility to chain and plate hauberks. Melissa guessed they must all be here to train as mages, though given the governor’s discussion with Lady Nasibron in the orchard, only four or five of them would be picked to receive proper training.

Melissa joined the crowd, feeling under-prepared having left her spear in her chambers. Many of the other potential mages carried weapons of their own, mostly long or short blades. One woman, a pale northerner by the look of her, carried two swords, one longer weapon in a sheath at her right side, and the other in a scabbard held in her off-hand. Some noble had sent their sword servant to train as a mage, it seemed.

The woman with the two swords spotted Melissa and approached her.

“Greetings,” she said. “You’re the former caravan guard, aren’t you?”

Melissa nodded and made it halfway to a shrug.

“I take your meaning,” she said.

The woman offered Melissa her free hand to shake.

“You have my thanks for protecting my master. I’m Suya Nattan, Governor Lokoth’s sword servant.”

Melissa took Suya’s hand and bowed her head.

“I would do it again.”

“I understand,” said Suya. “That’s why you’re here, I suppose.”

“Have no fear for your position. My ambition is to be a mage, not a champion or bodyguard.”

Suya smiled.

“I’m glad to hear that,” she said. “But as a bodyguard your heroics in the orchard were admirable. Even so, I fear we are now to compete. Only a handful of these present can be trained. Lady Nasibron is just a single teacher, and the way ahead is arduous.”

“I know that all too well.” Melissa released Suya’s hand.

The sword servant grabbed her wrist and held fast, keeping Melissa close.

“Be more honest. None of us here really know what it takes to train with magic.”

Melissa frowned at Suya.

“True. Now let me go.”

Suya gently released Melissa’s wrist. More people arrived after Melissa. The crowd of aspirants now numbered between thirty and forty, including Hilos, the black-clad old gentle servant. Lady Nasibron walked toward them, her gown swishing over the dust and grass of the yard. 

Elaine hung back, watching the older witch and the aspirants with clear eyes. That girl could probably teach most of those gathered here plenty about mage-craft herself, which was probably why she was here. Her naivete seemed greater than her talent, to Melissa, however.

“Greetings, aspirants,” said Lady Nasibron. “While I’m glad to see Governor Lokoth recruited so many potentials, I fear I cannot train all of you at once. For now, I’ve asked to take a few of you as students. However, by no means does that mean I must take any of you. If your talents are weak or your minds unable to cope with the training, I’ll gladly dispense with all of you.” She nodded as if to herself. “That said, if I choose to train you, I will require your utmost dedication to the art. All teaching is impossible without students who can reason and learn.”

She motioned Elaine forward.

“My niece has been studying under my tutelage for several years now. If you are to be of use to Governor Lokoth’s purposes, you will not have so long.” She folded her hands. “The test ahead is vital. We will probe each of your spirit’s to determine what you bring with you.” She turned to Elaine and added, “Elaine will test some of you to speed this process. Form two lines.”

The group, now standing at attention remained stock-still for a moment.

“Don’t keep us waiting,” said Lady Nasibron. “Move yourselves.”

Melissa joined the line leading to Elaine behind a young Lowenraner woman waring a leather-armored skirt and a silken cuirass. The woman carried a short lance, sometimes called a dart, the kind hurled by formations of soldiers before a charge. While they waited in the middle of the line, the woman looked uneasily at Melissa.

“I heard you carried a spear, Lady Dorian.”

“I’m not a lady,” said Melissa. “Though the other part is true. I didn’t realize a weapon would be useful today.”

“Always better to be on guard,” said the woman.

“I agree.” Melissa glanced at the other line which moved as slowly as the one where they stood.

“My name is Niu,” said the woman in front of her. “I joined the city watch a year ago.”

“City watch, huh? Does the magister’s guild ever run afoul you, then?”

“Usually they behave where we can see them,” said Niu. “But the library is in a center of contention, recently.”

“Is that so? Why?”

Niu raised her free hand and tipped it sideways.

“I think they want greater access to the city’s great scrolls. Their guild master is ambitious to train more mages here than in Besany up the river from us.”

Melissa frowned.

“I notice the guild is still picky about who joins their ranks.”

“They always will be, I think.”

Melissa nodded.

“They demand loyalty to them first. Never disobey is what I was told growing up.”

“You were told. I see, so you were one of their recruits.”

“I was.”

“What happened?”

“I disobeyed before I could begin training. The guild master is new, but the guild hasn’t forgotten.”

Niu scowled, then brightened.

“Well, you’ll show them, serving as a mage for the governor instead.” 

The line moved and they approached Elaine. Niu turned as the aspirant ahead of her stepped forward. Elaine circled the nobleman, head inclined toward him, listening to a tune Melissa only caught in vague snatches over the breeze. She put a hand on each of the man’s shoulders, gazed into his eyes before stepping back. Elaine shook her head.

“Best luck,” she said, then motioned the nobleman toward the other aspirants who had preceded him in line.

Elaine beckoned the remains of the line.

Niu stepped forward and silently went through the same inspection as the man before her. 

“Best luck,” she said again.

Melissa went next.

When Elaine’s hands clapped on Melissa’s shoulders a spark of electricity passed between them. Elaine didn’t seem to notice the jolt, but Melissa winced. 

The student witch narrowed her dark eyes. She matched Melissa’s gaze. The two of them stood, locked together for an instant. A chill ran from Elaine’s hands to Melissa’s neck, then crept down her spine. Icy tendrils touched her heart, a feeling of utmost northern winter, colder than any wind ever felt in Lowenrane. Another spark jolted Melissa, making her stagger on her feet.

Elaine’s eyes snapped shut. Her cold presence withdrew into her hands. She stepped back slowly, releasing Melissa’s shoulders. Without a word, she pointed to the other aspirants. Melissa frowned, then followed the gesture to join the others.

“That felt strange,” she said to Niu as she rejoined the watchwoman.

“I felt a little sick,” said Niu. “And cold. Did you feel cold?”

“Yes,” said Melissa. “It was like she reached into my chest and felt my heart.”

“My grandmother says the spirit resides in the heart,” said Niu.

Melissa nodded.

“I understand the idea better now.”

“Still, it seemed she reacted differently to you than to the rest of us.” Niu tapped her chin with a finger. “I wonder if that bodes well or poorly for you.”

Melissa shrugged.

“I don’t know, either.” She remembered what Hadrian had told her about her inner sprites being unusual. “I suspect it may be a good thing.”

“In the end, we never know what will be good and bad,” said Niu. “That’s more of my grandmother’s wisdom.”

“Your grandmother sounds wise, to be sure,” said Melissa. “Have you seen Lord Hadrian around, Niu?”

“He left the city overnight.” Niu shrugged. “I don’t know if or when he’ll return, but I saw him fly away.”

Melissa’s heart sank, excitement flagging.

“Oh. I was hoping to speak to him.”

“I thought you weren’t a lady.”

“I’m not, but it didn’t seem to matter to him before.”

Niu’s eyes took on a distant gleam.

“Lord Hadrian is quite a hero, isn’t he?”

“He’s a powerful mage,” said Melissa. “That’s why I want to talk to him.”

Niu winked, then nodded.

“Of course, Melissa. I take your word.”

“I’m perfectly serious.”

Niu smiled.

“Fine, fine. Fair, fair.”

Both lines ran out of aspirants. Lady Nasibron and Elaine met away from the cluster of aspirants, speaking softly to each other. After a few minutes of discussion, Lady Nasibron addressed the aspirants.

“Many of you have strong talent. For now, you are dismissed. Return tomorrow at noon, and I will have my decisions on which of you to train.” She nodded.

The clusters of aspirants broke apart. Melissa walked with Niu toward the gates leading to the streets of the citadel outside the palace. They talked a little more, then one of the other aspirants who Niu introduced as her brother, Tal, joined them. The three of them went into the city to find food for lunch.

Saben

The more time he spent inside, the more the library made Saben think of the place as a prison for books rather than a place to honor knowledge.

The library also seemed to hold a personal distaste for him. After four hours of fruitless searching, he returned to the others, hungry, frustrated, and sweating from the unnatural chill that crept from the passage to the magic wing.

“It is all in there,” he said, motioning to the doorway to the passage.

“Best not to be fools in broad daylight,” said Jaswei, trying her Tancuonese.

Rond nodded, jowls shaking. He smiled.

“Right. And may I add, your accent makes words quite pretty.”

Jaswei raised an eyebrow. She’d understood Rond easily enough.

Saben rolled his eyes.

“We’re going. This isn’t done, but it won’t be done today.”

“Agreed,” said Rond.

Jaswei and Saben both glanced at him. Tancuonese presumption ran deep in the troubadour. Saben led the way out.
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Deckard

From Soucot on the western shore of Charin, Deckard Hadrian let the wind carry him. He flew high above the sea, angling toward the north where the mires of Linien drained at the delta of the River Hirena, or as the Hervs named it when they still walked the world, Ophidia's Tail. Deckard was not old enough to recall the time of the ancient higher beings before demons and maladrites contested control of the world. He read. He heard tales of old, sometimes from those who still lived from that time. Yes, being an immortal in Mother Mercy's service carried its benefits.

Descending rapidly, he spied the river's mouth, rising from morning mist. He must have been flying all night, yet the sunrise gave him light and no sensation of fatigue. Part of his gift, one he rarely told to others, was his lack of need to rest as mortals did. A unique blessing, to be sure. Well, almost unique, but that did not bear thinking on at the moment.

Staying alert, Deckard scanned the ground as he descended. The river basin was home to countless creatures, many of which were unknown in the lands of mercy, west of Linien. Indeed, the river serpents were as powerful as many lesser demons, though thankfully not numerous and slow to breed. Like many creatures left behind from the times of old, the stories told of their shaping but in the lands of mercy, no one would tell who could create new lifeforms by combining humans and beasts. No, to find those stories one must look to the east.

Vakari fisherfolk, wingless and for the most part, harmless to Deckard, came and went with their rafts as he glided upstream, a few hundred spans over the River Hirena and the treetops of the basin's copious wildlife. For all he could see, the placed could have been green to the surface of the swamps. Yet, experience and memory reminded him of the brackish fens and dark wood trunks of its creeping trees. Foliage obscured the shadow side of Linien from above, and Deckard saw no need to approach any closer, with the wind carrying him steadily. 

He swiftly passed north of the delta. Cloying smoke, smelling of cookfires rose from fires on either bank. Deckard ignored them. It must be noon by now, judging from the elevation of the sun. On the horizon, countless sparkling turrets gleamed like tiny diamonds along the ring city's edge, high above the world, including Deckard. In due time, he could fly to the city where Mother Mercy dwelt in splendor but there were faster ways to reach those dizzying heights for Deckard and true wizards.

Below, he spied the peaked dome of the Great Temple of Nassio. Constructed by the vakari nation that gave the temple its name, the building might have belonged in the city above, rather than the swamps below. 

He circled the temple.

Golden passages lined with bone-white aura stone supports that glowed with inner fire visible even by daylight led into the temple at every level of the towering edifice. The dark shapes of winged vakari warriors circled the temple on patrol. Deckard knew well they must see him. 

Once named by their master, he might well be a target as much as Tandace Lokoth back in Soucot. Mercy's spies had difficulty reaching the center of Nassio, primarily because of the difference in species. Among the creatures banned from dwelling in the lands of mercy, the vakari were among the most numerous and powerful. Warped by the ancients, they provided a dangerous foe even as they often served to interdict conflict between Mother Mercy's subjects in the west and the people of the Kism in the east. The last blessing, though it saved many lives, meant Deckard would not be welcome in the temple.

He shifted his weight from the mystic sprites he held within that bore him lighter than a feather. Pushing the wind to shift, he glided toward the highest aperture of the temple, a slender, balcony with no guard rail despite the height, wrapped in a circle around the dome and patterned with bright blue and red tiles.

Two vakari warriors broke from patrol to pursue him. Neither made a sign or sound of magic. With his lead, they could not catch him with mundane wings or weapons. He landed on the balcony, then darted on foot through the passage into the temple itself. Some mortals, even some demons could call him daring, but in the service of his oath and his pride he only measured such action as his role.

Besides, he neither heard nor saw any real evidence of magic within the temple. True enough, his senses were dimmed by the song of countless spirits, both sprites, and banes within the columns of white stone, but the vakari were not subtle mages. If one of them wielded enough power to threaten him, he would certainly detect that individual at this range.

He stepped out of the passage, ignoring the sound of commotion from the warriors landing on the balcony outside. They spoke in the language of Nassio, one many vakari conversed in throughout Linien. Deckard had never studied the reptilian tongue, but he was familiar enough with the language of the ring city on which it was based to understand the two warriors were requesting help. Caution served them well, probably saving their lives for the day.

Deckard dropped slowly to the bottom of the dome. He landed not before the lonely altar, which he had expected, but also before the ornate gold and aura-stone throne that now sat behind it.

Deckard's eyes moved from the high back of the gaudy metallic chair to the reptile sitting on it. This creature resembled the warriors he had seen above, belonging to the same caste of reptiles. He wore a purple sash and pale, baggy trousers more ordinary vakari eschewed in favor of lighter wear. The warrior sitting on the throne appeared older and more battered than the guards.

Vitally, the old warrior's wings were bent inward, scarred in places. One of those wings bore a particularly long, pallid and puckered wound, long-since healed.

Deckard smiled at the sight of the familiar reptile.

"I take it you've made yourself a king, Zalklith," he said in the speech of Mercy.

Zalklith's mouth curved in an approximation of a human's smirk.

"Deckard Hadrian, healer and killer. What brings you to my temple, old friend?" He spoke in the language of mercy, though accented and tinged with the hiss of his people.

"Unfortunately, I think you already know."

"Unlike you, I've grown old since we last met. My memory is not what it was when you healed my wings. Enlighten me."

"Allow me to congratulate you first. An outcast with broken wings must have quite a story to sit a chair such as your throne in a place as holy as this."

"True, but I'd rather not relive or retell it. So, immortal," Zalklith's voice came out as a rasp. "I indeed have you to thank for this position...in part."

"I wouldn't try to take from your accomplishment, old friend."

"Of course, what need has a man such as you for a place like this. No human could ever rule Nassio."

"Indeed not."

"Now you know I do not see you as a threat. I do wonder why you are here. Linien is not kind to your race, Deckard."

"Lucky for your guards I am swifter than they."

"Don't underestimate them. I expect they'll be here in moments."

"Quite. They're probably still gathering strength."

"I told them to beware a flying human."

"Wise. I only wish the assassin who attempted to kill the Governor of Lowenrane several days past had been warned of such. I would not have been forced to take his life."

"Oh?" Zalklith's facsimile of a smile slipped away. "Are you accusing me of foul play, Hadrian?"

"Is there a vakari warrior trained in magic you know with a grudge against the lands of mercy?"

"Of course, but not one. Many. Remember which side Nassio was on when Kanor fought Lowenrane."

"The Lowenraners and Kanori suffered worse than any vakari."

"You know they did. You were there."

"And you? I don't recall you going to sea back then."

"It was a different time. I was still clawing toward where I sit now." Zalklith emitted a low hiss. "Do not question my honesty, Hadrian. I owe you, but such a debt only carries so much weight."

Deckard motioned to the altar, a simple bone and iron design that had stood in the room for well over a century but never gathered dust.

"I'd think you'd have gotten rid of this thing, after all the trouble it gave you."

"You were not the only source of my salvation, Deckard Hadrian."

"Have you become a true believer, then?"

"I trust my benefactors, though the more recent ones I trust the better. Do you understand?"

Deckard nodded.

"I see. You've made a deal with someone in the city."

"Quite astute as expected for an immortal man." Zalklith smiled. "You are not familiar with my newer allies. You can guess they are as welcome in the lands of mercy as I am."

"Maladrites?" asked Deckard. "Or renegade demons?"

Zalklith shrugged with one leathery arm.

"My great high priest does not call himself either. Now, enough catching up Deckard. You have hinted at why you're here and I hope your curiosity is sated."

"Sadly, Zalklith, you have only raised my suspicions."

"We must all keep some secrets, even from our friends."

"I don't doubt that's how you feel. But I am not allowed that luxury."

"Nothing to such nonsense! How many times did you tell me the female traveling with you back then shouldn't hear the truth?"

Deckard grimaced.

"I may lie at times. I may mislead. Such actions are necessary to perform the tasks set before me."

"Set before you, indeed, by golden Mother Mercy herself. Hadrian, you do not know what is right so don't pretend the authority to question my motives."

"I do not pretend, Zalklith." Deckard's fingers twitched on both hands. He eased the sprite strings from each fingertip. Each string could shoot several yards on command, and when tipped with a bane, they could pierce flesh and bone.

Zalkith's reptilian eyes narrowed.

"Guards! The time is upon us. Remove this human."

Deckard hurled himself backward, drifting over the white marble and gold-leaf plates of the sanctuary floor. A rain of spears pursued him, striking and glancing off the tiles in front of him. He held the iron robe tight, knowing it could absorb the worst of that form of weapon.

"King of Nassio," he said. "I will take this as confirmation of your intentions."

"Do what you will, Hadrian. Let me see if you bleed like mortals, both human and vakari." Zalklith stood, unfastened his sash and let it flutter to the floor between the throne and the altar.

He started to sign a spell in the air before him, to Deckard's surprise. Last he'd seen Zalklith, the vakari had lacked any magic training.

“Until we meet again,” Deckard murmured, and leapt for the balcony above. At his light weight, his muscles easily carried him to that apex and then down to the passage. 

He kicked a breeze at his back and sailed from the temple into the air. 

He climbed for the clouds, quickly leaving any pursuing warriors in the distance. Cold and wet, he emerged above a layer of fluffy condensation. Using the ring city and the sun to guide him, Deckard turned to the southeast.

The next morning, Deckard arrived at the southernmost port city of Kanor. The moment he touched the ground, he went looking for an answer to the larger question Zalklith had raised in his mind.

Which patron helped the scarred vakari take his throne?
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Melissa

She arrived at the palace yard the next day, alongside Hilos. On a wooden board, suspended by a nail, hung a sheet of paper with not six or seven, but many names listed on it. As they drew closer, Niu and her brother, Tal, joined them. Tal squinted over the heads of the other aspirants, then shook his head.

“Can’t read it from here.”

“There are forty-four names,” said the voice of Aryal Hekatze from behind them.

Melissa turned to see Lady Nasibron’s sword servant standing beside Elaine. Aryal wore fencing clothes, long hair tied behind her head, and carried both her sword and Lady Nasibron’s great blade, in a belt sheath and on a side-sling baldric respectively. Elaine’s dark hair had been fashioned into a dozen black braids, contrasting with her pale gray gown.

“You’re early,” said Elaine. “My teacher won’t be here for another quarter-hour.”

“We’re eager, of course, Lady Tanlos,” said Hilos with a smile.

“But forty-four,” said Melissa. “That must be nearly everyone who was here yesterday.”

“Indeed,” said Aryal. “That’s the record Lady Nasibron asked me to pen for your previous meeting.”

Niu sighed, sounding relieved.

“I thought it would list those who were accepted,” she said.

Aryal laughed.

“You should be so lucky, and I think Governor Lokoth would wish the same.”

Melissa frowned.

“Is the governor that desperate for mages to help against the magister’s guild?”

“Perhaps she is,” said Aryal, “but I don’t know.”

“For certain, we should not gossip about this any further,” said Elaine.

“As you wish, Lady Tanlos,” said Aryal.

Hilos bowed his head.

“Very wise, my lady.”

Elaine’s cheeks flushed pink at the compliment. She coughed into her fist.

“Now then, Melissa, may I ask you something?”

“I can hardly refuse, given your status.”

“I thought it best to be polite.”

Melissa nodded to Elaine.

“Ask your question.”

“Of course. Melissa, I heard you encountered the magister’s guild master, Kadatz. Is it true he threatened to take your magic from you?”

“I was a little drunk, but I remember clearly. That was his threat.”

Elaine’s expression darkened in a scowl.

“I informed her this time, but you must tell my aunt if any guild mage threatens you again. They are all of you aspirants’ rivals, at least in the city.”

Melissa thought of her cowardly brother. Giles hadn’t been her rival when they were young. Now, however, she saw the truth in Elaine’s words.

“I take it you’re concerned for our safety. I appreciate that, Lady Tanlos.”

Elaine sighed.

“Not just your safety, but my own and my aunt’s as well. I fear the tactics the guild may use if they sense opposition to their dominance in the city. At one time—”

“—No magic was done in Soucot without them,” said Melissa, “I know the saying. I grew up here, remember.” 

Niu scowled.

“I’d like to see those fools try to threaten me or my brother.” She hefted an imaginary throwing lance. “They wouldn’t have long to regret that mistake.”

Tal nodded. Elaine frowned, looking like she wanted to speak against the threat of violence, as a good witch should. Melissa put her hands on her hips.

“Hopefully we’ll have better ways than weapons to handle them if that happens.”

Aryal smiled, hand on the hilt of her sword.

“Don’t belittle the use of weapons, but I see your point.” She noticed motion on the far side of the yard, then snapped into a formal stance.

Lady Nasibron approached from the far side of the yard, accompanied by the black-clad form of Governor Lokoth. Suya Nattan walked at the governor’s other side, carrying both her’s and her master’s swords in sheathes at opposite sides of her belt. She quickened her pace and then pivoted to face the two noblewomen. 

The other aspirants gathered around Suya to meet the governor and the witch. Melissa waited at the back of the crowd with Niu, Tal, and Hilos. Aryal and Elaine went to join the governor and Lady Nasibron in front. The governor held up her hands to silence the murmurs passing among some of the aspirants. Melissa waited, breath frozen in the quiet that followed.

“Your forty-four aspirants arrived here yesterday, and I see you’ve all returned,” said the governor. “Lady Nasibron and Lady Tanlos have informed me they tested each of your spirits.” She smiled. “I wish to welcome each of you to my service today.”

Niu and Tal exchanged glances with Melissa between them.

Hilos’ eyebrows rose.

Melissa stared at the governor, unsure of what to make of the announcement. On the one hand, it boded well for her chance at training if they were all accepted. On the other, Lady Nasibron surely could not mean to train nearly ten times as many as the governor initially suggested.

“Lady Nasibron,” the governor motioned to the witch. “Please inform them.”

Lady Nasibron bowed toward the governor for a long moment. She raised her head. Her gaze turned to the aspirants.

“Training as a witch is among the most difficult paths to the craft of magic,” she said. “Each of you has the potential to achieve that kind of ability, but the component is time. In the next four months, five of you will study directly under me, but the rest will be tutored by Lady Hekatze and Lady Tanlos. Neither of them is as studied as I, but trust them. They can teach you everything they need to act as henge mages, learning abilities to enhance your skills in combat.”

“If you accept those terms,” said the governor, spreading her arms, “I would offer each of you a commission in my service, as henge guards of Lowenrane.”

Melissa stared at her, hoping Lokoth would not forget her promise or retreat from what that promise meant to Melissa. Henge magic could be powerful, from what Melissa understood, but the true power of magic was her ambition. She would not settle for less than the secrets the magister’s guild tried to deny her.

“Step forward as one of my new pupils when I call your name,” said Lady Nasibron.

Melissa locked eyes with the governor. Lokoth’s eyes were impassive, her face stern.

“Suya Nattan,” said the witch.

Don’t betray my trust and offer mastery to your champion.

“Niu No Kaewoo.”

Niu stepped forward, a smile spreading on her face.

Maybe I am too strange to teach the greater ways.

“Sir Hilos of the Ford.”

If an old knight can be chosen...

“Kelt Crayta.”

Only one left. Melissa’s eyes narrowed. This or second place.

“Melissa Dorian,” said Lady Nasibron.

Melissa’s knees went weak.

The governor nodded. Elaine turned fast toward her aunt, shock written on her pretty features. Lady Nasibron’s gaze swept the aspirants.

“Melissa Dorian, are you here?”

Melissa stepped forward.

“I am,” she said.

By Mother’s mercy, I am.

Lady Nasibron led the five of them through the palace. Elaine followed a short distance behind them.

Melissa’s stomach still shook and fluttered with a combination of anxiety and relief.

The five chosen aspirants met with the governor in the palace library several minutes after being announced. Elaine waited outside.

The governor wore a black fencing jacket. She carried no sword but sat reading at a desk. Rising when they entered, she smiled.

“Lady Nasibron, I see you’ve assembled a sturdy group.”

Despite liking the man, Melissa would have been hard-pressed to describe Hilo as sturdy. She said nothing, though, grateful for her position and not wanting to risk any of the governor’s displeasure. Lady Nasibron nodded.

“Your people are talented,” said the witch lady. “I doubt most cities could have produced five candidates who could take a sacra form in months, but I estimate all five of these have the ability, as do a few others in your new mage unit.”

“Impressive work ferreting them all out so fast,” said the governor.

“Thank you. I believe you know most of the students already, but I should introduce the others.”

“Of course. Go on.”

Lady Nasibron motioned to Niu.

“This is Niu No Kaewoo, of a Kanori immigrant family. She and her brother both applied, and I think both have the potential to take a sacra form quickly, though Niu should learn faster.”

“Excellent,” said the governor. “Have you any previous magic experience, Niu?”

Niu flushed.

“No, your governorship.”

Governor Lokoth smirked.

“All the better.”

“Indeed,” said Lady Nasibron. “Better you know nothing and I have a clean pallet to paint my knowledge upon.” She nodded again, then motioned to the man, Kelt. “I believe you know the other three, but perhaps Kelt of Crayta has escaped your attention. He has been a sailor in the bay for some time, currently a fisherman, and while he’s not yet a mage some of his former crew-mates spoke of him as a hero during a past battle with the Kanori raiding fleet a few years ago. He can already hear the song of sprites and banes with consistency.”

Kelt bowed his head.

“I am honored to serve, your excellency.”

The governor’s smirk became a lupine grin.

“I’m glad you made it, Kelta of Crayta. I think I recall hearing of a sailor holding the deck of his ship alone in the last battle with Kanor. Was that you, perchance?”

“I know of no other who endured such as situation and lived,” Kelt said.

“You have my condolences for your fallen comrades, sailor.” Governor Lokoth folded her arms, looking over the five new students. “Each of you is a member of my service now. Suya, Hilos, and Melissa you already joined yourselves to my government. I take it you will do the same, Kelt of Crayta and Niu No Kaewoo?”

“Just tell me where to swear and what to place my oath on,” said Niu.

Kelt bowed again, gaze on the floor.

“Likewise for me.”

Melissa smiled. It was strange, being in a situation where so many were eager to volunteer. Such strangeness, she welcomed. Her eyes moved to Lady Nasibron’s sword servant, Suya. The woman carried the governor’s long blade in a sheath at her side and a personal sword on the other. When she represented the governor in a duel she would be allowed to draw the governor’s sword in Lokoth’s stead. 

Many nobility across Tancuon maintained the service of skilled duelists to carry their family weapons. Though Melissa had not seen Suya fight, she doubted the woman would need magic to defeat most human foes. The Vakari warriors, on the other hand, might be a different matter.

“Suya,” said the governor. “My sword.”

Suya unsheathed the governor’s sword, then sank to one knee, presenting the blade to Lokoth, flat across bare palms.

Governor Lokoth took the weapon gently, carefully laying the single-edged weapon upon her arm.

“I would have you each swear upon this, the sword given to me by Mother Mercy herself.” She wrapped fingers around the hilt and raised the blade slowly over them. “Swear you will serve me loyally under the eyes of mercy until the day I shall release you of your burden.”

“I swear,” said Suya, and the others followed her lead. “To serve you loyally, under the eyes of Mercy, until the day you release me of this burden.”

Their voices formed a small chorus.

As she spoke the words, Melissa’s unsteady stomach stilled. Her mission began this day. Another thought arose unbidden, today begins a new life.

She prayed silently as they finished the oath, hoping never to regret her decision in the moment.

Given the governor’s generosity, the possibility seemed remote. Given her ambitions, she belonged here. Destiny, wrought of mercy’s steel and stone, lingered, almost visible, not far away.
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Saben

Saben Kadias was a man well accustomed to the night. He approached the library in darkness. His footfalls were as cat’s paws. His breath, both inhaled and exhaled, no more than a rustle of leaves in a gentle breeze. He crept around to the side of the main entrance and neared the magic wing. Behind him, Jaswei followed in equal quiet. Rond lumbered behind them, surprisingly keeping pace without much additional noise.

The magic wing had no windows, and those on the first level of the main stacks were barred. Saben’s inspection on their previous visit made him certain of the security below. However, the second floor was a different story. He braced the sprites in his legs to jump, priming open his hands to grab the window-frame once he reached the second level.

Before he could leap, Jaswei held out a hand to stop him.

“I’m lighter. Let me.”

He frowned, but then nodded. Rond stared at the window.

“Don’t forget to take what I want.”

“That’s Jaswei’s mission,” whispered Saben. “Keep watch.”

Rond gave him a shadowy wave of a hand.

“Of course,” he hissed.

Jaswei leapt to the second floor, her legs boosted by the sprites she’d trained to empower them. Easily grasping the window frame, she drew her bane sword and slashed the lock. Saben caught the outer half of the metal binding before it hit the ground. He stuffed it soundlessly into his pocket while Jaswei pulled the window open. She slipped through into the library.

Saben flexed his fingers. He double-tested the weight of the sword on his back to make sure the weapon was secured in the baldric and wouldn’t rattle in motion. Then, he forced his sprites and leapt. The power coursing through his lower limbs carried him to the window’s level. He folded his arms and tucked his head and legs to shrink himself and sailed through the opening. He landed on his feet.

“The way is downstairs,” said Jaswei in the ghostly glow of her bane sword.

“Stay ready to fight. The demon guard will still be here.”

“Right you are, captain,” she said.

They found their way downstairs in the dark. Saben shrugged off his baldric, set it carefully on the floor, then drew his sword before replacing the baldric on his back. His sword cast glimmers of Jaswei’s bane lights on the walls. They prowled through the stacks toward the magic wing, as quietly as they’d been outside.

Jaswei’s gaze followed the flickering light ahead of her. Saben grimaced as he thought of how loud she’d be the next day, one way or the other. She wouldn’t be able to keep quiet, scroll or no scroll, after this much silence. Insufferable, but useful, he told himself, unable to imagine reaching this far across the world without her help.

They reached the door at the far side of the stacks. It wasn’t sealed like in daylight. The passage stood open.

“Is that ordinary?” Jaswei asked.

Saben shook his head.

“I don’t know.”

They stared into the gloom beyond the arched doorway. Nothing moved in the magic wing, a place haunted by the secrets of mages and demons, and where the two converged. To reach the city, a human needed one of two things. The first option was utter submission to the rulers of that place. Saben would never offer such deference to demons. He grimaced. The other way to enter that distant ring was in disguise.

The Tancuonese called their demonic transformations sacra forms. Across the world, the name varied, but the essence and purpose of it were the same. To walk the ring in the sky, to learn the knowledge of demons, and in rare cases like Saben’s, to find a way to kill the immortal beings that dwelt above and below.

He gripped the hilt of his sword in both hands.

“I’ll go first,” he said, stepping forward.

“Do that.” Jaswei’s voice sounded steady but the sweat shimmering on her forehead and a glimpse of her brittle expression reflected in his sword’s polished blade told Saben she was nervous. 

He entered the passage with her at his back.

They reached the end all too quickly. The magic wing’s stacks stretched out before them, much the same as those in the histories behind them except for the presence of racks of scrolls at the end of each shelf. Saben approached the nearest one, reading the label on a metal plaque over the scrolls, its gold inscribed with flowing Tancuonese script.

He who should read shall learn the ways of the spirit.

“Spells,” he murmured as he took in the meaning of the poetry. “They’re spells.”

“I’ll find the one Rond wants,” Jaswei said. “You get your sacra form.”

“Yes,” he said in a low voice. “Take care.”

“I always—”

“I know.”

She wrinkled her nose, then set off through the shadows. As her light diminished, Saben positioned dark-eater sprites in his eyes. He started to search through the shelves. Perhaps the demon guard was only a myth. 

The Tancuonese loved their false securities, from what Saben had seen. False securities like seals that could command demons and even children could learn to use. He gritted his teeth.

A central gap between shelves, Saben found a stand topped by a scroll case enclosed in a box of polished glass. His night vision sprites allowed him to read the plaque on the side of the box. He read it twice to make sure he understood, first in silence, then in a hushed voice.

“Be wary, magus. Herein lies a scroll of the ascended Azel, scion of Destruction himself.”

The word for destruction was written in a stylized fashion, quite different from the rest of the text. The first letter was in high case, and that likely meant it served as a motif name in the local language. Some demons spawned children with mortals or each other, only adding to their numbers and corruption. Destruction himself must refer to an older being than the subject of the scroll. Far more importantly the motif name meant this roll of ancient parchment contained a sacra form.

The place of prominence told Saben that whatever, whomever the scroll pertained to, it was strong, perhaps strong enough to wage war in the ring. He’d not expected to recognize the name of the demon he could disguise himself as when he reached this place, but the concept of a son of destruction as his to control made his lips curve into a smile.

Jaswei approached him as he examined the glass box, searching for a way to remove it without creating undue sound. She carried a scroll of her own in a case of black wood under one arm.

“This is what Rond wanted,” she said.

He grinned, then motioned to the box.

“That scroll is what I want.”

Jaswei wrinkled her nose.

“I can’t read the script, but if you say so. Take it, and we’ll go.”

Saben nodded. He turned from Jaswei, reaching for the box containing the Azel scroll. His fingers brushed the glass, then moved to the side. The box was padlocked. He gripped the metal tightly and tugged, but his strength alone was insufficient to break it. He grunted and stepped back. Jaswei drew her bane sword in a flicker of light. The lock broke. Saben caught it before it hit the floor. He tucked the broken pieces of metal into his pocket.

With both hands, he raised the lid of the box.

He grinned. Light poured across him from behind. Jaswei turned on the spot, bane sword in hand. Saben lifted the scroll and pivoted. The demon guardian of the library stood before them, his pallid greenish skin pulsing with inner illumination.

“Intruders,” said the hulking humanoid creature, flexing the fingers of his free hand.

Jaswei shook her head, smiling.

“At this time of night? How dare they?” she said.

The demon growled low in his throat.

Saben folded the scroll under his arm. He glared at the demon, then raised his hand, the one bearing the seal of demon control. The demon laughed before Saben could activate the seal.

“Mortal, you know nothing of my kind.”

Saben opened his fist. The control seal flared with light. The demon chuckled, shaking his head, then raised a mace with iron rings all along its oblong length. Just like against the demons that destroyed his village, the seal did nothing.

Saben Kadias knew hatred when it grew in his heart. He recognized the fury he felt and saw no reason to dispel it, and no way to silence the voices of his slain parents, his missing sister, his friends and village years ago destroyed.

“Jaswei.” He grunted, holding the demon scroll out to her.

She took the scroll, then stepped to one side. Saben threw down his baldric, drawing the great sword from it in the same motion. He hurled himself at the demon guardian. His roar of hate-fueled rage echoed through the halls of the library, shaking dust from shelves.

Jaswei leapt backward, landing catlike to weather the force of Saben’s battle cry. She averted her eyes as they clashed, the demon blazing bright. Darting to one side, the towering greenish guardian swung its weapon at Saben’s head. He swung his sword overhead as he ducked, cleaving the demon mace in half. His muscles offered protest for only a second as he whirled to cut at the demon’s chest. His strike opened a long gash.

The demon retaliated with the remains of its mace, flailing at the end of a chain that connected the weapon to his wrist. Saben caught blows on his shoulder and forearm. He staggered under the impact, feeling ruptures that would become bruises pulsing under his skin. The demon leered at him and brought the broken mace down in another strike.

Saben’s blade cut the chain, sending the weapon flying into stacks of the library with a crash. The throb of internal bleeding ran through Saben’s right side. He pressed the attack. As the demon retreated, its meaty fist struck Saben’s cheek, driving him off-balance. Despite the blurring, bobbing world that he lived in after the punch, Saben’s sword severed the demon’s arm. The creature groaned. He spun to one side, then fell, trailing pale reddish blood.

Jaswei crept to Saben’s side. His rage subsided, though he still seethed with unconcealed, uncontrolled temper. He picked up his baldric, breathing hard, and hung it on his back. Without a word, he staggered toward the window they’d come in. Jaswei caught up with him and offered her shoulder to lean on. He accepted, despite himself. Her firm touch told him she was still on his side.

Good.

They reached the window. He dropped to the ground outside, stiffening his legs with strength sprites to take the landing. The demon’s blood dripped from his blade. He cleaned it with a swish of the weapon through the air. Jaswei landed behind him. Rond trundled to meet them.

“No one’s watching,” he said.

“We should go,” said Jaswei.

Saben nodded. The three of them disappeared into the night, carrying the two stolen scrolls. Rond could have his part of the take. The Azel scroll must be strong, but who could say what Saben needed to take on the demon without a face. The stars overhead reminded him all too clearly of the void of the abomination. That creature had been the target of his first bane roar. The act of crying out had saved his life then, but he doubted it would be enough when next he saw the monster.

The scroll he unfurled when he arrived at the room where he was staying gave him hope. Next door in Jaswei’s quarters everything was silent. Rond was across the hall, probably poring over his prize. Saben Kadias, a man from a village taken by demons, focused on becoming one of them.

The scroll’s jagged lettering and bizarre patterns filled his eyes, his mind, and shortly after, his dreams.
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Melissa

Training as a mage began with tests.

Melissa spun the spear and aimed it so the weapon’s tip pointed toward the ground. She stared across their stretch of training yard at Niu. The two of them were among many other student-mages training on the palace grounds. Melissa was disappointed by her lack of access to personal training. She already lacked any instruction on magic since she was a young child. 

Yet, she also understood the need for Lady Nasibron to observe all the students at once to gauge their abilities. Abilities, Melissa thought, really what abilities?

Giles, her brother, often demonstrated small magical talents when they were young. In the intervening years, Melissa never experienced directed magic for herself until her encounter with the vakari warrior in protecting the governor.

Niu walked toward Melissa, staff in hand, the ends both blunt and reinforced by metal. Part of Melissa thought the situation slightly unfair, as she used the same weapon she trained with as a merchant’s guard. Niu picked the staff from among the training weapons but looked as though she’d never held one before. They closed the distance and circled each other, testing the distance with their long weapons. 

Naturally, sprites and banes as Lady Nasibron called them were most able to demonstrate their capabilities when stress drew them out. Melissa recalled such stress and wasn't pleased with the prospect of facing it again. 

She wanted to be a mage as much as she did before. The trials they faced would be difficult for all of them. Besides her fear of demonstrating a lack of magical talent, sparring barely qualified as a stress test for Melissa.

Elaine watched from a distance beside her aunt. She seemed so naive, except when she was cold and aloof. Melissa disliked the other girl as much as she admired the opportunities Elaine benefited from her whole life.

Opportunities like those could have been Melissa’s once. The governor may have favored Melissa with her current prospects but her blessings were more than the norm for Melissa. Niu and Melissa exchanged testing strikes.

Despite having the spear pointed down, Melissa clearly understood the weight and balance of her weapon better than the other girl. She blocked Niu’s blows without much trouble. Niu kept the exercise interesting by changing tact more than once. 

At first, she used the ends of the staff interchangeably, mixing up which direction she would swing from. Melissa blocked them all. Next, Niu tried to dart past Melissa and strike straight on with the staff extended in one hand. Melissa ably defended the quivering blow. 

Niu’s extra effort offered Melissa little more trouble than her previous flurries of attacks. Melissa tripped Niu with the end of her spear and then pointed the blunt butt of the weapon at her opponent. Niu groaned, then shook her head.

“You beat me again,” she said, “and without magic, too.”

Melissa shrugged.

“I think I’m missing the point of the training.”

Niu frowned. Sweat ran along her brow.

“This isn't a real fight. I don’t even know what we’re supposed to be doing. Does it even really matter?”

“It matters,” Melissa said, “given our positions as favored among the candidates, if we don't demonstrate magical talent, perhaps we’ll be demoted.”

Niu sat up and shrugged. 

“I don't like it, but if you think so, that may be true.”

“Don't trust me too much,” said Melissa with a smile. Melissa withdrew her spear and offered Niu a hand.

Niu laughed as she grasped Melissa’s hand, then got to her feet. She retrieved the staff from where it lay fallen on the grass. She planted one end of the blunt weapon on the grass and faced Melissa.

“Honest to Mercy, I did notice something from you.”

“Really?” Melissa narrowed her eyes. “What?”

“I think...” said Niu, “...it seemed like you moved faster when I attacked but also they were louder.”

“They?”

“Melissa, your inner song,” said Niu, “It changed like you had a bane song inside.”

“I couldn't hear anything,” said Melissa, “what makes you think you didn’t imagine it?”

Niu shrugged.

“Could have but I doubt it.”

Melissa looked at the spear she held, its sharp end pointed toward the ground.

“I don't understand,” she said, “shouldn’t I hear them too?”

Elaine approached them, clapping her hands together.

“I heard some mystic songs in this direction,” she said.

“It was Melissa.” Niu motioned to her.

Elaine turned to Niu.

“Thanks but you made some noise too.”

Niu furrowed her brow. 

“I couldn't hear anything.”

“It may be neither of you is gifted. I had to train for years to hear my inner song.”

“Is that so?” Melissa asked.

“It is.”

Niu glanced at Melissa.

“What were we trying to do?”

“Both you use sprites to enhance your physical abilities,” said Elaine. “However, Melissa uses her differently than you did, Niu.”

“How so?” Melissa asked.

She and Niu both looked curiously at Elaine.

“Questions worth answering.” Lady Nasibron approached from out of sight behind Melissa. “I noticed the same among the other three. Promising.”

Niu wiped sweat from her brow.

“Does that mean? Are we all potential wizards?”

Lady Nasibron nodded.

“As potential wielders of sacra forms, you have more possible abilities than you can imagine. Much of the time sprites and banes are trained by your actions. They react to the way you learn.”

“All those books,” whispered Niu, glanced toward Melissa.

Melissa narrowed her brows.

“Could that happen through books?”

Lady Nasibron nodded again.

“Likely, because if you learn from the written word you may understand partially the essence of a subject without the material. Without matter, sprites and banes grow as adaptive entities. Whatever they are exposed, to they adopt qualities from their environment.”

“That explains the advantage Melissa has with her spear,” said Niu, “right?”

“That or you just need to learn as a fighter,” Melissa said with a raised eyebrow and a twitch of her lip.

“Hey,” said Niu. “I’ve been a library guard for a whole year. Why talk that way?”

“Be calm. This isn’t a contest worth having.” Lady Nasibron turned to Elaine. “My student, though still in training, is skilled as regards wielding magic independent of physical training.”

Elaine flushed slightly.

“I understand matching fairly well at this point. You see when a sprite or bane matches the properties of a nonphysical object like an idea or concept from a book it inherits the user's impression of that material as well. We call that essence-matching.”

Melissa smiled.

“I read books about tactics and wars from history. I predicted a lot of Niu’s moves. You think my sprites helped me fight that way because I read so much?”

Elaine glanced at Lady Nasibron. The elder witch put a hand on her niece’s shoulder. 

“Likely but such power is not their true potential. Though they learn, sprites and banes learn both more and less than what you understand consciously. You can begin accessing their real magic by remembering things you read in specific terms.”

“So they know what I know better than I do?” Melissa said.

“Yes, on an instinctive level,” said Lady Nasibron. “But they have limitations.”

Niu exhaled.

“They see what we see and share our experiences. Is all magic just tapping into our past experiences?”

“Half-true.” Lady Nasibron folded her arms. “You should not give your instincts too much credence. Sprites and banes are particles you can shape to your will. Instinct only supplies the basic parts of your abilities. Training along different avenues, not just your inherent traits forms the basis of all mage craft. Many spells only work because of external sources or other training modifications to your instinctive energies.”

Niu pressed a palm to her forehead.

“Sounds complicated,” she said.

Melissa nodded, energy pulsing with the thoughts racing in her head.

Lady Nasibron’s description of sprites and banes excited her. She never heard before the nature of the magic’s abilities and limitations explained so deftly. Lady Nasibron might prove a good teacher. After the magister’s guild banned Melissa from study, no teacher in the south would have her until now.

“Elaine,” said Lady Nasibron, “I want you to take these two to the library.”

“Me?” Elaine asked.

Lady Nasibron shrugged and smiled.

“Student, you are now a senior mage except for your lack of confidence. Please take these two girls to the library and ask for a selection of mage scrolls. Bring them to the palace. I've heard of an attempted theft at the library over the night, so be sure to take this.” Lady Nasibron produced a letter from the governor, the flowering emblem of Lowenrane pressed into the waxen seal.

Elaine took the letter. She nodded to Lady Nasibron. 

“Come on,” she said motioning to Melissa and Niu.

Niu and Melissa followed Elaine from the training yard. They made their way into the city and across the bridges toward the library.

At the library, Melissa approached the desk where a librarian waited with an annoyed expression on her weathered face. She glanced toward the inside shelves deeper into the library, where a group of soldiers from the city guard investigated damage to several fallen shelves by the entrance to a particular wing. Melissa and Niu approached the desk behind Elaine.

“If you're here for any particular scrolls,” said the librarian, “I will have to ask you to wait until the guards finish investigating.”

Elaine said, “Lady Nasibron wishes to see the scrolls of matching if we can.”

The librarian hissed a low sound but nodded to Elaine.

“Very well,” said librarian softly. She turned to Niu and Melissa. “Please follow me.”

The three of them followed the librarian around a low barrier and toward guards and the fallen shelves. Blood had dried in places on the floor, looking pale as to be almost gray in the dim light.

Melissa glanced at Elaine. Lady Nasibron’s student looked as aloof as usual. The scene among the shelves seemed beneath her. 

“This way,” said the librarian. “You may borrow the scrolls of matching from within. Will that suit the lady witch?”

“I understand,” said Elaine. “That will do.”

They picked their way past the guards and retrieved a set of large scrolls from the magic wing.

The streets of Soucot were wet with rain when Melissa and the others emerged from the library. She poked her head out from under the eaves by the entrance of the library and held her arm out, feeling for raindrops. Elaine frowned.

Niu glared at the gray sky.

“I suppose we'll need to borrow a wagon or a covered cart if we’re going to get these scrolls to the palace.”

Elaine tapped a foot, folding her arms.

“Understood. Can you two find one? I’ll stay and watch the scrolls.”

“Sure,” said Melissa.

Melissa and Niu left with a purse of money Elaine gave them, looking for a cart near the library. Melissa looked back just as they turned the corner and left the line of sight of the front doors of the library. She glimpsed Elaine looking down at the scrolls they’d gathered. 

Niu and Melissa passed through rainy streets. They found what they were looking for a few blocks from the library. The covered cart rental with the sign out front in Kanori and Tancuonese told them the price, a few silvers.

They approached the dealer and rented the cart with no trouble.

On the way to rejoin Elaine, they encountered a side street with a barricade across its mouth. The side street looked dark, even compared to the main thoroughfare in the overcast gloom of low hanging clouds. Melissa glanced over the barrier, squinting to see better. Nothing but shadows presented themselves.

Niu pushed the small handcart forward. Raindrops pattered off the covering overhead. Water splashed in places but the cart’s basket remained dry.

The two of them proceeded to the street outside the library. A pair of large wagons turned sideways in the street blocked the way. People pressed against them, looking around for places to find a way through. The other pedestrians looked as confused as Melissa felt. We just came through here, she thought.

Niu pointed through the intensifying rain.

“That's a magister skilled emblem!”

Melissa frowned.

“You certain?”

“Yes,” said Katie. “It's obvious, the trident and the scroll.”

The symbol on the side of the wagon covering was indeed a trident crossing a scroll. It hung on a rope, gold-filigreed metal strapped to the side of the wagon’s covering. Melissa approached the symbol and reached for it.

A voice spoke from within the wagon.

“Don’t touch that.”

Melissa paced back a step.

“What’s going on here?”

“The magister's guild,” said the voice within the wagon, “has its own goals to meet, Melissa Dorian.”

Melissa and Niu exchanged glances. Niu grimaced, looking nervous. They retreated from the wagons, then turned to each other.

Niu leaned toward Melissa.

“They're blocking the road. They must be serious.”

Melissa nodded.

“They might be after Elaine as well.”

“They should know better than to go after a noble,” said Niu.

“Maybe they don't,” said Melissa.

“Or maybe they know a way to get away with it.” Niu scowled.

The wagons remained before them, implacable and impassable. That's why the blocked the side street, Melissa thought. This is all a plot to separate us from Elaine and those scrolls.

“We need to get through there,” Melissa said.

“Right,” said Niu. “But how?”

“Any way we can move them?” Melissa asked.

“Not that I can see,” said Niu.

“Can we go over them?” Melissa asked.

“We just started training magic,” said Niu. “I don’t see a way, especially not with the hand cart.”

Melissa frowned. Thoughts of her past magic experience coursed through her head. Neither of them could jump or fly like Hadrian. 

Niu bit her lip.

“We need to get past them as soon as possible right,” she asked.

“I'd say so,” said Melissa.

“In that case, we could climb.”

Melissa shook her head.

“They’ll be ready for that.”

Niu sighed.

“Then how?”

Melissa rubbed her chin.

Give me a moment.”
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Saben

Saben looked across the street to where the wagons stood in the way, blocking everyone's path. He had observed the library the night and day after his thieving from the place to make sure nothing was left behind to jeopardize his identity and that of the others. He and Jaswei had decided he should do it alone, at least on the side of the street. On the other side of the library, Jaswei and Rond would be scouting together. Saben preferred to be alone. 

He stopped as he's spotted two women moving away from the wagons in the middle-of-the-road, pushing a hand cart in the light rain. They appeared agitated and talked to each other softly, but intensely.

Saben approached them, wanting to ask what was going on but uncertain if his Tancuonese was up to a conversation with people so harried. Regardless, given they were locals or at least more local than him, he risked being caught by sharing too much. Too bad. He needed information.

They looked up as he approached. His bulky frame drew a lot of attention, no matter the land. Saben was a large man, but his usual quiet kept him from being as noticed as Jaswei, usually. He wasn't easily flustered, but thieving from the library of Soucot had left him on edge.

One woman was taller, more Tancuonese in appearance, with curly black hair and a slender build. She looked in his direction and frowned, seeming too preoccupied to notice him. She appeared distant, intent on something in her mind's eye. The other woman, shorter and curvier and at least partially Kanori in descent, saw Saben at once.

“Hey,” she said, “what do you want?”

“I'm looking to find out what's going on.”

“We don't know for certain,” said the curly-haired woman in the language of Tancuon.

The part-Kanori woman, Saben estimated her to be about a half and half mix shook her head.

“They blocked the road, the magister’s guild.”

“The guild? said Saben, “why?”

The curly-haired woman started to speak but hesitated. Her friend glanced at her, then turned Saben.

“We don't know beyond doubt, but we think they could be after us.”

“Why you?” Saben asked. And a curse on all of you for drawing me into a situation I should have avoided, he thought,

“We’re members of the governor’s new mage guard,” said the curly-haired woman. That phrase drew a glance from her friend.

The half-Kanori woman said.

“Melissa, are you sure we should tell him?”

“He’s not with the guild. Besides, everyone in Soucot will know us soon.”

“I'm new to the city,” said Saben. “I don’t know much.”

Melissa nodded.

“For now, don’t worry about the situation. We need to get past those wagons.”

Saben folded his arms.

“There could be a way around,” he said.

Melissa glanced at her friend.

“What do you say, Niu? Do we have time to circle around?”

Niu shrugged.

We can't just enter in here, she said. Saben gazed at the wagons. He took in their heavy bulk, their weighted axles, and their covered beds. He understood from his travels that wagons such as these did not normally come so far into the center of a city of Soucot’s size. They had not been brought in by accident, which might confirm the women's suspicions. 

Saben turned to Melissa.

“I think we’d be better off going through them, even if we cause a scene.”

Melissa raised an eyebrow.

“We?”

Saben folded his arms.

“I'm willing to help for coin or two, I'm new in town.”

“So you said.” Melissa turned to Niu.

Niu looked back and forth between the two of them and then turned to Melissa.

“I think we can trust him. And he's got a big sword.”

“All right,” said Melissa. She glanced at Saben. “Where exactly do you hail from?”

“I come from a place far to the east,” said Saben, “I haven't been there in a long time. He remembered his village with its burning buildings, ruined gardens, and destroyed tranquility. “My people aren't there anymore”

Melissa narrowed her eyes.

“Fine,” she said, “If I trust you and betray us, I’ll make you sorry.”

“I'm not some magister’s guild agent,” said Saben, “I’ve no reason to turn against you.”

“We’ll see that you get paid,” said Niu. “We don't have the money here, though. Is that all right?”

Saben unfolded his arms.

“If the governor is as good with her gold as you are with your words, there should be no problem.”

Melissa turned and glared at the wagons.

“I suppose the governor won't mind if we tangle with the magister's in her service,” she said, It’s half of our purpose.”

Niu nodded.

Saben drew his sword, dropping the sling on the rainy street. He picked up the baldric and replaced it on his back.

“No killing,’ said Melissa, “all right?”

“No killing,” said Saben.

“This is a magic dispute,” said Niu, “one between the guild and the governor. We should not get our hands too bloody over it.”

“But we must defend ourselves,” said Saben.

“Right,” said Melissa, “and the best way to do that sometimes is to not escalate. I've been a caravan guard for long enough to know that if someone pulls a knife and the other draws a bow, they're going to continue escalating until someone runs out of options.”

“Magic is on the table then?” Saben asked.

Melissa glanced at him, eyebrows raised.

“You’re a mage?”

“I have some talent,” said Saben.

“Well,” said Niu, “then maybe you should lead.”

Saben shrugged.

“I'm not a wizard,” he said. “I only have the hedge magic of my land.” And a little extra, he added mentally. They needn’t know about my voice.

Melissa, Niu, and Saben approached the wagons. A voice from within called to them, tension in his tone.

“Go back,” he said, “we can't let you pass.”

Saben raised his sword.

“Sounds like a problem for you.”

He hefted his sword in both hands and marched straight toward the wagon closer to the library’s side of the road. He swung the weapon over his head and brought it down on the axle of the wagon, reinforcing the strength of the weapon with as much power from his sprites as he dared reveal. He cleaved the wheel from the axle. 

The wagon tilted to one side and spilled its passengers onto this the rainy pavement. The stones, slick with water from the growing downpour, greeted a pile of young guild mages, most of them wearing thin cloaks over their novice uniforms. They hit with groans and cries of pain.

Saben stepped backward, and then paced past them, shoving the side of the wagon. He pushed hard twice. The wagon swung to one side, allowing Niu and Melissa to hurry by with their covered handcart. Saben backed after them. As he emerged in the gap onto this street of the library, he turned to follow the women and found himself face-to-face with one of a youth who jumped down from the wagon’s driving board. The boy stared at him, eyes fierce with anger.

What are you doing?” he yelled, “foreigner?”

Saben slipped the sword back into the baldric, cold and calm. He reattached the sling to his back. He faced the boy and folded his hands together. He said nothing.

The boy gritted his teeth.

“I won't let you pass.”

Saben cracked his knuckles. The boy's stare faltered. His eyes went watery. He backed a few paces away and then turned and fled toward the wagons and his fallen friends.

Saben marched after Melissa and Niu toward the library, hoping his actions would not draw undue attention to him and his team. Jaswei was usually the one who went out of order and did things as he’d just done. Saben did not like the helpful side of himself. 

He had a mission and he needed to continue it.

Elaine

Elaine watched Melissa and Niu approach with the handcart. A big man followed a short distance behind them. The man caught her eye as one of the novices from the magister’s guild turned and fled back to the wagons. The man let the boy go despite his massive size and ready weapon.

Elaine waved from the doorway of the library. Melissa and Niu brought the handcart to her. The big man followed them at a slower pace, taking up more room than necessary to block the path of any other novices from attempting to go after Niu and Melissa.

Elaine met them near the doors. The three of them started to load scrolls onto the handcart.

“Who is he?” Elaine asked.

Melissa shrugged.

“A helpful someone,” she said, “foreign.”

Niu glanced at the man.

“I didn't get your name.”

“I’m Saben,” he said.

Elaine said, “if you helped them I owe you one.”

“In that case,” said Saben, ‘I suppose you’re not the only one.” His voice was soft, quieter than she expected from such a large frame. He was not necessarily an obvious mark for a foreigner either, though his skin was tawny and he appeared to be of some sort of eastern descent.

Elaine folded her arms as they finished loading scrolls into the handcart.

“The magister’s guild blocked our away back,” said Melissa, “so it might be difficult to get back to the governor's palace.”

Saben glanced at the rooftops, through the falling rain to a woman across the street. She was watching them.

“I can help you get back, for a small price. In addition to what we already covered.”

“So you're a mercenary?” Elaine frowned.

“I guess so,” said Saben, “fresh from Naje.”

“Fresh from Naje,” Elaine said, “You’ve come a long way.”

“You could say that.” The raindrops almost kept his voice below audibility.

Elaine and the others started into the street, keeping the cover of the handcart pulled down low to protect the scrolls. They would get wet, but rain could not destroy the ancient scrolls beneath the covering. None of them were demon scrolls. None of them belonged to the sacra forms wizards used to claim that title. Unlike those scrolls, these contained information that was safer and altogether less esoteric, but also less durable.

The group made it six blocks before the novice magisters got the nerve to follow and caught up with them. A group of swift-running magister students pursued from behind, while more circled ahead at an even faster clip, accelerated by their sprites, to block the road ahead of them from passage.

Melissa, Niu, and Saben glanced at Elaine.

“You’re the leader?” he asked.

“I guess so,” said Elaine, flustered by the situation.

“You know,” said Saben, “if you let me, I could scatter them all like so many sheep.”

“Do you know much about sheep?” asked Melissa, “because I don't.”

Saben shrugged.

“I know sheep,” he said softly. “I grew up around them.”

“Give it a shot,” said Niu.

“One shot,” said Elaine.

“Well, well, well,” said a voice from ahead of them. The voice belonged to a man Elaine did not recognize. He wore a heavy mantle that looked like too heavy for the summer. He looks to be about seven hands tall, a giant. Elaine realized that was a false impression as she noted the mantle flowed longer than his legs. He made no footsteps as he floated above the ground. He positioned himself between the novices ahead of them and the group.

“I am an elder magister of the guild. It is offensive to me that the governor has chosen to abandon our contract as the keepers of magic in the city. It is time to punish those who would help her defy our order.”

Melissa snorted.

“What happens if we don't simply roll over for you?”

“We will punish you harder.” The novices behind him glanced each other laughing and then advanced to join their master.

Melissa and the others joined Elaine at the front of the handcart. Saben unsheathed his greatsword. He set the baldric on top of the handcart, allowing its weight to hold the cover in place.

Saben whispered to Elaine, “we should smash through them,”

“How fast can you run,” asked Melissa in a soft voice.

“Pretty fast,” said Saben, “With my sprites.”

“Me too,” said Niu, “but not as fast as Melissa.” 

Elaine nodded.

“You three keep them away from me and I can get the cart through.”

“If their magic isn’t too great we should be able to get past them,” said Melissa. “I'm not surrendering either way.”

“Me neither,” said Niu.

Saben chuckled, simple and resonant. Elaine glanced at him. He didn’t seem to notice. Instead, he kept his sword in both hands and advanced quietly toward the novices and their elder guild mage.

The three women behind Saben formed around the cart. Elaine pushed while Melissa and Niu took either side, preparing with their weapons to defend in case of any trouble. Melissa still carried her spear. Niu held her staff with both hands. The novices before them framed the street.

Saben broke into a run. Elaine pushed the cart as fast as she could. They raced toward the line of students. Melissa and Niu started lashing out with the blunts of their weapons, knocking the young novices over one after another. 

They might be mages, but they weren’t trained yet. Between Saben scaring his path through the center without having to swing his sword and Elaine following him, the four made their way toward the governor's palace, though it still seemed miles away. 

In reality, Elaine thought, it must be a few hundred yards to the citadel. Despite the presence of Saben, the novices proved bolder and bolder. She didn't want to see him swing that sword.

The wind shifted, taking the rain into some sideways flurry. A shadowy shape touched down ahead of Elaine. 

Melissa glanced at the figure, then shouted, “Deckard, Hadrian!.”

Deckard Hadrian turned to face the guild mages.

“Anyone who dares broach the subject of surrendering the scrolls shall answer to me.”

Elaine flushed. He was here to help them.

Melissa grabbed the corner of the cart to move Elaine faster. They all ran for the palace
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Deckard

The table in the palace was set for a feast.

Deckard Hadrian led the way into the room. The Great Feast Hall, not the same as the throne room, but adjacent to it, was intended for parties and feasts in honor of different members of society. Today, the feast was for the guards and sailors. Kanor had never succeeded in reaching shore during the last war. 

Not long enough ago in Deckard’s memory, the room would have been used to stockpile resources for a siege. Over forty years had gone by. The governor then had been prudent. Tandace Lokoth, unlike her predecessors, was more ostentatious. Deckard did not doubt Mother Mercy had chosen her partially for that reason.

Melissa, Elaine, and the large mercenary Saben led the way. Hadrian followed them into the room. Niu trailed behind, looking at the bright lights and fine food everywhere. Hadrian circled back to talk to her. He let Melissa approach the governor by herself. The woman, not much more than a girl needed to learn to deal with power if she was to survive on her own. Deckard lacked the time for every stray and sob story. He was, of course, the Lord of Demon Hunters, the Lord of Glass, and many other titles besides, and Mother Mercy's favored tool for scourging rogue demons.

Even so, he approached Niu.

She wrung her hands. She was not much older than Melissa, but her confidence seemed less. Granted, being of foreign descent in the land of mercy could be a cause for concern for oneself. The girl looked up at Deckard. He smiled gently.

“You better hurry or the governor won't have a chance to thank you for bringing the scrolls with the others. You don't want to inconvenience anyone do you?”

She sighed.

“The governor doesn't want to talk to me,” she said.

“Why do you think that?” asked Hadrian. 

Deckard knew all too well the Kanori feared reprisal for their people's invasion, of this land. However, the people of the land of mercy prized clemency, at least when the foe was defeated.

“Don't fear,” said Deckard. “Be brave, that befits a mage.”

“She chose me, didn't she,” said Niu. 

“Yes,” the Deckard.

Niu unfolded her hands, with visible effort.

She paced past Deckard then glanced at him.

“Thanks,” he said, “I'll do what I can.”

He nodded.

She set off to join the others as they approached the governor's chair. The governor sat at the head of the table. Deckard followed Melissa, Niu and Elaine and the mercenary to meet with her. He stayed some distance away to one side of the great hall. The feasting of the soldiers and sailors and officers certainly took him back to different times in places with different people. He had been a general, commanding troops in the valley to the north. He had seen many battles against the Kism and other foes. The only one he truly regretted was Kanor.

Kanor was a battle he supposed all who remembered it regretted. The intensity of the conflict had been limited to the sea, but that limited nothing. Strife of that kind resounded for generations. Deckard might be the only man alive in Tancuon to still remember it yet everyone in Lowenrane was affected, and likely everyone in Kanor, as well. 

Separating them was not enough to keep these two rivals from confronting each other. Deckard thought, if the and vakari have their way, we will have more conflict soon. Whether or not the vakari or the Kanori attacked it would be blood on the water.

The governor thanked the mages and the mercenary. She told them to take the scrolls to the vault. They left the room, and Deckard approached governor Lokoth personally. She smiled as he approached.

“Lord Hadrian,” she said, “I was wondering when you would make your presence felt.”

“Your feud with the magister's guild is troublesome,” said Deckard.

“You think so?”

“I do.” He nodded to the feasting soldiers and sailors.

“Do you think they want to go to battle without mage support?”

“No one would,” said governor Lokoth.

“I don't know if that's true,” said Deckard. “I've met those who would.”

The governor sighed.

“That's why I'm training my new mage guards and my hand.”

“Do you think they will be ready if ships arrived on the horizon from Kanor tomorrow?” asked Deckard.

“My spies suggest Kanor is not approaching us anytime soon with hostilities. You may be paranoid, Deckard,” she said.

Deckard shrugged, letting the robe move easily around him, it's iron and steel shifted as light as feathers. He moved it easily using his feather sprites. Those sprites were his most easily accessed tools in the battle. He used them every day, often unconsciously.

Deckard turned and stalked toward the doors leading back to the city. The governor rose and followed him a few paces.

“Wait,” she said, “are you going so soon?”

He shrugged.

“I heard at the library, a particular scroll was stolen.”

“What kind of scroll?” asked the governor.

“A demon scroll,” said Deckard. “One of the most powerful of it’s kind. One I've never fought.”

“Many demons are unique,” said governor Lokoth.

Deckard shook his head.

“This one is even more special.”

The governor approached him, where he hesitated beside the table.

At the midpoint of the table, she reached him. She asked in a soft voice, “what kind of demon is it?”

He shook his head.

“I need to find out more before I tell any more. It is not the place for mortals to worry about fight a war against the wrath of demons. Especially not this one.”

“Are there not mortal hunters,” said the governor.

“There are,” said Deckard, “but they are not me.”

“Not me either,” the governor admitted.

“I am not the demon. Nor am I a wizard. I have only a little training.”

“You ought to have completed your training,” said Deckard.

“You mean with Lady Nasibron?”

“Perhaps,” said Deckard.

Governor Lokoth shook her head.

“There are many things I wish I'd done when I lived in the north,” she said. “Completing my training with magic is not one of them. I was always better with swords.”

“Magic and swords are not always counter to each other,” said Deckard.

“Perhaps, but I'd rather take one over the other. If you understand the meaning.”

“I do not,” said Deckard. “I admit.”

He nodded at her. “Governor, if it pleases you. I will leave now to continue my investigation.”

Melissa

Melissa turned to the big man.

“What brought you to that street today?”

Saben, if that was the mercenaries name, nodded. He took a deep breath.

“I didn't know what was going on the library before I got there, but the magister's pissed me off before.”

Melissa frowned.

“I thought you were new in the city?

“Judging by your accent. You're not native either,” said Saben.

They sat in the palace yard, where the other students were practicing, backs to one of the tables. Standing, Melissa flexed her legs.

“I was born here,” she said. “I haven't been around for a while.”

Saben said nothing. Melissa shook her head.

“You don't have to talk,” she said. “However, given that you helped us out, it might be helpful to know a little more about you.”

Elaine approached them, followed by Lady Nasibron.

“Here they come,” said Melissa. “We're in trouble I guess.”

“Why?” Saben asked.

“We’re not supposed to skirmish with the magister's guild.” Melissa wrinkled her nose.

Saben scowled. He must feel malice toward the magister's guild. Even if his grudge against them was just a lie, Melissa doubted his motives would interfere with her training. He said nothing.

“Not too talkative now,” said Melissa. She waved her hand in the air. “You seem to get along better with Elaine.”

Saben remained quiet.

Elaine and Lady Nasibron reached them. The elder witch smiled at Saben.

“You have been useful today, easterner.”

“I suppose so,” said Saben.

Lady Nasibron’s smiled remained.

“What do we owe you?”

Saben shrugged.

“Nothing?” Elaine said.

Saben shrugged again.

“I don’t know your money.”

Elaine nodded.

Lady Nasibron said, “we can pay you a few crowns, or a single mercy gold.”

Saben closed his eyes.

“I'll take the gold,” he said.

“Gold it is,” said Elaine. She produced a single coin from her purse and handed it to Saben.

He pocketed the heavy coin.

Melissa frowned as Saben turned and walked away.

The mercenary moved her the wrong way. He had been useful. Size like his could be valuable in any kind fight, as long as the man knew how to use it. However, given his odd nature, she was glad to see him go. Others could accuse Melissa of being quiet, as the other guards sometimes had on the caravans, but she knew her reasons. Women who serve as caravan guards frequently had other problems to attend too far beyond those of the men.

Melissa avoided most of those at the time. In her new life, she would be asked to form real relationships with people for change. She sighed slightly at the thought. Her service to the governor required more of her than she thought. So much for being a reward, or at least for being free. The position remained a blessing.

Elaine turned to Melissa.

“You and Niu did well back there,” she said. “You really should learn more magic, before you cross paths with the magister’s guild again, though.”

Lady Nasibron nodded. Melissa frowned.

“I’ll try my best,” she said, “but if I can't avoid them. It will happen again.”

“In that case,” said Lady Nasibron, “perhaps you should remain in the palace until further notice.”

“I'm not going to be a prisoner,” said Melissa. “But I can try harder to avoid skirmishes.”

Lady Nasibron smiled.

“Try as hard as you can,” she said.

“And don't go out alone,” said Elaine. She folded her arms. “If the magister's guild gets the drop on you, the governor could lose one of her mage hand.”

“Mage Hand?” asked Melissa.

“Yes,” said the lady witch. “the governor is calling you five training as full wizards her hand.”

“Five people per one hand.” Melissa smiled. “I suppose that makes each of us her finger?”

“That is the idea,” said Lady Nasibron.

“Then what digit does that make you?” said Melissa, glancing at Elaine.

Lady Nasibron scoffed.

“Nothing,” she said, “she remains my student.”

Elaine’s face flushed.

Some might say her embarrassment was cute. Melissa just felt annoyed.

Despite their training to work together today, her antipathy for Elaine only seems to grow. Elaine unfolded her arms and turned to walk away. Lady Nasibron shook her head. Elaine froze in her tracks. 

Was there magic between those two just now? Melissa wondered.

Lady Nasibron shook her head.

“Not yet, Elaine.”

“What is it?” Elaine asked.

“You have to hear this,” said Lady Nasibron. “It concerns all mages in the city.”

“Why? Is something wrong?”

“The scroll stolen from the library is most definitely one that we all must approach with concern. I must fear its true nature.”

Elaine raised an eyebrow. Melissa glanced at the young witch. Elaine seemed usually between embarrassment and haughtiness, but Melissa sensed for the first time a kind of awe in the young witch. Elaine nodded to Lady Nasibron. 

“I will listen,” said Elaine. “Thank you.”

The elder witch scoffed again.

“If one of us should encounter the bearer of that scroll,” she said, “We must do what one can to restrain them. However,” she said, “our mission is not to deal with the scroll ourselves. We are training for the season at least, and thus if any of you students should encounter a mage who can wield the power in that scroll, you will be outmatched, as would I.”

“Outmatched?” Said Elaine. “Even you?”

“Even me,” said Kelly, with a sigh. “I may be an excellent teacher if I must say myself, but I'm only a middling combat wizard.”

Melissa was surprised to hear the old witch make such an admission. Most people, even those who had weaknesses, rarely admitted them. Even students were often kept confident among the magisters, which Melissa recalled from the early indoctrination classes she’d been old enough to attend before being exiled.

“What should we do my lady?” she asked.

Lady Nasibron snorted

“Do? Run,” she said, “Run away if you encounter the bearer of that scroll.”

Elaine sighed, then turned and walked away. Lady Nasibron didn’t stop her this time. She faced Melissa.

“Do you understand me, girl?”

“Girl?” Melissa said. “I suppose that describes me, but I’m rarely called that.” She smiled.

“Don't get used to it. If you become a wizard, I'll call you that instead.”

Melissa’s smile broadened at that.

Lady Nasibron motioned Melissa back to training. The elder witch advised the students on how to read the scrolls. Melissa worked hard with the others. She went to bed that night tired but satisfied. 
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Deckard

Deckard slipped through the streets of Soucot. He crept between shadows darted under the eaves, and later glided over the city. At times, he floated silent on the night wind. His robe moved as easily and quietly as ever. His sprites made certain of that. The robe provided excellent protection in the battle, but it was also smooth and supple garment when lightened to the utmost degree by his magic.

Deckard and his night vision cut into the darkness. He sensed no unusual songs of sprites or banes beyond those of the magister’s guild members, mostly asleep in their homes. Somewhere in the night, a smell rose from the city near the docks. He had a mission to attend to there. Turning on the wind, he glided toward the sea.

Deckard arrived above the docks, casting a shadow against the moon. He descended to land on the street near the largest of the works, one of the major thoroughfares for large seagoing vessels. However common they used to be, the great ships rarely touched upon Soucot’s docks these days. Not since the battle with Kanor had trade been as prosperous.

The docks of Soucot still thrived, in their own way. Fishermen, fresh from the sea, would arrive there every day and sell their wares to local merchants to take to market. Seafood wasn’t as common where Deckard usually traveled in the north.

Deckard was not here to see or smell fish. The stench he had caught on the night wind belonged to something far worse than dead fish moldering in an alleyway somewhere.

The smell belonged to a demon.

Once, long ago, Deckard didn’t trust his nose, though it always served him well when he did. After 300 years of hunting demons, he saw the wisdom in following instinct and sense over the mind and his tactics sometimes. Tactics and personal skills could lead one to demons that hid above the earth. Not all demons simply made themselves known. Even their banes songs were suppressed. Some demons could stay on the surface for years before being captured by Deckard or another hunter. Perhaps some never were. And in distant lands, demons roamed the surface at will. Deckard was only one man, despite his experience and magic.

Hunting demons outside the land mercy was far more dangerous than doing so here. Deckard could count his blessings later. He landed beside the docks and made his way into an alleyway. He followed the smell, the sign, the demon.

He found what he was looking for, just a few blocks east and south of the docks. He made his way into the tangle of a tenement, moving soundlessly to reach the second story and entered the window in the humid night air. Crouching low, he crept into the hall of the building, between places where the poorest of the city slept. He sniffed and knew the demon close at hand. His nose wrinkled in disgust.

He opened the door and found his quarry.

The demon, not much larger than an ordinary dog looked up at him with frightened eyes.

He wasn't a dangerous demon, just a lesser hound, by the look of him. However, his smell made for a somewhat interesting task while the rest the world slept.

Deckard closed the door behind him. He stayed in front of the exit, blocking the hound from bolting.

The creature scrambled to stand. He faced Deckard.

The demon dog was black with red ridges where his banes glowed through his fur. Despite his resemblance to an ordinary dog the demon still had long sharp fangs, quite unlike those of an ordinary dog. He licked his chops with a long, almost frog-like tongue.

The demon looked up at Deckard.

“You, demon hunter?”

“Yes,” said Deckard.

The demon huddled, folded his legs and almost tripping over himself.

“Will you throw me down the well?” he asked.

The demon's weak, child-like voice told Deckard the creature was no threat. Many demons could be distracting or deceptive but they rarely were able to deceive him to the extent the hound had convinced him of his harmless nature.

He shook his head.

“You appear to be doing the worst by just smelling,” he said.

The demon whimpered.

Deckard shrugged.

“That’s not a pit-worth offense. What brought you to the surface if you're afraid of demon hunters?”

The demon shook like a cold puppy.

“I did not want to come to the surface willingly,” said the demon.

“You didn’t want to come to the surface?” Deckard frowned.

“No,” said the demon.

“Then what are you doing here?” Deckard asked.

“I was brought here, but I can't tell you by who. If they found out, they would scatter me to the wind.”

“They,” said Deckard, “that tells me something.”

“No,” whimpered the dog. The demon shuffled his paws forward and then ducked his head to slide under them. He pressed his paws over his eyes.

Deckard shook his head.

“If it was another rogue demon I'll take care of them for you. You’re doing little harm besides stinking up the room.”

The demon shook and shook, then rolled to one side, looking up at Deckard with abject agitation.

“You would help me?”

“If you help me,” said Deckard.

The dog shuffled to his feet again. He sniffed the air, and Deckard smiled at him, trying to ease the dog demon’s suspicions.

“You aren't you an ordinary hound demon,” he said. “What are you?”

“I am a unique demon,” said the dog, “my name is Baor.”

“Baor?” said Deckard.

“Baor,” said the dog demon. “I am not an ambitious demon, just gassy when nervous.”

Deckard nodded. 

“I could smell that.”

The dog, Baor lashed his tail back and forth.

“Deckard Hadrian,” said the dog demon, “that is your name. correct?”

“Yes,” said Deckard.

The dog demon whimpered.

Deckard Hadrian,” he said, “I am not more afraid of the demon that brought me here than of you. Though I can’t name them, they, are numerous and powerful.

Deckard nodded.

“But who are they?”

“They were not so specific as to tell their servants of things.” The dog lowered his head and planted years to install. “Forgive me. I know little.”

Deckard nodded.

“I won’t punish you for not knowing. However, you must do something about your smell. I’ll be near here most of the season, at least.”

“I thought you were a traveler,” said the demon.

“I am,” said Deckard, “but this area is of interest at the moment. There are things I will want to know. Until then, Baor, I will probably be checking on you from time to time.”

Baor whimpered once more.

Deckard left the tenement and flew into the night.

Deckard approached the palace, wondering about that mercenary the others encountered, the foreigner named Saben, who helped the three students escape the magister’s ambush earlier in the day.

Despite Saben's apparent lack of empathy or purpose, Deckard suspected there was more about the man than he let on. Usually, when someone wouldn't talk the odds favored an ulterior motive.

He landed on the balcony outside the governor's chambers.

Governor Lokoth was already asleep. Deckard took off again.

He glided over the palace grounds, searching for someone to report his information. He did not have any plans of reporting Baor to an actual demon hunter. Perhaps Lady Nasibron would find someone to keep an eye on the creature. Kellene was reliable.

He descended, landing outside Kellene’s study, the one usually reserved for the visiting wizards of great power. Kellene was a skilled witch and a fine teacher, but as she frequently said to those who she trusted, she lacked in raw magical power.

Most witches in the Chos Valley, where she usually dwelt, would be glad for her reputation, especially given her lack of battle experience with the Kism. After the conquest of Tancuon, her kind of witch became extremely valuable among the people, or so said books already old when Deckard was young.

Professional witchcraft made for a stable existence, far more stable, then being a demon Hunter, as Kellene had been in her youth. And far more stable even, for most, then hunting an immortal, as Kellene had also done once before.

Deckard tapped on the glass, wondering if she would be up late reading as had been in past times Deckard met her. She a night owl. Once Deckard tapped, then twice, then three times. On the third tap, the aging witch appeared at the window in her full-gown. She opened the latch quickly and let him inside. She appeared more wizened by the hour, as fatigue built.

Deckard never slept, but he understood what it was to feel tired. Looking at her could teach the lesson of sleep to him all over again, even if he did not need rest.

“Studying?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Deckard, what are you doing here?”

Suddenly, the idea that he knocked at her window to tell her to send someone to watch over a harmless dog demon, made Deckard feel strange. He must have sensed something else without realizing it.

“Kellene,” he said, “I came to see if you are adjusting well and how your students are doing.”

“Besides the scuffle today,” said Kelly, “I think they're doing all right. It's only been a day, but some of them have already picked up the basics of matching. Some of them came equipped with some knowledge or talent for it. Even if they don't know what they're doing,” said Kellene, “they mostly have an idea of what they must do to grow faster.” 

“Good,” said Deckard.

Kellene frowned.

“Is that all you want to ask me in the middle the night?”

“Almost so,” said Deckard. “Just one more thing.”

“Go ahead,” said Kellene,” or do I have to drag it out of you?”

“No,” said Deckard,” you won't have to drag anything anywhere.”

“Good, as my age advances, I wouldn't want to be hauling your luggage around with me forever.”

Deckard laughed, but stifled it, so as not to disturb others sleeping in the palace.

“In that case,” he said. “Kellene, there's a dog demon near the docks, harmless, but you may want to keep an eye on him. His name is Baor...”

––––––––
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Saben

Saben and rejoined the others not far from the docks in the dead of night.

They met at the street corner outside their inn. Saben had taken the long way to get back, but Jaswei still waited up for him. She waved to him as he approached. He drew close and they brought their heads close together to talk. Rond lurked in the shadows nearby.

Jaswei asked, “what happened today?”

Saben grunted.

“That's my question as well.”

“All right,” said Rond, “But what happened?”

“Why do you want to know?” asked Saben.

“I’m part of the team,” said Rond.

“You’re new,” said Jaswei. “Don't get ahead of yourself.”

Ron folded his arms. His large belly looked even more round in the moonlight.

“You don't have any right order me around, girl.”

Jaswei turned, one hand on the sheath with no sword held in it. She stared daggers at Rond. He clammed up fast.

“Like a trap,” said Jaswei. “And like a trick.” She smiled.

Saben nodded.

“The scroll is safe,” he said. “I think we are too.”

“If we stay out of trouble, we should stay that way. Which you didn't do well today.”

Saben grunted once more.

“You're not going to let me forget that, are you?”

“No, of course not,” said Jaswei.

“Good,” said Saben. ”I was foolish.”

Ron shook his head, teeth gritted.

“You can say that again,” he muttered.

“What made you want to help those women?” Jaswei asked.

Saben shrugged.

“I got a gold for it.”

“What made you think you would get paid at the time?” she asked.

“They looked moneyed,” said Saben.

“Fair enough,” said Jaswei. “And we could use more. Did you really get gold?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” said Rond. “I'm not made of money, you know.”

“No one asked your opinion,” said Saben.

Jazwei nodded. Rond grimaced.

“I don't know why I bother.”

“You want a piece of what we’re doing,” said Jaswei. “Or you wouldn't.”

Rond deepened the scowl on his face. He looked as angry as Saben had ever seen anyone. Hopefully, that rage would prove impotent on its own.

“Look,” Saben said, “you are new to the group, but you’re part of the group now. We will split the money with you. We can use it. That should cover everything you paid for so far.”

Rond startled, switched tempo immediately. He smiled and then laughed.

“Are you trying to buy me out?” he said.

“Buy you out?” Jaswei asked.

“Yeah,” said Ron, “you're trying to settle up accounts with me so we don't work together anymore is that it?”

“Well,” said Jaswei, “If you're not fit for the life of the mercenary, perhaps that would be best.”

Saben shook his head.

“No,” he said, “I wasn't trying to settle accounts with you.”

He turned to Jaswei.

“Your Tancuonese is growing quickly,” he said.

“Of course it is. I practiced a lot while you were away.” She winked at him.

Rond and Jaswei led Saben inside, and then up the stairs of the inn to their accommodations.
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Melissa

She woke to the sound of birds fluttering outside her window. She dressed in her training gear, then went to her balcony, which adjoined her room and Hilos’ new student quarters.

Melissa peered into the daylight. Crows fluttered all over the yard. There were countless birds.

She frowned, as she recognized them as more northerly creatures. They shouldn’t be so far south. Something must be amiss. The flock moved as one, shifting like a living thing.

She glanced across the balcony at Hilos as the old knight stepped out his door.

“What are they doing?” she asked.

He frowned.

“I take it they’re messengers,” he said.

“Crows?” said Melissa. I'd not known of any crows to fly so far south.”

“Soucot is a strange city,” said Hilos. “These are no ordinary birds.”

“Who could send a flock of birds as a messenger?” Melissa asked.

“I think I know,” said Hilos. “I’m afraid it is beyond my ability and station to tell.”

Melissa frowned.

“Your station?”

“I don't know if it's proper to tell you where these birds came from.”

“You are gentle servant,” said Melissa, “At least, officially.”

The former Knight nodded.

“I serve the governor.”

They glanced at each other. He smiled.

“I'll tell you once I’m allowed.”

They went back into their separate rooms. At least he seemed honest about not being able to tell her.

I’m going to be kept in the dark about most things, being a mere peasant to these people.

Her parents had been merchants, but she wasn’t one any longer. She had few things to remember her upbringing, and most of them were bad.

She walked through the palace. Today was their break from practicing. Though she had achieved a certain degree of control over sprites, she had not yet found a concept to use to direct them. Everything she tried, only ended up creating a mass of pain for her and ineffectual movement of her sprites and banes.

She reached the yard outside and found Niu practicing with her brother.

Niu glanced in her direction.

“Melissa,” she called, “want to train?”

Melissa felt her aching back.

“No thanks,” she said, “I'm still hurting from the last three days.”

“I understand,” said Niu.

Tal, Niu’s brother, smiled.

“If you lack stamina perhaps you could use more physical training as well as magical training.”

“What did you have in mind?” Melissa snorted.

“Well, you know,” Tal said, “running, fighting, something else?”

“I’ll assume I understood what you just said. I think I’ve had enough of all that for now.”

He flushed and turned to Niu. She shook her head.

“Please stop being ridiculous,” she said.

“Anyway,” said Melissa, I'd rather rest than train, to be honest.”

Niu nodded. 

“We should take a break as well,” she said.

She and Tal joined Melissa walking toward the gates from the palace into the city. They left the citadel and entered the marketplaces beyond its walls. With the three of them together, the magister's guild would hopefully not seek to cause trouble. If they encountered hostile magisters, their directive was to flee.

Despite herself, Melissa decided that seemed reasonable. She only understood the challenge of using magical skills so she could swallow her pride for the moment.

In the market, they bought food from vendors and ate at one of the small stands by a well, that served the passersby clean, fruit-infused water.

Except for the taste of apples in the water, the market seemed similar to the north. Soucot began to feel more familiar to Melissa, reminding her of her childhood.

People in the north seemed to mill around less, but here everyone appeared more relaxed. Melissa and the others finished their food, then returned to the palace, making their way along a road beside which a school for the clergy of Mother Mercy stood. The school’s black, imposing, stone walls cast a long shadow.

The College of Mercy made an imposing centerpiece for a northern town but in the south, it looked even more stark. The churchgoers and students made their way in and out as they passed. Due to the prominence of the governor choosing to live in the city, the college thrived.

Governors were picked by Mother Mercy it was said, one by one, hand by hand.

Hand, Melissa thought, now I'm part of the governor's hand. In a way, I have been blessed directly my Mother Mercy.

She, Niu, and Tal returned to the palace. They found the flock of crows still circling low over the yard. Lady Nasibron spoke to them from below. She walked beneath the birds, calling up in a voice speaking a language Melissa did not understand. The birds descended and then landed upon trees around on the edge of the yard. Lady Nasibron approached them, black gown billowing behind her. 

Melissa glanced at Niu.

“Want to find out what they’re doing?” she asked.

Tal frowned.

“Those birds move as if they’re one creature,” he said.

“I suspect they may be,” said Melissa.

“How?” asked Niu.

Melissa nodded.

“I remember reading a book,” she said, “about a place far away, where demons could take the forms of animals.”

“Demons take the shape of animals?” Tal stopped, gazing at the trees dark with crows.

“Perhaps it’s possible,” Melissa said. “In the book, they could. They had the ability to split into more than one animal at a time.”

“I’d like to know how many animals make one demon,” said Tal.

“I suspect many,” said Melissa. “in the book there were pictures like this one, where a bird flock and a single person could keep conference together. In the book, I think they were wolves, though.”

“That sounds an interesting book”, said Niu. “But I've never heard of anything like that.”

Melissa shrugged.

“You're seeing it now.”

“What language is she speaking?” asked Tal.

Niu shrugged.

“None I know.”

Melissa shook her head.

“Me neither.”

Tal frowned and then started walking toward the flock of birds and Lady Nasibron

“Hey,” said Niu. “You can’t get that close.”

“I don't think it'll be a problem,” said Tal.

Melissa followed Tal toward the birds and the witch and found his guess incorrect.

Lady Nasibron turned and glared at them. 

“Go back, you're just students.”

“I’m part of the hand of Lowenrane’s governor,” said Melissa.

“And you’re my student, sadly,” said Lady Nasibron. “Go back.”

Melissa stepped forward.

“I'm not your student by choice,” she said. “I'll take any teacher.”

“I'm the one you have,” said the old witch. “Don’t fight me, please.”

“Please?” said Melissa, “we just want to know what that thing is doing here?”

“That thing,” said the voice of countless birds squawking from the flock, “is a demon.”

“A demon,” said Melissa, “I was right!”

“You were correct. So go back, before I lose my patience.”

The bird demon spoke as a multitude of voices. Melissa and Tal listened to the words this time, retreating at once.
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Saben

Saben, Jaswei, and Rond crept through the alleyway. It was three days since they had stolen the scroll, two since Saben had encountered the three women on the street outside the library. And now, the day was waning already. They made their way through the alley and to a door on one side. The wooden structure of the building rattled when Saben knocked.

A slat opened in the doorway. A pair of eyes peered out at them.

“Who goes there?”

“My name is Saben.” He motioned to Jaswei and Rond. “We are foreigners.”

“What do you want with us then, foreigners?”

“We’re also mercenaries.”

Jaswei nodded.

“You looking for work?” said the voice behind the door.

Saben nodded.

The door creaked open. The man behind it, little taller than a dwarf and with a shaggy red beard motioned them inside. He rubbed his bald pate with his hand and coughed into a handkerchief held in the other.

Saben and the others walked past him into the small room, one where Saben felt too large within, given his great height.

Saben and Jaswei took seats on the far side of the room beside another door leading into what Saben supposed was probably the main part of the building. Rond paced back and forth despite a third chair being present for him. The red-haired man went past Jaswei and Saben and knocked on the door between them. The door immediately swung open and the little man led them inside. His red hair, what remained of it on the back of his skull bounced up and down as he walked. 

Jaswei, Saben, Rond, and the red-bearded little man made their way into the tavern room, one re-purposed specifically for mercenaries. We’re here, Saben thought, a dive for recruiting muscle. Whoever runs this place probably understand the danger of operating in the Land of Mercy without a holy dictate. 

They reached the bar, where a huge man, perhaps half-giant, turned and glared them over a mug of ale. He set the mug on the bar.

“You got new recruits,” he said to the little man.

The little man nodded. 

“The big guy. He looks like he could do something useful.”

“The other two don't look so useful,” said the big man.

Jaswei snorted. Rond folded his arms.

Saben rolled his eyes.

“What kind of work are you looking for?” asked the big man.

Jaswei stepped forward.

“We specialize in thievery and violence,” she said.

“Violence?” said the big man. “You serious?”

“Quite,”

Rond huffed.

Saben nodded.

“They don't look it but they speak the truth.”

“That one’s a minstrel,” said the dwarf, point at Rond.

The towering barman nodded.

“I've heard him play,” he said. “Seemed pretty good. Why go to the blade?”

Rond snorted derisively, copying Jaswei’s earlier sound. His exaggerated breath seemed loud in the tavern room. Eyes turned from tables and looked at them.

Rond put his hands out.

“I prefer to cross my opponents.”

“Your opponents?” The big man shook his head. “You three are interesting but you big man, you look useful. Fat man does not.”

Rond folded his arms once more.

“I’m plenty useful.”

The big man rolled his eyes. Saben could not help but agree with him. He hadn't seen Rond do much beyond talk to people.

Jaswei turned to look at the little man.

“You got us in the door,” she said, “thanks.”

The little man laughed.

“Of course,” he said. “It's my job.”

Jaswei shrugged.

“You did it well.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” said the little man.

Jaswei shrugged.

“It doesn't mean anything,” she said. 

The little man scowled.

“Be that way, then.”

Saben turned to a little man.

“What she means to say is she's new at speaking your language.”

The little man nodded, comprehension dawning on his face.

Saben and the others turned back to the big bartender. The little man scurried back to the anteroom.

Around the mercenary barroom, other men and a few women turned their attention back to their drinks and talk. The low hum of conversation returned.

Rond looked at the man behind the bar. The man nodded.

“My name is Eric,” he said. “I'm the broker here.”

“So you broke things?” said Jaswei. 

“I don't break anything,” said Eric. “I’m careful.”

“Especially not your glasses,” said Saben. He noticed the care with which the big man's huge hands handled the glass.

“Of course not,” said Eric. “Too valuable to go breaking them. Everything here is precious, except life.”

“Is that some kind of motto,” asked Rond.

“It is what it is,” said the big man. “Do you three want a job, or what?”

“If one suits,” Saben said.

The big man nodded. He motioned to a board of tattered papers on one wall. 

“Those are old jobs,” he said. Then he waved to a board on the other side of the room, one with fewer papers on it, each held in place by a gleaming metal nail protruding from the wall rather than be pounded into it. “That wall is for magic work.”

Saben glanced at Jaswei.

“Magic work suits us,” said Jaswei.

“Indeed,” said Saben.

He wanted the opportunity to try out the power of the new scroll. If he didn't get that chance from work as a mercenary, he would get some coin and make time soon enough.

“Now,” said Eric, “don't get too hasty. I happen to know that there's a lot of work out there for law-abiding citizens who want to capture someone doing non-guild-sanctioned magic right now. Some damn scroll got stolen from the city library.”

“I've heard about that,” Saben said.

Eric laughed.

“Who hasn't?”

Jaswei and Rond both looked at Saben. Saben folded his arms.

“If we’re to do a magic job,” he said, “We should do it as soon as possible. I have to know what the land is like around here.”

“You’re bold, foreigner.”

Eric led them to the end of the bar. He then motioned them onward to the wall of magical writs. Binding sprites kept the words on each one from being read at a distance. Those papers were not themselves magical, but the nails most definitely contained bound sprites even Saben could hear softly singing.

Saben had seen many things like them, in the northern lands of the east. He understood them as tools of magic mercenary work. The only unknown quantities were the challenges of the land itself. The people within it could be unpredictable.

He and Jaswei picked out a writ from the wall and returned to a table with Rond to read the script for them. Jaswei illuminated the table with a single sprite. The glow allowed Rond to read. Rond dug into the writ, examining every detail. When he was done he summarized what the job them.

The local proved himself useful, Saben admitted to himself. Not reading Tancuonese would be a major drawback around here.

Jaswei and Saben listened to Rond.

“It's a job about retrieving some kind of magical device, something invested with magic I guess. It looks like everyone who has attempted it before has been seriously hurt or killed.”

He looked up at them.

“Does that sound good to you?”

Saben

The three of them used the last of their gold to buy a wagon and took it along the northern branch of the road leading away from Soucot. Among the orchards, lay a single tomb, the tomb of a fallen hero. Saben could never remember the name of the hero, some knight from ages past. Some heroes apparently could be forgotten, he thought.

They arrived at the gates of a walled mausoleum standing above ground.

Saben and Jaswei made their way inside, leaving Rond with the wagon. The two of them would be enough to clear the magic in the area, and Rond would be a liability in a fight with a supernatural creature. A demon, Saben thought, would be the perfect test of my powers.

He and Jaswei reach the mausoleum beyond the gateway.

The doors stood open behind them, moving gently in the wind. Iron bars creaked.

Jaswei looked at the doors of the tomb itself but it was sealed and locked.

“It looks like we’ll have to break the archway if we want to clear the curse.”

“Maybe not,” said Saben.

She arched an eyebrow. Saben nodded.

“It looks as though this place may not house the relic, though it could be nearby.”

“Why would you say that?” asked Jaswei.

“Can you hear them,” said Saben, “the sprite?”

She inclined her head. She listened for a moment. Saben did the same.

Sprites seemed loud to him when humans weren’t talking. A tremulous song issued from behind the mausoleum, from a walled garden in the area beyond the gates. He turned Jaswei. She shook her head.

“I didn't hear anything,” she said.

“I must've sharpened my ears recently,” said Saben.

“Maybe,” said Jaswei. She frowned. “We should examine the garden out back before we go inside.”

He nodded.

They circled the mausoleum to reach the garden. Roses and thistles clumped together all-around a small pond, one contained like a reflecting pool in a ring of stones. The plants, however, had overgrown their places. The traces of other flowers broke through the gate before them. Fragments of sprites and banes, scattered from the fight that whatever guarded this magical artifact had delivered to the previous interlopers littered the flowers but the song did not come from these ruined remains of magical essence.

Saben approached the water, pushing his way through the flowers. The song came from the pool. Thorns pricked at his heavy gloves but did not pierce them. Jaswei hung back a short distance.

The two of them peered into the water from different distances.

The pool glittered silver at the bottom. The sprite song resonated from the water.

Saben glanced at her.

“The song is coming from in there.”

Jaswei frowned.

“If you say so,” she said.

She joined him at the water’s edge.

“It's in there?”

“Yeah,” said Saben. “But it doesn't look too deep.”

“Perhaps one of us should tell Rond,” said Jaswei.

“Not yet. We need to test it,” said Saben.

Jaswei nodded.

“Right.”

She willed her available sprites into the air, shaping them to form a net. Once she completed the net, she cast her it into the water. They descended into the depths scanning every piece of the paved pool for signs of traps and poisons.

The banes raced back to Jaswei, leaving no trace of any disruption in the pool.

Saben folded his arms. He peered into the water.

“There has to be something,” he said.

Jaswei gazed at the water.

“Perhaps touching the surface physically could trigger something?”

Saben nodded.

“Perhaps.”

Jaswei backed away from the water's edge. She glanced at the mausoleum. 

“Could the building be just a distraction?” she asked.

“Possibly,” said Saben.

Jaswei frowned.

“If that's the case,” she said, “then perhaps people would have tried to open it before?”

Saben frowned.

“You mean? They were misled?”

“And we were as well,” said Jaswei.

Saben nodded, realization forming.

If they were misled to this pool, perhaps the pool itself was a trap. He turned from the water and found Jaswei a step ahead of him, facing a shade, materialized of pure banes from the from fragments around the pool. Behind them a hiss of steam made him glanced back. He saw another spirit, spectral form composed only of sprites and singing loudly.

“These two,” said Saben, “they guard the place?”

“By killing intruders,” said Jaswei way. She reached for her scabbard and drew the sword banes from it.

Saben glared at the spirit construct before him.

The specter’s silvery hands clasped together, then spread, turning into wicked daggers before his eyes. Fingertips became as nails.

Jaswei charged at the bane spirit. Her sword of singing essence formed before her. Saben had no chance to swing his sword, so he cast about to mutter a curse. As the sprite construct closed on him, he released a bellow that repelled the attacker violently, hurling it away.

The explosion of sound, focused from his voice, smashed the spirit to shards. He turned as Jaswei finished the bane construct with a swipe of her blade. Her blade cut right through it, spreading its internal particles like butter.

“Well that was easy,” said Jaswei.

“Don't speak so fast,” said Saben, “as the sprite construct he had blown apart reformed.

The bane spirit shuffled his body back into one piece and floated toward Jaswei. The two of them fought back to back, defending themselves with the striking spirits of Jaswei’s blade and echoing shouts from Saben.

Saben and Jaswei faced their enemies in a din of combat.

The two sprite spirits appeared undeterred by both Saben and Jaswei’s methods of battle. They attacked with vigor, despite being artificially created.

They’re like the creatures from the other side of the bay, thought Saben.

He wished his shout was as effective against these as it was against the ones from before. He scattered the sprite spirit with a swing of his arm, but the ghostly claws latched on. Nail-like blood-drinking talons pierced his flesh.

He shouted straight into the creatures face, blasting it to pieces once more. His arm bled heavily. Jaswei turned, having sliced through the bane spirit once more. Sweat beaded on her brow. She would tire, as would Saben, before long.

The spirits lacked such a weakness.

“What we do now?” Jaswei asked.

“Perhaps we retreat,” said Saben.

“Seems like the thing to do. We need a plan.”

They retreated from the pond. Both constructs pursued them, moving with stunning speed. The constructs raced by, cutting off their retreat.

Jaswei and Saben face them side by side, rather than back to back.

“What we’re doing doesn't seem to hurt them,” said Jaswei.

“Agreed,” said Saben, “what would you suggest?”

Jaswei scowled.

“We need a way to destroy them for good.”

“Any ideas?” asked Saben.

“Just one,” said Jaswei.

She extended her bare arm to draw in the attack of the bane spirit. Claws raced toward her, just as sharp and lethal as those of the sprite construct that had torn up Saben’s arm.

She let the talons strike her arm and shoulder. Blood dribbled from the wounds, even as the blades sank in. She did not pull back or cut to the spirit with her blade, but reached out with her other arm and separated banes from one another, along the construct’s shoulder.

She plucked away, her teeth gritted, until the arm of the bane construct fell apart.

Saben seized his chance and pulled the separated banes into his blade and then into his body.

He drank the bane construct as it howled in pain.

Jaswei sank to the red-dabbled grass, blood running from her wounds.

Saben rushed to attack the wounded bane construct. He swung his arm and caught the thing about the neck. He pinched his fingers, and dragged banes apart one by one, with intense concentration etched on his features.

The bane spirit fell apart, as he took the banes from its head.

The sprite spirit attacked, slicing down to strike at Jaswei. Its blade stabbed into her other arm, drawing blood from her.

Saben whirled, drawing his blade. He thrust the weapon into the spirit before the baldric hit the ground. His sword sliced through the ghostly construct. The ordinary steel he focused his power through allowed him to draw the sprites out of the spirit and trap them in the blade. The construct fell apart.

He reached Jaswei’s side, pulling bandages he kept in the fallen baldric. He wrapped them around her arms but she was already lying on her side, her eyes closed, her breathing shallow.

She was hurt far worse than him by the construct guardians. Once he stabilized her and stopped the bleeding he lifted her in his arms and carried her back toward the wagon.

He stopped before he could leave the gates. The constructs had been fresh, which meant if they left the place, the guardians would likely reform completely. The walls likely bound the sprite and banes to keep them from escaping. That's what keeps the spirits here, he thought.

He found the walls were etched with magical sigils. Those sigils would reject sprites and banes from you from affecting them, trapping the two constructs inside the walls as long as the relic remained.

Mortals could pass, but spirits remained forever. He turned and set Jaswei’s unconscious form on the grass. Turning, he approached the mausoleum.

Saben stood before the inner doors. Jaswei’s breathing behind him remained shallow, but he still heard it.

He took his sword in both hands and smashed down as hard as he could with the pommel upon the gate’s inner lock. The lock shattered.

He pushed open the iron doors of the mausoleum. They were corroded with rust and moved slowly, allowing him access to the interior of the tomb. Dark, stodgy air flowed into his nostrils.

The stuffy room made a dismal site. Bones and skeletal wrappings littered the floor. A single glowing shape lit the space before him, a glinting silver bell.

It sat upon a pedestal, in the center of the mausoleum. That was the relic the and Jaswei had been tasked with recovering. They’d make a pretty penny, as long as they could return it to the city.

He reached for the bell with one hand.
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Elaine

Elaine watched the bird demon from her window. The palace was growing old quickly for her, but thankfully that demons present was not hers to worry about. Aunt Kellene was taking care of it.

No doubt, that was Caferis the bound demon from her parents’ estate in the north. That demon had watched over her for her whole life.

The bird demon Caferis, took a deep breath, issued a squawk from multiple beaks, and then fluttered away. He left lady Nasibron standing below. Elaine hoped the message hadn't been a complaint about her. Her last letter to her parents could not have arrived yet. She’d only sent it yesterday.

Lady Nasibron returned to the palace. Elaine watched her enter the building. She turned from her window and then walked to the door. She wanted so much to do something besides train recruits as mages, especially these recruits. Melissa seemed to dislike Elaine immensely though Elaine only wanted them to get along, so she could have an actual friend in the palace.

Outside in the hallway, the gentle servants were mopping up the floor from some spill.

There, Elaine also spotted one of the other members of the mage hand, the veteran sailor, Kelt Crayta. He was not holding an oar this time. He carried a mop instead. He swung the mop in the air, obviously borrowing the tool from the gentle servants while they worked.

His rippling shoulders moved with these, shifting perfectly to wield the broom upright or down low. He glanced at her as she walked toward him.

“See anything interesting?” he asked.

Elaine shrugged.

“You need more technique,” she said. “You already have the muscle.”

Kelt scoffed and then smiled.

“I think you missed the intent of my question.”

“Oh,” said Elaine, “you didn't want my criticism? I thought you asked for it.”

Kelt sighed

“I was referring to my technique,” he said, “that's for certain.”

Elaine rolled her eyes.

“I take your drift now.” 

She walked past him, ignoring his sputtering reply.

Of all the people she met in the city, the only one who seemed both helpful and reasonable was that mercenary, Saben.

She doubted she would see the quiet man again. He was likely of some ill repute, given his lack of presence at the palace among the other mages the governor recruited. If he proved more worthy, she might have liked to see him again. 

As she walked into the main entryway of the palace, she saw her aunt standing on the ground floor at the bottom of the three staircases. A woman in black approached, alone and confident from the throne room. Lady Nasibron turned and met Governor Lokoth with a bow. 

Elaine watched them talk for a moment, then decided she didn't care what they had to say to each other. She also did not want to listen in on them. This palace belonged to the governor she was staying here at the honor woman’s pleasure.

I must insist this building not be my prison. Elaine proceeded down the stairs, past the governor her aunt, and out into the open air. There, she spotted Melissa, Niu, and Tal approaching from the citadel.

She frowned, not wanting another altercation with Melissa. For some reason, that woman was too unreasonable to see Elaine only wanted to be friends.

It almost makes sense with her history being so problematic, Elaine thought. Still, it would help to know the specifics of the troubles Melissa had suffered. Living in Soucot did not sit well with either of them.

Melissa

Melissa saw Elaine as they approached the gates of the palace. She frowned apprehensively as she considered the aloof and haughty Elaine waiting for them. At least they weren’t being chased by a crowd of magisters this time.

“Welcome back,” said Elaine.

“Thanks,” said Niu.

Melissa wrinkled her nose. Tal glanced at Melissa. He nodded to Elaine.

“We were out getting food, my lady,” he said.

“Food?” Elaine asked. “Isn’t there enough in the palace?”

“We have some here,” said Melissa, “but it's different than in the city.”

“I'm surprised you wanted to go into the city,” Elaine said, “considering what happened last time we weren’t chaperoned.”

“I think it worked out all right. I don’t need protection,” said Melissa.

Elaine shrugged.

“If you say so,” she said, “but I suspect it was a risk not worth taking.”

Melissa glared at her.

“You shouldn't say things like that,” Melissa said, her tone fierce. “You aren’t in charge of any of us. You’re a student too!”

The outburst startled Elaine. She stepped back. Her face flushed and her eyes narrowed.

“What do you mean?” she said. “I don't intend to enforce anything on any of you.”

Melissa shook her head.

“I suspect your intentions have very little in common with what you do.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” said Elaine. “I know how to control myself.”

“Well if the boot squeaks,” said Melissa. “I've never met anyone who seems so erratic.”

“Erratic? I’m not erratic!” Elaine scowled at Melissa.

“You’re erratic. Settled.” Melissa grimaced. “I think you're the most erratic person I’ve yet encountered in my life.”

“I’ll take that to mean you’ve grown comfortable enough to criticize a noblewoman.”

“So you’ll play that card now? I suppose I have. Thanks.”

“Melissa,” said Niu, “please give it a rest.”

Melissa nodded to Niu.

“All right.” She turned to Elaine. “One last thing. Stop acting like you're in charge. Even though you aren’t trying to act like you're in charge.”

“What does that even mean?” asked Elaine.

“Means I'm sick of having to put up with your innocent act,” said Melissa. “You’re almost a full witch, so act like one. Scheme if you need to scheme but don't go around acting like you're just some naïve girl.”

Elaine grunted.

“Sorry,” she said. “I...”

“Okay, so maybe you are just lonely,” said Melissa. “Maybe that doesn’t matter.”

Elaine sputtered as Melissa walked past her. Melissa fumed as she climbed the stairs to reach her chambers. Her footsteps rang in the hallways, attracting attention from not only the servants but also the birds on the windowsills. She slammed her door and sat on the bed. 

I shouldn’t be so angry. She shouldn’t have pushed me. I didn’t even realize how tense I must have been. She put her face in her hands. The door creaked open. Melissa looked up to see Elaine.

Melissa and Elaine sat in silence for some time, and while they did, Melissa let a strange sensation of forgiveness and shame wash over her. She had taken her dislike of Elaine too far in her outburst. Now, she owed the noblewoman an apology.

An apology? Melissa shook her head at the thought. She had nothing to offer to apologize to someone who already had everything she could want.

Elaine sat in the chair, the same one Deckard occupied when Melissa had awakened in the palace. She had taken the chair with her from the previous room, having liked the seat. She wondered if it would be returned when she left the palace, but she liked the chair for the moment. The chair was nothing like Elaine.

“Elaine,” said Melissa, “I'm sorry.”

Elaine nodded.

“I saw what you meant. I have been condescending to you.”

“No,” said Melissa, “I overreacted.”

“Well I don't know what I did to make you upset,” said Elaine. “I only hope you don't have to feel that way again.”

Melissa gritted her teeth. As if Elaine being better than her and more gracious on top of everything helped her temper. She straightened her expression, easing her jaw.

“I am sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled and insulted you.”

Elaine smiled.

“Well, it's over now. I can help you with your magic. If you want.” 

Melissa frowned. This time, thoughtful, not frustrated.

“I can't seem to get the sprites to do what I command. They always overreact, a little like me.”

Elaine covered her mouth with her hand, hiding an expression Melissa suspected was a smile.

“I can help you with that,” said Elaine. “I had trouble with my sprites at the start as well.”

“You had trouble matching?”

“Yes,” said Elaine. “I am not a swift learner when it comes to magic.”

“I learn most things quickly,” said Melissa, “Everything but magic.”

“Melissa,” said Elaine, “I hope we can work together.”

“I shouldn't have yelled,” said Melissa.

Elaine smoothed her skirt.

“Think nothing of it. Not anymore.”

Melissa smiled, this time infected by the sense of a new beginning.

She nodded to Elaine.

“All right, so what should we do?”

Elaine stretched an arm and shrugged.

“Well, we can't go outside right now. I think Caferis is still out there.”

“Caferis?”

“The bird demon,” said Elaine. “I'm sure you saw him.”

“The flock of crows,” said Melissa.

“Blackbirds,” said Elaine. “Not exactly any particular species. He has been a servant in service to the Tanlos family, my family, for a long time.”

Melissa arched an eyebrow.

“A demon serves your family?”

“Yes,” said Elaine, “the whole flock is one being, as I think you gathered. Caferis works for my father because he was bound to his family generations ago. He’s never liked me, though, for some reason.”

“He was bound generations ago? Then, Elaine,” Melissa said, “how do you know if that's what really happened?”

“He serves the family and he still resents us I think.”

“Serving the same family for generations? I could see that getting old.”

Elaine rolled her eyes.

“I think my father treats him well, but a master can't be mortal when his servant is a demon. Mortals can’t handle his kind.”

“You're probably right,” said Melissa. “I can't imagine having anything immortal follow me around.”

“Or anyone follow you?” Said Elaine.

Melissa frowned and turned to look out the window and over the balcony.

What Elaine said made sense, but Melissa didn't like facing the knowledge she had been driving people away from her for a long time.

“Let's talk about magic,” Melissa said, “shall we?”

Elaine got out of Melissa’s borrowed chair. She walked to the foot of the bed. Turning to Melissa. Elaine folded her hands.

“Let’s get to it.”

Elaine and Melissa made their way into the passage between rooms.

The hallway was still strewn with debris from windblown dust and leaves passing through the open windows the end of the corridor.

Elaine walked to the windows, sidling past the gentle servants who moving the opposite direction. Evidently, none of them wanted the windows closed. Elaine sat down on the sill at the end of the hall.

Melissa sat beside her. Together they looked into the yard. She spotted the flock of blackbirds flying about the trees in the yard. There was no one there to talk to them, but given what Elaine just told her, Melissa doubted the young witch wanted to get any closer to the demon.

“So that's Caferis,” said Melissa.

“Yes. I recognize him.”

“Do many demons transform into animals?”

“As far as I know,” Elaine said, “he's always been an animal. He doesn't have another form.”

“Or at least you’ve never seen it,” Melissa said.

“That’s possible,” said Elaine. “I've never seen it. However, I did read a book my family tree. The book spoke of how Caferis was given to us as a gift from above.”

Melissa laughed.

“I read a book about demons from Obnilen,” she said, “and they mentioned each of them could take the form of a swarm of animals.”

Elaine nodded.

“Yes, I suppose that describes him.” Elaine turned to Melissa. “Do you want to know a way to get your sprites to work for you?”

Melissa nodded.

Elaine smiled.

“I can help you, but first I need to know what you want to do.”

Melissa spread her hands and then formed the shape of the spear out of the air, miming the haft to the blade.

“I want to be able to make the weapon,” she said, “One I’m used to wielding.”

Elaine shrugged her shoulders.

“It’s possible, if relatively simple.”

“Sure you say that but how can I do it?”

“First of all, you need to know another technique beyond matching if you want to train your sprites to perform an activity outside your body.”

“And what technique is that?” Melissa asked.

“Bow,” said Elaine.

“Bowing? Like showing respect to a ruler?”

Elaine nodded.

“It is a simple technique, but one many mages eschew in favor of others. Normally, wizards are past the point of the basics of bowing. Bowing allows one to submit to a demon or spiritual being.”

Melissa raised her eyebrows.

“Submit? I'd rather fight.”

“I know,” said Elaine, “but to fight the way you want, you'll need to submit to your sprites.”

“I can submit to my sprites. All right.”

“Your spirit consists of more than your sprites and banes. Many philosophers believe the two types of essence can be said to form the basis of the mind.”

Melissa furrowed her brow.

“Given that I am my sprites, after a fashion, what do I have to do to submit to them?”

“I said many believe it, but it's far from true.”

Melissa nodded, then frowned.

“It's not true?”

“No,” said Elaine, “It is common to think sprites and banes together form the human heart for those who know only basic hedge magic. The human mind, is separate from both forms of essence, however. Are you familiar with the concept of ego?”

Melissa raised her eyebrows.

“The concept of a self within the self?” she said. “This is philosophy, not magic now.”

Elaine patted the windowsill between them.

“Some philosophy can be solid as stone.”

“Can I use my ego to address my sprites and banes?” asked Melissa.

Elaine smiled.

“That's the basis of more complex forms of magic. We have to communicate with them as equals to the ego if we are to use them as tools for purposes beyond ourselves. Once you can bow, you can send your sprites and banes from your body more easily, a little like the technique of separating Kadatz used to threaten you.”

“Fascinating. I didn’t know sprites and Banes could think and feel independent of their owners.”

“I don't know if they can, but they develop unhelpful attitudes when one approaches them from a position of superiority.”

“Like me,” said Melissa.

“A little,” said Elaine.

Melissa folded her arms and stood up.

“With the demon outside, we need someplace to practice. The basics of bowing can be taught anywhere. I learned them in a library.”

Melissa glanced at Elaine.

“You studied in a library because of the cold in the north?”

“I started lessons in winter,” said Elaine, “and the books helped draw them out too. Sprites and banes are curious by nature. They will allow you to do much, but you have to teach them what you want.”

“I can't exactly control mine yet, but can I with bowing?

“I’m confident you can.”

“Then let's get started,” said Melissa.

“You have some books in your room,” said Elaine, “but I think we’ll be better served by the magic texts that my aunt is keeping in her study.”

“Do you think she’ll be okay with that?” asked Melissa.

“Maybe,” said Elaine. “On the other hand, maybe not.”

“She wants to teach us at her own pace,” said Melissa.

“True.” Elaine frowned, then climbed from the windowsill to her feet. “However, seeing as how we’re friends, now. I'll see what I can do to get you one of those magic books.”

Melissa smiled.

“Thanks. I already understand why you preferred to read on the journey south than talk to people in the caravan.”

Elaine laughed.

“Hey, you did the same when not on watch. It's practical lessons I have trouble with.”

Melissa ran a hand through her waves of hair. The curls fell back into place at once. She shook her head.

“We can't be that similar,” she said.

“I’d heard it said a person has the most trouble dealing with what they are themselves.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“It means you don't like ourselves as much as you think you do, said Elaine.

“Wait a moment. That makes sense to me.”

Elaine’s eyes brightened.

“You and just about nobody else,” she said. “It's kind of thought of as an absurd aphorism, at least in the north.”

“Well, Elaine,” said Melissa.

“Well, Melissa,” said Elaine.

Melissa grinned.

“Let's get to work.”
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Saben

Saben and Rond returned a wounded Jaswei and the relic silver bell to the city. Jaswei slept on the way in the wagon most of the journey back, but she recovered somewhat by the time they reached the city. Soucot looked different on the road by morning then by sea at night.

The city came to life within its high walls, outer orchards. Streets stank of filth and roared with the voices of vendors. All of it made for a stunning assault on the senses after the countryside.

Saben helped Jaswei out of the wagon and guided her up the stairs to her room. Once he had her laying down, he left to take the bell to Eric. Rond waited behind in case Jaswei needed help.

Alone, and feeling less for it, for once, Saben approached the mercenary inn. He entered through the small door in the alley, and let the little red-haired man lead him to the main room. The little man left him at the inner door this time. Saben approached the bar.

Still alone, in the end, he thought, after such a long time, ever since my village was destroyed. Those demons will pay.

He nodded to Eric as he drew close to the bar. Eric put down the glass he’d been polishing.

“Do you have it?”

“No one else managed to get it,” said Saben.

He held bell out and then placed it on the bar. Eric whistled.

“No one else came close.”

“No one.” Saben smiled.

Eric nodded. He swept the bell off the table.

“I'll send the goods to the client.”

“Good.”

Eric glanced Saben.

“What happened to the other two?”

“They’re both alive if that's what you’re curious about,” said Saben.

Eric nodded.

“It was a dangerous task.”

“Indeed.”

“You’re more talkative than before,” said Eric. “Anything else change?”

“I need my pay,” said Saben.

Eric shrugged. He slid a bag of gold coins across the table.

“That should cover it.”

Saben inspected the bag.

He counted thirty pieces of gold, enough to get the team through a whole month in the city.

“I'll be back,” he said.

Saben left the mercenary tavern much heavier of pocket and lighter of heart.

He returned to the inn where the team was staying and went upstairs to join them in Jaswei’s room. Rond met him at the door, and let him inside. Rond closed the door behind them.

Saben clapped Rond on the shoulder. He nodded to Jaswei.

“Thanks for looking after her,” he said.

“She may not need me for much longer,” said Rond. “She was seriously hurt, but she’s healing fast.”

Jaswei set up in bed, she looked at them both.

“You know, I understand you both now,” she said.

“You heal fast,” said Rond.

“Rond,” said Jaswei. “You didn’t know yet. I do everything quickly, including healing.” She looked down at the bandages on arm. “These are unsightly but I won't need them much longer.”

Saben never saw Jaswei stay hurt for a long, even with wounds as serious as the ones she suffered from mausoleum guardians. He nodded at her. They made a good team. Unlike what most assumed, he was the striker, and she was the shield to resist damage. They both could perform either role to some capacity, but she excelled at fast recovery.

“I'm going to my room,” he said.

Rond nodded. Jaswei frowned.

“Going already?”

He shrugged. She looked flustered, face turning red.

“I don't care.” She folded her arms. “Don't worry about it.”

Saben turned and walked out the door.

In his room alone, Saben sat before the case of the Azel scroll they’d stolen from the library. He studied the inlays on the surface of the case, recognizing patterns and symbols from many different traditions along its length.

The scroll had to wait for now. He needed a place to learn to master it. Sacra forms were demon bodies. He would take care to learn not to call such power without practice.

Saben wouldn't fall prey to the lack of caution that led many to disaster. He would have his revenge in its own time. The scroll before him would assure that.

He picked up the sealed scroll case and returned to the hall outside. He carried the scroll and others might recognize it. He checked the hall before leaving his room. There was no one outside, so he went openly.

He knocked on Jaswei’s door once again. Rond opened it fast.

“You’re back,” he said.

Saben shrugged. He shouldered his way past Rond. Jaswei sat up as he entered. Had something new awakened in her? So far, he rarely saw her show affection toward him or anyone else who traveled long with Jaswei.

Perhaps saving her life had changed things between them. He hoped not, because she made a good ally and a poor romantic partner. Jaswei looked at the scroll in his hand. 

“You brought it here?”

Saben nodded. He walked to the bed.

“I thought you might want to see what we all endangered ourselves to get.”

“Saben,” Jaswei said, “you plan to use it now?”

“No,” said Saben, “I want to study it. I need assistance for that.”

“That's wise,” said Jaswei.

Rond nodded.

“Seems that way.”

“If I don't use the scroll,” Saben said, “I don't know if I'll ever be strong enough.”

“Strong enough for what?” asked Rond.

Jaswei and Saben exchanged glances. He nodded.

“Strong enough to defeat an army of demons”

“An army?” Rond asked.

“Yes,” said Saben, “or at least a band.”

Jaswei frowned.

“You still want revenge.”

“As much as you want your clothes,” said Saben, gesturing to the cabinet containing part of Jaswei’s wardrobe.

She frowned at him. Her eyes gleamed, her cheeks bright with color.

“I'll help you understand as much as I can,” she said, “Though I'm no master wizard.”

“Neither am I, but I’ll do the same,” said Rond.

Rond and Jaswei both looked at Saben.

He set the scroll case on the trunk at the foot of Jaswei’s bed.

“In that case,” he said, “We should begin with a book of demons,” he said, “One could help us understand the creature within the scroll. However, I don’t think we should return to the library in the city for that.”

“Yeah,” said Jaswei. “You're right.”

At the window there came a loud clatter of sound.

Saben glanced out the pane and saw people in the street. The clear day allowed him a view of the faces in a crowd of people who he'd seen in the street around the inn, local folk.

“Something is amiss,” he said.

Rond folded his hands. 

“Hopefully not to do with us,” he said.

Jaswei lurched to sit up in, then tried to stand. Saben let her try, not wanting to give her any more attention than necessary. She put her feet to the floor, testing them. Another loud commotion reached the room, this time from above.

“Someone's on the roof,” said Rond.

“Who can suddenly appear on a roof?” asked Jaswei.

Saben scowled as he remembered the flying man landing in the street in front of him and the three women a few days back.

“I would expect an immortal man,” he said.

“An immortal?” said Jaswei. “You mean that man we saw the other day?”

“It seems likely,” said Saben.

Rond shook, literally quaking in his boots.

“Deckard, Hadrian? I heard he was in the city,” Rond said.

Saben and Jaswei both looked at Rond.

“Who is Deckard Hadrian?” asked Saben.

“He's a demon Hunter,” said Rond, “the greatest of them all and he is immortal.”

“Immortal?” said Jaswei, “that can't be the right translation can it?”

“It’s literal,” said Rond.

Saben nodded.

“I heard those women I helped the other day talking about him. He appears to be a servant of the one who rules Tancuon.”

“The ruler of Tancuon?” Jaswei asked. “I thought the land was divided.”

“It is,” said Rond, “but Mother Mercy unites everyone on the continent.”

“We should hurry,” said Saben.

He and Rond each took one of Jaswei’s arms and helped her limp to the door. Sounds on the stairs outside the hall approached them. Someone climbed the steps in a rush. Whoever charged up the stairs might be taller than Saben judging by the sound and more quickly followed after that. Hadrian brought reinforcements.

A team of guards, Saben thought, how can we escape so many?

“They must be looking for the scroll,” said Rond.

Saben tucked the scroll under one arm. He threw the door open and stormed across the hall for his sword and gear. 

“Help Jaswei get moving,” he shouted to Rond.

Men appeared at the end of the hallway as he emerged from his room. He gripped his sword in both hands, the baldric bound on his back, empty. The bag of new coins clanked his belt.

At the head of the soldiers, a thickly built man stood, not Deckard Hadrian. The man was some kind of mage. He wore the mantle of a guild mage of the magister's guild, complete with an emblem of the scroll and trident.

The magister clapped his hands together. Saben felt the whole building creak beneath them.

Someone shouted from below.

“Don't destroy my inn, damn it!”

The guards behind the mage exchanged nervous looks. 

“Sir,” their leader said.

The mage stepped toward Saben. His fingertips flickered with electricity.

“What we have here is a bunch of thieves.”

Jaswei and Rond emerged from the room into the hall behind Saben. He faced the mage down the glinting blade of his sword. The guards behind the mage shifted uneasily. Their fear seemed palpable enough to cut.

“Fall back,” said the guard leader. “We’ll do no good here. Surround the building.”

Jaswei reached for the sheath of her sword, preparing to draw sprites from it, despite her wounds.

The blade hissed but did not reform. When she was healing, Jaswei found magic difficult.

“Go the other way,” said Saben.

He growled. His low voice sent a rumble like thunder down the hall. The guards hesitated a second longer, then retreated toward the stairs.

The lightning still flickering on the mage’s fingertips formed a cage of electrical flares. He shot a bolt of energy down the hallway.

Saben channeled the lighting bolt into his sword, pulling the shock into the sprites reinforcing the blade. Harmless light played on the long blade.

Jaswei and Rond made for the opposite end of the building, the other window on the second floor. They might be able to jump out to the street if they hurried, but would have difficulty getting much further through the crowd and the guards.

Saben glowered at the mage before him. He raised his sword but the roof was too low to swinging easily inside. He backed away, lowering the blade. The mage grinned.

He started forward, pursuing Saben and the others. The guards downstairs spread out, surrounding the building. Saben grimaced. The situation worsened, even apart from the man on the roof they had yet seen.

As if in answer to his thoughts, a shadow passed across the window before them as they approached. The windowpane exploded inward. Deckard Hadrian landed in a crouch at the end of the hall. His iron robe flowed around him as he rose to his full height.

The rush of wind from outside scattered shards of broken glass upon the floor. The guild mage laughed. 

“Now you're finished,” he said.

Saben gritted his teeth.

“Not yet. But you’re out of luck,” he said. He inhaled fast and then shouted.

The mage worked a counter with his hands, using his sprites to disarm the force of the spell. The shock wave from Saben’s throat did not rely on sprites alone, driven by pure rage. He channeled his anger at all demons into every decibel sound.

The sonic wave struck him and the mage collapsed to his knees, clutching his ears as the shock wave roared around him.

Saben glared at the mage then stepped forward toward the stairs. Jaswei turned from the window.

Deckard Hadrian jumped into the air, arrowing toward Rond and Jaswei as they retreated toward Saben.

Jaswei raised her sheath to block a perceived blow. No strike fell. Deckard landed between Saben and Jaswei and Rond.

The immortal raised a dark eyebrow.

“Mercenary, are you?”

Saben growled again, preparing to shout. Jaswei and Rond were on the other side of Hadrian. If he attacked Hadrian, he would hit them both. If they could escape after that, he might have tried it, but they would be no condition to flee after surviving the blast of his voice.

He turned and faced Deckard Hadrian. Deckard took a fighting stance, right hand by his jaw.”

“Are you going to try and punch me?” asked Saben, “No blade?”

“I don't need one,” said Deckard.

His other hand hung loose at his side, nowhere near forming a fist.

“You know your arm. I know my sword,” said Saben.

“Don’t think I'm worried about some boy hurting me,” said Deckard.

“You think I'm worried about some old man hurting me?” Saben released a laugh. The sound sent the whole building shaking. Jaswei covered her ears, and Rond did the same. Deckard leapt backward, landing just outside the dangerous range of the chuckle Saben had used.

Not far from Saben, the effects of the sound banes lost influence and potency.

Deckard smiled. Saben glared at him.

“A fight is what you want,” said Deckard.

“Not with you,” said Saben.

Not with you, not at all.

Deckard shook his head.

“You should give up the scroll,” he said. “I can work something out with the governor’s justice to help you.”

“I doubt you’ll want to do much,” said Saben. “After I chop off your arm.”

“Would you try to maim me?” Deckard said. “Mercenary?”

“I'm not being paid to hurt people right now,” said Saben. “Just stand aside.”

Deckard squared his stance once more. Rond and Jaswei backed toward the window behind them and the immortal. That hand still hung loose at Deckard’s side. What is he doing?

Saben charged at Deckard. He drove his sword in front of him, making Deckard sidestep. Saben hurtled past, then felt pressure around his legs. Ties of light encircled his ankles. He fell to the floor. The boards rattled under his weight. He rolled onto his back, narrowly avoiding a downward strike from Deckard's fist. The board where his head had been cracked apart and fell into the room below. The rafters clattered with the impact of the broken wood.

Saben stared at the man.

Saben snapped the bonds of sprite strings from his legs using the edge of his blade.

He moved to stand up, but Deckard's fingers wove more sprite strings about him from every angle. Jaswei struck in an instant. Her shoulder rammed into Deckard, making him stumble backward. She kept pushing him. He moved slowly, appearing fatigued. Her presence disrupted his sprites. She grabbed for his throat.

Though she was an excellent swordswoman, she lacked the strength to throttle a man with one hand while he fought back.

Deckard shook her off. His face became a glowering visage, seeming older and more feral than before. He did not strike at Jaswei but retreated along the passage a few paces. His strings retreated with him, pulling back into his fingers.

“So you aren’t just a feather mage,” said Saben. “You can do more than fly.”

Deckard hissed. His features seemed contorted and unnaturally elongated. Though it could've been just a trick of the light, Saben thought he saw something off about the man in his build, a ripple of grayish veins climbed Deckard’s face.

“Could he be using a demon form?” asked Saben.

Rond shook his head.

“He doesn’t use one of those,” 

“How do you know that?” Jaswei hissed.

“I read ballads about him,” said Ron.

“A minstrel?” said Deckard. “Your singing days may be behind you.”

Deckard rushed at Saben, darting to avoid Jaswei. She hurled her shoulder into his iron robe, then recoiled, bouncing off like a spear striking metal. She hit the wall and sank to her knees.

Rond ran toward the window. Saben hesitated, wanting to help Jaswei. Deckard struck with both fists at once. The force of the blow from the airborne immortal carried Saben backward as his feet left the floor. He flew out the window, taking Rond with him into the street.

Deckard did not follow them. But settled onto the edge of the window. His control over his flight was near-perfect.

Saben and Rond dropped slowly toward the street. Saben landed among a squad of guards outside the inn, throwing dust from the ground into the air. Rond settled gently beside him. Hadrian must have spared a sprite to slow his fall and save him. 

No longer hindered by the weakness of the building, shouted out loud. His bellow flattened the guards with pure sonic rage. He picked up a stunned Rond on his shoulders. Saben ran toward the docks, the heavy man on his back.

He grimaced as he thought of leaving Jaswei behind. For now, he saw no way to rescue her. Deckard did not give chase.

Saben didn’t recover senses from his yell fast enough speak. They made it several blocks away, running at top speed. Despite himself, Saben disliked the cowardice of fleeing.

Survival was part of life. Until he could have his revenge, he had to keep running. The thought of leaving Jaswei behind formed a pit in his stomach. He disliked the idea of abandoning anyone. His family would reproach him from their graves if they knew.

Saben limped toward a hiding place by the water, still carrying the minstrel on his back. Rond had pointed out the hovel to them earlier, but Jaswei preferred not to stay there. Saben had agreed with her the time. Things had just changed.
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Melissa

Melissa and Elaine sneaked into Lady Nasibron’s study. The room was empty of servants and the elder witch was absent. The two of them crept through the dim light, from the steely windows. Motes of dust danced in the air. Books lined every shelf. The three desks were all covered in papers and scrolls. Melissa knew the lady was out training other students, so she wasn't likely to return soon.

Elaine found a text suited for teaching bowing quickly. They left the room as quietly as they’d entered.

Day turned to night. As they practiced, Melissa got closer to her sprites and banes. She dug into the oddities of the book. As she read, she found she could hear her sprite song more clearly. The banes were subtler to her ears but still became audible as she read the notes on what to listen for in each type of song.

She made her way to the back of the book throughout the night, reading by candlelight.

In the morning, she was exhausted. She had difficulty deciphering all the text, but the book would be missed. Elaine returned the text to the study early the next day. Teamwork can be lovely.

In practice that day, Melissa found she still heard her sprites and Banes more cleanly than before. She began to draw them out little by little to the surface of her skin. She was able to see them at a similar pace and even made one of them dance on her fingertips.

There were only three, two sprites and one bane. She moved them around but never seemed able to make them do anything else. Other students seemed to be getting a hold of things faster. Now that she could hear them and understood how to show them respect, sprites and banes became tools for Melissa, not obstacles. Rust tools though. They did not yet obey, unshakable as metal.

Lady Nasibon approached her halfway through the day.

“You appear to be having difficulties.”

Melissa nodded.

“I can't seem to make them obey me.”

“They're not going to obey you,” said Lady Nasibron, “they are each part of you.”

“Are you certain?” Melissa said.

Lady Nasibron raised her eyebrows.

“What do you mean? I have studied sprites and banes my entire life. They react to what is inside us in our minds. Their essence might as well be our spirits. We must be careful so as not to influence them unduly.”

Melissa focused on her sprites and banes, sweating.

The day grew hot and many of the other students, especially those in the mage guard rather than hand, retired to the shade. They were all allowed to take breaks but Melissa still needed to make progress to satisfy herself. She needed to see her sprites and banes do something useful, anything to demonstrate her worth.

The number of other students training gradually diminished. Niu and Tal retreated to the shade to rest. Eventually, even the stubborn Kelt Crayta retired to the shade as well.

Only Melissa and one other student remained on the field. Suya Nattan, the governor’s sword servant, stood focusing her sprites and banes into her blade, the sword she carried for herself. The governor's blade remained strapped to her belt in its sheath.

Suya was a lithe and flexible individual, but her sprites seemed less willing to react than most of the other students. Like me, Melissa thought. Prior training seemed to increase the difficulty in learning magic rather than diminish it. Melissa and the others all carried tension in their training. The students watching from the shade, watched them, in almost-reverent silence.

Let them stare, Melissa said to herself. She had to continue pushing or she would never accomplish what she meant to do. She should have learned these basics years ago. When the magisters drove her out of the city she had been forced to leave magic behind. No more, she told herself. No more delays.

Melissa sent a sprite darting from her fingertips, tipped by her iron bane. One sprite sang along the air, forming half of the spear, but only force, shaping the air bites movements rather than its actual presence. The iron bane hurtled forward at the end of the ethereal weapon and then struck the earth. Melissa’s eyes widened.

The bane broke from the spearhead and dove into the soil at high speed, leaving a scar across the yard, burning with heat. The bane tore a black line of dirt through the grass and earth.

Suya spun and glanced at Melissa, shock on her face.

“How did you do that?”

Melissa wiped sweat from her brow.

“I don't know,” she said. “I got very frustrated. I don't know.”

Suya shook her head.

“You'd better find out,” she said. “You need to do that again.”

Melissa reeled, staggering under her fatigue and disorientation. She sank onto the grass in a sitting position. The sprite and bane she had released returned to her. She became dizzy when they launched and their return steadied her. Separating sprites and banes for yourself was the dangerous prospect for one's consciousness. The damage done to the yard looked considerable for a single bane. Melissa thought, I need more of these or I’m not going to be a much of a wizard am I?

Melissa and the others continued to train all day. The broke just before dinner time as the sun began to set.

She met with Elaine outside the feasting hall. Within the room, the long tables were against the walls and most of the chairs were put away. The more ordinary set up for the room, day to day provided seats for close-knit groups when the governor was absent. 

The student mages ate and drank at four clusters of small tables near the center of the room. At one of the small tables sat the hand of the governor. The five of them assembled as a group for the first time since the governor chose them.

Suya sat across the table from Melissa. Niu was on Melissa's right. Hilos settled in on her left. Kelt Crayta sagged in a chair next to Suya on the other side of the table. The five of them occupied a higher status than the other soldiers and mages but everyone had worked hard today. The five of them would be the most senior members of the new order of the governor’s mage guard.

Elaine approached their table. Melissa turned and greeted her. She waved a hand at a spare chair nearby, on Niu’s other side. Elaine took the seat and pulled an extra plate toward her. Melissa smiled. The local fish and scallops on the table tasted delicious.

Melissa wondered if Elaine had seen them train earlier that day. She had been suspiciously absent from the yard. However, much of the palace had a view of where they trained.

“Good job using your bane today,” said Elaine. “I saw that blast from a window.”

“I wondered about that,” Melissa said. “Do you think I can repeat using a bane like that to attack?”

“I suppose that's what you need,” said Elaine.

“It’s better than nothing,” said Melissa. “And I was recruited as a war mage.”

Elaine nodded.

Niu raised her eyebrows. 

“It looked pretty strong to me.”

Suya chewed thoughtfully, looking pensive.

Hilos folded his hands and put his plate aside. He nodded to Elaine.

“You, my lady, are quite perceptive of the needs of the students. Perhaps you will be a good teacher yourself one day.”

“You are already,” said Melissa.

Niu laughed.

“Weren’t you at each other's throats yesterday?”

“We worked some things out. “Melissa smiled.

Elaine laughed.

“You could say that,” she said.

Melissa glanced at Kelt.

“Do you make any progress on your technique?”

Kelp nodded.

“Not as much as yours.”

“You’ve got a better concept for yours, though.”

“I think whatever you did today is what I'm trying to do,” he said.

“Agreed,” said Suya.

Niu glanced at Melissa.

“I think if we could all shoot that kind of attack we might be of real use to the governor in a battle.”

“There's more to battle than shooting things,” said Melissa. “But I see your point.”

“Real mages don't have to do battle with magic arrows,” said Elaine. “There are subtler ways than spears. They’re blunt instruments, metaphorically. Mages need to use power more thoughtfully to be truly a match for experienced opponents.”

“You mean...” Melissa started.

“I mean we need to get creative with our magic. I don't think my aunt will give you more sprites and banes to work with very soon if you don't demonstrate creativity.”

“Creativity?” Tal said, as the only member the mage guard sitting at this table thanks to his sister.

‘Yes,” said Elaine. “Creativity is one of the most important aspects of becoming a mage. If you can't think a new idea into being, you can't send your sprites to execute on that plan. Practice is important, but originality can make your opponents thrown off, as my aunt says.”

“I suppose we should train our minds as much as our sprites and banes,” Melissa said.

Elaine nodded. 

“If you don't, you could quickly fall behind again.”

Suya nodded, finally finishing her food. She put down her fork.

“I think a sword is unnecessary for someone who already knows how to use one. We should be training our magic to do things our weapons can't do.”

“Last I checked,” said Melissa, “my spear can't cut through the earth like that.”

“Fair point,” said Suya. “Though the governor may want us to do more than simply smash things.”

“What does creativity mean for each of?” asked Niu. “Should we all be learning to fly like Deckard Hadrian?”

“Deckard is a special case,” said Elaine. “Very few mages can emulate feathers the way he does. I think its possible others could do it but I've never heard of anyone else who managed it in our current age.”

“I read about Prince Geldingstar and he was supposedly a feather mage. The book I read last night mentioned him.”

Niu glanced at her.

“You got a new book?”

Melissa flushed, unable to think of a cover for the theft. 

“Elaine lent me a book.” She shook her head. “We, uh, borrowed it from Lady Nasibron.”

Niu glanced at Elaine. Elaine shrugged.

“I borrowed a book from my aunt study. It's back now, so no need to tell her about it.”

“You helped Melissa,” said Niu. “Can't you help the rest of us too?”

Elaine nodded.

“Sure,” she said. “I suppose I should have thought sooner. I can tutor each of you and we can help you become better mages, maybe even wizards, faster than my aunt can on her own. Besides, I need more practice myself.”

Elaine glanced at Melissa. Melissa grinned at her.
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Deckard

It wasn't often one saw a mural in a dungeon. Nevertheless, by the yellow light filtering through the barred windows with their iron shutters open, Deckard Hadrian traced the image on the wall opposite the cells. It wasn't a pleasant sight.

Red and yellow paint, peeling with the ravages of time, portrayed the death of the fleet of Kanor on the other side of the bay. A victory for the forces of Tancuon meant spilling the blood of countless sailors and soldiers in the surf. Deckard remembered the battle well. His apprentice at the time had destroyed one of the Kanori fortress ships with a blast of wind and fire that set the neighboring ships, one from each side, ablaze. The red and orange at the top of the mural depicted the flames in fading shades of infernal color.

Eighteen years had passed since he had been to the site himself. Deckard could cross the Bay of Charin under less peril from pirates and fishers than the average traveler. If he flew high enough, he could pretend he didn't feel the presence of the other creatures that dwelt beneath the dark waves. 

A curse on this place for reminding me of you, he thought, as he swept down the passage. How many of Kanor's warrior and leadership class had shriveled away in the cells of the palace? How many rotted here still, in body or in mind?

After the terrible battle, Deckard wondered, but he neither knew, nor cared to find the answer. Too many lives of those he'd valued had been lost that day. No, the dungeon and it's prosaic inhabitants were not his mission for the moment. Deckard left the horrid mural behind, and descended a flight of steps to the dungeon's lower level.

His eyes adjusted to a darker passages, lit only by cold blue-white bane lights in sconces on the wall every few yards. The air was damp, and a chill crept up his feet through the soles of his boots. These cells were occupied. Having spent time in his share of cells colder than these, Deckard kept himself from looking at them. He could be too sympathetic to the plight of prisoners and for now his destination lay further below.

Someone spoke up ahead. A moment later an answering voice reached his ears. The first voice belonged to an older man, the second voice was younger judging by the speed and sense of verve. The second voice came from a woman

"I don't care where you put her as long as it has magical security," said the woman. "I know we're short on them, but she requires it."

"I understand, Lady Nattan, but we only have so many cells up to that standard."

"It's not my whim. The governor and Lady Nasibron insist."

"Understood. I will clear one of the lesser offenders and request an additional detail for him. Now, as for her..."

Deckard turned the corner at the end of the cell block. He found Governor Lokoth's sword servant with her hands clapped on the arms of a second woman. She was the one Deckard had caught in the city and turned over to the guards. The foreign prisoner's hands were bound to each other from wrist to wrist. Her thick, yellowish hair was pushed up and back in a Najean knot. Mage bindings, Deckard recognized, could keep most magic users from drawing their commands in the air. He counted himself lucky for the number of times a captor of his thought that meant he was powerless. Most of those captors slept beneath the earth by now, whether they were mortal or demon. The palace interrogator, a weary older knight of the Imperial Order of Mercy, turned to Deckard as he approached.

"Lord Hadrian, I was not told to expect you would follow up." He bowed his head.

The sword servant, Suya Nattan, bowed as well. Deckard judged by her dark hair and pale, dominion features, similar to his own, she was also a northern transplant to Lowenrane. With Tandace Lokoth's household hailing from Well Country, that made sense.

"Rest easy, both of you," he said. "I've not been fully informed, so please talk."

"You know of the theft at the library in the city," said Suya. “A few vagabonds made off with scrolls, including this woman." 

Deckard nodded.

“I apprehended her myself.”

Suya pushed the yellow-haired woman forward with pressure on her arms. 

"The other two were men, but they escaped."

"Escaped?" Deckard frowned. "You still haven’t found them?"

"No. And they still have their stolen scrolls with them." Suya shook her head. "Forgive me, I don't know more."

"I will help you find out the rest," said the interrogator. "Do you wish to assist me, Lord Hadrian?"

"I'm not a torturer," said Deckard. "However, ask me before you do any permanent damage, and mind her tongue and face. Too many of your profession make mistakes that render answering impossible."

"I can do my job, my lord."

"I have no doubt, sir. Now, please excuse me." He made his way around the three others and continued toward the staircase going deeper into the dungeon.

"My lord," asked the interrogator as he followed him. "Excuse me, but where are you going?"

"I have other business below," said Deckard.

"May I ask—"

"You may not. To your task, sir knight." Deckard turned, moving his iron robe about him as easily as another man would a cloth garment. He strode away from the interrogator, then continued down the stairs. The man did not follow or protest further.

Another few passages and another few stairways later, he reached the lowest point of the dungeon, some five levels beneath the ground. At a dead end in a hallway, across from an unlocked and vacant cell, he remembered the patterns in the rough stone barrier. This was the place. Beneath him lay the greatest world well of Lowenrane. He tapped the tiles with his shoes, trying to find the key path. After a few minutes of his odd dance, he hit the correct points in sequence.

In the vacant cell nearby, the wall shifted with the sound of stone on stone. A path opened, making a rough-hewn stone passage leading down to the original cavern the palace had been built upon. The mix of pale and vivid light from free-flying sprites and banes gave him enough visibility to follow the tunnel to a place where it widened.

Mystic spirits flitted and glided over the abyssal pit of shaped demon stone. Its walls ended at the very edge of the earth so the whole room seemed drawn to its near-infinite darkness.

He beheld the world well of Lowenrane.

"Long time," Deckard whispered. He approached the edge of the well, then glanced over it at the inky dark drop.

Deckard Hadrian could fly the world over and still fear falling in a place like this one. He stepped away. Circling the pit, he sniffed the air. The place was clean, a bit damp, but he neither heard, nor saw, nor smelled any sign of a demon clambering up from the well. Rogues must remain below, said the law of Mother Mercy. She would brook no evil-doers walk the surface. No evil-doers not sanctioned by her rules at least, Deckard added mentally.

"You were intent on finding this place," said Tandace Lokoth from the entrance.

His gaze drifted to her.

"Governor," he said. "I am a demon hunter first."

"I am not surprised. I know you have your many missions and we mortals are rarely privy to them all, even those of us chosen by mercy to sit a throne."

"Wise," said Deckard. "Though you're lucky I was not tasked with maintaining this place's secrecy."

"You wouldn't kill an imperial governor of mercy."

I have tried before, he thought absently.

"Yes," he said.

She nodded.

“I trust you see all is as it should be?”

“Indeed. I trust you a have told no one of this place unless necessary?”

“You can.” Tandace Lokoth smiled in the light of the dancing spirit motes. “Perhaps we should return to the surface together, my lord.”

“As you say.” 

He followed her out of the cavern, then through the dungeon to the palace above. At the surface, they parted.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“I have questions that need answering in a different city.”

“Leaving so soon after all the trouble I took to summon you here?”

“I’ll be back to Soucot before dawn,” he said, nodding out the gates to the heavy arc of the rings cutting through the sky to circumscribe the world’s edge.

“Can you fly to the city and return in such little time?” Tandace frowned.

He chuckled.

“You studied witchery, so you really ought to know. There are other ways one can reach that place.”

The governor nodded.

“Be at court tomorrow, Lord Hadrian.”

“As you say.”

He swept out the open gate of the palace, then descended the slope of the citadel into Soucot, making his way to one of the shrines that ringed the citadel’s walls at hundred-yard intervals. Passersby would say they saw the lord of winds stop before the shrine bordered by its twin arched blades and the circlet on the pedestal between them. They would say he vanished in the blink of an eye.

Elaine

Elaine relaxed the next day, taking some time to herself before beginning tutoring the hand of the governor personally. She went into the city, looking for supplies to help them train their sprites and banes. The five of them were powerful in potential but unforged at this moment. They could be useless in the end, or completely overpowering if she helped train them well.

She took a route through the streets that brought her close to the docks. On her way, she passed the library and saw there were fewer guards around it than before. She approached briefly to ask if the scroll had been found. The librarian told her not otherwise, but that the rate it captured one of the thieves.

“One of the thieves?” Elaine asked.

The librarian laughed out of the open door and said, “It was a woman who came here from the from a foreign land. There were two others with her, a big man with a sword and a fat man who was also a local minstrel.”

“A minstrel?”

“Yes,” said the librarian. “And we have all the names, so the amount of time before we have them hunt them down is all that’s left to learn. Serves him right for stealing from the library.”

“I suppose it does,” said Elaine. “What were their names?”

“The big man was called Saben the woman who the captured is said to be from Naje. I can’t say her name right. The minstrel seems to be a local, but he’s also a ne'er-do-well.”

“Saben.” Elaine frowned. “I think I met him.”

The librarian shrugged her shoulders.

“Perhaps you did,” she said, “but if you did you no doubt were lucky to get away without a scratch. He seemed a vicious brute. The guards had real trouble trying to trap him. He has some kind of magic, you see.”

Elaine nodded. She felt numb. Saben had seemed a reasonable person when she met him. Quiet, when he talked to the other people, but he felt normal when he talked to her. She went on her way.

She approached the docks and acquired a handcart with a supply of targets before she returned to the palace.
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Saben

The city looked bleak to Saben from his hiding place by the docks. He cowered with Rond for a few days, taking his time to recover from the bruises and cuts acquired from his fall. Despite Hadrian setting Rond down carefully, both of them had still flown through a broken window. The battering by Hadrian, only underscored how weak Saben still knew himself to be.

Saben and Rond stayed in their safe house, little more than a shack by the dockside. The docks themselves were swarming with activity, but no one thought to look in a ruined old hovel.

Despite their safety relative to being outside, Saben quickly grew irritated with only going out at night to scrounge for food. He wasn't getting any stronger here.

Rond on the other hand, seemed more in his element now, despite having lost some of his possessions in the fleeing from the inn. He still had his lute. He still had his voice, much to Saben's annoyance. He talked. Too much.

Rond and Saben sat through the day, gradually smelling worse in the sweltering heat.

Eventually, Saben had enough. He set out into the street in broad daylight. The moment he emerged from the hovel into the alleyway beside it, he turned and saw the skinny man watching him. The man wore spectacles, an affectation or a necessity for a few Tancuonese but near-completely unseen in the east.

He approached, swaggering, and nodded to Saben.

“I was wondering when you’d come out of there,” he said.

“Who are you?” asked Saben.

“My name is Deel,” he said. “I'm looking for someone with a useful set of skills.”

“Skills,” said Saben, “like mine?”

“Mercenaries with magic are uncommon,” said the man.

“I expect they are aren't easy to find anywhere?”

Deel nodded.

“I suspect the city is not the problem here. It's the management of the nations and settlements of the whole land.”

“Are you not from Tancuon?” asked Saben.

“I am,” said the man. “Though further to the north.” He smiled.

Saben frowned.

“I asked what you wanted.”

“I have a job for you,” said Deel.

“What kind of job?”

“I'll show you. No need for the minstrel to join us. He won’t be of much use here.”

“I didn't say I was taking your job.”

Deel shrugged.

“I suppose I should offer your payment first?” He grinned and drew a shimmering shape from the pocket of his coat. 

He held the object for Saven to see. Saben leaned close. The needle looked like one of Jaswei’s hairpins.

“Where did you get that?”

“I'm easily able to go wherever I wish,” said Deel.

“Including the palace?”

“Including the palace dungeons,” said Deel. “And if you help us, my friends and I, I mean, we can help break your friend out of those dungeons.”

“I owe her much.”

Deel’s grin widened.

“Then come with me.”

Saben nodded.

They went through the city and arrived at a ship moored at the docks. The docks looked even more worn now than when Saben had arrived. The ship tethered to the pier was in poor condition itself. Leaking hull, tattered sails, broken mast. It was a disaster of a vessel. No doubt, it had not moved in some time. The anchor seemed dug into the bottom of the bay, probably deep enough the chain would break before it could be hauled to the surface.

“This is my houseboat,” said Deel. “Borrowed, of course.”

Saben frowned.

“Not much more than a wreck.”

“From what I understand, you’ve traveled on vessels in more scanty repair than her.”

“Are we going somewhere?” asked Saben. “I don’t want to sink it just by stepping on board.”

“Have confidence.”

“All right.”

“Good,” said Deel, “because that's where my team is waiting.”

They boarded the leaky ship.

Deckard

Deckard entered the maladrite city. He swept through the streets, moving toward the House of Mercy.

Mother Mercy, who held the world in awe. Mother Mercy, who ruled Tancuon with a fist of iron and velvet. Mother Mercy, who governed without governing. Mother Mercy who must not be disrespected. She gave him his power and held him at his limitations. She commanded his movements over the years, though he rarely spoke with her.

He marched across the streets closer to the house. The house itself made for a towering edifice, much larger than anything in the human world. However, despite the grandeur of the city and the structures all around, Mother Mercy's golden house looks like doom as he approached.

He stiffened is resolved.

Mother Mercy did not allow just anyone into the house, but as one of her immortals, Deckard could expect entrance when he knocked on the door.

He slipped past creatures that appeared mostly human but which were far from mortal. He approached the house. Maladrites of all kinds lined the streets, moving and talking with each other. They were quieter than human traffic but some loomed and cast more conspicuous shadows. Deckard reached the gate of the House of Mercy. He raised his fist and knocked on the doors.

In the time he returned to Soucot world grew dark with the coming of night.

Melissa

Melissa worked with the sprites and banes inside her head. She struggled at first to make them do something, anything other than attack or resist. She needed not to break them down but to respect them enough for them to help her better access her power and knowledge. She knew too much and understood too little.

Melissa and the other members of the Governor’s Hand met outside. The hand occupied one side of the yard, while the rest of the mage guard trained on the other. Niu and Kelt formed one training team. While Hilos went to practice his locks at the nearby tower door, Suya and Melissa started to talk out their plans with Elaine.

“I could use my swords as the basis for some magic,” said Suya. “Though, I don’t need another weapon.”

“Tools can be useful,” said Elaine.

Melissa frowned thoughtfully.

“I could use my spear in the same way.”

“Sprites and banes you’ve bowed to can attend any object you’re touching with your senses.” Elaine smiled at Celia. “Your weapons may have limitations, but they’re also useful tools.”

“A sword is a weapon, not a tool,” said Suya. “I can almost see what you mean.”

Elaine folded her arms.

“You may need to see more clearly if you want to continue serving in the Governor’s Hand.”

“I'm not a fool,” said Suya. “I’m nervous.”

“I understand,” said Elaine.

Melissa nodded.

“Likewise.”

“You don't get it, though,” said Suya. “I am the governor’s sword. If I can't learn magic, I will lose my position.”

“That could go for me as well,” Melissa said.

“I suppose you're right.” Suya sighed.

Elaine tapped her chin.

“Do both of you need your weapons that much? Suya, what exactly brought you to this palace?”

“I'm not some veteran of countless battles. I'm not some knight,” she said. I'm not even a retainer of a noble family by heredity. I am from the north originally but I barely made apprentice with the sword. Luckily, I excelled well enough to enter the tournament in Soucot. I joined the governor service to prove my willpower. And now, I've made it almost as high as one can go without becoming a noblewoman.”

Suya scowled.

“The problem is magic. If I can't hold my own with mages, by becoming one, I won't have a claim to my position any longer. One of the other members of the hand will probably take my place.”

“Just because magic offers advantages, doesn’t mean your sword skills are worthless,” said Elaine.

“I think Elaine's right,” said Melissa. “She and I talked about this, but spears and swords can be excellent for focusing your magic once you’ve extended them from your body.”

Suya shook her head.

“That seems far off.

Elaine shrugged her shoulders.

“You're not getting any closer by complaining.”

“Fair enough, Elaine.”

“Suya,” said Melissa, “could we spar a little? I think better on my feet.”

“A sword against the spear? Doesn’t seem fair.” Suya touched the hilt of her weapon. “How skilled are you with a sword?”

“Not very,” said Melissa. How are you with the spear?”

“I'm all right,” said Suya. “Better with swords though.”

In that case, said Melissa, preface me halfway. 

She turned to where Kelt and Niu fought back and forth. He swung his massive oar as if it was an ax on a long pole. She danced out of the way with her staff.

“Which one are you thinking?” asked Suya with a raised eyebrow.

Melissa smiled.

“Staff,” she said. It’s longer than a sword but shorter than the weapon I use.”

“Fair,” said Suya.

“I'll get more staves,” said Elaine. She crossed the yard.

Suya turned to Melissa.

“I see why more people don't become mages.”

Melissa shrugged.

“My brother managed it. Somehow. And that magister’s guild master, Ricklon Kadatz seemed like he knew what he was doing.”

“Seemed.” Suya smirked. “But did he?”

“I doubt it.” Melissa laughed.

“Exactly,” said Suya. “You and your caravan guard friends managed to hold him off, but I suspect he has more power than he was letting on or he wouldn’t be guild master. That position gets its power directly from magical strength, so he must be one of the best mages in the guild.”

“Right,” said Melissa. 

She counted the blessing Ricklon had backed off rather than fight her and the others at the tavern.

Niu and kelt went on sparring. Elaine returned with two staves and passed them to Melissa. Suya glanced at Melissa. 

“One of those.”

Melissa handed her a staff.

“Let's try this,” said Suya. “No magic for now.”

“No magic,” said Melissa. “All right.”

Melissa and Suya faced each other in the yard as the afternoon grew hot. The humidity dragged on every sense. Melissa gripped the staff, a few spans shorter than her usual spear. She swept the end at Suya’s legs.

Suya leapt over the weapon and brought her staff down on the end of Melissa’s, pinning it to the ground with her foot on one side to trap it. She held Melissa's weapon at her feet. The staff seemed curved slightly as Melissa looked down its length. She frowned and fought but was unable to free it from Suya’s trap.

“Now, what would you do,” Suya asked, “if this happened in a real fight?”

“I’d drop the staff and attack with magic,” said Melissa.

“Maybe,” said Suya, “Or maybe you could get staff free by using the right sprites.”

“I've seen people manipulate electricity with sprites,” said Melissa. “If I could send some through the staff...”

“Like lightning?”

“Like lightning,” said Melissa. “Exactly. That's the kind of power we need to be able to wield on a moments notice.”

Suya nodded. Elaine glanced at Melissa.

“If you’re pinned like that, you could probably send a jolt into foot or weapon which could break her web.”

“Now I need to learn how to create electricity with my sprites,” said Melissa.

“Me too,” said Suya.

“It’s almost easy,” said Elaine. “I can teach you. Electricity is an early form defined in many texts. I suppose that's why you've seen it happen.”

Melissa shrugged.

“I've only seen it once or twice in person.”

“That's more than I’ve seen,” said Suya, releasing the end of Melissa’s staff. “Anyway, mages need to use their wits. Let's try that again. Use magic if you can, this time.”

Melissa hefted her weapon. She swung.

Melissa soon understood the basics of creating electricity. That evening, she could wield tiny powers, mere sparks, but any lightning could be useful, Elaine said. Melissa quickly managed to conduct them along her spear during the sparring match. Bruised, and tired, she limped back to her bedroom after dinner.

Melissa sat on her bed, reading from the next book Elaine had procured for her from Lady Nasibron’s study.

The book contained knowledge of not only magic but also pieces of lore from the demon world. Melissa read everything she came across.

Demons dwelt either upon the earth or under the earth. They could be free to roam, or imprisoned in the depths by the world wells. Melissa had never encountered a demon that wasn't under the thrall of Mother Mercy. Rogue demons were the most dangerous of their kind, which almost went without saying.

The alternative to demons were the creatures that ran the nations of the Kism in the northeast, beyond Mother Mercy's borders in Tancuon, and the mires of Linien where thee lizard people dwelt. 

The book soon proved to contain more history than magic. Little actual mage craft was presented beyond a little in a treatise on reason into the magical traditions of different parts of the world. Who had written such an odd book?

She paged to the back of the book and found the author’s note at the very end.

The book had been written by someone named Nigel. His name was signed on the last page. His last name had been obliterated by some ink dropper from ages past.

Well Nigel, thought Melissa, thanks for the history lessons.

She continued to read the book, flipping back and forth to search for more information on spells.

She found more and more about mage craft in the middle, where Nigel described the basics of wielding a fire spell. Electricity seemed easier to control though, and she already had ways to attack by propelling her iron bane from her, if she could master it. 

Melissa became more intrigued by the spells of wind the most basic parson spell in mercy’s church. Many clerics learned it, and most senior members gained some mastery of breezes and gusts.

Most could not manipulate the air close to their bodies to project themselves faster through the air or on the ground. Unlike Deckard Hadrian, the parsons, including the author called Nigel, could not fly.
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Saben

Saben stepped onto the deck of the leaky boat in the harbor. Saben had never seen a boat so rickety still above the water. Deel led the way across the rickety deck of bending boards and sagging and cracked planks. He went to the cabin under the bridge and knocked twice.

As the door opened he saw the shadow of a young boy in the room. He couldn't be much more than fourteen or fifteen and he was built small. Saben thought he recognized the boy, then realized from where. The boy had been the one with the vegetable cart he had seen while observing the library before the theft.

“Oh hey,” said the kid, “you can come inside now. It's nicer in here. Though kinda stinky.”

Deel nodded to the kid. 

“Saben,” he said,” meet Heen Sa Jong, one of our team members.”

“The boy is a member of your team?”

Heen glared at Saben, then frowned, then his became a smile.

“I am young,” he said, “but I'm a mage. I can work magic as well as anyone here.”

“Not quite true,” it's a Deel, with a smirk and a feeble laugh.

They entered the cabin and found three others waiting within.

One of them, a girl, not much older than Heen lay on her back, feet pedaling in the air. She leaned against a tall rack of bookshelves. Strange to see books on a ship.

Her dark eyes turned as they entered. Saben nodded to her. Heen ran to her.

“Rina,” he said, “this is the new member of the team.”

Rina arched her eyebrows.

“You brought a big one this time.”

Deel smiled.

“Yeah, he's big all right. But he can sling spells too.”

“I like the sword,” said Rina. “Mind if I look at it later?”

Saben shrugged.

The next woman, older the kids, perhaps about the same age as Saben or Deel, sat reading quietly. Her eyes moved down the page quickly. Saben guessed the script must be Linienish. Linien’s mires to the north of Charin were home to human settlements as well as vakari. Saben wondered it trees there grew as large as in the bloom.

The woman looked up at Saben as he walked into the center of the cabin. Despite the cramped quarters, they all look very relaxed together. The woman with the book said nothing.

Deal gestured to her.

“That's Uigara, he said, “she's our expert and countermagic. No casting herself, but great with blades.”

Uigara nodded silently, then went back to her book.

The last member of the team stood looking out the back window across the bay. He was a big man almost as biggest Saben, at least by his judgment. A long coat and shadows suggested he might be even larger. He stood with his back to them, searching the water intently for something out to sea.

Saben wondered if he would have to speak first. He stepped forward. A board creaked under his foot. The man at the rear of the cabin turned slightly.

“Welcome,” he said. “I'm the team leader. De facto, my name is Folt. Folt Ogenlai is my full name.”

Saben nodded.

“Not much of a talker are you,” said Deel.

“He reminds me of Uigara,” said Heen. “They're both warriors before mages.”

Deel shrugged.

Saben didn't like being analyzed, even if it meant work that could save Jaswei from prison.

He and Deel stood in the center of the room. Everyone watched Saben. Folt turned around completely. He bore a bright expression that couldn’t make his face look any better. Scars and deep grooves in his skin made Saben sure Folt had never been considered handsome.

A deep crack ran through the center of Folt’s face right through the eye-line, thought his eyes did not seem to been harmed by whatever caused the crevice. He looked at Saben with deep-set eyes, even deeper for the damage to his face around them.

“We have a plan to attack the palace. We have our motive and I understand you have yours.”

Saben nodded.

“One of my traveling companions was captured by the immortal. I take it she has been taken to the dungeons.”

“Most likely torture they’ll torture her,” said Folt

Torture. Saben sagged inwardly. He may not have a strong attraction to Jaswei, but they were still friends and comrades. He would not sit by while she was tortured.

“Why would they torture her?”

“She knows you,” said Folt. “Just like any thief, they’ll try to get every ounce of information they can before they dispose of her.”

“They want the scroll back, said Saben.

“Probably,” said Folt

Heen ran to the center of the room and looked up at Saben.

“Don't worry, sir. We can get in there. No problem.”

“I suspect it may be more difficult than that,” said Folt. “The governor is training her new mages there.”

“A palace crawling with mages?” Saben said. “Sounds like a challenge.”

“All of us here are capable of dealing with mages,” said Folt. The immortal could be more difficult if he is present. We need some way to make him leave before we strike.”

“That shouldn't be too difficult,” said Rina. “After all, he seems to come and go as he wishes.”

“Possibly,’ said Folt, “but I don’t trust luck.”

Saben nodded.

“I clashed with him. He seems formidable.”

“Indeed,” said Folt. “I've never met him, but I hope not to do so on our mission.”

Uigara set aside her book. She stood up, unfolding her long and athletic build. She nodded to Saben.

“We will do everything we can to rescue your friend. However, we also need your assurance that you help us as well.”

“I'm here to help you,” said Saben.

“That's correct,” said Folt.

Uigara shrugged.

“I only want to know you will act in concert with us.”

“He'll be with us as much as any other, right Saben?” Folt said.

Saben glanced at Deel, then back at Folt.

“I suppose. What's your ulterior motive? You're not just here to help me spring Jaswei.”

Folt nodded.

“The five of us are here on a mission from the King of Nassio, Zalklith. His name is not important, but I'm sure you've heard of him. If you travel to the north in Linien.”

“Linien? I've never been there.”

Folt shrugged.

“It's not important that you have. More importantly, you know we plan to inconvenience the governor at least at first, and if possible remove her completely.”

“You plan to kill the governor?” said Saben

“That would be one objective,” said Deel.

“Why?” Saben asked.

The king commands it. Folt shrugged. We were mercenaries but our company has been enlisted with his people for so long we’re invested in the nation. Those lizard men sure can spend a pretty penny when it comes to assassination and violence.”

“You want me to help you kill governor and in exchange, you help me free Jaswei.”

“Among other things,” said Folt. We also have an interest in what you learn from that scroll. None of us had much experience with sacra forms.”

“I only know that the scroll is powerful enough to give me my revenge.”

“Leave the revenge out of it for now,” Folt said.

“Yeah,” said Rina. “Don't go haring off, you could get us all in trouble.”

“Meaning killed,” said Uigara.

Heen smiled at Saben.

“I trust you, sir,” he said.

Saben shook his head.

“Don't say that.” He turned to Folt. “I'll do it, but I want to know your entire plan so nothing gets passed me once we’re in the palace.”

“That's what I like to hear.” Folt’s ugly face grinned.

Saben set to work with them, preparing a plan to distract Hadrian and get into the palace.

Deckard

Deckard returned to the palace, tired and worn and weary from his sojourn in the city above. Despite his lack of need for sleep, he always felt exhausted after dealing with those in the chambers of Mother Mercy. He’d remained in a sunroom with one of the ancient beings of the house for a long while as the world spun below. The elder entity had said nothing to him the entire time.

Deckard had to accept that the ancient being’s silence for the moment.

He avoided meeting with Lady Nasibron and the governor. He needed to rest his thoughts. Making his way up the stairs of the entrance hall, he walked on his own two feet, sparing his sprites the load. They helped carry his robe.

He found Melissa Dorian at the top of the stairs with Elaine Tanlos.

“You know full well,” said Elaine, “Lady Nasibron won't allow it.”

Melissa shrugged.

“I'll ask,” said Elaine.

She wouldn’t take me seriously anyway, said Melissa.

Melissa noticed Deckard approaching on the stairs.

She nodded to him, not quite bowing but still acknowledging his presence. She was a pretty young woman, but Deckard felt the cold, nearly austere presence behind her eyes. She was a suspicious wanted to call to everyone she rendered her suspicions. She reminded Deckard, though briefly, of another woman from the distant past. He reached the top of the stairs and nodded to Melissa.

“Where are you going?” Asked Elaine. She turned to face Deckard.

Deckard shrugged his shoulders. His robe rippled with ill-contained essence.

“I'm going to rest,” he said. “Even an immortal can feel tired sometimes.”

Elaine nodded. Melissa raised an eyebrow.

“That’s not what the songs about you say,” she said.

“Songs can be mistaken,” said Deckard. “If I didn't rest now and then I might go mad.”

“Normal people just collapse and rest,” said Melissa.

“True. I'm not an ordinary man.”

Elaine turned to Melissa.

“Shall we go?

“You can go,” said Melissa. “I can follow shortly.” 

Elaine nodded.

“Right, I'll see to meeting with my aunt.”

She bustled off, her skirt swishing about her legs. That girl possessed more openness than Melissa. Deckard wondered if she was too innocent for her good.

Melissa looked at Deckard for a moment.

“Did you want to speak with me?” he asked.

“I did,” said Melissa.

The room suddenly felt cooler, and the warmth of his robe about him did little to preclude the chill. Grateful for the light edge it gave him, Deckard nodded to Melissa.

“Ask your question.”

“The magister's guild master,” she said, “he threatened to take away my sprites what I encountered at the tavern.”

“Thinking of creating more trouble?”

“No,” said Melissa, “not at all.”

Deckard folded his hands, robe sleeves covering them.

“To remove sprites and banes from another,” Deckard said, “one must use a technique called separating. However, stripping the sprites from another using that technique is exceedingly difficult to do with precision. Ripping one free can be done, but those always quickly return to their origin at speed.”

“He threatened to steal my magic permanently,” she said.

“I doubt he has the ability,” said Deckard. “Most likely he was trying to intimidate you.”

Melissa frowned. Her cold, taciturn nature attitude remained.

Deckard unfolded his hands.

“Is that all? I'm quite tired.”

“I don't believe that,” said Melissa.

“My fatigue is mental,” said Deckard. “And I won't be sleeping if that's your question. I only need time to revitalize my mind.”

“Meditation?”

“Not exactly,” said Deckard.

Melissa motioned for him to move past her. He smiled at her gratefully.

Deckard went to his chambers, a small guest room on the second story of the palace. He did not need large accommodations. Though he had many relics back at his own keep far to the north, he rarely brought much with him when he traveled. In the southeast, he carried only his robe and a sword and the sword was almost an afterthought. He had left the blade in its sheath beside his bed. Such weapons were of little use against most maladrites encountered in the ring city, should they be hostile. He generally did not like to carry the sword but brought it with him in case of danger while flying.

Demons and humans alike feared the blades of the demon hunters. Deckard owned just an ordinary steel blade. He had not seen any need to invest the weapon with sprites or banes of his own. The weapon remained an alternative to his bare fists, sprites, and banes.

The hem of his robe trailed slightly as he sank onto his knees.

He let the robe settle about him, then folded his legs and prayed. He did not pray to Mother Mercy, as most in the land of Tancuon would. He doubted she would listen to him. He prayed for guidance from some force that perhaps could transcend her, though he did not know a name for it. Despite the heresy the very act implied, he felt better for performing it.

Deckard finished his brief prayer, then sat for a while longer, drawing a circle of magic symbols about himself with a piece of borrowed chalk on the stone floor. His hand moved gently, guiding the chalk around him perfectly. He needed no compass or stylus thanks to much practice, though his feelings toward ritual magic were mixed.

Such spells took a long time, but they allowed sprites to do more than perform rote functions and ones trained deeply into them.

When a mage was trained, the sprites and banes took different forms frequently. Most of those subsided over time. Deckard, despite the settling of his sprites and banes long ago, still had a few left who could play the variable form. He bent those to absolving his mind of pain.
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Melissa

She waited for Elaine for some time. Finally, she heard her friend coming. Friend, Melissa thought, what an odd thing to consider her now. We were enemies just a week ago.

Over the past several days, they had become closer as allies. Elaine brought her books to read to the whole of the hand. The hand grew by leaps and bounds as far as their skills with sprites and banes. The mystic creatures felt closer and more real than ever to Melissa.

She could hear them everywhere she went now. Everywhere people or animals lived, sprites and banes flourished in one form or another. She also sensed a kind of hubbub hum deep below the palace, one that drew her attention now and then when she was on the lower floors near the dungeon. The dungeon must contain some kind of hidden source of sprites and banes. Perhaps a prisoner is a mage?

She glanced around the hall, but Elaine was still nowhere to be seen.

Melissa remained willing to wait. However, Elaine's absence began to annoy her. Of course, the other girl was not much for timing. She frequently missed the beginning of lessons, but only always arrived in time to tutor the hand, later in the day. Elaine had taken a detour today as well.

Melissa spotted an unfamiliar man walking down the hall further away. He did not wear the clothes of a gentle servant, but knightly armor common in the north. Heavy armor like that was too warm to wear in such climates as Lowenrane for long. In the chill of the palace, it was even stranger to see someone dressed for battle. He carried a sword in a sheath. And he looked not hostile but lost.

He saw Melissa.

“Where is everyone?” asked the knight.

Melissa shrugged.

“Mostly, the ones I know are training. I don't know where the servants are working right now.”

The knight clanked toward her. His armor moved uneasily, and it must take great effort to keep upright.

Melissa held up a hand to keep him from moving more than necessary.

“What do you need? I can point you in the right direction if you're looking to meet with the governor.”

“I'm not looking for the governor. I'm looking for my daughter.”

“Your daughter?” Said Melissa.

The knight removed his helmet, and Elaine realized why he was wearing his armor inside. The pale skin of the knight glowed with an inner light. He was no ordinary knight, but one who could wield sprites and banes in his own muscles. Some knights to the north trained that way.  Melissa guessed that the man was Elaine's father. 

“Lord Tanlos?” she asked.

“I am. How did you guess?”

“I've been training with your daughter,” she said. “I’m surprised to see you here. What brought you?”

Lord Tanlos shook his head.

“You're one of the student mages,” he said, “I suppose I shouldn't be surprised. Lady Nasibron was summoned for a reason.”

Melissa nodded. Lord Tanlos removed one glove from an armored hand. He offered his bare hand to Melissa. 

“In the north, we shake.”

“I've been in the north for a long while,” Melissa said. “I know the rituals.” She shook his hand. “My name is Melissa Dorian.”

Lord Tanlos nodded.

“So you're the one who saved the governor's life.”

“I have that honor,” she said.

“I suppose that's the reputation heroism gets for you,” he said.

Melissa flushed.

“Thank you, my lord.”

Lord Tanlos shrugged. His shoulders clanked. His armor seemed to be weighing on him more, despite his enhanced strength.

“I'm looking for my daughter. It seems that the governor has not informed everyone of the danger approaching the city.”

“Danger?” Melissa asked.

“Indeed,” said Lord Tanlos. “The Kingdom of Nassio in Linien is preparing an attack. We in the north have received new oracles of it.”

“So,” said Melissa, “they sent your army?”

“Just my order of Knights,” said Lord Tanlos. “I could not sway more to follow me so far south.”

From the princedoms in the north, Melissa remembered all too well the danger of apathy toward the other parts of the former empire. After the conquest and the fall the, Mother Mercy’s land splintered. She still ruled everything, though distantly. Princes and governors demanded their lands separated from each other. Melissa knew from her reading, that alliances between the princes and governors were frequent and necessary to keep everything functioning well. She frowned.

“Do we need more help?”

“I'll take whatever I can get,” Lord Tanlos said. “However, I don't expect much from Alliance or Geteren.”

“Has a war been welcomed anywhere in the last hundred years?” Melissa said.

Lord Tanlos laughed.

“Are you studying history or philosophy? Because no one sane welcomes a war.”

“I've read some books. I had some time at night when I was a caravan guard.”

“So that's what took you north?” Lord Tanlos said.

“Given my exile from Soucot as a child, I was reluctant to return.”

“It seems that's paid off for you though. Good luck. Now, must find my daughter.”

“I'll company you,” Melissa said, “I've been waiting for your daughter. She was fetching a book for me from her aunt.”

“The study, then?” Lord Tanlos said.

“Perhaps,” Said Melissa.

“Show me there, please,” said Lord Tanlos.

Melissa led him through the palace toward the study.

Saben

Saben finished listening to Folt’s plan.

Folt and Heen looked at him expectantly. Uigara pursed her lips. Rina looked off into space. Deel paced back and forth behind the rest of them. His footsteps shook the leaky boat. If it had been Saben, he would've wanted to stay still but Deel seemed more confident in the vessel than Saben.

“It sounds fine,” said Saben.

“Fine?” said Folt.

Uigara snorted.

“What does that mean?”

“I could see the plan working,” said Saben.

Folt laughed.

“Of course it will work, but the question is if we can all get out of there in one piece.”

“That’s not part of the mission?” Said Saben.

“For mercenaries, of course.” Folt smiled hideously. “None of us are exactly true believers in Nassio.”

Rina laughed. She bounced a ball against the wall. She hadn’t left the spot where she’d been sitting since Saben arrived. Her back still propped against the bookcase, she caught the ball.

“I wouldn't get into too much trouble for the king,” she said. “He's stingy, anyway.”

“Can you agree to this?” Folt asked, turning to Saben.

“Agree to the plan?” said Saben. “Of course.”

Silently, he cursed the risks Folt had built into his plan. To save Jaswei, Saben saw no other choice.

“Good,” said Folt.

“Remember our goal,” said Uigara, “we can only achieve it if Hadrian is distracted.”

“Quite so,” said Deel.

“And who will lead him astray?” asked Saben. “You have roles for almost everyone...” 

In the corner of his eye, Deal smirked.

“I'll be the one to draw Hadrian out,” said Deel, adjusting his glasses. “I'm faster than I look.”

“Don't get caught,” said Folt. “If you do, we won't be able to help you. Hadrian could easily take you to the sky city.”

“I doubt he’d do that,” said Deel, looking pale.

Saben glanced at Folt.

“When?”

“Tomorrow night,” Folt said.

Uigara inhaled deeply and then frowned.

“I think we might be missing something.”

“We could wait,” said Folt.

“No,” said Saben. “Not while my friend is captive.”

“Understood,” said Folt. “What more preparation can we do, though?”

Uigara shook her head.

“Perhaps you're right,” she said, “but I don't like it. I don't like it.”

“Complaint heard,” said Folt.

“Now,” said Uigara, “consider our opposition.”

“Who do you expect?” asked Saben. “Besides, Deckard Hadrian being absent?”

“The governor’s new mages and her so-called ‘hand’ will be our main foes. As we strike at dinner, they’ll all be gathered together.”

“Do you have a view from above?” said Saben.

“Saben,” said Folt. “what you take us for? We are professionals.”

“Most companies are larger than five people,” said Saben.

“So is ours,” said Folt. “Most of us are currently in Nassio. We're just the best ones to execute the mission.”

“The governor’s life,” muttered Saben, “for Jaswei.”

“That is our deal,” said Folt. “Once we get into the building, I will need your help. We're going to fight a battle even past the guards. Our other goal is to defeat as many of the mages they’ve trained as well.”

“You can count on me. Can I count on you?” said Saben.

“Of course. Now, for our natural opposition.” Folt turned to Uigara.

“The mage hand,” Uigara said, “Is mostly untutored right now. There is the master witch, Lady Nasibron, and her sword servant, Ariel Hekataze. Both of them are dangerous. We should steer away from them as much as possible.”

“Avoid those two. Right,” said Heen.

“If you want to get out of there in one piece,” said Rina.

Folt nodded.

“Next is the governor’s sword servant, we must most likely can’t avoid her.”

“Who is that?” said Saben.

“Suya Nattan,” said Folt with a wistful sigh.

Uigara shook her head.

“Suya has been training with the governor’s hand but she has not mastered much magic yet. Any of us five could defeat her if it isn't up to her blade. As it is, though, I'll deal with her.”

“If you can,” said Folt. “If not, just distract her. Then get away.”

Uigara nodded.

“Once I separate Suya from the governor, then is your time to strike, Rina.”

“Indeed,” said Folt.

Rina rolled her eyes.

“I've been listening the whole time. Don't remind me.”

Folt and Saben looked at her. Uigara gave exasperated sigh.

“Do you understand the plan?” asked Uigara. 

Rina bounced the ball and caught it.

Uigara snapped her fingers. Rina shot a glance at her.

“What?”

“Listen to me when I’m talking,” said Uigara.

Rina shrugged.

“I know what I'm supposed to do. I'm the striker.”

“Yes,” said Uigara, “and if you don't hit the governor on time, you may not make it out before Deckard Hadrian returns.”

“I can fly as well as Deckard can,” said Rina.

“I doubt that,” said Folt. “The immortal is a master of the wind.”

“He’s right,” said Uigara. “You must be careful, Rina, or you won't escape.”

“I'll do what I must and I won't let any old immortal catch me.” Rina grinned.

“Remember, he fears fire,” said Folt.

“Why is that?” asked Heen.

“Not many know,” said Folt. “And I'm one of them.

“I will be more than happy to attack Deckard my self if we can’t distract him,” said Saben. “I owe that man a duel.”

Folt rolled his eyes.

“You don't owe him anything, boy,” he said.

Ben grimaced at him.

“Don’t like I called you boy?” Folt said. “Well, I’m the one leading the mission.”

“For now,” said Uigara.

Folt shrugged.

“I'm glad to have you all on board but gold rides. That means taking the governor down takes priority. If we disrupt things enough, we should get plentiful rewards. Rina's job is to take care of the governor. The rest of us make that possible.”

“Quite,” said Uigara.

They all looked at Rina. She bounced the ball off the wall one more time, then smiled. Her teeth looked inhumanly vicious.

“I'll take care of her.”

“Take magic from the governor,” said Folt. “That’s the heart of our mission. Take out as many mages as possible but don't slow down until we reach the governor. Then, everyone leave as quickly as you can.”

“Understood,” said Uigara.

Saben nodded, feeling grim.

Folt grinned.

“The night can't come soon enough.”

Melissa

She went with Lord Tanlos to look for Elaine in the study. When they arrived, the room was empty. Neither Lady Nasibron or Elaine was inside. Books and scrolls everywhere told of a room well-used since Lady Nasibron’s arrival.

Lord Tanlos glanced at Melissa. She shrugged.

“Forgive me,” she said, “I thought they’d be here.”

“We need to find them,” said the knight.

“Perhaps the governor can help us,” said Melissa.” She seems to know everything that goes on within these walls.”

“A good idea,” said Lord Tanlos. “Let’s find her.”

“She's in her council hall waiting on petitions.”

“Petitions,” said Lord Tanlos. “Lead on.”

They moved toward the central halls, descending to the ground floor. The palace was built like a wheel with just a few spokes. On the outside the walls were circular, but within, different wings of the palace spread from the center. Those wings never quite touched the outer wall, except for the bell tower on the southeast wing.

Melissa and Lord Tanlos found the governor in the council hall. She sat upon her throne, watching the servants and petitioners below her. The governorship of Lowenrane and the princedoms to the north were not always friendly to travelers but armies rarely marched so far south, leaving these districts relatively isolated. Most princes did not appreciate armies marching through their land, even Mother Mercy's forces. Thus, the governor remained a vital position in adjudicating disputes across the southlands.

Mother Mercy rules all of Tancuon but who rules below her is who commands physical power.

The governor nodded to a petitioner who had been speaking. The petitioner backed away, bowed, and then left the room. She held a hand to stop the next man from coming forward, then ushered Lord Tanlos and Melissa closer with a wave of her hand. She allowed them close to the throne. 

Governor Lokoth turned toward them.

“You are Lord Tanlos if I’m not mistaken,” she said.

He nodded.

“I have the honor of holding that title.”

“If you're looking for your daughter,” said the governor, “you may be out of luck for the moment. Lasy Nasibron and Elaine went into the city.”

Lord Tanlos bowed.

“Thank you, governor.”

“Of course,” said the governor. “Lady Nasibron told me they were looking for supplies for training.” She turned Melissa. “Elaine has been demanding more tools for practice.”

Melissa smiled and bowed her head.

“The better to serve you, governor.”

“I appreciate that. Commendable.” Governor Lokoth said.

“Mages,” said Lord Tanlos. “I will never understand how you twist the laws of the sprites and banes the way you do. Even Lady Nasibron, though I've known her for many years, still surprises me with her powers.”

“Don’t dismiss non-mages.” Governor Lokoth’s lip curled in a slight smile.

“I do not,” he said. “Though, with my order’s insistence on training our sprites to enhance muscles and fortitude, I am more studied than most in their application.”

“I gave up my studies,” said the governor. “I remember little of them now.”

“That’s so?” said Melissa.

The governor nodded to her.

“Have you learned much so far?”

“Yes, governor.”

“Lady Nasibron is a fine teacher.”

“She is,” said Melissa. “And I’ve received much help from her niece as well.”

“Elaine is a skilled, more than I ever was,” said Governor Lokoth.

Lord Tanlos beamed at the governor.

“Thank you. Many need their petitions heard today. Thank you for accepting me as a guest in these blessed halls.”

The governor nodded to him and Melissa.

“Thank you for the brief diversion.”

Lord Tanlos turned with Melissa and left the council hall. They went out to the palace grounds and watched for Elaine and Lady Nasibron to return.
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Elaine

Lady Nasibron and Elaine made their way through the mage market, a darker side of Soucot’s repression by the magister’s guild. Despite the tension with Kanor, the magic trade from the East remained strong in the city thanks to the guild’s control overtraining. Elaine spotted more than one strange device from distant nations like Tenok and Edede. 

Indeed, Elaine had not suspected such magical treasure was traded under the nose of the governor, the guild, and the temple. The Church of Mercy did not approve the sale of devices from other lands. Those devices, infused with sprites and banes could be used by ordinary mortals, even without much magic training. They could accomplish almost any task a mage could as a group, though each one was specialized. 

Trained sprites and banes in cages, books and scrolls covered in spell text, artifacts from the distant lands, and everything a mage might imagine to become more powerful adorned the building on the floor beneath the street. The basement made for an uncommon site in Soucot, given the local water table’s height. The shopkeeper’s wares here were less than legal in most parts of Tancuon.

Lady Nasibron moved deftly among the display tables of artifacts and magical texts. Her hands never touched anything unless she picked up a device to examine more closely. She stayed studiously clear of nearly everything in the building but the books she approached to peruse before asking a price. Elaine followed her aunt dutifully, not recognizing nearly as many artifacts as her aunt must. Despite studying the scrolls and texts of mage craft, she was more nervous about the foreign artifacts.

In the lands of mercy, magic was the purview of anyone who could afford it. In the far the east, who could say what went into crafting those devices?

Elaine followed the small lantern lights above as they entered a small room at the end of the basement. Lady Nasibron took the shopkeeper aside for a moment to talk privately. She motioned for Elaine to stay back.

She waited patiently outside the little room, looking at would-be mages moving among the collection of knowledge and power. Her gaze lingered on one man with the half-moon mask haloed by a pair of sprite circled his head. He was built large, more thickly muscled than Deckard Hadrian, but more stocky. His frame was covered by heavy metal and robe.

She could see little of the man beyond his build but could sense his sprites’ songs. How ostentatious, while in secret to extend one’s sprites beyond one's body. Could he be doing that for show?

Elaine wondered if the strange man was indeed simply out to prove something, or was lighting his way with sprites. The room was dimly lit and some mages preferred to see by the luminescence of their essence.

Elaine heard of such mages before. What Elaine had never heard before was the dissonant song within him. Every step he took he dislodged some magical residue. Artifacts he passed flickered with their silvery metallic sides or flared gemstones. Something must be off in his magic.

Elaine frowned as she watched the man. His face, almost entirely hidden behind the crescent moon mask clearly could not be an ordinary human, but she suspected he must be a mage. She sensed many sprites and banes singing within him, and everything she detected resonated as taut and trained as any she essence she ever encountered before. Even Deckard, Hadrian lacked this kind of strange symphony. What kind of man, especially a mortal man, could display that kind of power within?

Elaine’s curiosity made her take a step forward. She hesitated. I’m only waiting for my aunt.

She watched as the man-made his way slowly through the room, agitating every device as he passed. He approached the curtain to door to the small room where Lady Nasibron was talking with the shopkeeper. He stopped beside Elaine.

She turned to the man.

“It'll be just a little while, my aunt is talking with the shopkeeper inside.”

“Is that so?”

His voice was unctuous and warm. He glowed with energy, but not the kind she expected from a man in a mask. He seemed magnetic, perhaps electric lightning caught in human form. His eyes roved to see her, gray, almost silvery like the metal used to craft magical instruments. Within the center of each eye, glowed a yellowish hue resembling the shape of crescents.

“Excuse me,” said Elaine, face heating up. “The shopkeeper and my aunt are speaking privately.”

“I understand,” said the man. “And who are you?”

Elaine’s breath caught. She stared at the man, though might as well lack a form from what she could see, her attraction to him grew with each pulse in her veins. He was a storm from his build, powerful and consuming and as mysterious as the moon with his mask and his beautiful eyes.

“Who are you, first?” she asked.

The man smiled.

“My name is Lakses.”

“Lakses?” Elaine said, “is that a foreign name?”

“Indeed it is,” said Lakses. “I've come from far away. I traded a camel to a shipping company in Naje to travel here.”

“A camel,” said Elaine, “Why a camel?”

Lakses’ smile stretched beyond the edge of his crescent mask.

“I only traded it because it was all I had. I hope they treat the animal as well as the beast served me,” he said. “As you can tell, I have traveled long to reach this place once more.”

“Have you been to Soucot before?”

Lakses nodded.

“I have seen many shores, the world over, but the shores of Charin are among the finest in the world, especially by moonlight.”

“Moonlight?”

“Indeed. I am, after a fashion, a creature who enjoys a good evening out.” Lakses smiled. “You look like a woman who understands what she wants,” he said. “Is your aunt the same?”

“Not today. She seems to be more drifting and browsing at the moment.”

“I thought as much.”

“Do you know my aunt?”

“Only by reputation,” said Lakses. “She is a witch heralded across the lands of mercy.”

Elaine smiled, unable to speak.

Lakses’ gleaming magnetism, his lunar electrical current, became overpowering. He appeared so unlike the men and boys Elaine found herself attracted to before. He only looked at her.

“We've spoken of your aunt,” he said. “Perhaps we should talk more about you later.”

She flushed.

“I don't know what you mean.”

“I think you do,” he said.

Her faced burned.

“What do you mean by that?”

“Again,” he said, “I think you know. Meet me at the docks when the moon is out in full.”

“Tonight?” asked Elaine.

“Tomorrow night,” said Lakses. “The moon will be full tonight as the month reaches its zenith.”

“So.” Elaine breathed. “Tomorrow?”

“Moonlight provides the most romantic atmosphere cast upon the world.”

“You think that?”

“I know it. You could probably guess my proclivities for the moon, given my attire.”

She nodded, flushed and excited. This magnetic man gazed at her, and not just looked but talked and probed.

“I'll try to meet you there.”

Lakses nodded.

“I think you will.”

He tapped the side of the table near them with one hand. The magical Kanori device lit up and jumped half a span off the table. The mystic device settled on the curtain of air.

Elaine caught the floating instrument, then set it on the table. When she looked up, Lakses was gone.

Melissa

Elaine and Lady Nasibron returned to the palace, bearing scrolls and books. All of the texts were new to Melissa, but she could tell by the scroll cases that something was different about them, more than their recent acquisition.

Lady Nassibron nodded to Lord Tanlos. When Elaine saw her father, she ran forward to greet him. She held her scrolls close to her chest as she reached him. She pushed the cases toward Melissa. Melissa took the scrolls from her with a smile. Her friend wrapped her arms around the knight’s neck. 

“Father,” Elaine said, “you traveled so far. And so fast.”

“I brought news to the governor,” said Lord Tanlos. “And I wanted to see you.”

“I wondered when I would receive your next letter,” said Elaine.

Melissa laughed.

“He preferred to come himself.”

“I sent Caferis ahead of us,” said the knight. He smiled at Elaine, then touched her cheek gently with his hand.

“You and your new friend are going to make excellent mages, but for the moment we must be careful about the vakari across the bay.”

Lady Nasibron approached them, holding a book under each arm. They were large and heavy tomes, filled by scrolls, rather than ordinary pages.

She turned to Lord Tanlos, smiling.

“Your daughter has indeed been an able assistant, as well as a fine student of late.”

Elaine glanced at lady Nasibron, cheeks reddening.

“Thank you, teacher, but I'm only doing my best.”

“Of course but you're doing better than ever.”

Melissa helped Lady Nasibron take one of the books from under her arm. She offered the book to Lord Tanlos as Elaine released the knight.

“Sorry for treating you as a beast of burden, my lord,” said Melissa. “But, I'm somewhat weighed down.”

Lord Tanlos took the book from her with a smile.

“It’s no issue.”

The three of them went into the palace, and joined Lord Tanlos’ squadron of knights, all from his order who had arrived from the north that day. They and the mages of the governor ate in the governor's feast hall that night.

Deckard

Deckard followed the trail, tracing the merchant’s dealings by day and his acquisitions by night.

He spotted the man with the glasses more than once. The skinny mortal seemed intent on annoying him. The local Soucot man never looked at him but Deckard suspected he didn’t need to, as a mage.

The man’s name Deckard had yet to hear. His lack of presence made him a difficult one to track. Deckard suspected the man helped bring the dog demon, Baor, to the surface. The hound demon told Deckard more earlier in the afternoon. Baor insisted that the boat leaking near the docks was the home of a dangerous crew without ever directly saying as much. He continuously pointed back to the boat and mentioned a man with glasses throughout their conversation.

The man with the glasses stood on the corner, waiting in the gathering gloom. The street lamps sent his glasses glimmering with reflections. The shapes of people moving in the night passed before his concealed eyes. Deckard gliding in circles over the street. He could maintain his altitude, almost indefinitely with a proper breeze. Tonight, the air was cloying and still except when manipulated. He would be more noticeable than usual.

The man below, was a fierce wielder of magic, judging by his suppressed song. Most wizards never bother learning to suppress so well. The song of sprites, could not often be hidden from a trained ear.

Their light, their presence, their scents could all be hidden. Their distinctive songs proved more challenging to conceal.

Deckard descended, circling, and then landed on the rooftop near the man’s corner, shifting his weight to touch down silently. The man continued to wait. Deckard watched him as he would until the man grew tired. The advantages of being an immortal who never slept were many. The advantage his nature provided while prowling was the ability to wait. 

The man, having abused a weak demon, could be a threat to the city. Deckard didn’t yet know why, but he knew to look for interlopers. Though the man with the glasses appeared to be a local he also appeared suspicious.

Smoke wafted from the chimneys of the blacksmith to the east, choking the air overhead. So far from the docks, a blacksmith operating late at night was unusual. Someone must have a rush order, a sword or piece of armor, had to be forged before daylight.

Deckard turned his face from the clouds of smoke. He gazed to the west, where the palace loomed across the river. Despite all the problems that in Soucot he’d begun to like the place again. Memories of the war with Kanor seemed less vivid in the dark.

Soucot was not the Chos Valley and nowhere near Well Country. Deckard found relief in being far from the region he considered home and the people he considered enemies

The man on the corner pulled his cloak up tighter about himself. His glasses shimmered. He started walking. He headed for the edge of town. Deckard followed him, swiftly and quietly.
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Saben

The plan went into motion early in the morning. While Deel lured the immortal, Saben and the others started toward the palace. Only Rina waited behind on the leaky ship. Saben, Folt, Uigara, and Heen followed the road and the bridges through the city toward the citadel. Naturally, they would have difficulty getting to the citadel if it weren't for the disguises Folt prepared for them. Evening closed in and the sky grew darker. Folt readied to lead the attack. Saben prepared himself to free Jaswei.

He hoped she would be all right when he found her.

The people of Tancuon could be brutal, but foreigners in any land were usually treated poorly when they broke local law. Saben mused, nervous, that perhaps most foreigners did not know the laws, and thus more often broke break them.

Theft and battling guards were crimes everywhere. He was glad the immortal captured Jaswe instead of the guards. He guessed Deckard Hadrian carried a sort of honor with him. He might play the monster but he also talked like a human. Perhaps Saben gave him too much credit. An immortal can likely be as brutal as any human.

Demons, immortals, and all beings that dwelt under the sky were subject to time, even if they did not feel its ravages.

Deckard Hadrian, I don't relish going against you again. Hopefully, Deel will fare better than I did.

They approached the citadel. Turning down an alleyway, the group put on the masks Folt prepared for the day. Each contained a single sprite that would shift others’ perception of the wearer. The masks would make them appear as pigs, the local boars. Each portrayed a different pig. Folt handed a black and pink mask to Ben. He handed another to each of Uigara and Heen.

“These will make you look like animals. We are going into the palace through the kitchen.”

Uigara wrinkled her nose.

“I hate your plan.”

Folt shrugged.

“You three are pigs. I’ll be the butcher.”

“Convenient,” Uigara muttered.

“No one is going to butcher you tonight if we play our cards properly.”

Uigara looked at her mask apprehensively.

Heen put on his mask. He changed at once. Despite being a young man, little more than a boy, he quickly shrank and extended his body into the formed of a large pig. He wasn't quite an adult boar, not a wild giant, like the ones Saben was familiar with in the east. Saben’s village consisted of shepherds. The pig, despite Heen’s form human nature looked all too natural despite being a human in disguise. The way the pig snuffled and the odd snorts he made gave Saben an affection for the animal, even knowing it was an illusion.

Saben put on his mask.

His point of view shrank as he sank into his four-legged body. Uigara hesitated a moment longer before she put on her mask and transformed into a pig as well. Folt put on his mask, taking the form of a large round-faced butcher. He carried a real cleaver on his belt, but besides that, all of their gear transformed as well. They maintained mass, making Saben the largest and pig. He wondered if Folt would become an even larger and fiercer looking creature.

They waited in the alleyway until Folt nodded to them. He did not bother herding them but led the way into the street and then toward the palace. They were allowed through the citadel gates, then up the sloping streets until they reached the palace gates. More guards let them inside. They moved toward the kitchen and butchery. Gentle servant never touched the animals so the butcher they hired would be the only one present within. The chefs and cooks would not see them until it was too late.

Melissa

Melissa and the rest the mage guard ate dinner with the governor and the visiting knights for the second time. Elaine made herself scarce before the tables were set. As night fell, she had told Melissa not to worry but to cover for her if her father asked. She was going somewhere and she didn't want to bother the others. Melissa understood a need to keep secrets. She promised her friend she would hide what she knew about Elaine’s evening from the others.

She sat at the table with the rest of the governor’s hand, directly across from the high table where Governor Lokoth sat with Lady Nasibron at her side. Suya left sat at the governor's left. She wore both swords over her chair, though both looked far smaller than the one that Ariel kept on Lady Nasibron’s other side.

Two sword servants ate as thoroughly, and with more relish than most warriors Melissa had met. Suya, in particular, seemed focused on her food with a kind of intensity Melissa usually associated with gluttonous merchants.

The sword servant ate separately from the rest of the hand, as a matter of decorum. Melissa liked Suya partially for her proper attitude.

The nature of sword servants went back some ages. Melissa understood that the role had been codified after the conquest of Tancuon when men and women equally shared the rights of noble blood.

Once they took land and the Dire families were established, the nature of sword servants became a necessity for those nobles who became infirm or did not learn to fight their ancestral weapons. A sword servant carried the master’s sword was more than a bodyguard, but also a representative of the family and heritage they served.

Melissa turned to Niu. The former city guard only picked at her food.

“Something wrong?” Melissa asked.

“Where is your friend?” Niu said.

“Elaine?”

Niu nodded.

“I haven't seen her since yesterday,” said Tal. “Poking his head over from the table next door.”

Kelta Crayta shrugged.

“She's a fine tutor and a fine young woman too.”

Melissa wrinkled her nose.

“Kelt, I think you’re too old and not rich enough for Elaine.”

“A man can wonder,” said Kelt.

“You mean a man can dream.” Ni snorted.

Kelt frowned.

“I am a member of the governor's hand. My status has risen quite a bit of late.”

“A little,” said Niu, “We’re still commoners compared to her.”

“We don’t use that word much in Tancuon,” said Kelt.

“I grew up in Besany, still in Lowenrane,” said Niu. “We may have insignificant statuses but we can still be friends with people.”

Kelt grunted. He returned to his plate, saying nothing, and betraying no frustration or anger. Niu’s opinion seemed influenced by Melissa's growing closeness with Elaine. Did Niu care so much, given the friendship between the two of them was still new?

Melissa wanted to know more about all her fellow members of the hand.

“I’ve heard you’re a veteran, Kelt,” she said. “Where did you fight?”

“I was in a skirmish on the sea. For a time I was well renowned for my actions in the fray.”

“Sorry for being snide,” said Niu.

“It's nothing,” he said. “I understand my aspirations are lofty.”

“Don't get ahead of yourself, that's the key.” Niu smiled.

“The key,” said Hilos, “is to always be there to open the door.”

Melissa laughed.

“Of course you say that, Hilos. After all, you are good with doors.”

“I try,” said Hilos.” Thank you, Melissa.”

As the night grew later and Elaine did not materialize, Melissa began to wonder where her friend had gone. The young witch left the palace two hours before the feast. Melissa hoped she was all right as the sun began to set.

They finished the appetizers and waited for the large roasts of pork, the main course. Melissa glanced at the gentle servants talking with each other by the doors. A cook emerged from the kitchen. He wore an expression of confusion and started talking to the others, waving his hands.

“Something wrong?” asked Niu, looking at Melissa.

“Something in the kitchen,” said Melissa.

None at the high table seemed to notice the servants’ commotion. Kelt looked at the cook, frowning.

“Don't worry,” said Melissa, “I'm sure they'll bring plenty of food.”

She glanced at the nearby table where the mage guard sat. Niu’s brother, Tal, looked around anxiously. He must be starving after a day of training. The servants and the cook approached the high table surreptitiously, circling at the side of the room. They passed the table where the Hand of the Governor sat. The four of them overheard the three men as they moved by.

“Three pigs and one of the butchers just up and vanished,” 

“It’s enough to be significant. Did you see the size of the greatest pig?

“I did,” said a gentle servant. “Enormous, larger than any man.”

“A pig bigger than human?” Niu whispered.

Melissa wrinkled her nose.

“A giant pig, indeed.”

“Melissa,” said Kelt, “Something feels wrong.”

“You can say that again,” said Melissa. “How could animals just vanish without the butcher being involved.”

“The butcher.” Niu’s voice sounded dry.

Hilos rose from his seat. 

“Excuse me,” he said, “I’ll use my status as the gentle servant to learn more.” 

He followed the two gentle servants and the cook to the high table where they were speaking softly to the governor. Melissa and the others exchanged glances. Tal leaned toward them from the next table over.

“I wonder what they're going to do if there isn't enough pork for everyone?”

“Don't worry,” Niu said, “Apparently there is a giant pig somewhere in the palace.”

“What do you mean by somewhere?” asked Tal.

“We don't know for sure where it is,” said Niu.

Tal grunted and turned to his table where he sat with half the mage guard.

Around fifty people in the room and every one of them was well-trained in magic mage except the gentle servants and the governor. Even the knights could wield the sprites in her muscles.

Lord Tanlos, at the high table, looked around, searching for someone. Of course, Melissa thought. He wants to know where Elaine went.

She took a deep breath and hoped for a blessing.

Elaine

She made her way to the docks under silver moonlight. She had taken the late afternoon to get food for herself and spent a little more to change into the clothes she bought at one of the shops near the citadel. The fine silk she typically wore had felt too weighty for her walk to the docks. The new dress proved a little less burdensome.

The skirt hugged her. The new boots she bought for the hike through town suggested they would be better when broken in. She waited by the dock as the moon rose.

Only when the sky grew darker did she begin to wonder if she had been lured out by some sort of trickster. Lakses, the man in the moon mask, could be manipulating her. However honest he seemed, his charisma made it impossible to tell his true intentions.

She watched the waves roll across the bay of Charin. The moon turned pale, glowing wide and circular. She glanced toward shore from the dock where she stood. The glimmering sliver of a crescent-shape appeared at the end of the creaking wooden walkway.

Lakses marched from where the pavement ended and crossed the dirt toward the wooden pier. He wore the same heavy mantle as before and moved with the same stocky power and magnetic attraction. His lack of one thing made her suspicious. His sprites no longer orbited his head. He’s stored both essence particles within his dissonant bulk. Yet, the song within him remained the same. The sound almost disquieted Elaine.

He marched along the pier, then waved to her as he drew closer.

“Good evening.”

Elaine curtsied to him.

“Evening.”

Lakses smiled. 

“I hope you're well.”

“I'm worried,” Elaine said. “It’s already late.”

“Isn't late what we want?”

“We?”

“We,” said Lakses, “as two lovers.”

“We just met. We aren’t lovers.”

“We could be?”

“Lakses, I just met you.”

“I just met you, as well, yet I feel connected.”

“I know,” she said.

“Do you?”

“I think I do.” She looked into his silver eyes and their crescent-like centers.

“What are you?”

“I'm a man, the same as any other.”

“That’s not true.”

“Not quite,” said Lakses. “Most men aren’t as kinds or as gentle.”

“Gentle?”

“Indeed. I have experiences they don't.”

Elaine’s nervous expression melted into a smile.

“Maybe I don't know what I'm talking about. You are new to me, but I feel as though I know you.”

“That’s true on one level.”

Lakses bent close to her and shifted the moon mask on his face. His lips pressed against hers. Warmth grew.

He touched her back and tugged the hem of her skirt. She reached for his arm and caught his wrist. His weight pressed against her. His great size felt so natural he seemed almost elegant despite his stockiness and bulk.

They broke apart.

“Lakses.”

“What is it, Elaine?” he asked gently.

“Is this why you asked me to come here?”

“Yes,” he said, “If you’re comfortable here.”

“You are kind,” said Elaine. “We’re alone out here.”

“We are.”

She wrapped her arms about him, sliding a hand under his mantle. His body was warm to the touch, and his skin, where she could feel it was smooth, almost metallic. However, everything was firm. He’s a man, not some apparition come to steal me away.

Lakses wrapped an arm around her waist. He guided her along the dock and toward shore.

“Where are we going?”

“Back to land,” he said. “In the morning, things may look different but I don't want to do anything you don't.”

“I'm not comfortable now,” she said, flushing. “I've never been with a man.”

“And I've never felt as I do now about a woman, though I'm sorry to say I’m more experienced than you in certain ways.”

She pressed yourself to his side.

“It's all right,” she said, “in the lands of mercy many things can be forgiven.”

He chuckled.

She looked up at his face and hi mask as he replaced it to cover a third of his features. There was nothing odd about what lay beneath the mask, but something special about the way he wore it. The look on his face told her she didn't need to ask for anything from him, surely. He had been waiting to find her in that shop. What could it all mean?

“I don't know you are,” she said.

“I’m a traveler, a mage, a scholar without a school, and a man without a home.”

Elaine frowned.

“I can't you tonight.”

“Very well,” he said. “I'm looking for the right one and I can be patient, my dear.”

Elaine nodded. Her fears remain, but her suspicions, though aroused were not as clear as before. She gripped his arm tight as they returned to the city.
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Deckard

The man with the glasses led Deckard out of the city, then through the western hills and into a village, not far from Soucot.

Deckard kept his distance for a long while as the sun rose and then began to set again. The man with the glasses must sense he was being followed. He never stopped long anywhere outside the city but continued his steady pace westward. Along the riverside, the man walked as tirelessly as Deckard himself.

A mage could sustain himself on his sprites magic for some time if trained for such a task, but none could last forever. Perhaps I’d be better served in taking him to Soucot by force rather than simply waiting to for him to tire. Patience, Deckard thought. No reason to rush the chase. The man may have a plan, but Deckard’s experience told him an ambush was unlikely. The possibility still existed that the man didn’t yet realize he was being hunted. 

Deckard flew in silence, as light as air, though he did cast a shadow as evidence of his presence. The few times he went ahead of the man he made sure to circle through the clouds. Within a cold and the damp embrace, the mist concealed his form completely.

Should the man ever watch the sky, Deckard thought, he’ll see nothing.

Deckard couldn’t suppress his sprites while gliding but he suspected no one could hear him at his altitude. The man passed through the village, keeping on the road. Deckard doubted the man with the glasses knew his dilemma.

If the man suspected he was being followed, Deckard doubted he’d guess his pursuer was so close. Could he have prepared for me, specifically?

The man joined a group of travelers in wagons heading west, slowing his relentless trot to their pace. Deckard spotted a wagon and several animals among the merchant household moving their wares. Such a family journey made for a common sight in the lands of mercy.

They would reach the next city, Besany, in another day. Besany was large enough that it could swallow up the family of merchants and the man with the glasses swifter than any roadway could take them.

The way the man with the glasses kept his essence suppressed would allow him to hide his presence completely in a thickly inhabited place. Deckard wondered if Baor’s confession had been a trick to mislead him.

The man, clearly up to something, might have nothing to do with the security of Soucot, or the governor or anyone else in the city. His quest might be a private, secretive, affair.

Deckard decided upon a plan to determine the truth as he descended from the clouds. He left the clouds to land in the open.

He touched the roadway in front of the wagon. The horses stopped abruptly. One kicked the air in surprise.

Deckard bowed low to the driver of the lead vehicle. He raised his eyes.

“I am Deckard Hadrian, the demon hunter. I have questions for you.”

“H-Hadrian?” the driver stammered.

“You know my name.”

“Everyone knows you,” said the man driving the wagon. He climbed off the board and landed on the road.

A pair of children and a woman who sheltered them maternally approached from the side of the wagons. The head of the family most likely occupied the second wagon in line.

No sign of the man with the glasses yet. If he doesn’t show himself, Deckard thought, that may mean he’s more than a ruse.

Deckard inspected the lead wagon while he talked to the family. His guess proved correct. They were merchants heading to the east to deal their wares to people further from the sea. They made the journey yearly. He thanked and blessed them and then asked the question he’d been saving.

“Did a man with glasses join you on the road today?”

“There was one man,” said the aging patriarch of the family. He motioned to the wagon behind them. “He went to sleep in the last wagon. He wears spectacles.”

The young mother nodded.

“Take shelter.” Deckard turned and marched toward the rearmost wagon.

The head of the family reached for him. His eyes were nervous. His hands trembled.

“Lord Hadrian,” said the graying man. “What will you do?”

“I won't damage your wagons or goods,” said Deckard.

“Who is the man—A demon?”

“I don't know,” said Deckard, “but he is suspicious. I say stand back.”

The family retreated from the wagon train to the roadside. Deckard approached the final wagon. He drew out the sprites within his hands. He didn't tie banes to the strings just yet but formed them into a net to trap his quarry. He climbed onto the driving board of the wagon and peered into through a covered awning.

The man in the glasses was not asleep. He looked Deckard with grim satisfaction.

“You followed me,” he said.

“When did you sense me?”

“Back in the city.” The man smiles.

This was a trick, Deckard thought

“I'm glad you took the bait,” said the man.

“This was your intention all along.”

“Correct.”

Deckard grimaced. He hated being deceived more than he liked to admit.

He leapt off the driver’s board and slipped into the wagon’s bed. He approached the man, who still lay on one side, looking up at Deckard. The man grinned like a lunatic.

“Too late to flee. I'll take you to Soucot for interrogation.”

“You may,” said the man, sliding onto his back. “If you can catch me.”

Deckard frowned. The man’s sprite song still sounded dull with suppression and his position left little chance of moving beyond where he lay. Deckard hesitated only because the man was part of a larger scheme to trap him. The board at the back of the wagon that held goods in, would keep his quarry from rolling out. The man is trapped, Deckard thought, but he knows more than I do. There must be some escape route. Otherwise, why is he grinning?

“Deckard, Hadrian,” said the man, “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“What is your name?” asked Deckard. “You have me at a disadvantage.”

“Call me Deel,” said the man.

“An odd name but no matter.”

“The sun is setting now,” said Deel. “You won’t make it back to Soucot in time.”

Deckard growled low in his throat. The deception, of course, made sense to leave the palace vulnerable.

Deel laughed. He kicked out with one leg and aimed for Deckard’s head. He hit only air but his other foot lashed out in a kick against the board at wagons rear. He pushed himself upright in a flash. Deckard took a fighting position, fist by his chin while his other hand wove the ends of his net to throw. Deel leapt from the wagon.

Deckard shot his net of luminous sprite strings after the man but Deel darted free. He moved faster than Deckard expected, faster than he appeared to move on the road at any time Deckard saw.

The man narrowly avoided the strings with his velocity, racing backward down the road. Deckard burst from the wagon and gave chase. Deel spun around in an instant sprinted towards Soucot. Sprites and banes in his limbs accelerated the man faster than Deckard could fly so low to the ground. Lacking momentum for takeoff, Deckard pushed his magic hard to keep up. They raced toward the city, dodging and ducking along the road as Hadrian shot strings at Deel.

Deckard pursued the man relentlessly. Even after a day and a night of chase, Deel remained game to race to the city. Deckard gritted his teeth as he accelerated after the man.

Saben

Saben, Folt, Uigara, and Heen removed their masks and made their way through the palace looking for escape routes to block. They funneled the few gentle servants who spotted them toward one corner of the building to keep things quiet before they struck the feasting hall. The feast continued, and the room was far too dangerous to attack blindly with all those mages and knights inside. Saben felt the thrill of potential success.

He saw the possibility of not only rescuing Jaswei and completing Folt’s mission as likely. Assassinating the governor held no power in Saben's heart. He may not share the rest of the team’s stake but escaping the palace would be easier with everyone panicked.

Saben and Heen took one side of the feast hall, waiting outside as the others got into position. On the other side of the room, Uigara peeked through another door. Folt marched toward the front doors, holding his cleaver as he intended to wield it. Saben doubted the man knew much else in life. Hefting his sword, Saben removed it replaced his baldric on his back.

Heen glanced at him.

“Swords like that need names,” he said.

Saben shrugged.

“I'm not so sure.”

Heen laughed, a sound little more than a chuckle.

“You’re a quiet man.”

Ben shrugged.

Heen flexed his arms. Though he was little more than a young teenager he emanated a kind of loud sprite song that Saben might have envied on a different day. At the moment, he was glad the powerful boy was on his side. If he is been forced to take a door alone he doubted his abilities to contain the mass of knights and mages. His heart flickered with intermittent confusion. A demonic presence moved in the palace behind them.

“Heen,” said Saben, “do you sense that?”

“Sense what?”

“It's not a sprite song but a demon is close.” 

He sensed the demon through the seals tattooed on each hand, by his village elders years ago. Even here, on the other side of the world, the searing dark ink’s slight warmth indicated the nearness of demons. The sealed were intended to protect a village built on the edge of a world well. Every adult had wielded the ability to suppress demons with them as well.

In the village, necessity demanded such precautions. If a demon climbed out of the world well at any moment, they’d defended against it. The nature of demon essence does not usually resemble the sensory perceptions of humans, Saben recalled. Even a skilled mage attacked such a being moving guided by his or her senses.

“Why would a demon be here?” Heen asked. “That doesn't seem right.”

“It could be for any reason,” said Saben, “I need to warn Folt.”

Heen touched his arm.

“No. We are here for the mission. Once we drive the governor’s warriors away, you run toward the dungeon.”

“I can’t hear her essence,” said Saben.

“Your friends?” said Heen.

“I can't hear it.” Saben scowled.

Jaswei would not have been executed yet. He had to hope.

I will find her, alive or not.

His muscles burned in tension as he gripped the sword. They waited out of sight beside the doorway until Folt entered the hall. He stalked into the feasting room, his heavy form casting a long shadow. His mask, for he wore a different one, having removed his disguise as the butcher, resembled that of a demonic beast, a face of tongues and teeth. He brandished the butcher’s cleaver in one hand and a loaded crossbow in the other.

“It’s time,” said Heen.

“Curse my luck,” said Saben. They rounded corners as across the room from them, Uigara entered the hall.

She made a swift stride toward the table where the hand of the governor sat.

Rina must be above them somewhere in the air by now. She would wait for them to separate the governor from the others. Uigara kicked one of the guards to the floor, then drew two blades from matched sheathes. The weapons glimmered with magic-reinforced edges. Saben suspected those blades might be nearly unbreakable.

Folt bellowed a battle cry from across the room. He hefted his cleaver and aimed his crossbow at the governor. The governor rose from the high table, accompanied by her sword servant. Knights and mages around the room leapt to their feet. Most did not carry weapons with them, only dinner knives and sword at best. Folt’s crossbow bolt would find a home unless some mage intercepted the shot.

Fold launched the bolt. The bolt whizzed through the air, then flared suddenly, caught in a field of light. The bolt disintegrated its steely point before could reach the governor.

The old witch lady, beside the governor, breathed a sigh of relief and lowered her hand. Saben hadn’t noticed the banes attacking the bolt until they swarmed back to their owner. Lady Nasibron accepted her banes and straightened her back.

“What is the meaning of this outrage?” cried the governor

“The king of Nassio sends his regards,” said Folt.

Heen, Folt, and Saben closed with the guests. Uigara raced for the high table, ignoring everyone else. She kept her swords ready. Saben saw over the crowd of his new opponents, the governor’s sword servant leap to her defense. Her sword glowed with a harsh inner light. The minor magical blade sang even in the din of a room full of active sprites and banes.

Saben marched toward the nearest table where he spotted two of the women he’d helped before Jaswei was caught. Along with the two men beside them, they made the hand the governor of Lowenrane.

Saben marched toward them, carefully bracing himself for magical attacks. He would disarm their spells before they could damage him. Folt charged the knights and mage guard. He knocked one man down, then hurled his crossbow into another, dropping him too.

The mage guard gave Folt a wide berth. They had numbers, but it took ten of them just so slow Folt’s rampage with entangling sprites. More became needed every few seconds as his blade lashed dropped the nearest defender.

Saben stormed forward with his blade. He didn't swing the weapon, but his opponents stayed clear of him. Heen felled grown knights one after another, darting here and there in a discord of sprites. His blows from bare hands enhanced by sprites sent foes flying over the tables to hit the floor in heaps.

The mages at the hand's table stood their ground. The two women turned stared at Saben. The skinny one, Melissa, grimaced. She looked betrayed to see him here.

“You,” she said, “why are you here?”

“I have no choice,” he said.

He rushed at the skinny woman, raising his blade to strike. She held her dinner knife before her. She would not be strong enough to stop him, with mere tableware.

A jolt of electricity shot from the blade of the knife and struck Heen. The boy darted backward, but the jolt ran through him. He shuddered and slowed, nearly freezing entirely.

Saben stepped forward to shield the boy from any further attacks.

Melissa's friend, Niu, growled and advanced to Melissa side. The man behind them leapt to his feet and took a place beside the two women. None of them carried significant weaponry, just knives, and two-tined forks.

Despite himself, Folt would feel bad when he cut them down.

“Out of my way,” he muttered.

“You think that's going to happen?” said the big, weathered-looking man by the two women.

Niu grunted.

“You’re doing this even after we paid you,” she said. “Guess you can't trust anyone.”

Saben shook his head.

“You shouldn’t rely on strangers,” he said. “That's for certain.”

Melissa glared at him.

“I'll keep that in mind.” She tightened her grip on her table knife. The blade crackled with tiny sparks of electricity.

“What do you plan to do with that?” asked Folt, barging his way through the crowd, leaving the mage guard scattered behind him. He joined Heen and Folt. Uigara fenced with the governor’s sword servant blade to shining blade. They appeared evenly matched.

Saben raised his sword.

“We go through these three next,” he said.

“Right,” said Folt. “A shame.”

“You work for the vakari.” Niu glared at Folt.

“Zalklith Once Broken, King of Nassio.” Folt grinned. “I’m proud. Why else would I shout my master’s name out loud?”

Melissa’s lip trembled.

“We have to find a way to stop them,” Niu whispered to her skinny friend.

The man beside Niu rolled his shoulders.

“I'll take the kid because I don't have a weapon.”

Folt lifted his bloody cleaver.

“I'd rather deal with you.” He pointed the blade at Niu. “Shame we can’t always have what we want.”

By the high table, Uigara darted under the sword servant’s guard. She drew blood. suya staggered one side, putting her hand against the wall.

Saben met Melissa furious glare.

“Your governor needs you,” he said.

“She needs me right here.”

She raised her table knife and pointed it at Saben.
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Melissa

The chaos and bloodshed almost overwhelmed Melissa. She’d fought with bandits and beasts as a guard but a battle with mages in an enclosed space was new to her despite having encountered people willing to draw weapons in taverns while on the road.

None of her past enemies ever appeared as dangerous as the five attacking the hall right now. Suya staggered, wounded on the other side of the hall. Melissa glanced from their opponents to look at Niu.

“We need to help Suya,” she said under her breath.

Niu nodded.

“What about Ariel?” asked Tal from beside his sister.

“Which do you want, newcomer,” said the big man in the mask. Saben growled low in his throat.

“I can handle all of them.” Saben stepped forward and swiped his sword high overhead. “That is the last warning. Resist and your lives are ours to take.”

Kelt grunted.

“Is all you do talk?” Melissa snarled.

They closed the distance. Kelt charged toward the boy. Saben stepped forward and sliced toward Melissa. She darted out of reach of his blade. The edge of the weapon whistled through the air in front of her, stopping just before striking the floor.

In an instant, the massive weapon raised to rest against Saben’s shoulder once more.

He moves pretty well, thought Melissa, for a big man.

She held the table knife before her.

“Melissa,” said Niu, “keep Saben here. I'll help Suya.”

“Right,” said her brother.

Tal faced the man in the gruesome mask. The huge figure shook his head.

“Not so fast, girl. If you leave your brother to fight me alone I’ll take his life.”

“He can handle you, scum.”

The man in the mask shrugged.

“Believe that while you can.”

Niu ran through the chaos around tables toward the other side of the room. Suya limped, barely able to parry while she held herself against the wall.

The woman fighting Suya did not press the attack for long. She left the wounded sword servant and proceeded toward the high table. Governor Lokoth, still stood behind the heavy black wood table, flanked by Lord Tanlos and Lady Nasibron.

These people rushed in here, but they must be planning something, Melissa thought, or they have no way to get out. Even if they were on a suicide mission, she doubted they planned their attack without more tricks further up their sleeves.

“Of all the nights for Hadrian to be out,” said Kelt through his teeth.

He’s right. Where could Deckard be?

Melissa despised relying on someone else to assist her. Teamwork formed the key to working as a caravan guard, yet one's senses and skills were often vital to survival on the road. She refused to count on even the immortal who carried her to the city to save her.

She focused her attention on Saben.

“You came back to kill us.”

He advanced. His long blade separated her and him from Tal and the masked man while Kelt and the boy took off in a chase. The boy darted away, and Kelt pursued him with a sprite-enhanced stride.

Melissa hoped the sailor would be all right. Like her, he’d seen battles, but as mages, they all still had a long way to go.

Saben whispered something she couldn’t hear. Melissa shook her head.

“I'm done talking.”

He rushed at her, sword swinging. She threw herself to one side. The sword cleaved through the table behind her. All the plates and other dinnerware crashed to the floor as the center split into two pieces.

She darted past Saben’s guard, thrusting her table knife at his head. She cut him along one brow. He darted backward, cursing, and wiping blood from his eyes. Melissa rushed after him.

He gave little ground. The man in the mask clashed with Tal, who wielded a chair as a shield with a broken leg as a club. Melissa danced back and forth trying not to maintain distance from Saben to keep him from moving forward.

Both fought as hard as they could, struggling and cutting with their blades. One clean hit from Saben’s blade would fell Melissa. Her heart held an iron bane, but that could not save her from such a huge weapon so expertly wielded.

She found a chair of her own, discarded on the floor. Propping the seat against her side, she kept it in her off-hand to hold Saben back. He swung his blade straight for the chair. Every leg shattered to pieces. Melissa left the ruined shield behind. She flipped the table knife over in her hand, trying to focus her essence. She only had one bane to launch but if it hit Saben she could end the duel in an instant, collateral damage be damned. 

He spun as she tried to circle him. Tal let out a scream then fell, clutching his gashed and bleeding arm. His shoulder looked broken under the force of the mask man’s blow. The hideous man ignored Tal and marched toward the high table. The woman who’d out-fought Suya came face-to-face with Niu. Unarmed, the student mage hesitated. The woman ignored her and darted. Niu charged after her to keep her off balance. The woman sheathed one sword and swiftly drew a dagger from her belt. She hurled the short blade at Niu. 

The dagger spliced Niu’s side. She clutched the wound, swayed, and then sank to her knees. The wound didn't look deep from where Melissa dueled with Saben. Who knew what poison could coat the little blade. I have to get to Niu. I have to help her. Even so, she knew she possessed only basic knowledge of poison beyond what she’d read in books on history and warfare.

Saben shook his head.

“You’re distracted. You don't have a chance.

The remaining knights gathered around the high table, forcing the woman with the two swords back a few paces from the governor. Ariel Hekatze, Lady Nasibron’s sword servant, stood beside the governor, the long sword of the Nasiborn family in both hands. Lady Nasibron wove magic on the other side. Lord Tanlos, shouted an order to his knights to form a defensive wall with their bodies and armor. Some of them were clad heavily thanks to their strength sprites easing the armor’s weight.

Above them, rain pattered across the domed ceiling, a crystalline structure that went all the way up the top two floors of the building above them. Melissa began to tire against Saben. The palace could easily be a trap as much as blessed salvation for her. The governor’s enemies proved fierce, nearly overwhelming.

At least I have magic to wield.

She retreated from Saben. The man in the ugly mask prowled toward the other side of the wall of knights. Some of those knights who had fallen reached toward their Lord. All eyes fell upon the governor. Where are the demon guards, the powers of Mother Mercy? 

Governor Tandace Lokoth spoke coldly.

“Repel these assassins. They fight the will of mercy. Pathetic creatures such as them will never topple the throne on high.”

Melissa gasped for breath. She’d run out of space to retreat. The masked man advanced on the wall of knights with his cleaver dripping red. He appeared willing to fight all of them at once. The mage guard littered the floor, groaning, or cowered in the corners. All their trained as warriors and they weren't yet prepared for such an onslaught. The kights protecting the governor couldn’t hold out forever.

Saben sliced at Melissa again. She barely avoided the blade. It sliced through her tunic as it passed her chest.

“You're getting slower.”

Melissa grunted.

She plucked another discarded knife from the floor. She turned the new knife upside down, gripping the blade. She sent what electricity she could muster from her sprites into the silverware. Sprites agitated the metal in her grip. Melissa hurled the knife at Saben. He blocked, channeling the current into his sword. In the process he missed the second knife Meliss hurled from her other hand.

Melissa's table knife, sliced across Saben’s shoulder. The jolt of electricity made him go rigid for a moment.

She barreled into him, delivering a flying kick to the flat of his immobile blade. She drove him back a step, before tumbling to the floor. He stayed upright but frozen, electricity shooting through his upper body. 

He shook himself. Electrical currents coursed through his arms and shoulders up his neck to his head. Melissa crawled away, panting with exhaustion, but still able to maintain her consciousness thanks to her iron bane. She had invested a whole sprite in each hurled knife. Her sprite’s electricity jagged into the wound where the knife stuck in Saben’s chest. The other sprite she’d detached with the first throw hovered behind her foe.

Melissa’s sprite drifted from the knife Saben had deflected. She positioned herself between sparking sprite and Saben. The sprite touched his back. He shook as all of the electricity she’d built in the sprite leapt into him. Saben quivered and fell to his knees.

The man in the mask glanced over his shoulder at Saben.

“Damn it,” he said. “I was right to bring another along.” He started hacking at knights around the governor.

The knights fought back with what weapons they had, but they stood little chance against the monster with his cleaver.

The man in the mask and the woman with two blades flew at the wall of knights.

The order Lord Tanlos commanded was tenacious, but despite her best efforts, they were losing.

Saben

He stared at Melissa, his eyes glazed with pain. He could not speak for even his vocal cords ran with the energy discharge. Saben staggered, knees locking as he stood up. He did not know how long he would last against another mage. Heen had run away, pursued by the sailor. Folt and Uigara pressed their attack against knight. They’re taking too long.

He needed to get to the dungeon. Amid the jolts and flickers of electricity before eyes, he thought of Jaswei. He imagined her sprites and banes. He listened through his pain for her song, and at last, he heard it.

He could follow the faint song to the dungeon, though between him and them and her lay the presence of the demon he’d sensed before.

The demon had not entered the hall. Saben guessed the creature must be waiting, playing guard for the dungeon. He shifted himself, recovering a little from the electricity. He lurched toward the door he and Heen had entered through.

Melissa and the fallen mage guard man, Tal, crawled toward each other. They would help each other, but neither seemed in condition to fight Folt or Uigara. Across the room, Heen laughed out loud. The man who had chased the boy from the room flew onto the center table, smashing plates and bowls and scattered cups, knives, and forks. The man skidded to a halt, unconscious.

Saben grimaced as he glanced at Heen. The boy approached.

“That was fun! I hope he’s all right.”

Saben grunted.

“I need to go,” he said.

Heen gave him a nod.

“Then go, friend.”

Saben started toward the hall leading to the dungeon, following Jaswei’s song. He dragged his sword with him. He could barely hold it upright despite years of training and wielding the weapon. His muscles bunched and loosened as electrical shocks ran through them. A flock of blackbirds flew toward him from the end of the passage. He hoped his voice was up to the task. Banes sang from the flock of birds, loud enough for even Saben to hear them.

They were demons, every bird. The demon flock drew close. He staggered, leaning on his blade with one arm. He raised his demon-sealed palm and ordered the demon to flee with a silent will. The demon birds scattered before him. He picked up what speed he could and continued toward the dungeon, lurching into the shadows of the dingy underground. 

To the pit with the others, he thought, recalling one of the few Tancuonese curses he knew. To the end with them, if need be. He would get Jaswei out of the palace, but he would murder no one else to do so. 

The place was cursed. The city may not be the joyful spark of his revenge after all. Hope leapt into his mind, accompanied by fear. What if Jaswei was hurt? Could she already be...No. 

He charged through the dungeon, picking up pace as the electricity Melissa had used to stun him faded. Melissa's electrical sprites may have been small, but they’d more than shaken him. He must become stronger if he was going to defeat the demon that destroyed his village and the evil monster’s army as well. That faceless abomination only listened to a shout. Perhaps steel would be of no use against that creature. 

He barreled deeper into the dungeon, smashing guards to the side with the flat of his great blade. They fell with thumps and groans behind him. He rounded the corner and spotted Jaswei in her cell.

She looked up at him, smiled tiredly. She sat with her legs folded as if meditating, waiting as if for him this whole time. A small flush crept up her cheeks.

“I can't believe you're here,” she said.

“I can't believe you got caught.”

She shook her head.

“Sorry.”

Saben peered past the rusty, grime-encrusted bars.

“Where's your sheath?” he asked.

“The guard had it.” She motioned to a sack fallen beside the guard on the floor nearest her cell. He pulled the sheath from the bag and passed it to Jaswei through the bars. She took the empty holder in one hand, then drew the blade of sprites from it with the other. Her sword sliced through the bars with ease.

Saben and Jaswei fled the palace, ignoring the others, as the battle continued in the feast hall.
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Melissa

Melissa struggled to stand, found her legs too weak, and then started to pull herself along the floor. She looked back at Tal. He lay gasping for breath, and dimming in consciousness, but not in mortal danger for the moment. The battle with the masked man left him bloody and battered.

She struggled to prop herself against one of the table legs. The room swam before her eyes. The man in the mask ignored her and focused on the knights before him. Few of them remained standing. The rest lay wounded on the floor around the high table. Lady Nasibron launched sprites and banes at the man in the mask one after another but he deflected every spell somehow. His magic chorus sounded strange and haunting. Melissa climbed onto the chair she’s been sitting beside. She still couldn’t stand.

Across the room, Suya and Niu sat back to back, both breathing heavily. Kelt sprawled unconscious on the table.

Everyone except for Hilos had been beaten. What happened to Hilos?

The aging student-mage of the governor’s hand faced the man in the mask.

“You have not won,” said Hilos.

The man of the mask laughed.

“Not quite.”

Melissa struggled dragged herself toward the men, fighting with her sprites to allow her to intercept the blow she knew would fall from the cleaver already stained with blood from the knights and mages who had dared stand in the masked man's path.

She did not know she could save him but Hilos shouldn’t have to stand alone against the beast.

The man in the mask lowered his cleaver. He hesitated.

Hilos smiled, the expression sorrowful in the dim light and flickers of electricity in the sky above the dome.

“I recognized you, my boy. What have you done to yourself?”

“You lived as a knight,” said the man in the mask. “You know nothing of my pain.”

Hilos held up his artificial hand the fingers rigid as ever.

“I know enough because you and I once walked together on the path.”

The woman with two swords retreated, looking at the masked man. The governor glanced at Hilos.

“What are you talking about?”

“The man before you made a pact with one of the demons of the depths.”

“How did you guess?” the masked man hissed.

“I told you. I know you,” said Hilos.

The man grimaced, the expression visible at the sides of his mask.

“You think you figured me out, old man, but that won’t save you.”

Hilos shook his head sadly.

“You are much changed but I still know you, Folt.”

The giant butcher froze. His hideous mask could not hide the shock he felt. As he turned, Melissa spotted a change in his defenses. His sprites and banes circled within him continuously, roiling like a stomach upset by illness.

The magic that protected him came from a void of nothing at his center. The mysterious, huge, powerful man was empty at his core.

“Why did you do this to yourself?” Hilos sounded pitying.

Suya looked from the governor to the man in the mask. Her face grew pale.

Melissa noticed the sword servant’s harried expression. She glanced at the woman with the two blades, still threatening Lady Nasibron on the other side of the center tables near Suya.

“I don't have to tell you,” said the man called Folt.

Suya shouted, “Folt, don't do this!”

“I have to,” he murmured. “For my master.”

“You must go through me first,” said Hilo. “And I don’t think you will.”

“I must.” Folt sounded tearful. He raised the cleaver over Hilos.

Melissa rocked in her chair, moving to stand up. She found her feet, then lurched toward Folt and Hilos, grabbing another table knife from the table. She flipped the blade to throw. The shape of the dinnerware blessed her with accuracy last time.

With what remained of her sprite’s power, she charged the blade with her electrical sprites. Lightning flickered in the sky. Thunder covered the crackle of static her magic made.

Folt brought the cleaver close to the old mage's face, then drew back to the swing. Melissa’s table knife struck him directly in the hand. The hand holding the cleaver shuddered. Hilos stepped backward. The cleaver plummeted from Folt’s limp fingers and thudded to the tile.

Broken stonework and blood and bits of torn cloth littered the floor.

Hilos returned to the governor at the high table.

“Your handstands to protect you, my lady.” He turned toward Folt. “If you continue your attack, you will be punished.”

Folt took an unsteady step forward. He ripped the mask from a face as ugly as his disguise, a face covered in scars and grooves.

“No. No.” His voice echoed harshly.

Black smoke issued from his nostrils. Billowing black flames extended from his mouth and nose. He breathed the dark flame at the governor.

Hilos worked alongside Lady Nasibron, their hands moving in unison with each other. They parted the hungry flames and the banes retreated to Folt as the attack dissipated.

Folt retreated through the room, roaring in fury. The woman with the blades gave up menacing Ariel and then slipped away through the side door.

Lady Nasibron’s sword servant returned to her lady’s side. Melissa sagged against the table, losing her ability to stand once more. The sprite she’d used to charge the last knife returned to her.

Electricity did not take much power to discharge within oneself but hurling such magic with the sprites attached to each projectile left her drained. Folt stormed through the doors toward the exit. The rest of his force had already fled.

The room burst into cheers from the ragged warriors still standing after the battle.

A chorus of wounded joined them, indicating their attackers moved too swiftly to finish off those they dropped. Tal raised his fist in the air.

Their attackers disappeared as quickly as they’d appeared. Melissa dared hope they had won the fight.

Lord Tanlos stepped forward with his few standing knights, then rushed to the doors. A few pursued Folt and his gang, chasing them from the Palace. A serpentine shadow shape circled the dome, almost like a bird with an extraordinarily long tail.

Melissa frowned as the shape disappeared. She nearly through she imagined it. I can trust my eyes.

The room around her grew colder, the food scattered and broken dishes scattered among smashed tables. The chaos added to a sensation of hopelessness. Melissa did not feel victorious.

The governor descended from the high table.

“Everyone who can go find the servants. Drive out all remaining attackers, in the name of Mother Mercy.”

“They were after you,” said Lord Tanlos.

The governor nodded.

“Yes, Lord Tanlos, I fear they’re not more than determined assassins.”

She turned to Hilos.

“Who was that man in the mask?”

“A young boy,” he said. “Suya and I knew him once.”

“How well did you know him?”

“We both knew him well but I fear that is almost all gone,” said Hilos. “Until tonight, I’d not seen him in years.”

The unhurt knights spread out to assist in stabilizing the wounded. Fallen mages and knights outnumbered those still standing but their foes mercifully left far more wounded than dead.

“Quickly,” said the governor, “Summon all the healers you can, Lady Nasibron. Assume your sacral form. You can reach them faster that way.”

“Of course,” said Lady Nasibron. She muttered an incantation under her breath.

The sound of her incantation chilled Melissa. She blinked and in that time, Lady Nasibron vanished, replaced by a hollow suit of armor filled with multicolored clouds. The suit of armor drifted forward, headless, but for a bulbous halo.

That is a sacra form, Melissa thought. Such a swift transformation.

The suit of armor floated off the floor, then flew from the room and disappeared through the palace’s front entrance. The governor approached Melissa where she sat by the table near where a wounded Tal sat on the floor.

“You served well,” said governor, “once again, you are my brave protector.”

Lord Tanlos frowned as he followed the governor.

“I'm worried about Elaine. What if the attackers—”

Melissa shook her head.

“She's not here,” she said. “She sneaked out before dinner.”

Lord Tanlos scowled.

“She told you?”

“I knew I should tell you because of what happened.”

The knight nodded, fury etched on his features.

Melissa sagged, laying her head down on an empty portion of table. Sleep took her senses.

Deckard
He pursued Deel through the streets of Souct having chased him to the city. Drizzling clouds hung overhead, but the full moon remained visible through gaps in their billowing layers. A ragged line of shifting storms moved over the bay.

Deckard kept above Deel, but the man proved even faster than Deckard at top speed. The magic techniques Deel used kept him ahead

The man with the glasses fled through the streets.

Deckard let him go, not far into the city, then circled toward the palace. He hoped he wouldn’t arrive too late.

He landed as Lord Tanlos of Geteren’s Order of Empire emerged from the gates. The governor walked at the knight’s side. Lady Nasibron’s sword servant, Ariel, joined them. They met a group of healers and doctors from the city.

I’m too late.

He approached them, circled and then landed.

“Forgive my lateness.”

The governor turned toward him.

“Lord Hadrian,” she said, “I feared you’d been attacked as well.”

“You worried about me?” Deckard said. “I was only misdirected."

Tandace Lokoth bowed her head, then turned to her advisers. 

“Lord Tanlos,” she said, “please see to the defenses. I will show the healers to our wounded.”

The knight of Geteren nodded.

“Ariel,” said Lord Tanlos. “Please go with the governor. Protect her with your life.”

The sword servant bowed to Lord Tanlos, then followed the governor inside. The healers went after them.

Deckard turned toward Lord Tanlos. The knight drew a deep breath.

“An attack. Agents of Nassio attacked us. They may have been mercenaries, from what we know now.”

“The Nassini,” said Deckard. “They've tried before to kill the governor.”

“I heard,” said Lord Tanlos. “It seems odd mercenaries would come second, given the more obvious first assassin.”

“We must be wary of every stranger for now,” said Deckard.

“Agreed, Lord Hadrian.:

He and Deckard watched the stream of healers continue to flow into the palace.

Deckard noticed no odd sprites or banes among them, no loud songs hidden in their movements.

“These are safe,” he said.

Lord Tanlos raised his eyebrows.

“I’m glad you’re here, my lord.”

“Odd you’d say that.” Deckard shook his head. “But I feel the same about you. Thanks for your heroism.”

“I am a knight, even if I serve Bode as well.”

“I hope that’s true, Lord Tanlos,” Deckard said.

––––––––
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Elaine

She forged her way through the dark streets, leaving Lakses behind near the docks.

He was strange as he was magnetic but whatever they were they affected her too greatly to be sure of what exactly she felt. She returned along the road to the palace moving swiftly and cautiously through the citadel.

Mostly unfamiliar with Soucot but as a woman alone in the night, she could be in danger moving through the city, just as in the north.

She proceeded up the streets. Her footsteps sounded on stone as she neared the palace. She made her way to the gate, only to see a streak of color dash by. She glimpsed a man with glasses but he avoided her altogether. He charged out the citadel gates, then rushed toward the bridges and disappeared in shadows.

She watched him go, noting his sprites in full-motion. A mage in a hurry, she thought, wrinkling her brow.

Suddenly glad she had left Lakses to return to the palace, she hurried through the open gates. Whatever she might have done with him, it was not worth losing any of her new friends to some disaster. What happened at the feast?

Fear quickened her pace. Until she entered the feast hall, she did not slow down.

Melissa

She woke among the wounded in the feasting hall. The debris had been cleared away to transform the room into a makeshift healer’s ward.

Wounded knights and mages lay in rows, being treated by numerous different healers. Melissa herself appeared among the least severely injured and sat up at the end of the room closest to the high table, the only table left in the room.

Melissa’s memory stirred. Many knights fell by that table. She hoped they all survived, but she couldn’t bear to look at the high table. Folt and his cleaver devastated with every swing. The woman with twin swords also moved with terrifying skill.

They were in a hurry, Melissa thought, perhaps we were lucky.

She looked at those nearby. Kelt, Suya, and Niu lay close to her, all of them alive and breathing. Hilos sat in a chair by the wall, watching them. Of all the members of the governor’s hand, only Hilos remained upright. He’d stopped the man called Folt with words and allowed the governor to get her bearings.

“Are you all right?” asked Hilos.

“I am,” said Melissa, “I just ran out of energy.”

“I hope the others will recover well.”

Melissa nodded.

“I fear that Niu has been poisoned,” said Hilos. 

“I think she was,” said Melissa.

“The healers can treat most of the local venoms,” said Hilos. “They can help her.”

Melissa turned to Suya as the sword servant sat up and looked at her.

“You knew the man in the mask?” Melissa said softly.

“And you knew the other one,” said Suya. “The one with the sword.”

Melissa shook her head.

“I met Saben once,” she said. “What about you?”

“Don't accuse me of anything,” said Suya. “I haven't seen him in years.”

“But you knew him before that.”

“As did I,” said Hilos. “Don’t misdirect your suspicions.”

Melissa shrugged. 

“I'm sorry.”

“You're right to question me,” said Suya.

The sword servant’s eyes grew distant, gazing down the hall. Her eyes were dull with sorrow.

Melissa turned to Hilos. Kelt and Niu remained unconscious. The old knight met Melissa’s eyes.

“What is it?”

“Is everyone else...”

“I don't know,” said Hilos. “But so far we seem lucky.”

“How many died,” said Melissa.

“Three knights and two of the mage guard.”

For all the devastation in the room, the toll could have been far worse. Five killed were still five less than could afford to lose. The assassins and their ruthless abandon also fought sloppily, sparing the fallen.

“More could still pass,” said Hilos, “but for now that's where we stand.”

Melissa gritted her teeth.

“They attack us here,” she said. “How brazen can they get?”

Hilos shook his head

Elaine burst into the room from the entry hall, followed by Deckard Hadrian trailing with Lord Tanlos behind her.

Deckard’s gaze swept over the room, somber. The furious Lord Tanlos marched after his daughter looking as tempestuous as Melissa had ever seen anyone.

Melissa could not blame anyone but herself for helping Elaine sneak out.

Lord Tanlos followed Elaine toward the governor’s hand. Elaine ran to them.

“Are you alright?”

“All still alive, for now,” said Melissa.

Hilos nodded.

“Thank you for the concern, my young lady.”

“Niu? Kelt?” Elaine asked.

“She’ll recover. He fell hard,” said the healer beside Kelt. “He should wake soon.”

Elaine started to cry, tears running down her cheeks.

“I'm so sorry,” she said, “I don't know what came over me.”

Her father hung back a few paces, his expression shifting from fury to sympathy.

“I am glad you're alright,” said Melissa. “I’m glad they didn't go after you out there.”

Deckard Hadrian drew close.

“What purpose did you have going out so late,” he asked. “And alone as well?”

Elaine scowled at him.

“Forgive me but that’s not your business Lord Hadrian,” she said. “I met someone.”

“You met someone?” asked Lord Tanlos.

“I just met him yesterday,” said Elaine.

“Him?” Lord Tanlos frowned.

“Yes.?” Elaine’s cheeks flushed. “I wish I hadn’t gone but I made it back, didn't I?”

“You did,” said Deckard.

“Don't try to make her feel better.”

“It's not as though you could have done much here,” said Lord Tanlos.

“I can fight using magic as well as anyone here, except for Lady Nasibron.” Elaine glowered at her father.

“Where is Lady Nasibron?” asked Melissa.

“She went to gather healers,” said Deckard.

“Most likely she is seeing to our defenses, at the moment,” said Lord Tanlos. “She is a watchful and meticulous protector of the people.”

Deckard nodded.

”That she is.”

Melissa settled back onto the cot and bedroll where she had lain. Her head touched the thin pillow. Soon she slept once more.

Saben

Saben and Jaswei returned to the hovel by the waterfront where Rond was still hiding. He stepped outside to greet them. Saben nodded at him.

“I think we better leave the city,” said Saben.

“I agree,” said Rond. “At least for the moment.”

“Then where?” asked Jaswei.

“We could head upriver,” said Saben, “and find a place to study the scroll.”

“You’re still on about that scroll,” said Jaswei.

“Yes,” said Saben, “of course I am.”




[image: image]

Deckard

He knelt before the veil in the house of mercy.

Mother Mercy's shadow moved behind the curtain. She rarely showed herself even to her immortals. She preferred to secrecy and he accepted that as a fact of nature. Mother Mercy ruled Tancuon with a steady hand. He protected people as he carried out his missions from above.

“One of my governors is under assault,” she said.

Deckard bowed low.

“Indeed, mother, what would you have me do?”

Her shadow shifted slowly behind the veil. She intoned in a deep feminine voice. 

“Deckard, you will return to Soucot. Your mission is there for now.”

Deckard nodded.

“I will find the truth of the matter.”

“Remember, your lack of discretion could cost us if you stray again.”

“I understand, mother,” said Deckard, “I will not fail.”

He did not return to to the world immediately after he left the house. Instead, Deckard crept through the streets of the city, one of the only humans ever to do so in his form. Even the most lawful maladrites would strike a human who wandered into the city without a sacra form on their back. Deckard bore mercy's mark. He could come and go freely throughout the city.

His footfalls were nearly drowned out by the hubbub of the crowd of creatures. The songs of countless essences filled the air. Humans needed to train their sprites and banes to become more powerful and more flexible. Most demons and maladrites accessed such skills instinctively, born with powers inherited from each immortal lineage before them.

Deckard slipped into an alleyway under a gilded bridge. The skyway above him glittered with sunlight. He approached another enormous house, not a familiar place, home to a great maladrite.

Members of the eighty-eight formed the backbone of the city's social structure. Around them, even Deckard needed to take care. Many lesser maladrites were more powerful than most human mages. Intermediate entities could be a threat to any human even an immortal.

He entered an anteroom within the house and waited for the greater maladrite’s servants to meet him. Most maladroit did not agree with Mother Mercy often. Most of the greater maladrites could be called enemies. The rare house where Deckard stood, with its countless magical secrets and mystic points of contact with the world below was unusual to be certain. The place and its master were allies of Mother Mercy for the moment. Once, they had been enemies just like the others. As time moved alliances shifted.

Deckard approached the clerk, a lesser maladrite of the common dominus form. Others took more monstrous shapes, but the dominus resembled humans. The clerk with his bluish skin and graying hair was a senior member of his kind. He watched Deckard warily. Deckard suspected the clerk hadn’t expected him. 

“Welcome,” said the clerk, “what brings you here, human?”

“I greet you with Mother Mercy's blessing.”

“You came from her house?”

“I have,” said Deckard, “I'm here for a favor.”

“On the behalf of Mother Mercy?”

“On behalf of myself.”

“Interesting. I'm sure my master will see you.”

Deckard nodded.

The clerk folded long fingers.

“You came at the right moment. His greatness is bored with his bath.”

“I can wait until he finishes,” said Deckard.

“Nonsense,” said the clerk. “I know how humans wait. Last time, when Cyrus bode was here, he raised trouble when delayed.”

“I am not my brother,” said Deckard.

“Cyrus is a frightening human,” said the maladrite as the desk. “Now go speak with my master.”

Deckard proceeded past the clerk and down the hallway of stone covered in gold leaf. Black curtains hung on either side. They muffled the sound of the street and dampened every other sense. He approached the bath chamber. The greater beings mostly remained homebound, each locked in an invisible battle with a distant foe. Mystic battles occupied such beings constantly.

Deckard stepped out of the curtained passage and into a massive amphitheater of a room. At the bottom lay a bathing pool and in that pool, waited a greater maladrite called Ordoth. He looked up at Deckard with huge wet eyes. The expression on his vast face shifted and failed to hide his exuberance.

Petitioners and other lesser maladrites reclined in seats around the room. Large flies and other even larger insects patrolled the air. Their buzzing sounds made Deckard sigh. He disliked Ordoth’s bath. The maladrite resembled nothing so much as a giant toad. Ordoth turned to Deckard.

His tongue snapped out and caught one was huge insects circling his head.

Ordoth loomed like a building. Deckard suspected he would have no trouble escaping even with the swarms of petitioners and servants surrounding the greater maladrite should their meeting take the wrong turn. Ordoth swallowed.

Deckard descended the stairs. Metallic tangs in the air announced themselves as maladrite aura sprites offering a welcome and a threat.

Ordoth blinked lazily with glassy eyes. 

Deckard wondered if the greater maladrite saw him at all. His mind could be on his mental struggle with his demon enemy in the pit.

“Ordoth,” said Deckard. “Hail to you.”

Ordoth merely blinked.

Deckard approached the edge of the water, like a large pond in size and dark with depth. Ordoth’s bulk floated, mostly beneath the surface. Deckard stayed far enough back he could dart out of reach if the maladrite, turned against him.

“It is Deckard Hadrian.”

The eyes of the maladrite turned toward him, still glassy.

Deckard watched the creature seethe inwardly, his form roiling with sprites.

Ordoth spoke.

“Deckard, I welcome you. As you can see, my servants are doing a poor job cleaning the water.” He raised a massive frog-like leg and motioned to his servant maladrites.

“I have come to ask a favor,” said Deckard, “I will take it upon myself to bear the burden of debt.”

“That’s intriguing,” said Ordoth. “What makes you think you must bear the debt if you should do this in on behalf of mercy?”

Deckard bowed to the maladrite.

“I came here alone. Mother Mercy does not always know the best way to execute her own will.”

Ordoth rumbled with laughter.

“Now that's an important servant, speaking of mother mercy in such a way to an ally of hers. You may be unwise, Hadrian.”

“Great Ordoth,” said Deckard, “I understand your desire to serve an ally, so please leave my master aside for now.”

“I need intelligence about a maladrite who could heal Zalklith Once Broken.”

Ordoth’s frog-like face fell.

“You speak of a king in Linien.”

“King of Nassio in Linien, said Deckard.

“Perhaps,” said Ordoth. “He now claims all the swamps north of the Bay of Charin.”

“I have a question about him I need answered.”

“Ask!”

“If you are an ally of Mother Mercy, answer truthfully.”

“I will answer how I wish. Now ask!”

“Very well. Know I will look into this. I will find whatever truth there is whether you tell me or not.”

“I like you, human,” said Ordoth. “But don't become too bold.”

“Tell me,” said Deckard, “Who healed Zalklith?”

“It wasn't me. And that's what you asked.”

“I know healing is among your properties.”

“I would not reach out to help a mere reptile, even if he bears some resemblance to my amphibious pride.”

Deckard nodded.

“Understood,” he said, “have you any idea who would heal a crippled, vakari.”

“I take it you have already hunted for information upon the earth. I can say it was not a greater maladrite.”

“Can you rule out a greater demon?” said Deckard.

“Of the eighty-eight? I can say none of healed him.”

“None of you?” Deckard frowned. “Such healing Zalklith received must be the work of a powerful entity.”

“Powerful yes...” Ordoth’s titanic smugness returned. “...greater no.”

“Thank you,” said Deckard.

Deckard turned to go.

“You owe me,” the maladrite thundered behind him.

Deckard climbed the stairs of the amphitheater and set out to return to the world below.
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Melissa

The mage hand began training again after three weeks spent recovering and honing the abilities of their existing sprites and banes. After the attack on the feast hall, Lady Nasibron decided they needed to gain more essence to wield, meaning more sprites and more banes.

Pleased with her progress, Melisa still feared not gaining power fast enough. Hers allowed her to defend against most ordinary warriors, but what about another mage? What about a guild master Ricklon Kadatz? Or Saben? Or Folt?

Melissa and Niu and the rest of the governor’s hand reported to the gate leading into the dungeon, joined by Elaine and Lady Nasibron

Lady Nasibron greeted them

“Today, you will take the first step in becoming true wizards.”

“First steps?” Kelt frowned. “I thought we were already training?”

“It takes more than training to become a mage. To wield the kind of powers we will require to defend the city and the governor you will need to triple the number of essences you can use.”

Elaine nodded. She had been quieter ever since the night of the battle at the palace.

“Take us below,” said Suya, “I am eager to gain more power.”

“Good,” said Lady Nasibron, “but be prepared because when we do, we may face more peril than even I know.”

“More peril? We've already faced plenty,” said Niu.

Hilos glanced at her, his face dour.

“Unlike each of us, some did not survive that peril.”

Niu bowed her head.

“Forgiveness, please.”

Hilos bowed to her.

“Forgiven.”

Lady Nasibron motioned them closer.

“We are going to gather sprites and banes. As mages, you must find the places essence resides. And there are no places they reside in greater numbers than around world wells.”

“Aren't world wells dangerous?” asked Melissa.

“Yes,” said Lady Nasibron, “but to gain the power we need fast enough, you must risk it.”

She turned to Elaine.

“Wait here,” she said, “student you are to make sure no demon escapes, should any get past us below.”

Lady Nasibron led the way into the dungeons. They left the light behind.

Elaine’s shadow cast followed them along the passage but soon faded completely. They turned the corner and descended until they reached a passage where a semblance of light returned. Beyond a cell carved into the rock, a circular room lit only by sprites and the flickering dimness of banes came into view.

Lady Nasibron motioned them through the cell and into the circular chamber with its floor of rough-hewn stone.

“This is the world well,” she said. “Here, sprites and banes are common in their isolated forms. Should they be agitated, though, the seals on the well weaken and demons may approach the surface.”

“Should we not have brought Lord Hadrian with us?” asked Suya.

“Lord Hadrian is always busy,” said Lady Nasibron.

Melissa believed her. The immortal had been mostly absent over the past three weeks, despite his promise to remain and help protect Soucot.

She forged into the center into the room, approaching the smooth edge of the world well on uncertain feet. Farther from the well, the floor was not polished or even laid stone but rougher than either. She took care not to slip and fall.

She approached the well. Light circled her. Sprites and banes retreated from her space. Lady Nasibron sent sprites out to brighten the room with a flare of green.

“Isolated essence rejects the presence of humans. That means it is up to us to draw them in any way.”

Hilos and Kelt approached the well. Niu followed them with Suya. Lady Nasibron stayed by the entrance.

“You five, locate as many sprites and banes you can but don't agitate them for long because demons will notice below, and they will come if we do not leave in time.”

“How much time do we have?” asked Suya.

“I wish I could say.”

“My lady,” said Hilos, “May you suggest any ways to attract them?”

“Empty your thoughts and still your inner essence. Sprites and banes can then move through you as if you're not there.”

“I never learned to meditate,” Melissa said.

“You’ll simply need to manage your thoughts another way,” said the old witch.

That doesn’t seem simple, thought Melissa. She frowned at the well. Separating an iron bane seemed easy once she trained them to respond to her very thoughts, but to learn a new skill in an instant seemed impossible. She and the others separated, circling the well in an uneasy silence. How can I be wary and calm at the same time?

The excitement of gaining more raw materials to shape and control combined with the danger of well made her tense. She peered over the edge. Abyssal blackness lay below, glaring darkness.

She stepped back from the edge then folded her hands. She kept her eyes opened, mind racing to find a way to clear itself. She focused on the darkness. Darkness hid objects and people from the. Darkness became her mind’s metaphor.

Moving her thoughts into darkness took some mental effort. She used a technique for clouding the minds of others on her mind, positioning a veil in her mind. One by one, she pushed her thoughts, fears, and memories beyond that veil.

Sprites and banes began to move about her. Melissa swayed drunkenly, a few hand-spans from the edge of the well and its sheer drop. Essence provided the lights that danced before her. She looked into the abyss as her mental veil sheltered her thoughts.

She staggered away from the well. Another fragment of essence passed through her, a bane. She reached out gently and then lock the bane in an embrace. The bane drifted to her core and began to circle her heart.

The others made progress swiftly. Suya, especially, attracted a cloud of angrily-singing banes. Over the next hour, the five of them gathered dozens of essences as a group.

A rasping click and loud clash of claws on stone came from within the well.

Lady Nasibron approached the edge, motioning for Melissa to stand back. Melissa, mind still cloudy, lurched to one side. She looked at Lady Nasibron, puzzled.

“What is it?” she asked.

The old witch gazed into the dark.

“A demon is climbing the well.”

The others looked at each other in surprise. The sprites and banes around them retreated from their agitated minds.

“It was inevitable after how long we’ve been here,” said Lady Nasibron.

Melissa glanced down the well. She saw nothing.

“It must be far down,” she said. “The darkness hides it completely.”

“The darkness cannot protect us,” said Lady Nasibron. “We must protect ourselves.”

Melissa nodded. She wrapped her fingers around her spear.

The cavern’s chill crept through her clothes and into her mind. The sounds in the well grew louder.

“You all have more power now,” said Lady Nasibron. “Hurl the demon back. No more gathering essence. Once he falls we must be certain he won’t return.”

Melissa gripped her spear’s haft tight.

“Understood.”

The others signaled their assent. They all prepared their weapons and magic around the well.

“We will not allow a demon to escape the dungeon,” said Lady Nasibron.

“That’s why you left Elaine above,” said Suya.

Niu nodded.

“Elaine has done this task before,” said Nasibron. “Each well is a proving ground for mages. If you cannot best a lesser demon when it emerges, perhaps it was a waste of time to bring you here at all.”

Melissa scowled into the pit of the well, as dark as ever. 

Glittering shapes appeared from the black. Those shapes resolved into two sets of eyes set on either side of a gray dome-shaped face. An inky black body moved behind the skull of a face, all grasping tentacles and reaching arms. Two arms and four tentacles scrambled up the wall. The limbs formed around a body that resembled a jellyfish from the bay, but rather than being flimsy and transparent the demon’s body gleamed like iron-colored bone.

“That doesn't look like a lesser demon,” said Niu.

Hilos clapped a hand on her shoulder.

“Brace yourself.”

He folded his living hand into his artificial fingers and started speaking an incantation. Hilos sent a flying sprite above the pit, casting a light bright as day. The demon's bony body shifted like liquid steel as it looked at Hilos. Tentacles and arms longer than human bodies reached for the top of the pit. The domed face could have been a pale mask except for the four eyes and the fanged mouth.

Melissa braced herself against the floor. Her heel hit an outcrop of rock behind her. Nowhere to go.

Hilos’ light sprite returned to him as he sent out another. Kelt raised a long blade in one hand. Suya drew her blade from the second scabbard on her belt. Niu twirled her staff.

Hilos backed away from the well. Melissa nodded. Despite his training as a knight, Hilos was too frail to fight a demon physically.

Lady Nasibron joined him. She wove a ritual spell in the air. Characters formed from glowing sprites took shape before the old witch. Melissa hoped she was making some kind of weapon.

The demon’s bulk emerged from the well, swinging tentacles and groping arms in every direction.

The hand struck with weapons and magic, each wielding a mix of old and new essences. They mustered more raw power than possible with their old capacity of sprites and banes. The demon leapt to the other side of the well, avoiding their onslaught, and landed on the surface. The hand retreated to form a defensive wedge by the passage to the dungeons.

The demon scrambled toward them, moving on tentacles and clawed hands, domed faced gleaming in the light of the well. That light fell behind the beast, eclipsed by its shifting bulk.

Melissa drew a line with a sprite at the tip of her spear. She drew a ward across the ground in front of herself and the others. She made another line, then another. She formed a thick barrier, leaving a collection of new sprites sizzling on the floor.

She doubted one sprite alone could stop the demon. She braced herself for the impact, spear raised once more. The demon thrust out an arm, shimmering with grayish light. The faint light cast a slight glow on the demon’s skull-like face as the hand reached for Melissa. 

Her spear intercepted the hand. The spear, reinforced by metal and essence, nearly snapped. The hand recoiled.

Niu swung her staff at arm’s length, smashing the demon’s chin. The monster retreated for an instant, then roared toward them. The sound of its voice drowned out the sounds of the sprites and banes in the room.

The stench of the demon up close made Melissa wonder how anyone managed to interact with such beings for long. Despite the broken eggs and dried milk smell of the creature, she fought with loud cries on her lips.

Behind the, with Lady Nasibron, Hilos threw down more barriers using separated sprites.

Lady Nasibron turned to him.

“Sir Hilos, use the new ability I told you about.”

The old man stiffened behind Melissa.

“Am I ready?”

“You must try,” said the lady witch. “Be bold.”

Hilos took a step forward. He muttered the incantation of opening, the one he’d used the day they first demonstrated personal techniques.

“Hold the creature at bay for a moment, my friends.”

Melissa nodded. Niu grunted in agreement. They pushed with their weapons, striking the demon with ineffectual blows. They kept the demon's arms and tentacles from reaching past them.

Hilos slipped between them. The demon snarled. Fangs gleamed as jaws widened. The old knight planted his palm on the demon's smooth face. 

The skull-like dome shimmered, then softened, melting under the mage’s touch. Growths of bone lashed out, wrapping around Hilos’ hand. The skulled stood open, exposing the demon's weakness. A cluster of banes gleamed within, iron-hard like the one Melissa had been born to wield.

She retracted as much as essence as she could, then thrust her spear into the mass of iron banes. The banes in the demon’s skull scattered and the monster howled in agony. Melissa forced the demon backward, spear embedded deep in his head.

“Such a wound cannot kill the creature. Throw it back while you can,” said Lady Nasibron.

Hilos grimaced as flexible bone tendrils constricted on his hand.

Kelt swept out with his sword’s gleaming edge, a single bane running rapidly up and down the weapon’s length. The black edge of the blade split the demon’s skull. Hilos pulled his hand free.

The demon retreated toward the well. Lady Nasibron finished her ritual script in the air. The seals she left in the air between them and the well ignited in a flash of light. The demon’s face went vacant as fire burned its body from below. The heat and light made Melissa look away with the others. When the light began tom dim the demon teetered on the edge of the well, shaking with pain. Suya threw herself at the creature, her blade flashing out. She propelled herself on a stream of sprites. The force of her blow knocked the demon over the edge. The demon disappeared into the darkness, howling as it fell into the void.

Suya landed on the uneven rock floor and stumbled. Kelt caught her around the shoulders. He helped her steady herself.

“Good work,” said Lady Nasibron, “we need only wait a little longer for the well to recover its natural seals.”

Melissa glanced at Niu. Her friend grinned.

“We did it,” said Niu

“We did,” said Melissa.

Hilos gave a satisfied nod.

Kelt set Suya on her feet. She laughed.

“We needed a victory.”

“Your victory,” said Lady Nasibron, “is well-deserved today, my students.”

The five of them exchanged surprised looks. Suya hugged Melissa.

Niu threw herself in to join them. When the three of them parted, they looked toward the black pit. The world well remained dark as ever, forbidding and dangerous. They returned to the surface, elated and ready for more.
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Saben

Saben and the others stayed in a poorly furnished inn several miles north of Soucot. The three of them studied the scroll.

He wished he could've done the work alone, but without Rond to translate the Tancuoense idioms and Jaswei helped him understand the arcane scripts, he never would have managed it.

The three of them sat around a bar table, several weeks after escaping the city.

The scroll lay between them. Jaswei traced one line of script with her finger as she explained the pronunciation and identity of each character. Rond expanded on the meaning by adding context.

“This ones indicates the creature is not originally a demon. Could it be part human?”

“Hopefully that to make it easier to control,” said Jaswei.

Saben studied the line and found he understood it easily enough thanks to their interpretations. In a perfect sense, the words indicated a flowering of youth, and that character usually meant childhood.

Childhood was a state only humans understood because animals were born with their faculties and other entities possessed immortal lives.

“It was human?”

“A human demon,” said Jaswei. “I never there was such a thing.”

Rond shrugged.

“Me neither,” he said.

Saben frowned.

“I'm not sure this is the right scroll.”

Jaswei glanced at him.

“Don't say we need to go back for another.”

He shook his head.

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“Oh, you would,” Jaswei said.

“I promise.”

“The demon,” she read with Rond's help, “is an ascended being. He attained power as great as the greater beings. The eighty-eight feared him.”

“Feared?” said Ron. “That’s either promising or dangerous.”

“Both,” said Saben, “I hope.”

They studied the scroll a while longer, uncovering the identity of the demon little by little.

His name was Azel and he had fallen centuries ago. Parts of the scroll were difficult to interpret even for all three of them, but for the most part, they recovered the means to take the demon’s form.

Saben studied longer than the others, using their lingering advice when they grew weary and sat drinking. He gained confidence in reading alone. Drawing in a breath, he finished the scroll in silence.

“I thought I might become him right away,” said Saben.

Rond shrugged.

“Good thing you didn't. I couldn’t explain that to the innkeeper.”

Jaswei nodded.

“We need a safe place for you to change.”

“There's a farm not far from here,” said Rond. “It’s been abandoned for years now.”

“Does that make it a hiding place?” said Jaswei.

Rond nodded.

“It does,” he said. “We just need to get there which would be easy if we weren’t all wanted by the guards,” he said under his breath.

“We’re low on money,” said Saben. “We only have a few days worth of gold.”

“Saben,” said Jaswei, “once you make your sacra form work, you can have your revenge.”

“I hope you're right.”

They finished with the scroll and rolled it up to stow. On the way back to the rooms, Rond climbed the steps ahead of them. Jaswei turned to Saben at the foot of the stairs.

“Thank you,” she said, “for saving me.”

“Didn't you say that before, back at the palace?”

“I haven't said it enough,’ said Jaswei. “I’d still be rotting in that prison at my luckiest if you hadn’t.”

“And we wouldn’t all be wanted if I had found a better way,” he said.

“We all stole that scroll before you threw in with those assassins trying to kill the governor. Yes, you did something terrible trying to rescue me. I appreciate that even more.” She stood on tiptoes and clapped him on the shoulder.

Her face hung close to his.

“Thank you,” she said. “If you ever need anything, don't forget to ask.”

“We’re companions,” said Saben, “I'll ask.”

She smiled at him, then lowered herself to stand on the balls of her feet. He followed her up the stairs. They parted at their rooms and they spoke no more that night.

Folt

His stolen ship floated in the Kanori harbor after a jaunt across the bay. Folt watched the ship from the corner of his eye while he waited at the restaurant for his food to arrive, fresh-caught from the bay.

Folt was alone as he preferred since leaving Soucot and abandoning Hilos and Suya those years ago. Even in the allied part of Kanor where he sat, he remained on guard. Without his team, he would be truly alone in the country. Governments could be useful but they couldn’t be a friend. 

Kanor once waged war with mercy before. Folt doubted they were eager to do so again after the last battle. Ships at the bottom of the bay told that story. The guilty ghosts and shades that inhabited dockside towns kept Kanor’s suffering fresh after decades of peace.

His food arrived from the kitchen. Two whole salmon, as large as he could get sat pink and shining on separate plates before him. Dishes of shrimp, vegetables, and rice soon joined the fish. He tucked into the massive meal with abandon.

His true master, the demon that shared his stomach, appreciated his massive appetite. And added to it.

Folt had once been a heavy boy before he made his deal with the demon. For the years now, he had profited in power by sharing his gluttony. He finished the first salmon in a few minutes. The fish alone would have fed a small family. Folt continued to eat. His knife and fork sang across the plated until he abandoned them to newly-arriving dishes out of his bare hands. 

Crab and salmon. Rice and water shoots. He ate everything the servers brought to him for almost an hour. The demon's stomach told him once he sated his master. He paid the bill in solid gold. A fine perk of working with the demon was the weight of gold in his purse. He left the restaurant, without so much as belching, already growing hungry.

Folt had eaten enough fests over the years to know when he could ignore the hunger. He and the rest of his team were scheduled to meet, regardless.

He made his way from the restaurant near the docks, moving inland. The town was one of the largest in southern Kanor, but it couldn’t compete with Soucot, especially when one wasn't currently trying to hide. Prying minds lurked around every corner in both places.

He marched up the steps of the grand temple in the center of the city. He reached the top.

Aduway was in her best mood. She wore her long yellow hair back. A smiled adorned her face.

Dwarfed by Folt, Aduwe was as skilled a mage as he’d ever known and she understood him enough to know what would happen if they ever clashed. He tried not to linger on that thought.

Aduwe motioned for him to follow her inside without a word.

The temple room at the top of the steps was vast and populated by statues of the eighty-eight. Despite Mother Mercy's presence so close, the Kanori paid homage to all of them. Many of the statues were depictions more of ideas than of their subjects’ actual appearances. Most humans never saw even one of them in person. Only mages regularly interacted with maladrite city. Even so, Folt thought, the sculptors did their best. 

He and Aduwe walked among the statues of wildly varied shapes, both depicting entities alternately beautiful and savage. The rest of his team waited for them in the center of the temple sanctuary.

Uigara and Deel talked softly to each other as Folt and Aduwe approached. Rina and Heen made up the other half of the equation, looking bored as they gazed at the massive temple. They’d met here before and Rina was never as curious about the religious element as of the young boys she saw in town.

“You’re here!” said Heen.

Folt smiled.

“I just ate a good meal.”

Heen laughed and let the sound echo in the cavernous temple.

“That goes without saying,” said the boy.

Rina smirked.

“How much did you eat this time?”

“You don't need to know that,” said Folt.

Aduwe nodded.

“I have a new mission for all of you,” she said.

“I suppose it's time.” Said Folt. “We failed before.”

Aduwe grimaced.

“Don't remind me. Our employer is quite displeased.”

Aduwe led their mercenary company and kept in direct contact with Zalklith Once Broken and his government in Nassio. The vakari easily became cross with mercenaries, for suspecting a lack of stake in the conflict. Aduwe spent most of her time lately soothing the lizard king’s worries.

She folded her arms.

“I see an opportunity for all of you.”

Folt glanced at the at Deel. The man adjusted his glasses.

Aduwe referred to their need for redemption as an opportunity because she planned to send them on a more dangerous mission for certain.

Folt glanced at her.

“Have something in mind?”

She smiled at him beatifically.

“You’re going back to Soucot.”

“Why?” asked Uigara “Perhaps I need more chances to test my blades against unworthy the opponents?”

“From what I understand you held up your end perfectly last time,” said Aduwe. “If you want out, you're free to come back to Nassio with me.”

Uigara wrinkled her nose.

“The king will be insufferable. Now he’s conquered half of Linien. I’ll pass.”

Aduwe nodded.

“I don't relish returning either.”

Folt glanced at Rina. The young woman grimaced back.

“It wasn't my fault either. I didn't get on opening.”

Aduwe shrugged.

“True, but the king doesn’t see things that way.”

Rina crossed her arms. 

“I'll do better,” she said. “Just tell us the mission.”

Aduwe beamed like the sun.

Saben

Saben, Jaswei, and Rond arrived at the farm north of Soucot by several miles from the inn where they deciphered the scroll.

The place was overgrown. Tangles of branches and hedges blocked paths through weed-infested gardens as well as to the actual derelict fields. The house in the middle of the farmstead had holes in the roof as well as in the second level. Only the ground floor and the basement appeared intact. They made their way toward the rotting structure, wary of other outlaws potentially hiding in the ruins or the undergrowth.

Trees surrounded the path, most sprouting from what could once have been cropland.

Saben and the others climbed the steps to a small porch at the front of the house. Boards creaked under their weight.

He and Jaswei went ahead to search the building. They found little left to note beyond old stores moldy food. The bags remained more or less intact and were large and well-made enough they could fetch a worthwhile trade.

The three of them returned to the wagon.

“You think we can stay here?” Rond asked.

“The basement is dry,” said Jaswei. “More than I can say for most ruins.”

Saben nodded.

Jaswei smiled. 

“You found us a place, Rond.”

The heavyset man creaked his way the steps and went inside with a load of supplies from the wagon. He returned, wiping his brow with his hand.

“It’s creepy in there. I think it makes a good place to hide.”

“That was the plan,” said Jaswei.

Saben nodded to her, then began to unload more from the wagon.

They did not take long to unpack. What remained of their food would last a few more days. In seclusion, Saben could begin to practice using the demon scroll without distraction.

Melissa

She trained her new sprites with excitement. The basics learned, she focused on crafting more powerful spells using the essences gathered within her. Melissa shaped sprites and banes around her forming a cage of singing bars. The cage responded by shaping itself to her every mental command. She would make the bars turn hard as steel when enemies struck them.

Niu and Suya worked in the yard nearby. Hilos and Kelt were talking not far away. The old knight, despite his lack of training for most of his life, made the fastest student mage.

The five of them had been training for weeks since they’d visited the well. Lady Nasibron demanded they practice even more than before. They began to master their new sprites and banes to become as powerful as full wizards. Soon we’ll be worthy of sacra scrolls. We’ll become the wizards we were recruited to be.

The mage guard with Tal and their other officers reformed and learning their share of new magic. Each member of the mage guard appeared well on their way to becoming as skilled with their essences as Lady Nasibron and Elaine had raised the governor’s hand before the well.

Soon, Melissa thought, soon I'll have my legs to stand on. We'll be safer than before. 

Folt’s attack had shaken her confidence but through training, Melissa and the others gradually took it back.

Late one afternoon, Deckard Hadrian returned to the palace.

He met with Lady Nasibron near the training grounds. Melissa watched them from the corner of her eye. She wondered if the immortal had truly returned to stay.

He always seemed so flighty, appearing and vanishing at will. Who knew where he went at night, while the rest of the nation slept. Melissa and Niu approached the elder witch and the immortal. He turned as they drew close.

“I hear the training goes well,” Deckard said. “What say you, Melissa?”

Melissa bowed her head.

“Truly, things go well,” she said. “I’m finally gaining the power I need to protect the governor.”

“From my understanding,” said Deckard, “you’ve done more than you thought possible many times before.”

Melissa nodded, still slightly flushed from her training. She wondered if he would think her reddened face was because of him.

“Maybe it is,” she thought. He is one of the most handsome men I've ever seen.

Deckard turned to Niu.

“And what of you Niu?” he asked.

Niu, her cheeks turning pink, looked at her feet.

“I'm doing all right, my lord. I'm trying to make my sprite react faster to my commands.”

Deckard nodded.

“A valuable trait though it’s also vital they perform precisely the tasks you require of them, and not one merely close to it.”

Lady Nasibron arched an eyebrow.

“So you’re a teacher now?”

“I’ve been one before,” said Deckard. “Of course, you are their mentor.”

“Their master,” said Lady Nasibron.

Deckard nodded.

“Of course. If you'll excuse me, I must speak with the governor.”

He started across the field. Lady Nasibron watched him go. Niu turned to Melissa.

“What was that about?”

“He came to check on us,” said Melissa.

”Doesn't seem likely,” said Niu under her breath.

“Of course he did,” said Lady Nasibron. “Deckard, Hadrian feels poorly about how the battle went in his absence. I think he's trying to take care of all of us, he just doesn't know how.”

“I suppose it makes sense an immortal would see us all as children,” said Melissa.

“Not precisely children.” Lady Nasibron turned and marched toward the other students.

Niu and Melissa followed her. They squared off and began to spar.

Elaine

She and her intuition followed the lines of Lakses, looking for what he could be. Those strange sprites, those odd dissonant banes within his heart, what did they mean?

She would not accept an invitation to meet him again until she knew.

Elaine had to be more cautious, she told herself. If I'm not, more people could die.

She dug into the books, looking for the source of a song like his.

She looked a long while.

Saben

He unfurled the scroll before him and then dug into it. He read the scroll aloud in a voice loud enough, it threatened to shake the farmhouse despite being half a mile from the ruins. He stood in the overgrown field. Weeds growing over a decaying plow from days past sat one side, a row of trees on the other.

He focused the intent of the demon within the scroll as he read it over again and again. Each time he delved deeper into the demon's mind. Little by little, Saben understood what Azel had been thinking, was thinking still.

The scroll remained before him, now hanging from the tree by its wrappings.

Lines secured the thick parchment so it would not blow, but fluttered slightly in the wind. Saben engaged with the symbols and scripts and quickly found the time he took to complete a reading diminished. He repeated the chant faster and faster.

A chill blew from the north as the wind picked up. He stowed the scroll in its case. At last, he recited the scroll from memory.

He saw the words in his mind, imagining every character, every syllable, and every breath.

He controlled himself, speaking lower and lower until he whispered the names of importance to the demon. He witnessed the mythology of Azel’s life as if living it.

Azel’s memory contained the legendary battle his father, Gorsheva, fought with Prince Geldingstar, a mortal mage. The two clashed when the demon loomed higher than clouds. When Gorsheva, stumbled from the Bay of Charin, his towering form collapsed into the land of Rei in the west. In that broken land, Gorsheva, one of the eighty-eight perished.

Azel truly recalled the event despite it taking place before his birth. Gorsheva left behind streams of essence in the sea for Azel to the decipher as he swam in the ruins of Rei. Azel was no ordinary demon. Born of the blood of Gorsheva, he’d grown up believing himself a mortal.

Within the scroll, Azel moved, responding to Saben’s thoughts. He spoke every line in his mind as the words issued from his mouth one by one.

The demon responded to his final loud rasp. Saben released the power held within his every essence. The demon flared against him, still unwilling to emerge. He sensed Azel’s presence, another mind watching him, yet, his body did not change shape. He remained himself.

Frustrated, Saben picked up the scroll case, feeling the warmth of a heartbeat within.

Saben trudged back to the farmhouse where the others were making dinner. He would try again tomorrow. Sweat clung to every part of him. Nevertheless, he swore he would gain the power he sought from the demon.
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Melissa

The messenger arrived at the palace shortly after noon. Melissa and the rest of the governor’s hand were tired from training all morning.

The well-groomed and shaved man approached through the front gate. Two palace guard escorted him a short distance behind, two guards for one messenger. The security and defense of the palace had increased since the attack.

Melissa and the others turned and watched the messenger approach. He walked straight to Melissa. She exchanged a glance with Niu.

“Melissa Dorian?” said the messenger.

He twisted a ring on one index finger. The ring indicated his status as a messenger. A professional courier prepared to carry any message across the land, made for an important position in any nobility circle. Merchants employed them as well. Melissa’s parents had retained a man and woman for the same purpose when she and Giles were children.

The messenger bowed to her.

“Melissa Dorian,” he said, “Pleased to make your acquaintance once more.”

“Once more?”

“I doubt you recognize me. My father once served your family as a messenger.”

“Is your name Peter Nuvoni?”

He smiled coolly.

“Indeed it is. I bear a message from your brother.”

“My brother?” said Melissa. “Are you a magister’s guild member?”

“No,” said the messenger, I am retained by your, not the guild.” He swept a hand across his gray vest. “I am the chief messenger of your brother’s new household.”

Melissa looked the man up and down. He appeared not much older than her, which matched with his story. He smiled.

“Your brother sends his regards, and wishes to talk with you in person.”

“In person,” said Melissa. “Is this some trick?”

“Your brothers regrets the guild’s hostility,” said the messenger.

“I bet that's true.” Niu smirked.

“Given their regrets,” Melissa said, “what shall I say in return?”

“May I suggest you meet with your brother?” said Peter gently.

“Peter, what kind of meeting is going to be?” asked Melissa.

Peter frowned.

“My young master was not forthcoming with details.”

“If that's the case...” Melissa frowned. “...I will need a neutral meeting place to ensure we speak on even footing.”

She drew a sprite from her temple with her finger and sent it zipping to the messenger. Peter stepped back in surprise before the sprite delivered the image of the meeting place Melissa sent him. The messenger nodded.

“Of course,” he said, “I will tell Master Giles to meet at the restaurant. I remember the way there as well.”

“We should each bring a second witness,” Melissa said. “Please tell him.”

“I'm sure he will also prefer to have some accompaniment,” said Peter, “I will tell him to bring one witness.”

“I'll bring one as well,” said Melissa.

“Very well,” said Peter, “it was good to meet you again, Lady Dorian.”

He turned and started across the yard. Melissa glanced at Niu.

“Care to be my second?”

Melissa

Shea and Niu made their way to the restaurant in the city the next day. They moved among the crowds of people in the markets to reach the high-class restaurant many merchants and nobles frequented while in Soucot. Melissa recalled her parents visiting similar establishments when they had lived in the city.

Melissa and Niu approached the doors leading into the restaurant. They made their way up the stairs to the balcony level where food was mostly served.

Taking a table, Melissa ordered nothing yet. She would wait until Giles arrived with his second. Niu pored over the menu, staggered by the sheer variety of options and the opulence of the food.

She pointed to one menu item, gasping.

“They sell stuff like this here?”

“What interests you?” asked Melissa.

“It's a kind of seafood that isn't from the bay,” said Niu. “It’s from the south of Kanor.”

“Something Kanori?”

Niu nodded.

“My family used to have it occasionally but my grandmother passed and the recipe went with her.”

The knowledge that they were capable of serving such foreign dishes made Melissa wish she was there for a more comfortable purpose. The table was for meeting with a deadly enemy. Giles might be that enemy. Even if he isn't, his second is sure the hostile.

The magister’s guild would never officially allow Melissa to practice magic without their opposition.

Even the governor couldn’t change that.

Melissa and Niu did not have to wait long before Giles arrived, followed by a dark-skinned woman in a yellow dress. The two approached the table. The woman, almost as tall as Giles, nodded to them.

Giles motioned to the woman.

“This is Alma and I’m Giles Dorian.”

Niu shrugged. Melissa wrinkled her nose.

“Is that your greeting?”

Giles flushed.

“Most know I’m your little brother,” he said, “but we don't need that out in the open.”

“We have the same surname.”

“Melissa,” said Giles as he sat down. “I will always thank you for how you helped me when we were children. However, it is not my intention today to simple beg for your forgiveness.”

“Do you want me to do the same?” asked Melissa.

Giles frowned, looking lost for words.

Alma dropped a sealed letter onto the table.

“The letter,” she said in a rich voice, “is from guild master, Kadatz. He demands you cease your study of magic.”

Giles swept the letter off the table.

“Now that you've heard that,” he said, “you can listen to me because that’s not what I’m here to tell you.”

Melissa raised an eyebrow.

“You disagree with the guild master?”

“The guild master has failed us.” Alma gritted her teeth.

Giles nodded.

“Kadatz isn't the in absolute authority. We are part of a faction that opposes him.”

“Kadatz has rivals. Good to know.”

“He had better opposition than us,” said Giles, “until he exiled Mortimer Jossetz, the retired guild master.”

“I wondered what happened to that man.” Melissa frowned. “Why tell me now?”

“Kadaz is a usurper of power in the guild,” said Alma. “We need a way to remove him.”

“Officially, we only delivered the letter,” Giles said, “but unofficially we want to ask you for a favor.”

Melissa leaned forward.

“Continue.”

Alma nodded.

“We would like to ask you to duel Kadatz.”

“But he's the Guild master. I don’t know if I can win.”

“You’ve made a lot of progress in a short time,” said Giles, “I see it as almost impossible he wouldn't accept your challenge to his authority.”

Melissa nodded.

“I wonder...”

“If I told you the guild master won't accept your challenge,” said Giles, “would that make it better?”

“How can I beat him? He’s a veteran mage.”

“You’ve always been talented,” said Giles. “You can do it.”

Melissa took a deep breath. Niu nodded.

Alma glanced Niu.

“Your witness,” she said. “She is also of the so-called mage hand.”

“Yeah,” said Niu, “I'm one of the governor’s mages.”

“Perhaps we can discuss what Melissa must know if she is going to defeat Kadatz.”

“Melissa knows more than I do about magic,” said Niu.

“Intelligence on Kadatz would be useful,” said Melissa.

Giles set his hands on the table.

“We can offer you that much. Kadatz is a full wizard, he has a sacra form, and he wields elemental sprites, similar to some more advanced members of the northern mages.”

“He’s strong, then,” said Melissa.

“Indeed,” said Giles. “He is not the guild master for nothing. He has weaknesses, though. Just like all mages.”

“Such as?” Melissa asked.

“Such as,” Giles said, “his sacra form is particularly strange. It belongs to a demon called Takyron.”

“Takyron?”

“Yes,” said Giles. “he is a wind demon, very light and fast, but extremely fragile. When demons lose battles, they can become scrolls, to preserve their life force and Takyron was one of those.”

“So, are you up to fight a demon?” asked Niu.

“If I am going to defeat him, I may find the battle easier in a sacra form. Do you agree?”

“That's my thought,” said Giles, “so we trick him into taking his sacra form. Given the rules of the duel, you may be able to fight more easily in his sacra form than against his magic.”

Melissa’s iron bane had gotten stronger. She could take a gale-force wind and keep her feet. Maybe she could count on resilience that Kadatz in his sacra form could not.

“I'll give it some thought,” said Melissa. “When I'm ready, I'll tell you.”

“Contact my messenger,” said Giles. “Peter is on our side as well.”

“Peter?”

Giles nodded.

“I'll tell him when I'm ready,” Melissa said.

They ate and talked a little while longer, quickly turning away from Kadatz and the duel to a discussion of what went on in the years they'd been apart. Melissa devoured it all.
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Melissa

“You want to duel the guild master,” said Lady Nasibron. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

Melissa glanced at Niu. She took a deep breath that removed weights within her heart.

“I want to send a message to the guild that their time is over. That’s important to me.”

“If you must,” said Lady Nasibron.

“Teacher,” said Melissa, “you've taught us well over the past few months. I can win.” She spoke with more confidence than she felt.

“Kadatz has been training over twenty years,” said the old witch. “Do you understand?”

“Look,” Melissa said, “If I can make him take his sacra form I can beat him. I know his form. I was told of it.”

“Told by who?”

“My brother,” said Melissa.

“Your brother is a magister.”

“True,” said Melissa, she glanced at Niu again, nerves building.

“He's on our side,” said Niu.

“The magister’s guild has been overreaching to stop anyone from practicing magic without their sanction,” said Melissa. “Many of their members don’t want to continue, but Kadatz is stubborn.”

Lady Nasibron tapped her cheek.

“If you defeat Kadatz a better guild master may rise to replace him.”

Melissa nodded.

“Perhaps I should be the one to duel him,” said Lady Nasibron. “We could end the conflict between the city’s factions.”

Melissa shook her head.

“It has to be me,’ she said. “I'm the one they hate the most.”

Kelly sighed.

“True.”

“Melissa,” said Niu, “I’m worried about how you'll beat his sacra form without one of your own.”

“On that, at least,” said Lady Nasibron, “I think I can help. I thought it would take longer for you to get this point but as of now, I think you may be ready to start training with sacra forms.”

“The duel is in two weeks,” said Melissa, “so I have some time.”

“Indeed,” said Lady Nasibron. “That means we may have time to get you acclimated to your sacra form. We will go to the gardens, all of us.” She motioned to the hand practicing in the yard below.

Melissa and Nius exchanged glances and smiled.

Melissa and the rest of the governor’s hand arrived in the city gardens just northeast of the main gate.

The flowers were in bloom, many of kinds that could not grow in the north. Melissa and the rest of the hand spread out, each carrying the scroll given to them by Lady Nasibron. Lady Nasibron stayed in the center with Elaine, watching them from a distance. 

She explained the incantations of each scroll to speed their development in mastering their sacra forms. By binding the demon when it emerged, one could gain a shortcut to mastery. Most teachers did not train binding the way she did, but it allowed inexperienced students to channel the demonic power faster and more safely.

Lady Nasibron made the signal over her head, shooting a sprite upward so it's song trilled over the garden. The hand went into the motion, reading their scrolls and beginning to make signs to aid the incantations with the binding tools each had chosen.

Melissa carried her spear. She spun the weapon like a wheel while chanting. Focusing on the center the wheel, she noticed the motion at the ends of the spear drove the motion in center. Her focus allowed her to see the demon a little, her face hidden by an iron mask, even the eyes. Her demon’s head resembled a helmet, one that concealed the entire demon's essence, a little like the demon they fought at the well.

She could not quite make the demon materialize despite her focus. She kept on spinning the spear and chanting. Eventually, she took a break to rest and breathe. She planted the butt of the spear on the garden path. 

Not far away, Hilos rolled his dice on the ground. He chose dice as his binding tool, Melissa thought, because he enjoys games of chance as much as his locks. Hilos chose his tools by preferences from his past life. Melissa and the rest had less experience to draw on but each chose something similar. Melissa had her spear, Suya her swords, and Kelt his oar and scrimshaw craft. Even Niu used a family locket for her binding tool.

Each scroll kept unrolled by suspension between wooden rods, gleaming with the iridescent energy a demon nearly surfacing. They made it close but none of them broke through on the first or second day.

On the third day, Melissa’s hope waned. She and the others still moved and spoke with purpose, investing their sprites into every word and gesture made to call their demons closer to the surface of the scrolls and to the spirit. When the demon emerged, if they could grasp the power, they could take demonic forms while retaining the will to control the entities they became.

Melissa and Hilos exchanged glances, working closely together. 

Hilos changed.

He grew longer and taller, his bent back straightened. Melissa’s eyes widened as Hilos became a demon. Long black limbs extended. He picked up the pair of dice and looked at them. A smile split the wide mouth that stretched across the demon’s face.

Melissa retreated instinctively, surprised that Hilos managed the transformation the fastest.

She tried to pick out where the essence of the demon ended and Hilo began but couldn’t see it. He quickly gathered a fine mist around his sacra form.

“A sacra form, well done. Come here, students.” Lady Nasibron motioned the rest of the hand toward Hilos.

They all approached cautiously.

Hilos spoke with the demon's voice.

“I feel more powerful than I have in years.”

“As you should,” said Lady Nasibron, “demons do not age. When you take your sacra form all the years you’ve spent as a mortal return to you and lend additional power to your essences.”

“If that is so,” said Melissa. “Then Deckard Hadrian must have an amazing sacra form.”

“Lord Hadrian does not have a sacra form.”

“Too bad,” said Niu softly.

They gathered around Hilos to watch how he controlled the demon. He maintained the sacra form for a long while as the others worked close by. When they’d retrieved their binding tools before training that morning, Hilos had told Melissa that when he rolled the dice he could focus more on retaining his sacra form based on his emotions. How he feels about the result the dice roll must matter.

“What if you get a double?” Melissa asked. “In fortune-telling, that’s a jinx.”

“I know. Doubles may be my weak point,” Hilos admitted.

“Doubles would render the demon stronger according to the script of his sacra scroll.” Elaine walked over to them. “If they also feel unlucky to you, doubles could make it harder to control your sacra form, Hilos.”

“If only I was not allowed to roll a double,” the old knight murmured.

“Potentially, we can control that.” Melissa tapped her chin.

“Control random die?” said Niu. “How?”

“Dice aren’t completely random,” said Melissa. “If we manipulate them with our sprites, we could-”

Lady Nasibron shook her head.

“That would be more dangerous than you think. Every demon scroll contains a contract. One must have the intention of meeting the demon’s requirements. Cheating the demon is a sure way to anger such an entity and keep it from, surfacing.”

Kelt whistled.

“Typically it is wise not to leave any opening for the demon to gain power from you. However, with random instruments like dice, there are always trade-offs to be made.”

“Chance always plays a part,” said Elaine. “We work to minimize that element.”

“Very good, student,” said Lady Nasibron.

Elaine seemed so distant to Melissa lately, but at least she helped them train. After the night of the attack, she always seemed distracted.

Melissa went back to spinning her spear. The group gradually abandoned clustering around Hilos and went back to their studies. When her sacra form refused to come that day, Melissa began to grow impatient. She continued to spin the spear for an hour after the others left. Eventually, she stopped, exhausted.

She trudged back toward the palace, hoping there would still be food. I need to master the scroll, whatever it takes.

Melissa climbed the hill toward the citadel. Halfway up she encountered Alma, the guild member present at the restaurant when she met with Giles. The guild mage stood in the street, a shawl about her head, calling someone on a rooftop.

“When you see them, be prepared to warn me immediately.”

A voice answered from above, belonging to Peter, the messenger.

“I will do so, guild mage.”

Melissa approach Alma along the street.

“What's going on?” she asked.

Alma glanced at her.

“Melissa Dorian, I suspect you're not used to guild protocols, considering when you left the guild.”

“I was only enrolled for a week before I was expelled for protecting my brother.”

“I’m familiar with the story,” Alma said. “Most of Giles’ friends are now.”

Melissa frowned.

“How embarrassing. May I ask what protocol you’re engaged in?”

Alma motioned to the building where Peter stood on the roof.

“It is protocol to regularly sweep the streets for criminals. Especially after the attack on the palace, the guild’s agreement with the governor had placed us all on high alert.” 

“You're out hunting for lawbreakers? I see.”

“Saboteurs could be anywhere,” said Alma, “along with other enemies of the governor.”

“You still patrol, despite the tension between the guild and the governor's palace?”

“Of course,” said Alma. “I must fulfill my role, and the guild must remain useful or we have no argument to keep the governor from moving abandoning our contract.”

“That's surprisingly reasonable,” said Melissa, “What do you think you'll find today?”

“Perhaps nothing. I doubt those raiders will return so soon after the battle at the palace. Though their attack involved few attackers, all were highly skilled mages or warriors.”

Melissa sighed and nodded. She remembered Saben in the feasting hall, fighting alongside the man in the mask called Folt. She disliked the thought that Saben and even the young boy had sided with the attackers. Melissa looked at Alma, a question forming in her mind.

“May I help you two?”

“Help us patrol?” Alma shrugged.

“I am a member of the governor’s hand. I must do what I can to ferret out her enemies.”

“If you like, feel free to assist us. Though I suspect we’ll all be bored this evening.”

“Perhaps true, but better to be bored doing something then simply waiting to recover from today’s training.”

“What were you training?” Alma asked.

“Sacra forms,” Melissa said in a low voice.

Alma’s eyebrows raised.

“Truly?”

Melissa nodded.

“Lady Nasibron thinks if I have a sacra form I’ll perform better in the duel.”

“It’s possible.” Alma’s eyes widened. “Most magisters never take on a sacra form. It seems dangerous for a student mage to try.”

Peter called from above them. 

“Nothing to see here.”

“We’ll move on to the next one,” Alma called back. “I'll keep you moving over the rooftops.”

Alma’s sprites raced out and rushed into Peter. The magic enhanced his movements. He leapt from rooftop to rooftop, moving across the city quickly with Melissa and Alma trailing behind. They swept the entire district before afternoon turned to evening. 

Melissa, even more tired than before, started toward the palace. When she arrived she found dinner in the feasting hall canceled for another night, still cautious of another attack.

Melissa joined Niu and her brother Tal and went out into the city. They searched for food in the few marketplaces still selling for the day.

Not long after dark, the three of them found seats in a tavern. Fish and vegetables from the fields joined few apples from the orchards on the table between them.

“You know,” Melissa said, “I think that guild mage, Alma, might be all right.”

“She is against the guild master,” said Niu.

Tal shrugged.

“If she helps you, Melissa, then she's doing well by me.”

Niu giggled.

“Of course we can use all the help we can get. We need it.”

Melissa nodded.

“If I don't master my sacra form soon. I could be in trouble.”

“Melissa,” said Niu, “don't put everything on your back.”

Melissa looked at her friend, a question written on her face.

“You’re taking on too much,” said Niu.

Tal nodded.

“Of course you two agree.” Melissa frowned. “But what about the others?”

Niu shook her head.

“Even the most trained among us, Hilos, wouldn't take on the guild master.”

“The guild master,” said Melissa, “isn't my only worry.”

Tal snorted.

“He should be.”

“No,” said Melissa, “I'm more concerned about that man, Saben, who attacked with the others.”

“Those five caused us all a lot of grief,” said Niu

“Yeah,” said Melissa softly. “I think we need to finish them, next time we meet. Kadatz isn't my enemy. He's practice.”

Niu laughed.

“How can I disagree with tough talk like that?”
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Saben

The eyes of Azel peered at Saben from the scroll. He had coaxed the demon this far. After weeks of training at the farm, he and the others were growing tired and hungry. Yet, Saben was close. Azel approached the surface and he could draw the demon out further with a little more effort. He chanted the incantation again and again.

Azel and the scroll shifted, turning attention toward Saben. He grinned. Sweat beaded on his forehead. Early morning light filtered through the treetops. Saben grimaced with joy. He had taken all night to get to his position, standing, chanting, and enduring every moment.

As the sun rose higher he completed the task.

Azel joined him, the demon's power swelling his body. Muscles moved, grew and shifted to allow new limbs to take shape. The demon became him and he became the demon.

He looked at his form, examining the clawed hands and the additional set of arms sprouting from below his thicker upper set. His enormous new frame shifted experimentally, testing his weight. His feet sank into the soil and the grass of the undergrowth with his mighty mass now pushing on them.

Azel.

Saben, the demon replied. You have awakened me.

I need your power, Saben thought at the demon.

Indeed.

The image of the black starry face of the pale demon from his destroyed village appeared in Saben’s mind, sent to him by Azel.

You, Saben thought, you saw it?

“Through you,” said Azel, a low voice audible in his mind. “You showed me everything there was to see about him from his cruelty to his power. I know you want to defeat him.”

Saben glowered with demon eyes at the cloudless sky. The sun seemed dimmer, the light weaker.

He picked up the scroll and then folded it carefully with clawed fingers. He turned and marched from the forest clearing, toward the house. A sound behind him, different from the rustling of his passage through the foliage made him turn. Over his thorny, demonic shoulder, he saw shapes moving in the forest, dozens of forms marching.

These demon’s forms were not like his. These forms were sleek, ranged from pale gray to almost blue in coloration and handsome by human standards. They appeared almost like men, yet, Saben knew, these were not human at all, but maladrites, a kind of demon from the city on world’s innermost ring.

“Not a kind of demon,” said the demon within Saben. “No, those are my enemies. They are called Dominus Maladrites.”

Dominus?

Azel sent his voice to speak in Saben’s ear.

“You and I, are both foes of the maladrites. Him you perceived at your village was neither a demon or human, but maladrite similar to these.”

A maladrite?

“You've heard of them,” said the demon, “But in your land, maladrites and demons are both rare.”

Are these the same ones?

“Yes,” said Azel. “Now be silent. Be stealthy. We must avoid their detection.”

Saben sent to the demon, if you're strong enough, why don't we just defeat them?

“I could defeat them easily in my original form,” said the demon, “but together, we aren't yet ready.”

Saben glowered into the forest with his demon eyes. He sent nothing to the demon in reply.

The two of them shrank back, hiding among the trees. Though now almost tall as some of the smaller ones, Saben easily folded into the shape of a smaller demon using Azel’s instinctive talents. He hid amid the branches of one of the thickest trees. From his hiding place, he watched the maladrite force emerge. One by one the maladrites and accompanying vakari soldiers passed through the clearing.

These must be the forces of Nassio, thought Saben.

“Indeed,” said the demon inwardly.

They watched as the maladrites made a path through the overgrown farmstead. They did not move toward the house, but toward Soucot to the south.

Saben watched the column march. They were mostly lizard men without wings, vakari commoners. Only a handful of Maladrites called Dominus marched among them. Toward the end of the column, opposite where a mortal commander would ride, came the void-faced creature with the thin mouth below a dome of blackness as his only facial feature. He wore a heavy cloth about his waist but no other garments. He moved, spindly limbs slipped easily between the trees. 

That is my enemy.

Azel reached out to Saben and held his heart, keeping him quiet. Saben wanted to shout at that maladrite, wanted to destroy the entire column with his wrath and the demon's might empowering his voice.

“Not yet,” said Azel.

Saben grimaced. His jaw ached from displeasure.

He remained where he stood. The enemy army of maladrites and lizard men marched toward Soucot. 

“Maladrites,” Azel said, “are the enemies of demons. However, neither of us are typically enemies of mortals. If these maladrites would make war on a human city, they are truly brazen.”

He has mortal allies, Saben thought.

“Indeed,” said Azel, “the maladrites are more dangerous, but the mortals form the bulk of the force.”

“How do mere mortals compare to maladrites?” Saben asked.

“Most of them probably don’t wield magic,” said Azel, “A regular Dominus may not be a match for their winged mages.”

“That’s not a large army,” said Saben. “If they have enough mages they could cause a lot of damage to Soucot.”

“Do you want to do something about it?” Azel asked.

Saben frowned toward the farmhouse.

“We need to get the others, then we need to go back to Soucot.”

Folt

Folt and his team arrived in Soucot. The boat carrying them had been a swift clipper, not the leaky hulk they’d abandoned before going to Kanor. The harbormaster must be looking for how they escaped after their attack on the palace. Folt doubted stealth would remain important much longer.

Folt, Heen, and Uigara made their way down the gangplank in heavy clothes to hide from the passersby. They stepped onto the dock, leaving Deel and Rina on board to watch the ship.

The ship was small with only a handful of other crew for the sea voyage.

Rina could control the wind well enough to move them toward shore. Heen could manage the same feat. Children, Folt thought, wonderful.

The three of them made their way into the city. Their distraction needed to begin as soon as possible. Folt and his team were here to make the pain last. 

They approached the mercenary tavern. A red-haired man let them in. They approached the bar and waited for the bartender, to turn and see them. Eric grimaced at them.

“I told you to never come back here.”

“I know,” said Folt, “but I have need of muscle.”

“None of the mercenaries here will work for you after what you did,” said Eric. “We’re a proud Tancuonese establishment. We aren't going to serve some brute from Kanor.”

“Oh, of course not,” said Folt, “but I don't require your willingness to serve me.”

“What are you saying?” Eric reached for a weapon under the bar.

“I'm talking,” said Folt, “about this.” He produced Aduwe's dream stone from his pocket. The stone glimmered in deep blues and purples, containing a light all its own.

He turned to Uigara and Heen.

“Protect me for a moment.

Uigara’s twin swords emerged from her cloak with a hiss.

Heen took up a fighting stance beside Folt. His fists were all he needed to wield his magic.

Mercenaries around the room got up from their tables. They approached the three at the bar. Eric raised his hidden club. Rather than looking makeshift, the club had patterned metal ball on the striking end.

Eric set the mace’s end on the bar, holding the grip tight.

“Get out.”

Folt smirked.

“When you come with us.”

Eric snarled. He hefted the mace. Folt cast the dream stone upward in his palm. The stone’s inner light caught in Eric's eyes. The dream stone allowed Aduwe to control victims of weak will from a distance. 

Eric dropped the club. The weapon landed with a clunk, denting the wood of the bar.

“Excellent,” said Folt, “it worked.”

He turned to Join Heen and Uigara facing the crowd of mercenaries. Rather than raise a weapon or brandish his dragon-fire, he held up the stone. One by one the mercenaries fell under the spell. They turned against each other at first, lashing out at those who had not yet fallen to the stone’s power. The more he wielded Aduwe’s power, the more the odds turned in Folt’s favor. 

Folt pushed himself away from the bar, walking among the battling mercenaries. He moved among confidently until every survivor was in his thrall. Aduwe, you cursed genius, Folt thought. Such power. He and the Fist would indeed be making their surprise count. These mercenaries would serve as their force to attack the northern gate. They would let in whatever maladrites and vakari raiders they could and then, Folt thought, the city would be much less able to defend when the fleet arrived. Such battles were necessary for them to achieve their great mission for their true master.

The great drake, Voratome made Folt’s stomach rumble from within as he considered the potential of their success. Folt could go free.

Folt agreed, that Voratome Drake, might indeed be happy to free Folt once they won the battle. When Voratome Drake’s scion walked the land, the greater demon would no longer need Folt to eat for him.

Like his ancient ally, Gorsheva, Drake was a greater demon. Unlike Gorsheva, he still lived and unlike Gorsheva, he was clever. He planned everything as long as any mortal could recall. Every plan he wielded in the city led to the world well under the governor's palace.

To imagine anyone thinks the place remains secret, Folt thought with a smirk.

Folt finished controlling the last mercenaries. He had them clean off the bar, then turned to the red-haired man. The little man nodded to him. They were all under the spell now. Aduwe controlled her pawns from afar, but her power was more limited in person. She had matters to attend to in Nassio. The king, once broken, was coming.

Folt clucked his tongue.

“All right,” he said, “Prepare yourselves. We are going to to the north gate. It is ours to take.”

He let he mercenaries out of the building little by little. They would cause no suspicion that way. Eventually, they would meet up at the gates and then the city would be in trouble.
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Melissa

Melissa, Niu, and Alma trained sacra forms the next day until they lost track of time. Alma was not as adept or studied as Elaine, but her attention to detail helped them as much as their friend could in different ways. Niu eventually got close to mastering her sacra form, taking a wispy, pale demon’s shape for a moment. She struggled as the demon’s presence faded. The bells rang in the gatehouse near the gardens. The three of them stopped practicing, turned, and looked.

The garden and the north gate were adjacent to each other. Something approached the gate.

They moved toward the mass of shapes, weapons readied. In case of danger, Melissa carried her spear extended ahead of her. She’d not mastered the sacra form or even managed to transform.

Enemies were approaching the gate when the three of them arrived.

Melissa shouted a warning as she stopped spotted the first reptilian vakari warrior emerged from the tree line of the orchard. The trees allowed the vakari to get very close, almost reaching the gates themselves before being noticed.

Among them, were pale figures, as tall as humans, but more finely-featured than any man Melissa had ever seen.

Alma shook her head.

“Oh no.”

Niu nodded.

“I'll go for help,” she said, “I can get over the walls easily.” 

“No,” said Alma, “I’ll go. I’m faster.”

“You want to bet?” Niu said.

“I don’t want to argue,” said Alma.

“One of you go,” said Melissa. “Whoever stays needs to fight.”

“Sure,” said Niu. “I’m with you, Melissa.”

Alma nodded at them. She sprang over the walls. Boosted by her sprites and banes, she managed to reach the side, then bounced to the top. The maneuver was swift and hard to follow visually, but Melissa could have done the same.

Alma reached the parapet and then darted into the city.

Melissa and Niu hung back from the gate, watching the more-than-two-dozen reptilian vakari gathered outside. With them, a group of the pale human-like figures stood as pallid pillars among them.

Finally, emerging from the tree line, came purple-tinged pale man, similar the others fine-featured maladrites, but with sagging, melted-looking features. He carried a massive sword over his shoulder.

For a moment, Melissa was reminded of Saben because of the sword, but there was no sign of him among these creatures. Even a traitor, or a foreigner, would not likely serve alongside demons and lizard men so easily.

Saben remained an enigma. Melissa could not guess what the man would do. However, the purple maladrite wasn’t him. Judging by the song from his heart only sprites dwelt within his center.

Banes made up a demon's heart, and sprites comprised the hearts of their rivals.

Niu glanced at Melissa.

“What are they?” She indicated the pale men.

“I think they’re maladrites,” said Melissa, “I’ve read about them.”

“You read a lot,” some Niu, “I’m still surprised you know about these guys.”

“They live in the city on the ring,” said Melissa. “Or so the books say.”

A shadow passed overhead. A form thumped into the foliage behind them.

Melissa turned. She raised her spear. Deckard Hadrian emerged from the tree line. His iron robe swished soundlessly.

“You two,” said Deckard, “what are you doing here?”

“We were training,” said Niu.

Melissa nodded.

“We came when we heard the bell at the gate.”

“The alarm bell,” said Deckard, “The gatehouse is under attack.”

“I know what the bell means.” Melissa frowned. “I just don't know how they got here so fast?”

“Likely they sneaked in from the north after landing on on the shore in some unattended place. With coasts as long as Lowenranes, it is difficult to defend the entire land from landfall.”

Melissa frowned.

“These creatures are here at the behest of the king of Nassio.”

“They’re his servants,” said Deckard, “at least for now.”

“What do you mean?” asked Melissa. “For now?”

“I mean,” said Deckard, “they are not all his servants directly. Those maladrites.” He pointed at the pale men. “They are likely servants of something greater.”

“Greater than a king?” asked Niu.

“A greater demon or something similar, perhaps,” said Deckard.

“Maladrites serve demons too?” Melissa’s brow furrowed.

“Sometimes,” said Deckard, “but mostly they simply pay heed to orders. They are creatures of law, unlike the demons.”

Melissa glanced at the crowd of vakari warriors by the gates. 

“They're waiting for something, aren't they?”

Deckard nodded.

“Evidently,” he said.

The gate’s heavy doors cracked and then began to open. The gears ground steadily. The rumbling of the movement drove birds to flight. The bells rang heavily in the tower. Then came silence.

Deckard glanced at Melissa and Niu.

“Melissa, do you think can hold here?”

“Against all of them?” asked Melissa. “Not forever.”

“I need to go,” said Deckard, “I need to investigate what happened to the guards at the gate.”

“Niu?” asked Melissa.

“We’ll be all right,” said her friend.

“I hope so,” said Deckard. “Good luck.” 

He took to the air, sailing upward toward the gatehouse.

Melissa and Niu remained in their hidden position.

The two of them held their weapons, Melissa her spear and Niu her sword, at the ready. Niu had taken to carrying the blade after their first few weeks of training. She was more proficient with the staff, but the sword made more people pause.

The two of them waited in the shadows of the foliage near the gate, out of range of the vakari’s hearing and hopefully from that of the maladrites. The maladrites and lizard man started to move toward the open gate. They would enter the city in moments. Deckard was absent for the moment. Melissa glanced at Niu.

“We need to do something,” she said.

“You know what I said earlier,” said Niu, “about you taking on too much?”

Melissa shrugged.

“What if the city is breached.”

Niu grimaced.

“I meant you’re trying to be a hero. It sounds great and all,” she said, “until you die trying.”

Melissa braced herself on her spear then rose to her full height. She marched out from the trees. Niu joined her, sword in hand. They advanced on the reptilians and the maladrites.

Melissa called out to them.

“Halt! Not one more step!”

Niu grunted from beside Melissa. The two braced as a lizardman turned, and prowled toward them. The lizardmen carried short blades and nets, but none of them appeared to have long spears or bows. Two of them with wings took the air. Those two quickly ascended to circle overhead, both resembling the assassin that attacked the governor. The vakari from Nassio would attack, and Melissa and Niu must fight.

The reptilian in the lead, called to them, in Tancuonese, his voice carrying a heavy accent.

“Women, surrender,” he said. “You are not our concern. Flee now and you may survive.”

Niu answered with a glare. Melissa shook her head.

“How about you come to us, first,” She said.

The reptilian creature’s face split into a grin.

He waved the other toward his sword. Six or seven reptilian soldiers raced toward Melissa and Niu. They readied their weapons. The spear pierced one lizard man through the throat. He went down and Melissa pulled weapon back, aiming for another target. Even as she did so, she ordered her sprites and her banes to enhance her muscles, drawing the iron from her heart into her limbs.

Niu's sword broke another vakari’s weapon before the point could strike Melissa. The two of them fought, facing down the reptiles one at a time, then two at a time. More vakari join the battle and the two of them retreated a short distance. Now, a good dozen more joined the original group of vakari at the gate. Despite having felled three of them in quick succession, Melissa only saw their numbers grow.

“Hadrian has to come back,” said Niu through her teeth.

“Don't count on him,” said Melissa, “He’s always gone when the fighting starts.”

They fought as hard as they could, holding the lizardmen at a distance. Melissa’s electricity flickered along her spear. She drew lines and wards to trip enemies. Electricity jolted at any reptilian who drew too close. Niu used what electricity she could manage to stun those lizard men who brushed against her sword or arms. Neither she or Melissa held a shield but their magic kept them both alive and swinging over several minutes of fighting.

Lizardmen drew back, finally allowing two of the pale men to step forward. The maladrites each carried two blades.

“Little mortals,” said one of them, “you vakari are as weak as the humans you fight.”

Niu gritted her teeth, breathing hard.

“Who is weak now?”

The two pale men exchanged glances and laughed.

“We are not here to dance with you,” said the maladrite, “we are here to take your lives.”

The two maladrites stepped forward, each set of blades crossed. One of them swung a sword lazily forward to point at Melissa.

Melissa grimaced.

“Which one of you want to go first?” she asked.

The maladrites laughed again.

Melissa held her spear at arms-length in one hand, then channeled her bane shot through it. The iron Bane left her muscles, rendering her weak-kneed and tired. She released the shot at the nearest maladrite. 

The sword he held before her face splintered apart. Metal bent and shattered. The hilt exploded his arm bent back, burning apart. The iron bane ripped his arm from his shoulder, then passed through his chest on one side. The maladrite tumbled to the ground. He gasped for breath, then lay still.

His blood coated the ground. The other maladrite raised his eyebrows.

“You are more impressive than I expected,” he said. He twirled both blades and advanced, though he moved carefully, trying to be elusive in case Melissa could release another bane shot. Melissa maneuvered trying to put herself between the man and the bane she had already released. The maladrite could protect from one side. She needed to time her strike properly.

She thrust with the spear, he blocked with both blades and kicked her backward. She fell onto her back. He spun his blade, preparing to strike. The bane returned to her like a whip’s crack. Iron spirit sliced through the sword whirling toward Melissa's throat. 

The weapon shattered and one fragment gashed Melissa over the eye. The rest of the shards flew past her harmlessly. Niu leapt forward, stabbing at the maladrite's chest with her sword. Maladrite jumped backward, but then Melissa spear caught him in the other shoulder. Blood erupted from a new wound. He staggered back, clutching his arm as he dropped the broken sword.

“You two don't deserve us to play nice.” Niu’s lips drew back in a savage snarl.

“Who wants to play nice?” said Melissa

The maladrite fell to the ground as blood oozed between his fingers. Despite his pale skin, his blood was as bright as that of any human.

“Mortals,” he said. “How dare you?”

Melissa and Niu pressed him, and he retreated toward the mass of reptilian soldiers. Right when he was about to escape, among the vakari, the lizardmen retreated, pointing at the sky.

A flurry of strings made of light erupted from above. She had not noticed Deckard Hadrian's shadow. The maladrite caught several strings through the chest and arms. Deckard swung him upward and slammed him into the city wall.

The maladrite fell twenty hands and crashed to the ground.

Melissa glanced at Niu. Deckard landed in front of them.

“The gatehouse is lost,” he said, “We must hold them here.”

“So you couldn't protect the gatehouse?” said Melissa.

“Not right now,” said Deckard. “In a time like this, we must fight together.”

“Together?” Niu nodded.

Melissa frowned.

“I can agree with that.”

They squared their stances and fought on.

Saben

Saben in his guise as Azel approached the enemy from behind. The starry-faced demon maladrite had not closed with the gate alongside the rest of them. Instead, the soldiers, both reptilian and maladrite battled with two women and a man in an iron robe by the front gate. Saben recognized Melissa, Niu, and Deckard. The gate stood open, but few soldiers were behind it to meet the army. The guards that remained by the gate squared a formation under the opening.

The remaining maladrites and reptiles rushed together toward the gates.

Three fighting outside would not be enough to stop them.

Azel glanced with little eyes at Jaswei and Rond. The two of them followed him through the trees of the orchard.

Jaswei grimaced.

“I can't believe I’m about to say this,” she said, “but we need to step in.”

Saben nodded.

Rond grunted

“After all that city did to me, you think I’ll help protect it?”

“Stay here,” said Saben, his voice a rumbling whisper. He raised himself from their hiding place. His massive demonic frame extended, unfolding from how he had curled up to hide. Limbs, two sets of them, unfurled. One pair picked up his greatsword. The other pair remained open for punching and grabbing. He hoped the demon’s skin was hard.

“My skin is hard as iron,” Azel said in his mind.

I hope it's hard as steel, Saben answered.

Azel offered no reply to that. The two of them rushed as one body toward the fray.
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Saben

He and Azel leapt into the rearguard of the enemy force. The reptilians watching the back of the formation near the orchard trees flew aside. Their bodies broke as they fell. The ground where the bodies fell turned red. Power surged through Saben’s limbs, the strength of a fifteen-foot tall demon, of Azel.

Other lizard men howled and yelled as he ripped through them. With Azel’s power, they fell apart as easily as reeds or stalks of grain. Despite their weapons and teeth, their shields and their scales, the vakari were easy prey. Saben darted among them, ripping individuals apart until they scattered. Even their magic could do nothing to stop his impossibly powerful demon form.

Azel thought to him, “now if only I was using my full strength.”

“What?”

“Of course,” said Azel, “you're only using a small fraction of my power.”

Saben had no more time to question the demon as he struck and hurled bodies away with every blow. His whole frame shook bloodied and vile with murder.

He and Azel proceeded to wreck through the center of the small group of reptilian soldiers. The vakari formation fell apart and they retreated. Except for the maladrites, the enemy had broken.

The trio of remaining maladrite dominus pressed the three at the front of the gate. Saben rushed toward them. Azel bellowed in his mind.

“Not yet!”

Not yet? Saben grimaced.

“No,” said Azel, “you must not let the demon hunter see me.”

If he sees us, Saben thought, he'll know what I did. He'll know you have the scroll’s power.

“Exactly,” said Azel. “Slip away.” 

Saben reluctantly retreated from the fray. He disappeared into the orchard, leaving a bloody trail behind him. As he moved, he sensed through the demon's eyes and ears. Nostrils flared. He detected the presence of more enemies nearby. More maladrites or vakari?

Or simply other creatures?

Saben prowled close to his prey, knowing they could easily be human and harmless. Harmless, meant something different to one with Azel’s power than to an ordinary human.

He prowled through the orchards, spotting people fleeing from the forces of the vakari and the maladrites.

Overhead, a large winged shape swept over the land. It was a massive vakari warrior most likely capable of breathing fire along with flying despite his great size.

A bowami mire dragon, Azel thought, would be an apt test of my powers.

“But it's in the air,” said Saben, “what can we do to it from here?”

“Anything you want,” said Azel, “simply strike and you will have my power at your disposal.”

Saben hesitated, then pressed his feet to the ground. The clawed nails of Azel’s toes dug into the soil. 

He punched himself in the air, leaping above the treetops in a single bound. The land spread out below him. He and Azel hurtled toward the dragon as one. The creature in the air turned toward them. Azel rushed toward the dragon head-on. Flames began to boil in the creature's throat, along with sprite’s incantation.

Saben slammed Azel’s demonic shoulder into the dragons neck.

The dragon sent a gout of flame past them, too slow to act.

Saben brought down his sword, even slicing the dragon across the shoulder. A great wing ripped. Blood issued forth, burning in the air. Saben swung the blade one more time and then drove it into the creature’s back. The dragon lost all altitude and careened toward the ground. Azel, said Saben, is this only a fraction of your power too?

“Indeed,” said Azel.

Saben leapt from the creature’s back before it plowed into the dirt. He landed near the farmhouse. Though they’d been tracking the enemy army for half a day, he wouldn't take long to return to Jaswei and Rond. They would still be near the city gates. He took off running.

Melissa

They fought the maladrites to a standstill at the gate. The force of vakari melted away into the orchards. Deckard called to Niu and Melissa as the maladrites and lizard men retreated. 

“You two, come with me to the gatehouse. We have to make sure we can close the doors. There could be more enemies.”

Niu nodded.

Melissa gripped her spear in nearly numb fingers.

The three of them climbed the wall with the aid of their magic. Deckard did not so much scale as simply float up the barrier. At the top, they approached the gatehouse. The battlements were strewn with fallen city guards. Most appeared to have died fighting. Among them lay the bodies of mercenaries in various states of pain and death. Fights against bandits on the merchant caravans would rarely be so bloody. Niu covered her mouth at the sight. Melissa’s iron bane helped her process the slaughter without her stomach turning over.

They picked their way through the carnage to the gatehouse door. Deckard pried the passage open, breaking part of the wooden frame in the process. The gate mechanism was jammed open with a massive rod stuck between the gears.

“Whoever opened the gate must have done this,” Deckard said.

He approached the iron rod and began to pull on it. His sprites and banes cut into it until the metal split apart. Shards flew out of the gears.

“How did he do that?” Niu said in wonder.

Melissa frowned.

“Deckard seems strong, but no one is strong enough to break a metal bar like that.”

Especially not when it’s stuck in the gears of the gate.

“How did you do that, my lord?” asked Niu.

“I'm not your lord,” said Deckard, turning to Niu. “My feather magic can lighten any load.”

“You can make it light as feathers?” Melissa asked.

Deckard nodded.

“The gate can close now,” he said. “We must keep watchful while the guards secure the area.”

Melissa nodded.

They went outside as Alma returned with a handful more magisters and a large contingent of city guards. Suya led a team of mage guard alongside them. Good to see everyone working together.

The gates secured, Melissa, Niu, and Deckard had time to rest.

The battle lasted mere minutes, but blood now coated the ground before the gate. Dozens of bodies littered the ground with more on the wall. From the parapet of the city, Melissa gazed into the orchard and made out the shapes of dozens of lizard men ripped to shreds by some unknown force.

“What was out there?” she asked.

Deckard shrugged.

“I don't know,” he said.

Niu frowned.

“Whatever it was may have saved us.”

“Perhaps,” said Deckard, “but don't undervalue yourself. The maladrites retreated because of you two.”

“The vakari are powerful too,” Melissa said, remembering the force of the blow that shattered her world when she shielded the governor.

Deckard nodded.

“I fear the enemy remains closer than we think.”

“Could they be in the city as well?” asked Melissa.

“That’s what I’m afraid of. Most of these mercenaries, I recognize. They’re mostly loners from Soucot. They do odd jobs about the town, like exploration and retrieval from the wilderness and ruins nearby. It wouldn't be normal for them to attack suicidally to help outsiders.”

“I understand. They may have been hard-luck mercenaries, but they weren't insane.”

“Correct, Melissa,” said Deckard. “None of them served the king of Nassio as far as I knew.”

“The king...do you know where he is?” Melissa asked Deckard.

“I did. The king of Nassio lives to the north in the warmth of the swamplands. He may approach soon if we aren't careful. For all I know, having been distracted these past few weeks, he may be on the move already.”

“Well and true,” said Melissa. “If he is, we’ll be in more serious battles than today.”

Deckard looked calm.

“I never want to see another battle in Lowenrane,” he said. “But you live long enough...” He trailed off.

“You live long enough?” said Niu.

“I’ve lived too long,” he said, “Any philosopher could tell you why.”

Melissa shrugged.

“Don't be too sad,” she said, “We saved a lot of people today and you saved us, I think.”

Deckard smirked at her.

“Of course,” he said, “what would people do without their immortal protector?”

Melissa wrinkled her nose.

“Forgive me for saying,” she said, “but you can leave the sarcasm.”

He shrugged, his false mirth gone.

“Just because I'm sad doesn't mean we didn't do well today. You two have grown into strong mages.”

Katie flushed. Melissa raised an arm and set it on the parapet. They looked over the orchard together. Among the trees, people picked their way through the battlefield. They weren’t all scavengers. Most of them probably tended the great orchards north of Soucot.

Deckard frowned. His gaze followed Melissa's view over the crenelations.

“Those people will need help if they’ve been displaced.”

He took the air once again. Leaving Melissa and Katie on the wall, Deckard, Hadrian glided toward the orchard.

Deckard

Deckard touched down among the people in the orchard. He asked them a few questions, but mostly he helped them move into the city. They were keepers of the plants, as he’d thought. He led them to the gates, then helped them into the city. Negotiating for people with innkeepers for their nightly rates was the best he could for them at the moment. They would have their homes back if he had his say, but for the moment the vakari had moved in the from the north. They may not be numerous on land, but they were dangerous to people. Deckard wished he could do more.

Being a demon hunter did not mean much when one's foes weren’t demons. He was capable of defending himself, but others?

He let the mortals deal with most of the trouble most of the time. However, at a time like these, he wished he could do more and knew he had to try. He had more power than almost anyone in the southlands. Lowenrane besides the governor was a poor part of the land of mercy. Jediketz, the fallen empire, had all but neglected the place completely. Even the roads in the southernmost riverland were pre-conquest. 

He decided then and there he would defend Soucot as long as he could. Zalklith Once-Broken, the king of Nassio, must fall before Deckard could leave. He disliked being tied down, but with how aggressive Zalklith’s forces were acting, he doubted both of them would survive the season.

A shame, for they had once been friends.

Deckard scowled as he took to the air once more. Flying to Nassio once again was possible, but there were no guarantees Zalklith would be there. He could miss too much overnight. Deckard watched as the sun set and the city closed its doors one by one. All the while, the one who never slept flew through the night.
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Elaine

Healers set to work among fallen guards and wounded peasants from the orchards. Elaine and her aunt went with them. They did what they could, using their witch powers to mend what wounds they could close with magic. As witches, they could also nullify the wasting attacks of the vakari mages. Elaine wished she and her aunt had been there faster, having taken hours after the attack to arrive at the gateway. Just within the gate, a triage had been set up. Two dozen guards and at least twenty civilians were being treated for serious wounds.

Wounds and death. The coming battles offered worse than Elaine thought she could stomach. Even as she worked, she heard the guards gossiping about the onset of another war with the vakari. The war with Kanor was long gone, but everyone recalled it in their city’s historical memory. When the Kanori struck, the Tancuonese struck back and both sides suffered terribly.

Elaine made her way through the triage to find her aunt once more. She stopped by a guard, wounded during the fight.

“Do you need water?”

“Thank you, yes.”

She retrieved a skin from a cart. After giving the water to the guard, she found Lady Nasibron inspecting the gate. Her aunt looked the structure up and down, walking through it. Sh tested the essences of the wards infused into the building’s stones.

Unlike demon stone or other superior materials used in the older parts of the cities in much of the lands of mercy, the gate was almost mundane. Invested with Banes to protect itself from breaking and sprites to ease its workings, the huge door remained deceptively strong. Duplicity had opened the gate that day, not magic.

“What you think we should do?” Elaine asked her aunt.

“We must rain our mages faster. The hand needs to be ready when the forces of Nassio arrived in earnest.”

“You’re certain they’re coming?”

“They could be here any day,” said Lady Nasibron. “We don't know when. We only know we have to be ready when they arrive.” She turned to Elaine. 
“If another battle comes, please remain in the palace. That will be the safest place in the entire city.”
“I can fight like Melissa and Niu did today. They protected people.”

“It is my role to protect you before anyone else.”

Elaine grimaced.

“That’s ridiculous if you'll excuse me saying, Lady Nasibron.”

Lady Nasibron furrowed her brow.

“This time, very well. But hold your tongue next time you think of speaking so to me.”

Elaine shook her head in frustration. She marched off through the city. Anger filled her, fueled by her aunt’s treatment of the other student mages. Elaine tutored and trained them. She knew as much as they did, perhaps more.

She could be as useful in battle as any of the hand. She fumed silently. A short distance from the citadel, a voice stopped her in her tracks. The cry of greeting sounded almost musical, backed as it was by a choir of dissident banes.

She turned to find Lakses standing in the street nearby. He wore his half-moon mask and back cowl.

His mantle and robe concealed most of his form, but she knew he was as powerful and muscular as Deckard Hadrian beneath that robe.

“Elaine,” he said, “it’s you.”

“And you,” said Elaine.

“Are you going to run away from me?”

Elaine stared at him.

“I don't know.”

Lexi shrugged his shoulders. His bulky form moved with surprising grace as he approached her.

“I didn't mean to be so sudden before.”

She nodded.

“I know that's not who you are.”

“You're right.” He smiled.

“I know I can trust you,” said Elaine. “You didn't chase after me when I ran.”

“Chasing a witch through the streets of Soucot at night,” said Lakses, “would not present good odds of survival.”

She smiled slightly.

“You think, with your essences, that I could stop you?

“Yes,” he said. “But I would never hurt you, regardless.”

“As I wouldn't want to hurt you,” said Elaine.

“Yes, but you would,” said Lakses, “If you thought you had to.”

“Perhaps.” She clutched her hands together. “Why did you call to me?”

“I wanted to talk to,” said Lakses. “Now I’ve done that.”

“Is there anything else you want to say?” Elaine asked.

“Only to apologize.”

“Lakses,” said Elaine, “Please don't make today the end of us.”

“Today is not the end of anything.”

Elaine smiled after him as he vanished into the crowd moving around them.

Melissa

She picked her way toward the palace after dark. The food she'd eaten in the city with Niu and Alma felt leaden in her belly. She had killed many while the sun was high that day, though far less than whatever devastated the vakari forces in the orchard. Yet, the threat of Nassio weighed heavy on her mind.

Melissa and the rest of the defenders had done their best. The forces of Nassio would surely be greater when they returned and Melissa had other worries as well. The new threat of Nassio did not cancel her coming duel with guild master Kadatz.

She would face him, all too soon, and when she did, she had to defeat him, sacra form or not. She swore she wouldn't kill him if she had the choice, though he deserved pain for his actions. He’d not made the original decision to ban her from magic like his predecessor, Jossetz. Kadatz only enforced the ban in his place.

Alma thought Kadatz might have secretly toppled the former guild master. Melissa doubted that theory because of the man’s loyalty to his predecessor’s wishes.

She arrived at the palace. The gate guards watched silently as she passed. No doubt they were used to her by now. Everywhere else, she attracted suspicion and looks of wonder and fear from people who recognized her. Unlike in older days, when she'd been unknown except among the magister’s guild, Melissa carried a reputation. She’d fought alongside Deckard Hadrian at the gate. She defended the city with spear and spell. She hoped more people would accept her practice of magic, but she would keep training either way.

Sacra form or not when she faced Kadatz she felt certain she would need it to survive another battle with Nassio.

She found her way up to her room. There, sitting on the balcony, she found Deckard Hadrian, legs folded and eyes closed.

He didn’t sleep because he was the immortal demon hunter. Perhaps he rested his mind while he waited.

“Deckard,” said Melissa.

“Melissa Dorian,” said Deckard, eyes still closed. “It's good you survived the battle today.”

“I'd say so,” said Melissa. “You have anything else to say? I’m tired.”

Deckard opened his eyes slowly, then rose. His robe rippled about him in the breeze.

“Melissa, you must be prepared not only to fight Kadatz. You may have to kill him.”

Her pensive frown quickly became a scowl.

“Why?”

“He is a risk to the city,” the Deckard. “If I told you he endangers everyone by his prohibitions on magic, would you remove him?”

“I don't like killing other humans,” said Melissa. “I’m a guard. I can protect the city if I must.”

“Good,” said Deckard. “I'm not saying he's a traitor. The power he holds out of jealousy is the problem.”

“Who do you think took control of those mercenaries?” asked Melissa. “It would take powerful magic.”

“I haven't found any clues to that, but truly it must have taken a mighty spell because sprites and banes did not drive them directly. Whatever did lies farther away than that.”

“Could they simply have been paid extremely well?”

Deckard shook his head.

“What good is gold when you're dead?”

“Not much,’ said Melissa.

“Indeed,” said Deckard. “Melissa, please, be careful when you’re out. The guild is not the only danger in the city.”

She smirked at him.

“You won’t be rid of me that easily.”
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Saben

Saben trudged up the path toward the abandoned farm. Night would fall before they arrived. Jaswei and Rond trailed a short distance behind him. The three had walked the same road for the better part of the day.

Rushing after the demons made an exhausting task without the raw power of a sacra form. Calling out Azel drained Saben. The demon’s abilities allowed him to chase down the maladrite raiders, but they all suffered as a result.

Jaswei, despite her conditioning from training in Naje and her time as a mercenary appeared close to collapsing by the time they came within view of the farm’s trees. Rond sagged but somehow kept his feet as well.

“We're almost there,” Rond gasped. 

“I can't believe it,” said Jaswei.

Saben grunted.

“Can't believe what?” asked Rond. “We’ve walked all day.”

She shook her head.

“Not that we’re almost back,” she said. “I still can't believe you drew out the demon. Saben.”

“Just in time, said Saben. “I know.”

Jaswei frowned at him.

“You aren't exactly friends with the people of Soucot.”

“None of us are,” said Saben. “I could even call them enemies.”

“Then why help them?” Jaswei asked.

“I saw him, the one I need to destroy. He was out there today.” Saben folded his arms. “I can't thank either of you enough.”

“Are you ever grateful?” said Rond.

“It is rare,” said Jaswei.

“Thank you,” Saben said.

Rond nodded, looking too tired to reply. Saben became aware too keenly of his aching muscles.

Jaswei, face flushing, bowed her head to him, in the way Najean nobility did. She had abandoned most of the trappings of her class, even her huge wardrobe after bringing it so far, but despite everything, she carried her origin close.

Saben bowed back to her.

Jaswei’s face turned bright red her.

“That's not how it works.” She waved her hands. “Remember?”

He shrugged. She grabbed for his arm and pulled his hand close.

“You,” she said, looking up at his face, “you saved both of us more than once. We should be thanking you. If those maladrites had found us, who knows what would have happened.”

“I know,” said Saben.

Rond grunted.

Don't say it, he said.

Saben shrugged.

“I’d save you again.”

Jaswei gripped Saben's arm tighter.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Of course.” Saben suspected Jaswei wanted to say something else, but it would've been awkward, with Rond present.

The two of them always spoke to each other as partners, not as lovers.

“Saben,” said Jaswei, “what will we do now?”

“First, we get back to the farm and get some sleep.”

“Agreed.” Rond sighed heavily. 

They trudged on a further.

As they approached the farm Saben spotted flames leaping from the ruin. The roof was on fire.

“Curse it all,” he said, “somebody found us.”

They took off running, Jaswei always the quickest. Rond and Saben trundled after them. They followed the path toward the house. Saben unloaded his sword from the baldric and Jaswei drew weapon banes from her sheath.

The three of them strung out in a line with Jaswei in the lead and Rond in the rear. The house burned among the shadows of surrounding trees. The building blazed.

Saben searched for the cause of the fire. He only found their wagon unharmed with all their gear inside, a short distance away. Jaswei’s luggage, which he’d thought lost when she was captured sat propped against one wheel. Saben’s eyes narrowed. The house burned, but there was no sign of what happened.

Jaswei turned to him.

“What happened?”

“I don't know,” said Saben. “I found your luggage, though.”

Rond called out desperately from behind them.

Saben and Jaswei leapt apart as a hurtling form streaked through the shadows. Illuminated by the lights of the burning farmhouse, Saben made out the shape of Deel as he raced past. The man circled and then turned to face him and Jaswei.

“Now you’ve got nowhere to hide,” the man said, glasses reflecting the fire.

“Why do this?” Saben asked.

“Why? Why, indeed. I was ordered by Folt. He wants you to join us.”

“Join you?” Jaswei said.

“You owe us,” said Deel, “for breaking the attack on the gate today.”

“You were behind that?”

Deel grimaced.

“Don’t ever act against us again.”

“You think you can stop me?” Saben gritted his teeth.

“Consider it just my good advice.”

“You have no idea what you're doing,” Saben said.

“I could say the same about you.” Deel smirked. “And in your case it's true.”

Saben grunted, halfway to bellowing at the man. His most powerful voice could smash the strange man off his feet. 

Rond stood, frozen a short distance away from Deel. Jaswei turned, her glowing blade illuminating her face. She looked fierce.

“Rage,” said Deel, “doesn't suit any of you.”

Ben grimaced, unable to attack Deel from such a distance with Rond so close.

“Good thing that's not a bow.” Deel eyes Jaswei’s blade. “And I doubt your shout can catch me from there, Saben.”

He positioned himself between Saben and Rond with deliberate step.

“What do you want us to do?” Saben asked.

“Join us,” Deel said. “Meet me at the shore north of here tomorrow night.”

“Fine,” said Saben. “We’ll be there.”

“We’ll join the king of Nassio alongside the others. Then we sail for Soucot.”

“When did Nassio get a fleet of ships for an army?” asked Rond.

Deel grinned.

Rond laughed, painfully.

“Of course.” His voice cracked, sounding exhausted. “I should've known. You allied with Kanor.”

Deel’s grin widened in the firelight.

”That's our secret.”

“The Kanori sent a fleet to transport vakari?” said Jaswei.

Deel shrugged.

“I’ll say no more. Meet me by the shore and we’ll find a use for you so you won't perish like the others in Lowenrane.”

“We’ll be there,” said Saben. “Now leave.”

“Temper, temper,” said Deel.

He streaked away in the night as a vanishing blur.

Rond approached Jaswei and Saben.

“We’re going to join them?” he asked.

“I don't know.” Saben looked at Jaswei.

She folded her arms, looking at her returned luggage.

“Should we?” Rond asked.

“I don't think he's serious about killing everyone,” said Jaswei.

“Deel is serious. Curse him, but I think he is.”

“I don't know him but he burned down the farmhouse just to prove a point,” said Rond.

“Right,” said Ben. “Now that I have the scroll’s power, I think it's time.”

Jaswei looked at his face, rare tears appearing at the corners of her eye.

“You make sense,” she said. “That’s what you want.”

“What I want...” Saben muttered.

“You always go off after trouble. It is the truth.” Jaswei sighed.

“Saben,” said Rond. “If you want to go, we can.”

Jaswei’s eye glinted.

“Honestly, I'm up for trouble.”

“Then I am too.” Saben’s lips drew back in a smile.

“What trouble are you looking for, exactly?” said Rond.

“The maladrite without a face,” Saben said. “He destroyed my village and he's working with the Nassini.”

“You saw him today,” said Jaswei.

“Yes,” said Saben.

“You’re revenge,” Jaswei said. “You’re finally close.”

Saben nodded to her.

“Don't be too grateful to me. All I want is to avenge my people.”

Jaswei nodded, her earlier flush and excitement gone.

“We can’t stay here,” she said.

He went to the driver's board. Jaswei brought their horse from where it had been grazing away from the fire, then climbed into the back of the wagon with Saben. They set off, into the night.

Weary and tired of seeing blood on his hands, Saben fell asleep slowly. 

He woke and saw stars over his head, through holes burned by embers in the wagon’s covering. They rolled northeast, toward the coast. Rond sat half-asleep on the driver’s board. Jaswei lay nestled beside Saben, fast asleep.

Her body was warm as a breath. Despite the meager food they all ate while at the farm, she still smelled sweet. He put a hand on her arm, then gently moved it to lie across his shoulders. He drifted off once more, hoping that the quest of his life would soon release him. At last, he felt the need for more, though he still had the mission.

Saben would meet the maladrite without a face. He would fight until the monster had no life left to crush. Curse everything. He would win the battle even if it cost him everything he had.
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Melissa

She woke early and went to prepare for her duel with Kadatz just a day since the battle with at the gate. The enemy had withdrawn in disarray. Now, with guards everywhere throughout the city at night and Lord Tanlos’ order reinforcing the walls, the people of Soucot were nervous. 

And here, she was going to worry them more as she went to face the guild master in a duel. She felt almost foolish to do so, but Rickon Kadatz refused to give up, even for the good of the city. The challenge stood. He and Melissa would face each other.

Fanhedon, as sacra form was named, still eluded her. 

The demon’s eternal nature did not respond to her impatience. Fanhedon turned her back on Melissa at every chance, fleeing back into the scroll and leaving her with nothing. Melissa’s effort had resulted in some progress, but despite everything, the demon remained intransigent.

Melissa wrapped her hands in strips of linen. She took up her spear, and found the binding scripts on it intact and prepared. If she could spin it well she might still take her sacra form. Leaving Fanhedon out, she knew other ways to fight.

She wondered how she would fare against the demon Takyron, when Kadataz assumed his form, frightening question. Despite what knew about the sacra form, Melissa wondered what else Takyron could do. Kadatz new far more magic than Melissa, sacra form included.

She made her way to the square where she would face him. She stood a the edge and studied the area. There was no fountain or statue in the center of the plaza, leaving a clear battlefield. She placed her spear on the stone. Her hand shook slightly as she looked out across the crowd of people surrounding the square. 

They all waited at a safe distance. Mages battled with terrible power. Melissa’s bane spear would still cause too much damage to buildings nearby. She’d have to rely on her cage and electricity to keep the guild master at bay. She doubted Kadatz would feel such a compunction. 

Losing face here could cost him his guild mastership. Kadatz would fight with everything he had, and according to her studies, Takyron was one of the most difficult demons to harm physically.

She doubted herself, but she also trusted her teachers.

Elaine and Niu waved to her from one of the sidelines. She walked to them.

“You two, thanks for coming.”

“Where else would we be?” Niu said.

Elaine nodded.

“I don't know. It’s good to see you both.”

Elaine smiled.

“I know I've been absent a bit lately.”

“Now we’re all together,” said Melissa.

Niu nodded.

“I’m your second but I don't think it's going to come down to me.”

“Hope not,” Melissa said. Because if it came to a second, she thought, I wouldn't be well.

Niu laughed.

“What can one old man do to you?”

“A lot,” said Melissa.

Niu shrugged.

“Don't let him.”

“You'll do well,” said Elaine. “Just remember the basics and try to force him into positions he doesn't like. The more often you do that, the more likely he will assume his sacra form.”

Once he assumes his sacra form, Melissa told herself, that's when I must strike hard.

If Melissa missed Takyron she doubted she would have a chance for a second strike. 

She turned from her friends. Ricklon Kadatz stepped into the plaza opposite Melissa. He held no weapon, but his hands wove intricate patterns before him as he muttered an incantation.

The governor sat on a platform between them on one side of the square. She motioned to her chamberlain. The chamberlain called out in a loud voice

“Witness the duel between Melissa Dorian and Ricklon Kadatz. Whoever shall fall from the circle first shall be defeated and whoever stands fast, victorious.”

Melissa turned over the archaic speech in her mind. The circle, drawn by chalk and stone markers in the center the Plaza was some thirty spans across. 

“The duel shall begin once both challengers enter the circle,” The chamberlain said.

Melissa walked toward the circle, holding her spear loosely, its point in the air.

She and Kadatz approached the circle. They stopped, just outside on either edge and stared at each other.

“I can't believe you challenged me,” he said.

“You're the one who accepted,” said Melissa. “If I’m so small, you wouldn’t have.”

Kadatz offered no reply.

He kept weaving spells between his hands. Whatever he attempted, she needed to be ready to counter.

Melissa stepped into the circle. Kadatz waited on the outside a moment longer. The chamberlain looked at them. His eyes grew large as everyone waited.

The guild master stepped into the circle.

Melissa faced Kadatz, spear forward to protect her while she focused, muttering incantations over and over again to strengthen the electricity sprites throughout her body. In a close-range battle, I may have an advantage.  

Kadatz moved evasively despite the tight space of the circle. She prowled toward him, essences ready. Electricity flickered at her fingertips. One jolt with her new sprites could paralyze a human. She doubted Kadatz would give her an easy shot. She aimed along the spear, keeping it low, to keep her view of Kadatz clear. 

His lips formed the ritual words for separation. Could he still be planning to rob me of my magic? With most of her sprites activated electrically, trying to attack her up close would be his downfall. Separation would result in contact and with charged sprites, shocking him.

Melissa advanced. Kadatz remained on the edge of the circle. If he stayed there Melissa would shove him out.

She got within ten hand spans. Halfway across the circle, Kadatz moved.

He darted to the side. A cloud of essences flickered into view around him, emerging from his body like a wave. 

A combination of wind and mist. The entire circle filled with cloud in an instant. Melissa stepped back, apprehensive. The thick fog inhibited her senses. She couldn’t hear Kadatz’s magic or any essences outside the circle even her spear’s head vanished into the mist.

Kadatz let out a laugh. Melissa couldn’t determine where he stood. He must be circling her, looking for a chance to strike.

She sent out mind sprites to locate him. She found more essence fragments dispersed in drifts throughout the cloud. The large number of them created enough presence to keep Kadatz concealed from her seeking sprites. The entities themselves might not be intelligent, but they could fool each other.

Melissa scowled.

When will he strike and from where?

He might finish her off a single blow if she remained still. Melissa circled, calling upon her knowledge of electricity. Lightning shot through air, but liquid could carry it as well. The material of clouds contained water. Could she shock Kadazt with a sprite without seeing him? She had to try. 

She drew out four Banes, each carrying electricity, and then shot them away, one in front, one behind, and one on either side. They streaked into the mist. She waited for them to travel a short distance, then activated their electrical fields. Jags of lightning jumped through the cloud. 

Charge struck Melissa. The jolt would not be enough to slow herself down but it made her blink. Kadatz must have gotten a similar shock. He would have to guess if she could find him or not. Her banes returned to her. 

Melissa whirled, sweeping her spear in an arc. The spear cut only mist. Kadatz essence returned to him and the mist parted as she moved her spear through it. She spun in the fading fog and found Kadatz standing six hands away. His hands still wove a spell. He shouted and surged toward her. Melissa braced her. Kadatz wouldn’t be foolish enough to charge head-on. He threw himself to one side.

She turned to face him, moving her spear to block his path around the circle. He leapt over the spear’s head and landed on the tiled stonework beyond her reach. Melissa swung the weapon backward, striking Kadatz in the back. The haft cracked against his shoulders. He stumbled forward.

Kadatz and Melissa circled each other. He kept out of reach. Her spear darted forward, aimed for his chest. He laughed as he stepped backward. She released a jolt of electricity from the point of the spear to leap to him. The electrical impulse empowered by her sprite sent Kadatz jagging one side. He shuddered and his laughter died away.

Melissa followed him, grabbing for his arm. She extended the spear to one side to block his movement. He retreated backward out of reach but stumbled. The guild master rolled on his back as another jolt of electricity shot through him. He scrambled out of reach as Melissa slammed the butt of her spear down where he’d fallen. I'm winning, Melissa thought, but he must have set a trap.

Kadatz bounded to his feet, completing his woven incantation. The sound of thunder rumbled above. Lightning made a powerful tool, Melissa knew all too well.

“Lightning,” said Kadatz, “you know, your electrical tricks are simply that. Tricks.”

The cloudy day above them started to coalesce into swirls of storm.

Melissa grunted. Kadatz must have sent a sprite into the cloud layer. Such reach he has. Not one, she realized as she listened for the sound from above. There were three essences up there, and only one sprite with two banes. That could be enough power to...

Melissa jumped backward. A bolt of lightning struck the ground or she been standing. Thunder roared in her ears. Stones blackened. The stench of burnt air filled her nose. She circled, needing to be careful while at the same time completely unpredictable.

The crowd around them was inaudible to Melissa’s ringing ears. Most of them would not grasp the battle full. Until her training, Melissa would have only seen fog and lightning, not any of the gamesmanship going on within the essences and mind.

Behind their eyes, mages contained skills that allowed them to do more than shoot electrical impulses, or control wind and rain. The fog cloud Kadatz had created drifted away as the last of its essence returned to him.

Melissa needed to stop his plan or lightning would strike her with accuracy any second. She had no way of reaching up and disrupting sprites and Banes in the clouds unless...her mind raced as an idea formed.

She raised her spear, drawing out her iron bane. The bane flew into the clouds, aimed straight at the cluster of essences circling in the cloud layer above to form more lightning. The clouds parted above the square with a sonic boom.

Melissa grimaced. She faced Kadatz once more. His disrupted sprites broke apart and fell to join his body once more.

“So you have learned something,” he said.

Melissa glowered.

She rushed at him, spear in both hands. This time, she spun it like a windmill as they closed. He couldn’t dodge the weapon except by retreating and he was just a few hands from the edge of the circle. Kadatz held his ground. He drew all the essence he’d released into himself and transformed as if into mist. Was this Takyron? No, Melissa thought, he matched himself with the clouds. She passed through the wet cloud that was the magister's guild master. Her other hand shot out, sending electricity toward the cloud. 

Kadatz flowed away to the other side of the circle. She rushed at him once more, stopping short to launch electrical banes. The shock caught him as his body reformed into a solid. He staggered, turned, and shot sprite darts tipped by banes from his hands. She caught a dart across the forearm. Another bane sliced through her upper elbow. Her blood flowed freely. She kept her grip on the spear despite the wounds. She switched the spear to her left hand. Her right arm quickly grew numb with pain as she sent her iron bane to close her senses from that arm. Otherwise, the pain would have overpowered her. She folded her arm at her side.

Kadatz grinned.

“So simple. I'm going to take you to pieces.”

Melissa raised the spear in her left hand. She did not aim, but made a slashing motion, sending out two sprites to draw a line. The ward she had used on the floor of the world well cavern should be enough to separate sprites and banes should he attempt to attack with the combined darts again.

She limped around the circle, her electrical impulses flaring, her right side unprotected. She withdrew all her sprites from her wounded arm except for her iron bane. If Kadatz attacked that side. She kept her left side to him.

“A reversed stance,” said Kadatz, “impressive.”

“Kadatz,” said Melissa through gritted teeth. Time to finish this. She pressed him to the side of the circle with her spear. 

Just a hand from the edge, he faced her down. Bane bolts erupted, three this time, each driven by a pair of sprites. The bolts rushed toward Melissa. Her spear spun, empowered by multiple sprites. The wooden handle cut the air, taking down a bolt. It thudded into the stones at her feet. The head of her weapon deflected another bolt from striking her face. The third bane bolt sliced through, missing her by less than a span. She brought the haft of the spear down, smashing into Kadatz’ shoulder. He rushed toward her, essence flickering on his fingertips.

He grasped for Melissa's shoulder. She darted backward, but he gained a hold on her numb shoulder. She twisted in his grip. His other fist struck her stomach.

She gasped. Her insides roiled as if she’d throw up.

She staggered, dropping her spear. She shoved his blow off target. Darting forward, Melissa shoved her numb shoulder into the guild master’s chest, forcing him backward. He stepped onto the circle’s edge, almost out. One more inch and he would lose.

She shoved with all her might. He drove his banes darts into the stone beneath him His feet nailed themselves to the pavement. The stones cracked beneath him.

Melissa staggered back a step. Her right arm hung limp at her side. She faced Kadatz with a grimace on her face.

“It won't be that easy,” said Kadatz.

Melissa grimaced.

“Of course not.”

She marched closer and sent her electrical banes straight into the ground. Where his darts entered the pavement, they conducted electricity to him. Her banes shocked through his limbs. Halfway paralyzed, shaking, he stood on the edge of the line

He spoke a final incantation and then a desperate plea.

“Takyron, help me.”

The demon emerged.

Takyron's face looked like a skull, his body a cloak of shadows. He drifted off the line and into the circle, leaving the electrical surge from Melissa's attack behind. The demon swished toward Melissa like a wraith.

Melissa had read up on spectral demon’s the last few weeks. Such entities moved swiftly and proved immune to most physical attacks. Takyron flew toward Melissa. Her electricity jolt did nothing. She retreated, abandoning her counterattack. Melissa couldn't reach her spear where it lay behind Takyron. Demonic claws tensed with violent intent.

One wound from those and I’m done. 

Her right arm left trails of red on the stones below her.

She turned her back on Takyron and jumped to the edge of the circle.  She landed on the chalk line, then spun on her heel. She faced Tayron once more. The demon rushed toward her.

She faced him down, hands one good hand weaving a ritual spell, the only one she knew could affect the ghostly demon directly, her mind fog. She sent banes forth held together by a lone sprite to form a spear of essence. The demon caught the sprite and the banes one side. His arm went limp as she matched the damage on her right arm to the demon’s body.

They were even. Melissa's blood dripped. Her right hand twitched. The iron bane held the limb together while her shatter sprite dulled the pain.

Takyron slashed at her with his left claw. She caught the blow, across her thigh and it drew blood. She staggered, almost falling from the line. Takyron’s skull group gleamed in the little light remaining. Rain began to fall.

Raindrops speckled the skull.

Melissa's eyes widened.

Takyron loomed higher, seeming to grow as clouds mounted. The raindrops struck his skull but passed through his robe. The robe isn't solid, thought Melissa. The robe is immune but the skull isn't.

She forced herself to move and swung her left fist. Her mind fog attacked the skull. His robe rippled. A gust of wind blew toward her. The wind caught her. Melissa sprawled on her belly. Takyron loomed over her. She rolled to avoid is diving claw. His fingers sliced through the stonework. She climbed to her feet, trailing blood.

The demon spun. Her left arm was extended as far she could. The blow passed through his robe without resistance.

Takyron's arm came down, bludgeoning Melissa’s shoulder. A pop sounded her ears and the pain became intense. Her shoulder had been dislocated by a single blow.

She recoiled, aching and bloodied. The demon held every advantage. 

Her fingers twitched. She withdrew her sprite from her left hand. The shattered sprite dulled all her pain. She let the pain fill her as her right hand formed a fist.

Takyron’s claws seized her shoulder. Melissa's right fist collided with his jaw in a blow as strong as she could muster. Takyron went flying, his light frame taking to the air as if someone kicked a skull across an open field. One blow was enough to send the demon over thirty hands across the square. He flew out of the circle. Takyron settled onto the stones. His sockets grew dull. Kadatz replaced the demon. The guild master sank to his knees in acknowledgment of defeat. Melissa stared at him.

Her eyes grew clouded with tears. She sank to her knees. She remained in the circle. She had won.

She raised her fist over her head.

“You magister’s will decide who wields magic, no longer!”
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Saben

The wagon arrived at the seashore. Jaswei, Saben, and Rond unloaded while waiting for the ships on the horizon to close with the coast.

Jaswei and her large luggage of clothes proved difficult. Finally, she chose what she could fit in a rowboat. The three of them waited. Jaswei’s smaller luggage still stood as tall as she did. Saben and the others watched the sea alternately. 

Jaswei glanced at him from time to time. Saben began to think what they wanted might align after all. Her attraction to him might not prove so inconvenient.

He glimpsed the black sails of outriggers and the metal shells of Kanori fortress ships on the horizon. The fortress ships, great weapons of the previous war, had been improved over time. Each one was a leviathan of armor on a reinforced hull, and a work of art as well. The family insignias they carried told the tales of generations of artisans and engineers. Each vessel held a strict position in the fleet. 

Determined by hierarchy, these positions left the greatest ships in the center. Lesser vessels arranged outward, creating Kanor’s famous formation. Kanor wielded its fleet often to fight foes across the sea to the south. However, these ships were not bound for the south. They rowed for Lowenrane.

Saben and the others watched a fortress ship break from the fleet and approach the shore. The armored dome of the vessel was adorned with spines made of steel. The ship moved by rowing oars churning the water on either side. Even those oars, were mostly covered by sheets of metal. 

Their steel curtains made for tough vessels. Each fortress ship could take on two rival vessels and survive for a long while without support.

The shoreline turned luminous as flare shot from the ship to hang overhead. Saben waved his arm. Two rowboats descended in the twilight, then approached the shore.

Saben, Jaswei, and Rond made their way to the beach. He signaled to the rowboats with sprites. The crews on board appeared to recognize his signs. They boarded the ships and set out across the water.

The lesser fortress ship near shore met them quickly. Folt and the other four members of the Fist of Nassio greeted them with shrugs and nods, except Heen. The boy grinned with excitement and stepped forward to shake each of their hands. The girl, Rina shook her head behind him.

The ship was hot, but spacious inside. This is how Kanor fights, Saben thought.

Folt bowed to them, an exaggerated gesture, given their lack of any real status.

“When will we meet with the king?” asked Saben.

“Soon,” said Folt, “then he can decide what to do with you for killing so many of his men.” The ugly man sighed. “I liked you Saben.”

Saben shrugged. Jaswei shook her head.

“Your troops should not have raided Soucot, not without warning.”

“Do you know what a raid is?” Folt said. “You killed a lot of the king’s men, Saben. He will make you answer for that.”

Saben grimaced.

“I suppose we aren’t friends, then?”

Folt shook his head.

“No.”

Melissa

The celebration for Melissa's victory in the duel spilled out of the palace and the citadel.

She wandered the streets of the hillside where the magister's guild dominated. Now, things could change. Melissa doubted everyone would be celebrating it wasn't for Kadatz’s lack of popularity. He and his predecessors held an iron grip on magic in the region. Nowhere else in the land of mercy could one organization control the training of mages as thoroughly as the magister’s guild did until that day.

Joined by Niu and Elaine, Melissa wandered the streets. A bottle swung from her fingers, wine given to her by one of the governor’s officials, a gift from the woman herself. Ever since the duel ended, Governor Lokoth stayed in the palace, as had Deckard Hadrian. The two of them might be planning for the coming conflict. The attack on the gate did not bode well for the future.

Melissa and her friends made their way through the merchant’s quarter to a particular shop.

“My aunt brought me here.” Elaine pointed toward a building that looked transplanted from a different age, with soaring columns supporting its front entryway. The building bore signs of great wealth from more recent times. Candles glowed in the windows. Flowers hung in wreathes around the doorway. The longer Melissa looked, the more beautiful the building appeared. 

Elaine waved her forward.

“Are you going to stand there all night? We should go in.”

“Melissa,” said Niu, “let's go inside.”

Melissa followed the others into a room crowded with magical artifacts, hidden during the magister's occupation of the city’s magic, for over 50 years. Ever since the final battle with Kanor, the magisters controlled Soucot’s magic. That control ended today.

Melissa smiled. She couldn’t have imagined a better way she could have served the governor’s cause. She and the others wove their way among other patrons, would-be mages investigating the wares on display. Melissa and Niu made their way to the basement stairs in Elaine's wake.

An old man crossed their path.

“Nothing down there, girls, everything got brought up.”

Melissa turned to the man.

“Are you the owner?’

‘I am,” said the man. “And you are the woman of the hour if I’m not mistaken.”

“That's true I suppose.”

Elaine laughed.

“Of course you are,” she said.

Niu nodded.

“Melissa, you beat the magisters for all of us.”

“I still can't believe I did it,” Melissa said.

Her arm and leg still wore bandages with healing poultices bound beneath. Her head still felt light from her wounds, only furthered by the drink. She won. The pain confirmed that fact. Melissa smiled at the old man.

“You did a good service for the city by not letting all of these things fall into guild hands.”

“I appreciate your kind words, my lady.”

Elaine glanced at the others from the top of the stairway.

“You moved everything out of here?”

“Yes,” said the old man, “and it's a good thing this girl won the duel today. I needed to empty the room because of a dissonant essence creeping in the basement.”

Elaine's face turned pale.

“A dissonance?”

“Yes,” said the old man, “dissonant sprites and banes could have afflicted everything down there.”

“Dissonance.” Elaine frowned.

“Is something wrong?” said the old man.

“No, not really.” Elaine turned to Niu and Melissa. “I should go.”

“You can tell us if something is wrong,” Melissa said.

Niu nodded.

“Please, Elaine. You can tell us.”

Elaine flushed.

“I think I know what happened to the basement.”

“What happened?” The old man. “Please, you must tell me, my lady.”

Elaine frowned.

“When I was down there, with my aunt, I met a man.”

“One of my customers?”

Elaine shrugged.

“I don't think you bought anything. He wears a half-moon mask. His name...” she said with a flush, “...is Lakses.”

“I noticed some disruption back then. But the dissonance did not spread until several days later.”

“Perhaps we should go investigate,” said Elaine.

Melissa glanced to Niu. Niu shrugged.

“If Melissa isn’t too hurt.”

“I can manage as long as it's not too dangerous down there.”

“Dissonant essences aren’t dangerous to people,” said the old man, “only to artifacts and scrolls.”

“All right,” said Melissa.

Elaine led the way into the basement.

They descended, making their way through the dark room. No artifacts or scrolls remained below and the tables had been cleared away. Dust covered the floor. Melissa and Elaine sent out sprites to illuminate the room. Melissa moved cautiously through the vacant room.

She listened for any sounds as they advanced. Halfway across the room, Elaine stopped and pointed across at a curtain covering a doorway on the far side.

“I met him over there.”

They approached the curtain. Niu inclined her head and listened with a frown.

“It doesn't sound like anything.”

“No,” said Elaine, “it wouldn't. The echo is faded.”

“It's barely there,” said Melissa.

A slight tone of a distant song reached her as if the music played far away.

“So this Lakses,” said Niu, “He created dissonance?”

“Strong dissonant sprites surround him. I noticed at the time,” said Elaine.

Melissa frowned.

“Who is he?”

“He seemed interested in me. I don’t know much more.”

“He must be some kind mage, surely?” said Niu.

“Probably,” said Elaine, 

“He isn’t from Tancuon, I would wager,” said Melissa

“I doubt he's from too far,” said Elaine. “He had a Tancuonese accent.”

Melissa frowned in thought. Elaine nodded.

“Wherever he’s from,” said Melissa “He may support the king of Nassio.”

“It’s possible, I suppose,” said Elaine.

“I'm glad you can see that,” said Melissa.

“Thank you both,” said Elaine. “I've been confused about him and his motives.”

Niu nodded.

“Were you out with him the night of the palace attack?”

“Yes,” said Elaine. “I’ll be careful if I see him again.”

They returned to the surface, leaving the echo behind. They found their way back onto the street. Giles’ messenger, Peter waited for them outside. He wore a solemn expression among the revelers. 

“Magic and mayhem. Magic and chaos,” he said.

“What do you mean by that?” asked Melissa, walking toward him.

“It means magic must be controlled,” Peter said.

“You're right to an extent,” said Elaine. “We allow Mother Mercy to govern magic in the northlands, so why not here?”

Peter squared his shoulders.

“New masters always make adjustments.”

“Can more magic be bad?” asked Niu.

Peter shrugged.

“Too late for that question. The guild's authority is gone now that Kadatz is ceding his authority to the governor.”

Melissa nodded, glad for the news from within the guild.

“What brings you to us, then?

Peter put a hand to his chest.

“I'm genuinely sorry to say it, but I have a message for you. I wish I could have simply come to talk.”

“Go ahead,” said Melissa.

Peter nodded.

“You have been invited to a summit.”

Melissa’s eyebrows rose.

“A summit?”

Peter smiled. 

“My master, Giles Dorian would invite you to meet with him tomorrow.”

Melissa looked at the bottle in her hand.

“I guess I better stop drinking, regardless.” Melissa exchanged looks with her friends. “May I bring witnesses?”

“The invitation for you and whoever you wish to bring along,” said Peter. “I will be there, of course, as Giles’ witness.”

Melissa smiled at him.

“Very well, Peter,” she said, “you can tell Giles to expect me.”

Peter's face glowed golden in the gleaming firelight of the revel.

“Thank you. I'm sure he'll be glad to hear it.”

Melissa and her friends returned to the palace gradually, laughing and sharing the night of revelry.




[image: image]

Melissa

A light rain fell as Melissa, Niu and Elaine rode palace horses into the orchards to meet Giles and Peter.

They arrived at a pavilion, a building different from the one where Melissa first met the governor and saved her life. She looked up at the steeple on the roof and frowned. Though there were no walls at the base, the roof resembled a church of Mother Mercy.

“I never knew such devoted witches lived down here.”

“In the south, there aren't as many clergy,” said Elaine, “but there are still many dedicated worshipers.”

“Mother mercy is good,” said Niu.

Elaine nodded.

“That she is.”

Melissa and the others made their way toward the pavilion, then dismounted.

Giles waited under the eaves with Peter. The two of them wore noblemen’s garb and carried no weapons. Their horses were tied up on the other side pavilion. As Melissa tied up her steed, she nodded to Giles.

“Greetings,” said Giles. “Right on time.”

“I've always been punctual,” said Melissa. “You know that.”

“Many things can change in years,” Giles said.

“Given that,” said Melissa, “what did you want to tell me?”

“I wish to make a deal with you,” Giles said, “because we are brother and sister.”

Melissa approached him under the eaves. The others joined them as they moved into the center of the pavilion. Raindrops pattered on the rooftop overhead, creating a light clatter of sound.

Melissa motioned for Giles to continue. Her brother nodded.

“Our parents have not returned to Soucot in some time.”

Melissa raised an eyebrow.

“So,” she said, “Where are they?”

“Mother and father migrated to the northlands,” said Giles, “Judging by your reaction I see you never met them there.”

Melissa nodded.

“I receive letters from them regularly,” said Giles. “I told them of your return. They've been interested in offering you an opportunity in the city of Alliance.”

“I serve the governor,” said Melissa. “Until the present perils are over, and my training complete I'll not be going anywhere.”

“Something to consider, though,” said Giles, “because if you don't find what you're looking for here, there are always more options.”

“What is your deal for me?”

“With Kadatz defeated, I doubt he will remain head of the magister's guild for long. Our order is quite cutthroat. The guild will revoke his leadership privileges soon. I think Alma’s mother would make the best replacement guild master.”

Melissa nodded.

“Go on.”

“Malkiah is her name,” said Giles. “She is a skilled mage and a powerful guild member. She can unify the guild with the governor's forces once more. She has the will do so as well. That's where you come in,” said Giles. “Malkiah is older than Kadatz, and her taking over as the leader of the guild may be controversial to some members. If you could endorse her position, it would help our situation.”

“If it's true, she will be helpful to the guild, how can I trust that she will do right by the governor and by me?”

Giles shrugged.

“I can introduce you. However, I think it's more important that I offer you what I'm prepared to do on your behalf.”

Melissa frowned.

“So this is a bargain?”

Giles took a deep breath.

“If you are prepared to help Malkiah become guild master, I would help you with your training. I know lady Nasibron is an excellent teacher, but we can tutor the mage guard much more quickly with guild aid.”

“You should have gone to the governor,” said Melissa.

“I'm bringing it to you,” said Giles, “because the governor still feuds with the guild. We cannot afford to look weaker before the people.”

“You want the guild to continue?” Melissa said.

“I do,” said Giles, “because keeping mages from practicing at will and taking over the city in fiefdoms is my design. With the magister's guild to regulate, I'm prepared to reduce our power, but not eliminate our role completely.”

“The governor could replace you,” said Niu. “Perhaps that would be better.”

“I think she's right,” said Melissa. “Giles, If I’m to broker a deal, I will need an assurance Malkiah will be loyal to the governor.”

“We can arrange that,” said Giles, “though I fear there may not be much time.”

“Not much time?” said Melissa.

Giles nodded.

“One of our mages detected ships at sea. We will need all our forces to protect against a Kanori attack.”

Niu started forward. Melissa held a hand to stop her. Elaine glanced at Melissa.

“You think,” Melissa said, “there's a Kanori fleet approaching the city?”

“We are almost certain the fleet will arrive by tomorrow.”

“They're going to attack again,” said Niu. “Those fools.”

“They have a fleet of fortress ships at their disposal,” said Giles. “And the king of Nassio has joined them.”

“The king is coming himself?” Melissa scowled.

Giles nodded.

“When he arrives, he’ll bring an army of vakari warriors with him.”

Melissa shuddered as she remembered the massive winged lizard man throwing her through the pavilion. Deckard defeated that one, but how many more could there be? He can't handle them all.

“All right,” said Melissa, “I will endorse Malkiah. Do you have something for me to sign?”

Giles held out a scroll case. Peter helped him unfurl the parchment. They offered the scroll with a line at the bottom to sign and a pen to write. Melissa sealed the scroll with her name.

“Thank you,” said Giles. “Now we can try to defend the city alongside the governor.”

“We must do better than try,” said Melissa. “This is our home now. Both of ours.”

Elaine nodded. Melissa turned to her.

“Elaine, we'll have to put that other issue on hold for the moment. If there is indeed a fleet arriving we must put that first.”

“It's already in motion,” said Giles. “I thought you would sign.”

Melissa shot a grimace at Giles.

“It was wrong to hold this over my head.”

Giles shrugged.

“I've been taught by magisters, forgive me. Peter,” said Giles, “take the scroll. He handed the contract to Peter. Ride hard for the guild house. I will go to the palace with them.”

“As you wish, master,” said Peter. He glanced at Melissa. “Thank you for agreeing,” he added in a soft voice.

“I didn't have much choice,” said Melissa.

Peter’s face reddened. He climbed onto his horse. Tucking the case into his backpack, he set off at gallop. Melissa and the others mounted their horses. They rode for the city.

Saben

He, Jaswei, and Rond followed Folt through the belly of the Kanori ship. All around them, beneath the ship’s metallic armor, vakari warriors flexed their wings. Saben hoped his alliance with Folt held after. Deel’s offer must mean we have a chance to get through this without fighting, he told himself.

They arrived before the king of Nassio, sitting in a heavy wooden chair in the center deck of the ship. The humans of the Kanori crew went about their duties while the vakari warriors waited. The king’s wings folded behind the makeshift throne. His pale and thorny body looked as wrinkled as any old man Saben had ever seen. Folt knelt before the king. Saben, Jaswei, and Rond did the same.

“Stand up,” barked the king in a harsh voice. His Tancuonese was understandable but thick and slurred with drunkenness.

Saben and the others rose. Folt remained kneeling. The king turned to Saben.

“You thwarted my attack on Soucot’s gate. Is that so?”

“Forgive me, king of Nassio,” said Saben. “I attacked because maladrites assisted your surprise attack.”

“Maladrites? Of course,” said the King. “My forces are allied with a Dominus band.”

“My king...” Saben trailed off.

“I'm not your king,” said Zalklith. “Prove you are not my enemy.”

Saben glanced at Jaswei. She stepped forward.

“My companion was attempting to learn to use a sacra scroll,” she said. “And he gained the ability just before you began your attack.”

The king scowled. His reptilian face folded into new crags.

“You tested your abilities against my soldiers?”

“Be my decision cursed,” said Saben

Folt raised an eyebrow, opened one eye and glanced at Saben. Saben bowed his head to the king.

“I tested my skills against your warriors. I thought them a worthy challenge.”

“They were not,” said the King. “You tore apart thirty of my warriors. More have fled into the land of Lowenrane.”

“Forgive me,” said Saben. “I will fight for you to wash away my debt.”

“You would fight for me?” said the king. “You owe more than forty soldiers and you have one to replace those who died in the walls. Many more probably perished besides but I can attribute at least that many to your actions.”

Saben grimaced.

“I do more than those fifty could.”

“More than fifty?” Said the king. “You are arrogant, young one.”

The king's reptilian eyes moved to Jaswei.

“And what you, woman?”

She frowned.

“I may not have the sacral scroll, but I'm Saben's equal in swordplay.”

“It's true,” Saben murmured.

“And you,” the king turned to Rond. 

The minstrel shook his head.

“I’m no warrior. May I offer to write the tale of your victory?”

The king laughed, a harsh sound in his throat.

“You would offer to write of my victory? I need no simple human to do such a thing. I have many servants. You destroyed fifty but moreover, you thwarted our mission. Without the gate broken, the fleet must attack into the river. So perhaps you should answer me one more question, Saben.”

“What question?”

“Do you know my mentor?”

A figure solidified as if from a thin mist beside the king. Saben took a step forward teeth grating.

Beside the king of Nassio, stood the tall shape of the maladrite with the starry field for a face.

“You!”

The maladrite turned, lips peeling into a grim smile beneath the cloud of stars that dominated his head.

“Yes,” said the maladrite, “and you.” The maladrite’s voice was rich, with a feminine lilt.

Saben held his teeth in check, close to them grinding together.

Rond and Jaswei both stared at the entity before them. Jaswei’s hand touched Saben's arm.

“I doubt you approached the king with pure intentions, Saben.”

“How did you come to be this place?” Saben asked.

“I am the one who healed the king of Nassio. Zalklith Once Broken is now my client. We are friends by rite, and by passage, and trial. We are both set on the same course. You do not walk our path.”

“I’ll kill you,” Saben whispered.

“Indeed,” said the maladrite. “Your mission in life has been to shout in my face and destroy me.”

“So you know who I am.”

“Yes. I have watched you with interest. My name is Havindas.”

“Havindas, I never knew,” said Saben.

“Of course not,” said the maladrite. “My band destroyed your village when you were but a child. You could not remember my name then, but you shall remember it now, and for the rest of your days, however many those are. Or how few.”

The king motioned to Folt.

“Rise,” he said. “Take these three to a brig on another ship.”

“As you wish,” said Folt. He turned to Saben. Behind them, the other members of the fist of the king of Nassio approached. The five of them would be too much for Saben and Jaswei to fight all at once. There must be another way out.

Folt motioned to Saben, Jaswei, and Rond. 

“Go with Uigara.”

Saben gritted his teeth. If he shouted here, he would start a battle, one he and his friends would not survive. If he assumed the sacra form and called out Azel, perhaps he could win, but the ship would surely be destroyed and they would all sink beneath the waves.

He glared at Folt.

“This is not over.” He turned to Havindas. “You heard me.”

Havindas grinned.

“I know.”

The fist of the king escorted the three of them from the bridge of the fortress ship. They left the king behind. Saben heard Havindas laugh.
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Melissa

The governor took command of Soucot’s fleet personally. Melissa and the rest of the Hand accompanied her aboard the capital flagship. They rowed out toward the growing line of Kanori vessels approaching the harbor mouth. Melissa glanced at Suya.

The governor's sword servant looked uneasy.

“Folt is there somewhere,” Suya said.

“You think so?” asked Hilos.

“I know it,” said Suya.

Melissa patted the sword servant on the shoulder. She hoped Suya would accept the gesture kindly. Melissa glanced at the other three. Hilos wore his gentle servant uniform with a breastplate over the chest. His arms were so light they could barely carry chain armor. He turned toward her.

“Suya,” said Hilos, “don't worry. We'll stop them.”

Suya nodded.

Kelt lifted the oar he held in one hand. He held it aloft.

“I plan to take down at least one ship. I think we can do it.”

Niu nodded.

“If we get separated, make sure to keep the governor’s safety in mind.”

Governor Lokoth snorted laughter at that.

“Nonsense,” said the governor, “Mother Mercy’s will protects us. And me specifically.”

Melissa frowned. Her destiny seemed to be fast approaching a climactic moment. Her time serving the governor had been the best in her life. She and the others formed a line at the bow of the ship. The five of them stood beside the governor as she commanded the fleet into motion. She always moved with complete confidence and made an excellent commander. However, she lacked much experience in war. 

The previous governor of Lowenrane had been the one to prosecute the battle against Kanor last time. History still clung to the bay like a concealing shroud. No one on either side could say exactly how the new battle would begin. Regardless, it formed the fruition of a grudge long established between Kanor and Lowenrane.

Another awareness filled in the air, more than the stench of the tar that would light arrows and allow them to set ships aflame. There was more than tension in the fear in everyone's eyes. The whole battle, Melissa thought, could it just be a distraction? After all, the Kanori and the vakari seemed as though they would fight each, rather than join forces against Soucot. Lowenrane and Mother Mercy were their targets, but how could they possibly have expected Kanor to join with the king of Nassio?

Melissa and Suya nodded to each other. Suya held two swords, both she at her hip. Melissa held her spear. The others readied their tools and weapons. Magic flickered in the air between them. Sprites and banes danced.

Melissa, Niu, and Kelt hung back as the governor stepped forward. She spoke, to one of the demon Caferis' crows circling overhead.

Crows had been spread across each ship in the Tancuonese fleet. The demon made their best form of communication. His flock connected to each other’s minds instantly, and therefore they can be used as messengers without having to move between vessels. As long as they remained close enough together the demon maintained control over every part of himself.

The governor held out her hand as the fleets waited just outside shooting range of each other. She turned and motioned for Suya to hand her the sword. Suya drew the governor’s sword and handed it to her master hilt first. Tandace Lokoth raised the blade. She hefted it toward the sun.

“People of Lowenrane,” she said, “we fight here to defend our land from another invasion. We know not why Kanor has begun hostilities, but we will stop them here and protect our land and our city.”

She hovered the blade over the water, pointing it at the lead ship of the enemy fleet. The fortress ships gleamed silver in the distance. Their bows arched forward and their backs bright-domed. Melissa and her friends and fellow students prepared themselves for the fray.

She felt the tension in the grip of her spear. She eased herself forward on the deck. In case any long-range mage is attempted to take a shot at the governor, she prepared to jolt the projectiles from the air with electrical sprites. She knew each of the others was doing the same. Magisters had joined most of the ships in the fleet. Only the flagship and crew were protected by the governor’s mages.

The water before them turned choppy as waves began to rise. The sky began to darken. Water jumped up the front of the ship, splashing against the bow. The figurehead on the front of the vessel turned dark with the spray. Melissa and Suya flanked the governor. They kept their weapons readied and their sprites in motion.

The fleets sailed toward each other.

Before they could reach the midpoint between the harbor mouth and the enemy fleet, ships began to take shots from distant Kanori ballistae. The huge crossbows mounted on the front ports of each fortress ship rained long spears. These shot were not set aflame and therefore did little to the ships themselves. One good shot could clear half the crew from the top deck of a Tancuonese ship. The spears, once they hurtled the distance across the water, could still cut down men and women with ease.

The ship adjacent to the governor's flagship took a volley of ballista bolts and several crew members fell. Melissa glanced at Niu.

Niu nodded. She put on a jolt of motion sprites. Leaping the distance between the ships, Niu flew onto the deck of the other vessel. She spun her staff, deflecting even the heaviest bolts with twists of the sprites at either end of her weapon. The sprites Niu wielded could tug the metallic bolts off-target with magnetic force. Spears from the ballistae flew to either side and scattered into the sea as her staff whirled.

Melissa smiled.

Niu could protect that ship. Melissa took a deep breath. Her role remained.

“We are here for the governor, we must protect her.”

The governor stifled a laugh.

“You’ve done so much already,” she said. “But you're correct, this battle could go poorly if our command is disrupted.”

Melissa nodded.

Suya drew her sword. She waved the blade skyward, spreading sprites in a line behind it. Melissa sketched barriers in the air using the point of her spear. She and Suya drew a set of temporary defenses upon the bow of the ship. Many of the other vessels had such wards inscribed personally by the magisters aboard them as well. Melissa might be a newer mage than most of the magisters, but she knew what she had to do She would protect her master.

Melissa finished drawing wards. Hilos rolled his dice on the deck.

“Already?” She said.

Hilos nodded. He picked up the dice. 

“Lucky seven,” he said over the sounds of the battle.

His shape began to shift and he took the form of the demon he had practiced to become as his sacra form. His sacra form had long taloned fingers and a pallid white face. Ears pulled back along a skull-like head. The ears resembled those of a bat.

“Hilos,” said the governor, “it is good to see you achieve such a shape. I never managed as sacra form in all my years of training.”

The demon used Hilos’ voice.

“You governorship, I'm honored to serve you as always.”

The fleets converged. Ships crashed against each other. Water flew into the air. Vessels on both sides careened toward and around each other. They smashed into each other’s sides and fronts. Collisions sent people stumbling, but Melissa held fast even as they collided with the next vessel across from them. The enemy ship loomed huge and heavily armored.

Great slabs of metal connected by chains formed a ram on the front of the enemy ship. Melissa and the others scattered as the governor retreated a few paces behind them, sword in hand. The two of them left in the vanguard, Melissa and Suya, sent their sprites to attack the new can enemy troops. The vessel released the chains on either side of its front ram. A heavy bridge made of the front ram crashed upon the bow of the governor's flagship.

Behind the vessel, Kanori warriors advanced along the bridge. They each carried a spear and shield. Melissa recognized them all too well, armsmen, common across the lands of the south. These were Kanori, but they had the same sort of weapon and training as her before she became a mage. She prepared herself. Spear back, muscles enhanced by her iron bane, she swatted the first man out of the way. He blocked with his shield and went flying over the side of the ship. His spear clattered to the deck. 

Suya’s blade sliced down the next boarder. The man fell. Blood spread on the deck beneath him.

Melissa and Suya, fought in the forefront, with Hilos in his demon form sweeping aside those who managed to pass them. His long talons extended like tendrils of pure shadow ending in sharp blades. Few even reached him past the two women. Melissa grimaced as she fought. The front of the enemy ship quickly ran short of supplied soldiers. Suya and Melissa pressed their attack on board.
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Deckard

The battle became disorderly quickly as Deckard watched from above. He circled below the clouds, waiting for the storm to drive him down to the water. He would fight when the time came. Something seemed off about the enemy, though. 

The Kanori had arrived as a surprise. Without the King of Nassio, he doubted that would be possible. The king and his mysterious benefactor were no doubt both powerful magic users. They’d altered the tides the weather to rapidly move their fleet to the harbor mouth. They could have come from anywhere on the other side of the bay with ease. 

Governor Lokoth still seemed confident in driving back Kanor. Her ships and her mages made a formidable force indeed. However, Deckard feared they'd missed something altogether during the war planning. He descended toward the fray. 

The enemy vessels had advanced a single broad line except, for five that formed another a column behind them. They hung back yet, moving slowly toward the harbor mouth. As they picked up speed, the rear vessels would pass very close to the governor's flagship, currently in battle against another enemy vessel. 

One by one, every ship in Lowenrane’s line had been engaged. The fighting might continue all day. Deckard hated to see anything so bloody. It was coming true, once again, the prophecy of the dungeon’s mural. The second battle of Soucot raged. 

Ships fought in the same harbor mouth, and the forces of Mercy triumphed there as well. The battle might go differently today. Despite the number of fortress ships, the Lowenraners held strong. Fortress vessels could hardly be dented by arrows or set ablaze by pitch. 

No, Deckard thought, they require a more stern approach. He darted toward the column of vessels in the rear. No doubt those five had been holding back for a reason. He descended toward the lead ship, darting toward the hatch at the back where he remembered fortress ships opened to the air. 

As he circled, moving low, he shot out a line of sprite strings. Grabbing the hatch, he pulled the door off with a pull of all his might. The hatch sprang open. Deckard raced toward the vessel, drawn by his the reaction to his pull. Normally he avoided battles between mortals when he could. Not today. He rushed to the hull of the Kanori fortress ship. Landing beside the open hatch with a thump, he peered inside.

Below, the crew rowed hard with their oars. On the central command deck above the rowers, Deckard came face-to-face with the woman who attacked the palace with the rest of the Fist of Nassio. I knew they were planning some deception. He stepped off the hatch and into the ship. Below them, the oars continue to slice through the water. Uigara turned to face him. She drew both blades in quick succession.

Deckard drew out his sprites. He formed a halo about himself, striking banes and entangling sprites. Stalking forward under the dome of the ship, he moved to meet Uigara. She approached him in a fighting stance.

The two of them met, bane to blade. His strings entangled one of her arms in seconds. She sliced the sprites off at the edge of her enchanted sword. Her other sword thrust at Deckard.

He darted backward. His iron robe fluttered over the bridge. He landed on the inside of the hatch once more. Uigara rushed forward, both blades aimed for his scalp. He ducked low, sweeping his arm out. He made her legs light as a feather and she lost her balance. 

She stumbled. One of her swords sliced through a line of heavy rope holding down the dome. The ship’s dome twitched, unstable. The line, however, was not the only rope holding the metal shell in place. Despite breaking the line, Uigara pressed the attack. She snarled with fury.

Deckard leapt and landed behind her. His feet found the bridge. Two Kanori armsmen rushed along the bridge toward him. He tripped them both with sprite strings and they fell into the lines of rowers below.

Uigara turned and whipped a dagger at Deckard. The poisoned weapon clanged off his armor, the iron robe absorbing the hit with a reverberating thud. Deckard drew his sword.

“I thought the immortal didn't use blades?” said Uigara.

“Not normally,” said Deckard. “But for battles such as this, sometimes they're necessary.”

The two of them clashed once more, blade to blade, back and forth along the bridge. They danced and cut at each other. Uigara possessed significant skill with her weapons and the second blade gave Deckard more trouble than he guessed it would have. With her mastery of her weapons, he was glad for the robe for it covered most of his mistakes. 

He was no blade master, even after over 300 years. He caught the blade of one weapon on his crossguard. He grabbed her arm by the wrist. He blocked her other sword with the iron in his robe, then shoved out with both arms. She lost her grip on the trapped blade. The sword flew free of her hand. She reached for another dagger at her side. Deckard shot a bane dart directly into her wrist. The black entity pinned Uigara’s wrist to her cloak. She staggered, blood oozing from her wounded wrist. She could not draw the dagger now. Her fingers twitched. She grimaced.

“Dirty trick,” she said.

He shook his head, then ran past her toward the front of the ship. Defeating her was not as important as finding out what purpose the ship served.

He leapt over the rowers and flew the rest of the way to the front of the vessel. There, beyond another doorway, he found not one, but three dozen vakari warriors with wings under the front of the dome. They waited at the fore of the ship, opposite the bridge on the narrow rear of the vessel. Deckard slammed the door behind him and spun to face Uigara.

“So you did get them to ally,” he said.

Uigara grunted. She held her remaining sword on guard. Her advance could trap him here, by the door until the vakari warriors emerged and finished them off if he didn’t move. He struck at her, forcing Uigara back step by step using his superior strength. Despite his sword having as light a touch as he could give it using his feather magic, her skills slowed him down. 

Her flurry of attacks increased in ferocity as she retreated. He forced her to the middle the bridge well before the door behind him opened. But open it did. Two vakari warriors emerged from the front compartment of the vessel. They each already wove a spell in the air with sprites. Deckard threw his shoulder forward. Abandoning all tactics, he forced uigara backward She slashed toward his head. He raised his arm, catching the blade on his armor. The reverberation of the impact rang through the vessel. After so many swings of the blade, the ordinary metal dented and then cracked with the force of the impact against his iron robe. The blade shattered.

Deckard quickly took advantage of the situation. He sheathed his blade then delivered a crushing blow with his fist directly to Uigara’s head. She staggered, looking dazed. He delivered another blow this time to her chest. She crumpled to the deck.

He had no time to check to see how much damage he’d done. The two warriors raced after him. Deckard ran toward the rear hatch. Before the reptilian men could take the air, Deckard sailed into the open air. He circled over the vessel, hoping beyond hope that the other four ships did not contain as many warriors as that one. A hundred and fifty vakari warriors made a sizable attack force, especially given their role as mages. 

They aren’t here to seize the city, Deckard thought, they're here to free something from of the world well. The well in the palace is unprotected. They plan to bypass Soucot to steal something from beneath the earth. The world well could be the source of many powers, but its main bounty for those who worship demons beneath the earth was the freedom it might offer to whatever lay below.

Deckard raced over the water. He needed to warn the governor before it was too late.




[image: image]

Melissa

The governor’s ship roared with battle. Melissa, Suya and the rest of the governor’s hand fought along the deck. Though they held the bow well enough, the ship became swamped as another vessel appeared alongside and sent troops across. The head-on collision now seemed the least of their worries.

Kanori warriors swarmed over the side, swinging on ropes and leaping the gaps. The second, lighter vessel, unarmored for speed to get alongside them had been sheltered behind the fortress ship that rammed them.

Melissa cut her way back through the mob to reach the governor. She met governor Lokoth, near the rear of the ship where the wheel stand made a defensible position for the crew. Those without magic needed every advantage in such a chaotic battle.

Melissa must have already felled a dozen enemies. The rest of the hand did similar work.

She glanced at the governor. 

“There are so many!”

The governor maintained her icy demeanor.

“Don’t give up. We must not retreat into the harbor.”

Niu dropped an opponent with a torch bane on her staff. She turned and motioned Melissa toward her with the other end of the weapon.

Melissa returned to the fray. She used her bane-strengthened muscles to break enemy spears and smash their shields to pieces.

The number of foes made little difference to the hand. However, with the crew in danger, the ship entered serious trouble and the crew remained vulnerable the longer the fighting lasted.

Melissa and Niu and the others pressed their attack against the enemy, forcing them toward their ships. The fortress ship at the helm appeared to be mostly broken. The bow of the governor’s vessel remained clear of foes.

“We need to get rid of the little ship,” said Melissa.

Niu nodded.

Kelt battered his way through another wave of enemies. 

“I suppose there's always sinking it.”

Niu’s eyes widened.

Melissa nodded. She glanced at Niu and Kelt.

“Make me some space.”

The two of them nodded. The three cut their way to the end of the vessel closest to the small ship, floating beside. The reached the tethers keeping the ships together.

Melissa drew out her iron bane. Without the strength the bane gave, she felt the enormous weight of fatigue. Ignoring the feeling, she made the iron bane into a weapon. She hurled the bane spear straight through the center boards of the enemy ship. The vessel splintered and burst apart as a great gash rent the hall. Water poured in.

Niu glanced at Melissa.

“That's one way to strike a blow.”

Kelt swung his oar overhead and smashed all three gangways one a time. The enemy ship listed and began to sink. All around, the boarders threw down their weapons in surrender.

“And that's one way to win a fight,” said Melissa.

The fortress ship before them remained attached by its combined gangplank and ram. The hand made their way onto the vessel. Melissa led the way. Her spear cast the light of a sprite from its tip. She marched through the vessel, looking at the rows of oarsmen at the bottom of the ship. This vessel appeared to be crewed only lightly, though it still had a full complement of oarsmen.

Melissa glanced back the others.

“There's not many people on board.”

“No more warriors?” said Kelt. “Good.”

Melissa couldn't help but agree with him. She was glad the battle was over for the moment.

“They doubled the attacked on the governor’s ship,” said Suya “Perhaps this was the best they had?”

“Perhaps,” said Melissa.

The dome of the fortress ship above them rang with a heavy impact.

“What was that?” asked Niu.

Melissa shook her head.

“Whatever it was, it seems like this ship isn’t what it looked like at first.”

“Let's get back to the governor’s vessel,” said Suya.

They retreated along the ramming gangway and onto the governor’s ship. The rowers in the fortress ship were led to the deck by the Lowenraner crew. They became prisoners without a fight. Typical of Kanor’s fleet, many of them spoke of being enslaved to pull oars.

Melissa and the hand turned as one and looked up at the man who stood atop the fortress ship, Deckard Hadrian. He took to the air and glided to the governor’s vessel. He landed near the helm.

Melissa ran up the steps to reach him. She arrived to hear Deckard speaking to the governor.

“It seems the attack fleet on the harbor mouth is a decoy.”

“A decoy? Truly?” said governor Lokoth.

“They have many vakari warriors in the ships behind these. Winged warriors,” Deckard said.

Melissa glanced at Deckard. He nodded toward her before turning his gaze to the governor.

“We must retreat to the city if we are to stop these warriors from raiding the palace.”

“Is that really what they’re after?” asked the governor.

“Two-hundred vakari warriors won't take the city alone,” said Deckard, “but they could reach the palace.”

Melissa frowned.

“With all due respect, Lord Hadrian, what is in the palace?”

“A world well,” said Deckard, “you know of it.”

“The world well?” Melissa frowned.

The governor nodded.

“Of course,” she said, “They serve some rogue demon somewhere. Whoever sent them to my city wants what lies beneath the world well.”

Deckard glanced at the fortress ship.

“That vessel must be pushed off at once,” he said.

The governor turned to the crew.

“We must return to the city at once. Have the fleet hold the harbor mouth. My hand is needed in the city.”

Even as she spoke, the wing-beats of vakari warriors began to sound overhead. They darkened the sky for a moment as the cloud of them flew past. Deckard took the air. He shouted to the ship.

“Do what you can to hold the enemy here. Send as many mages to the palace as you can.”

The governor shouted back at him.

“Continue your hunt.”

The demon Hunter sailed off in the sky. Melissa grimaced, helpless in the face of the enemy plans.

Folt

Folt and his ship took the lead as Kanori vessels broke through the defensive line. Each member of the Fist had their ship to guide to shore. He feared somewhat for any ship commanded by Heen, who was just a boy even now. Folt doubted the overenthusiastic child would make an officer any day soon.

He watched the vakari warriors take to the air as the dome lifted. The lizardmen spilled into the sky, two-hundred of them led by the king of Nassio.

Folt aimed for the river. Though the enemy held, for the most part, the breaches allowed the Fist’s ships inside the harbor mouth. The raced alongside the governors retreating ship toward the city. The mouth of the river came into view between the docks.

Men and women huddled in the streets and on the piers, watching the battle. As the fortress ship stormed closer, many of the civilians fled. The Bay of Charin was red today.

Folt’s crew put on as much speed as they could. He watched the king of Nassio fly. The pale, wrinkled form glided at the forefront of the vanguard, shrinking into the distance on their way to the palace. Havindas must be with them in his gaseous form. They each had a role in the mission. My ships must reach the river to aid my master. Havindas would carry the precious cargo they retrieved out of the land of mercy and they would return to Nassio. Folt doubted he’d ever understand the workings of their master. He served Voratome Drake, as did Havindas.

Vortatome of the eighty-eight lay imprisoned beneath the earth, among the greatest demons. He made for the demanding master.

Folt shook himself from his thoughts. He lifted his blade. With Saben out of the way and the rest of the crew all prepared to fight, he felt his connection with his master flare. They could save a spark from the depths.

We must do as the master bids...and one day perhaps I will be free.

He waved the ship forward with his sword.

The ship accelerated to double time, oar's smashing the waves as they neared the river’s mouth.

Folt had been chosen to lead the rescue mission even over Havindas. Freedom could be close.

The fortress ship cut into the river.

Elaine

The battle raged in the distance. Elaine and her aunt both remained in the palace studying scrolls. Lady Nasibron suspected the gift Deckard Hadrian delivered the previous night in the form of rolls of parchment could assist against the enemy force. The fleet had moved quickly across the water, and even Kanori ships manage that so stealthily.

Elaine threw the one she’d been reading down on the desk in frustration.

“I don't see how we can find answers in this,” She said. “The vakari may have cheated nature to move so swiftly.”

“It may seem so,” said Lady Nasibron, “if one has a sophomoric understanding of mage craft.”

Elaine reddened.

“You’re still young,” her aunt said.

Elaine frowned at the scroll she had been studying.

“If they attack the city from surprise, do you think the fleet will be able to protect us?”

“I have no doubt," said Lady Nasibron. “The hand we trained is powerful. Most of them will soon have sacra forms as well.”

Elaine envied them, knowing the men and women of the governor’s hand gained sacra forms before Lady Nasibron allowed Elaine to learn such mysteries.

“Should we simply wait for the battle to end?”

“Remain here,” said Lady Nasbiron, “study with me if you wish. However, I suspect you may find it easier to spend your time assisting the gentle servants with defense, though I doubt the fighting will reach us.”

Elaine rose and left the room. She went down the hall and toward the front gate. Everywhere, gentle servants and commoners were laying bars on windows and piling up barriers. The vast, open palace, could be fortified almost endlessly. Should the fleet lose at sea, they would likely need all of such protection.

Elaine’s footsteps reverberated on stone. She spotted a figure standing outside the gates. He was stocky. Even at their long-distance, Elaine could hear his dissonant sprites.

What is Lakses doing here?
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Saben

Saben didn’t enjoy listening to a battle going on all around him while unable to look for the source the sounds. In the brig of fortress ship, he grunted, wishing he could be sure a shout would be worthwhile. No, he decided. He didn’t even know where the ship was going.

Saben twisted in the dim light, turning to look through the bars of his cell at the guard. The lizard man of common descent lacked wings and wore a face like a permanent snarl.

“Well good to meet you too,” he said under his breath. 

He and Jaswei and Rond were split up. He suspected Rond and Jaswei had been taken to the same cell because of the voices he could hear down the passage beyond his cell.

He grimaced, wishing he had his sword. Despite the blade’s common nature, it served him well over his journeys. The guards stashed the weapon in front of the brig.

Saben struggled against the chains binding him to the wall. He doubted they would hold if the ship was torn asunder. 

The battle around them must be intense because the guard abandoned his post. As the raging combat grew louder, Saben pushed himself away from the wall, dragging his chain to get close to the bars. He peered out. The ship’s passage was lit only from the deck above, where it met the deck. He turned down the passage, deeper into the brig, and found himself face-to-face with Jaswei. She smiled, jingling a set of keys.

“Now we just need to get my luggage and your sword and then we can escape.”

“How did you get out?” he asked.

Rond emerged from the passage beside Jaswei. She handed him the keys. Rond worked Saben’s.

“We waited for the guard to turn his back. Easiest trick in the book,” said Jaswei.

“That didn't work for me.”

Jaswei shrugged.

“You're too big and heavy to reach between these bars?”

Saben shrugged.

Rond finished with the door and it sprang open. Rond picked out a second key and started to work on unlatching Ben's chains. He managed that swiftly as well.

Saben massaged his wrists as they followed Rond up the passage. Jaswei slapped him on the shoulder. Saben almost laughed at her touch. She seemed lighter, more alive and aware than usual. His urge to make sure she escaped with him grew.

“Saben,” said Jaswei, “We may need to take over the ship to get out of the battle.”

“Do you think we can?” asked Rond.

“I do,” said Saben. 

They reached the front of the brig. His sword simply lay on the floor behind a desk next to the wall. He lifted the weapon. Jaswei dragged her luggage out from the other side of the brig.

“I'm surprised they didn't throw that overboard,” said Saben.

Jaswei frowned.

“That's inconsiderate to say. What would I do without my clothes?”

“Get new clothes?” suggested Rond.

Saben smiled.

“Don't tell her that,” he said. “Those clothes have been on a long journey.”

“As long as your sword?” asked Rond.

Saben fastened the baldric on his back and hefted the weapon to lie across his shoulder. 

“Not quite,” he said.

They emerged from the passage on the top deck. 

“The helm is that way,” Jawei pointed toward the raised bridge of the ship.

Saben nodded to her.

“I'll protect our backs. You two get the wheel.”

“Take over the ship, truly?” said Rond. 

“You can steer,” said Saben.

Rond grunted.

“First time for everything,” he muttered.

Jaswei and Rhonda climbed the stairs toward the raised helm. 

Saben turned to face the handful of vakari still on board. Most of the warriors head already left. The vessel still moved quickly through the water. Behind the vakari soldiers, he spotted the young girl of the Fist, Rina, standing by the bow of the ship.

She glanced at him and scowled a reptilian look. Her eyes took on a filmy quality, fish or...a Charinian Fisher. His eyes widened at the realization. Rina was a Fisher, one that could assume human form. Her tail extended behind her and her small dress parted enough to allow a serpentine lower half to emerge. He retreated a pace, not knowing for sure how to face one of a Fisher.

If she planned to fight him, this could be a difficult battle, indeed.

Vakari soldiers followed them, all of them regular wingless. Fishers bore demonic heritage, despite their mortal nature but Saben’s seals would still be useless against them. He began to chant, sending waves of pressure flowing into the air. One by one the lizard warriors stopped their movement, muscles frozen. They stood paralyzed as sound waves hit them over and over, echoing under the dome.

Saben continued to chant, focusing his voice toward the front of the ship. Rina slithered out a hatch at the front of the vessel. She took to the air on her Fisher’s wings.

Saben ceased his chant and looked toward the helm. Jaswei dropped one of the vakari protecting the wheel. The Kanori helmsman gave up immediately raising his hands in surrender. Rond took the wheel. He peered through a slit in the dome to navigate.

The ship broke formation.

“I see three ships ahead of us,” Rond called.

“Fortress ships?” said Saben. 

“Yeah,” said Ron, “We’re all heading up the river in Soucot.”

“We have one behind us too,” said Jaswei, turning from a port at the back of the helm.

Saben left the frozen vakari on the deck and joined the others at the helm. He listened to the rowers working below. The enslaved men had no control over the ship except for its speed and they’d been told to push the vessel fast.

He, Jaswei, and Rond stood at the helm as the ship rowed upriver.

Elaine

Elaine ran to the gates. Through the barred portcullis she called out to Lakses.

“I came to warn you,” he said, pointing to the sky.

Elaine squinted. She made out the shapes of what looked like massive birds hovering over the city. They swooped in lower and she recognized them. Vakari warriors. At the head of the warriors flew an aging, pale-scaled lizard man, the king.

Lakses passed his fingers through the bars.

“I must get inside.”

“Why?”

“I need to protect the well.”

“The world well?”

He nodded.

“It's imperative.”

She scowled.

“Is that it? You came here to protect the well?”

“It’s their objective,” he said.

“How do you know that?” Said Elaine.

“I've been on the king and his allies for months, including his mentor, Havindas.”

“You know so much,” said Elaine. “How can I trust you?”

He lowered his voice.

“Elaine, I wasn't misleading you.’

Her face flushed. She turned to the gate guard.

“Open the gate.”

The guard hesitated.

“I don't know, my lady.”

“You do know,” said Elaine. “Raise the portcullis and let this man though.”

The guard called to the crew at the top of the gate. The began to raise the bars. Lakses ducked inside.

“You do trust me.”

“Only as far as protecting the gate.”

“The world well is in the dungeons.”

“I know. The governor allowed mages there to gather sprites and Banes. Why would the king want to reach the well?”

“The king and Havindas are searching for the offspring of their benefactor.”

“Benefactor?”

“A demon of the pit.”

Elaine felt her face go pale.

“You mean one of the eighty-eight?”

Lakses nodded.

“Greater demons lie below the world. At the bottom of the well rests one of their children.”

“A demon’s child?”

“Yes. It won’t be the strangest thing you'll hear in the coming days.”

Elaine waved for him to follow her. She marched toward the palace doors.

As they approached the entrance of the building, Lady Nasibron emerged.

“What is this?” she asked.

Elaine bit her lip.

“Aunt, Lady Nasibron, this is Lakses.”

“Lakses?” Lady Nasibron wrinkled her nose.

“Yes,” said Elaine. “He and I...”

“Never mind that now,” said Lakses. “I've come to protect the world well. I know it's there. Lady Nasibron, please allow me to help you protect the palace.” He pointed at the sky. “Up there, the king of Nassio is on his way.”

“Deckard Hadrian is up there too,” said Lady Nasibron.

Lakses smiled behind his half-moon mask. 

“I know Deckard will do his best. Once Havindas arrives we will all need to work together.”

“Where is Havindas,” asked Elaine.

“He travels through the air in the form of mist,” said Lakses, “likely he flies among the lizardmen.”

Lady Nasibron scowled. 

“The battle did not go as planned.”

“The battle at sea isn’t concluded,” said Lakses. “Regardless, they are nearly here.”

“We can all see that,” said Elaine.

Lady Nasibron looked stern.

“My student tells the truth. Lakses, why should we trust you here?”

“The governor left you in charge of the palace. Please allow me to protect to help protect it.”

Lady Nasibron turned her back. Her black gown swished behind her.

“Follow me,” she said. “Elaine, keep an eye on him.”

“You first.” Elaine motioned Lakses forward.

He moved ahead of her. She leaned toward him.

“You don't know me yet,” said Lakses. “I suspect that may change in the future.”

Elaine swallowed. She disliked his tone. He seemed to certain, too confident, and too controlling.

“How can you know the future?”

“I don't,” said Lakses. “I have my wishes and guesses.”

They made their way toward the dungeon. Guards scrambled for the walls.

“Every guard here is nearly useless against vakari warrior mages,” said Lakses.

“True,” said Lady Nasibron. “The three of us must stand against them alone.”

“For now,” said Lakses. “But I understand that the governor's hand has potent warriors. Likely, they will return. I pray in time.”

“I hope they hurry,” said Elaine.

“As do I,” said Lakses.

Lady Nasibron reached the dungeon doors. The guards waiting there saluted.

“My lady,” said the guard.

“The gates to the dungeon must remain sealed.” Lady Nasibron turned to Lakses and Elaine. “These two are prepared to fight at my side.”

“You’re asking?” said Elaine.

“I'm not asking,” said her aunt. “I'm telling.”

“Lady Nasibron,” said Lakses. “Thank you.”

“Don't thank me. To defend this gate, we may have to give our lives.” She motioned to the guards. “You two, go find Lord Tanlos. We could use his reinforcements as soon as possible.”

“Lord Tanlos is in the city,” said the guard.

“Then go into the city,” said Lady Nasibron. “You won’t do much good here.”

The guards saluted. The two of them huddled off.

Elaine glanced at Lakses, strangely glad he'd come. His warning was timely and he made her feel safer. Despite the impending danger, she refused to reach for his hand. With her aunt there, she would only be embarrassed to touch him.

The three of them began the ritual spells to ward the doors.

Lakses deftly released sprites and used them to form barriers both complex and astounding in sonic complication. 

Lady Nasibron raised an eyebrow.

“You are quite a surprise,” she said. “I never thought my niece was drawn to magic the way I hoped she would be.”

“Lady Nasibron,” said Lakses. “She is not interested in me for my magic.”

Elaine flushed

“Don't say that kind of thing,” she said. “Don't be ridiculous.”

“Is it so ridiculous?” he asked.

Elaine shook her head.

Lady Nasibron frowned.

“What are you? Lakses, these sprites aren’t the work of training.”

“Of course,” said Lakses. “I am not an ordinary man.”

“That's an understatement,” said Lady Nasibron.

“Understatement is my specialty, Lady Nasibron.”

Elaine frowned.

“So, what are you if you're not ordinary?”

Lakses smiled sadly. His half-moon mask appeared made him look halfway to grief.

“I have an interesting family. Though, you may say I am only mostly human.”

“Mostly human?”

“Please,” Lakses said, “I will tell you later.”

“You'd better,” said Elaine.

They kept building wards.
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Deckard

Deckard flew over the waves, skating past fortress ships battling vessels from Soucot. The Lowenraners held the harbor mouth but the real battle was about to begin within the city.

He glided over the docks. Five Kanor ships maneuvered into the river.

Deckard squinted, spotting a figure racing across the water. The figure sped across the waterfront, leaving a high wake behind him. That must be Deel. The figure crossed the river and then disappeared into the city streets.

The leading fortress ship reached the first bridge and then continued upriver toward the palace.

High above, to the west, a flock of vakari warriors led by the king of Nassio flew in the same direction.

Without the assistance of a large number mages, even Deckard could not fight so many warriors. Yet, he had to try.

Deckard put on as much speed as he could through the wind. His cloak billowed around him, iron robe expanding to catching the wind. Intense fear of inevitable battle flickered in his mind. He let the fear go. Scouting over the waters before the battle, he’d not felt this dread. Those warriors and their king held a real objective in mind. They must be headed for the world well. Could a maladrite be leading them?

The king had his benefactor, someone beyond human or vakari who healed him.

Deckard pursued the flock, catching up by spans at a time. Near the palace, he first encountered warriors gliding back to face him. The flying vakari turned, catching the dust from Deckard’s wind. His wings billowed outward and he sailed higher on the updraft.

Deckard spread sprite strings to entangle the warrior’s wings. Cannier than many, the warrior found a clear path to escape the strings. He conjured fire from the banes on his palms. Fire, Deckard thought, no good.

He reduced the power of the wind and increased the weight of his body. He fell fast, avoiding a jet of flame from his opponent. Deckard caught himself by decreasing his weight. He smashed his knuckles across the warrior’s jaw. Beneath his blow, scales cracked.

The warrior spun through the air, disoriented. As the warrior spiraled out of control, Deckard ascended to avoid flailing limbs. The lizard man crashed across a rooftop and then lay still. Deckard angled toward the palace.

Two more warriors detached from the flock to attack Deckard. A third lizard man joined behind them, carrying a net. With Deckard’s abilities, an ordinary neck net did nothing to make him worry but the net the warrior held glinted with razor edges and sprites danced along its length with a song of their own.

Deckard darted closer to the palace, moving toward the right-most warrior, who was already weaving spell. Deckard's strings shot faster. He entangled the warrior’s hands and then shot a bane dart through one wing. The warrior fell.

His comrade finished a spell. A lance of pure white light leapt from each hand.

Deckard dodged one beam, while the other glanced off his armor. He circled to avoid the net as the warrior holding tossed it out on the end of a line like a fisherman. He caught only air. 

Deckard flew over him and hurled darts through his back. The vakari with the net doubled over and dropped his weapon. He sank from the sky.

The third warrior fled toward the city below rather than face Deckard alone.

Deckard raced after the rest of the lizardmen. He encountered no more warriors barring his path. More flew ahead, forming the brunt of the attack. The rest scattered through the city. Forty warriors seemed a lot better to face than hundreds, but Deckard didn’t think he could beat them all. The guards and magisters would have their hands full today. A few dropped back to confront him.

Deckard hurled a bane on a sprite string to entangle one of the warriors in the rear of the formation. Taking the weight from his robe, he forced the lizard man into another warrior. Another warrior dove toward him, swinging a broadsword. His palm touched the warrior’s shoulder and Deckard infused enough weight that the flying lizard man spun out of control. The fourth warrior retreated, still aloft, holding a spear to keep Deckard at arms reach.

A laugh came from behind Deckard as the net he thought dropped entangled him. He covered his head with his arms, protecting himself with iron sleeves. The razor blades cut into his hands but did little damage anywhere else. He fell toward the city, losing altitude. The wind carried him up.

The vakari who hurled the net descended with him toward the city, starting to draw him in like a fresh catch. The spear warrior charged toward them in the air.

Deckard couldn't get his hands free to direct his essences.

One bane on the tip of his fingers broke a line in the net. The net tightened. A clever construction, Deckard thought, unsure of how one would make such a device. He cut another line, then another. The net tightened about them. He added all his weight and fell, tugging the vakari with the net. The other warrior’s spear pierced the netter. The net slackened.

Deckard shook himself free as the warrior’s grip relaxed. He shot the spear warrior with a bane dart. Both the warriors fell. 

Deckard flew toward the palace. He hoped the governor’s hand would be behind him or the next fight could be too much. A maladrite accompanied the enemy, an unknown enemy. Some maladrites made powerful foes.

He descended toward the palace, following the remaining winged warriors toward main halls.

He shouted as the king of Nassio landed within the palace walls.

“Zalklith Once Broken,” called Deckard, “Cease your cowardly attack and face me.”

Zalklith turned. His reptilian lips curled in a sneer. He said nothing but stalked toward the palace. More warrior mages followed him while others spread out to suppress the guards.

Deckard decided it was better to face the king than confront the entire force attacking the palace at once. Even so, a dozen mages made a difficult prospect to face. Another shape materialized in the front yard of the palace.

The maladrite floated in the air as he descended in a misty form.

Zalklith glanced at cloud the maladrite formed, barely detectable as a creature except for the song of sprites. The king went inside.

Deckard found his plan. He landed in the courtyard before the cloud of mist where the maladrite hovered. 

“Deckard Hadrian,” said the maladrite, materializing a bone-pale form from the mist. The creature had no eyes, but a starry field of the dome over a leering mouth. He wore a white robe, open across a skinny chest. He reached out an elongated arm. “Out of my path.”

The maladrite made a dismissive gesture.

Wind hurled Deckard backward. He flew through the palace doors over the heads of Zaklith and his coterie of mages. The maladrite that had been mist just moments ago leapt over the lizardmen and sailed through the broken doors. Deckard tumbled painfully to the floor in the entrance hall.

The maladrite retrieved the sprites he’s used to throw Deckard as he landed before him.

“My name is Havindas,” said the maladrite, “I doubt you've heard before.”

“No one in the city knows you,” said Deckard.

“By design,” said Havindas.

“You’re a maladrite. Why help a demon?”

“He offers great knowledge in exchange for my service.”

“Havindas.” Deckard got to his feet. “You won't get what you want from him.”

“You don't know anything, Hadrian. You will perish here, even if I don’t land the final blow. I've heard much of mercy's fabled demon hunter. I’m disappointed.” Havindas folded elongated fingers. His spindly arms suddenly bunched with accumulated muscle from heavy aura pulsing through his limbs. “Perhaps we shall try wrestling first.”

Deckard grimaced. He shifted all his weight into his legs and took a step forward. Holding all the power he could in himself, Deckard advanced on the maladrite.”

Zalklith shouted from the hall behind Havindas.

“Do you require assistance?”

Havindas shook his head.

“I’ll handle him. Go to the well.”

“To the dungeons,” Zalklith said. “Follow me, my warriors.”

“You won’t win.” Deckard grinned. 

“Oh, I will.”

“It's funny how many demons say that.”

“I'm no demon.”

“You go by a different name but you're still one of them.”

Havindas leapt toward Deckard, limbs punching holes in the tiles he pushed off. His enormous, empowered arms shot at Deckard. 

Deckard focused all his feather sprites. Havindas’ blow connected.

Deckard went spiraling away, but not before removing all weight from his foe. For seconds, the maladrite lost friction with the ground. He slid after Deckard.

The two of them crashed into the feasting hall with the tables up on either side of them.

Deckard faced his foe.

“Clever,” said Havindas. He grinned, face splitting below the jaw. “I'm going to enjoy mashing you into pulp, soon enough, but the timing is poor.” 

“Feel free to leave,” said Deckard, finding his feet again.

“I'm not retreating,” said Havindas

“Then have at me.”

Havindas’s aura billowed around him, forming a ring of pentagons using sprites to shape them. 

The pentacle, Deckard thought, made for a dangerous combination with a maladrite already capable of wielding such enormous physical strength. The technique could negate his essence’s abilities.

Deckard grimaced at his foe.

“Going to posture all day?”

“Trying to goad me? I'm taking my time.”

Deckard sensed this the essence songs of two familiar women and one less familiar man, near the dungeon gates.

“Your friends don’t have time,” he said. “They have worse to contend with than me.”

Havindas turned his starry face from Deckard.

“Don’t try to fool me. You will stand in my way no longer. Having saved many, you will die here, alone.”

“Go on then.”

Havindas retracted the pentacle and then swung his arms. The force that would've lifted Deckard before sliced through defenses like a scythe.  Deckard carried his full weight, slowing him, but keeping him upright.

Havindas marched toward him. Deckard’s bloody fists rose in the guard position.

“Draw your sword. It will do you no good against me anyway.”

Deckard grimaced.

“I don’t need it to defeat you.”

Havindas smiled.

“I won't lie to you any further, Deckard, because I am confident in my victory.”

The two of them clashed. Fists more powerful than wagon wheels smashed against Deckard's arms. The maladrite’s aura protected him from any counter-attack.

With every blow, Havindas drove Deckard backward. The iron robe held, but each strike left Deckard more battered and bruised.

His arms would not last forever.

The effects of Havindas’ negation magic began to fade. 

Deckard found his essence once more.

He only took one shot with sprite string. He chose the neck. Havindas brought his arms up and cut the string before it could reach him. 

Deckard’s bane glanced off his skin. A single drop of blood flew from the wound Deckard’s shot left behind, black against the maladrite’s white skin. He recoiled in pain. Deckard used the opportunity to focus as much power as he could into the wind from behind him. 

His sprites hurled the maladrite into the entrance hall. Deckard ran after him. Before Deckard could deliver a lethal stroke with his sword, Havindas became mist once more. He floated toward the dungeon in a wispy cloud. Deckard pursued the maladrite through the palace.
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Melissa

Melissa and Niu jumped off the ship, landing on the dock.

“You two are the fastest,” Hilos said through the fanged jaws of his demon form. “Get to the palace as quickly as you can.”

“The rest of you protect the governor,” said Niu.

Suya nodded.

Melissa gave Kelt a pat on the arm.

“Do your best,” she said. “We’re counting on you.”

“We're counting on you,” said Kelt.

Melissa smiled, slightly.

“I’ll try my best.”

She turned toward the city. She put all her sprites into her legs, her iron bane behind her muscles, while Niu performed a similar maneuver with her essences. The two of them sprinted for the palace faster than a human could run without magic, racing past people cowering behind windows and in alleys. 

They ran through vacant areas and clusters of guards fighting enemy warriors. Vakari scattered through the city, continuing to fight as Melissa and Niu ran toward the palace. The ships at sea aren’t the greatest threat anymore. According to Deckard's warning, they must return to the palace where the enemy’s true objective lay within.

The governor was the only one apart from her mage hand who knew of the presence of the world well. How did they find it?

Melissa and Niu crossed the first bridge. Halfway to the palace, two figures cut them off. One of moved as fast as the two of them did, the other slightly slower. The man with the glasses, Deel and Heen, slowed as they crossed Melissa and Niu’s path.

“Race you to the palace,” said Deel.

Niu grunted.

“The pit you will. We’re not letting you set any foot in there ever again.”

Deel grinned.

“I'll take you right here then walk in the front doors whenever I feel the need.”

“Go ahead,” said Melissa.

“I'm done boasting,” said Deel. 

He charged forward. He might outpace both of us. 

Melissa and Niu ran in opposite directions then darted to rejoin each other. They faced in opposite directions. Melissa kept her eyes on Heen while Niu watched Deel. Heen took a fighting position, fists loose but arms up.

Elaine and Lady Nasibron need our help. No time to waste with these two. Vakari warriors made a serious threat.

Melissa raised her spear in front of her. Heen laughed.

“Look, lady,” he said, “I don't want to break that but I might have to.”

“I’m not a lady,” said Melissa, “So come at me.”

Heen shrugged, then hurled himself forward. Melissa and Niu divided once more to confront their opponents. 

Melissa swung her spear at Heen’s legs. The boy stumbled over the weapon. His flurry of fists flew missed her, unable to connect at top speed. The wind nearly whipped Melissa off balance. Heen dodged a stab from her spear. The sprite on the end of her weapon cracked the stonework at the end of the bridge.

Heen whistled.

Niu and Deel raced up the streets, moving toward the palace. Both felt the pressure as much as Melissa. She raced after them, hoping Heen would follow her rather than causing havoc. She found a blessing. Heen chased after her as fast as he could. 

Before they reached the gates of the citadel, Heen put on speed, drawing in a pair of returning sprites. He quickly accelerated to outpace Melissa. As they raced up the hill, the citadel walls grew before them, and beyond those, the towers of the palace.

Few vakari warriors remained in the streets so far from the water. 

Melissa spun and swung at Heen as the boy tried to swing to pass her. He hurdled her spear and threw a punch as he closed the distance. His fist connected with her shoulder near the wound Kadatz had given her not long before. She spun on her feet, fighting to keep herself upright.

The wound reopened and blood trickled down her arm. She lost speed as her sprites shifted to toughen her body. The iron in her muscles would keep her going for a long while yet, but too many blows like that could change things.

Niu and Deel ran just ahead of Melissa and Heen, slicing back and forth at each other with staff and knife. The weapon in Deel’s hand flickered and then flipped to a throwing position. Melissa saw the move and shouted a warning.

Niu jerked out of the path of the weapon. The dagger hurled smashed the window behind her.

Niu battered Deel’s arm with her staff as he withdrew from throwing the knife. He darted out of reach, the limb bruised and bleeding, as they raced side-by-side up toward the delegates.

Melissa focused on Heen, a bubbling storm of energy and essence. He ran toward her at an angle and lashed out. Her spear, empowered by her sprites, held his blow back. The haft would not splinter under such attacks.

She swept her leg out to try to trip him but lost speed in the process. She sent the boy sprawling on the warm cobblestones. He rolled onto his back and bounced to his feet. Niu and Deel increased the distance between them and the two trailing mages.

Melissa didn't want to kill the boy, despite the threat he posed. Her spear but struck his head and drove Heen back a step. He grimaced as a bruise began to form by his ear.

He took after Deel and Niu once more.

“No, you don't!” Melissa hefted the spear but abandoned the idea of hurling it. He moves too fast. 

She drew out her iron bane and shot the raw essence straight after Heen. The bane cut directly under the street. Stones flew into the air as the bane burrowed through the earth, then emerged the ground ahead of her target. 

Melissa stumbled after the others, feeling acutely the lack of iron in her muscles. Her bane arced toward her, striking toward Heen’s shoulder. The essence cut through him. He staggered than spun, then sputtered. He skidded to the ground. His arm hung limp. Blood coursed down his shirt.

“Don’t go anywhere,” said Melissa. “You’ll probably live.”

She retrieved her iron bane and then took off after Deel and Niu.

The three of them surged toward the palace. Melissa and Niu caught Deel between them just outside the citadel. He retreated a step and then changed course, using his superior speed circle toward Melissa. 

Niu turned on her heel and charged for him. Melissa held her spear aimed at Deel as she pivoted, trying to keep the swift enemy mage from flanking her. Deel leapt over her, a full ten hand-spans up, avoiding the tip of her weapon. He landed on the far side, closer to the gate, then turned to face her. Niu skidded to a rest beside Melissa.

“Impressive,” said Deel. “I never thought you’d defeat Heen, let alone catch up.”

“He's just a boy,” said Melissa.

“That boy is as tough as anyone.”

“I believe it,” said Niu. She pointed behind where Heen still faxed staggered after them, 

He’d regained his feet and held a makeshift compress to his bloodied shoulder though the arm on his wounded side hung limp.

Melissa and Niu exchanged glances.

“We have to take them down and get to the palace,” said Niu.

“Given that, forget fighting in one on one,” said Melissa. 

They charged toward Deel. He raced between them. The staff and the spear jabbed inward to catch the man in the gap.

Deel kicked off, hurling his body to one side. He shot directly Niu. His forceful shoulder passed her extended staff arm. He struck her chest with a sickening crunch. Niu hurtled backward. She spun through the air and hit a wall, caving in the building behind it.

Melissa's eyes widened. She spun and hurled her spear after Deel as he recoiled. Whatever technique he’d just used to hit Niu, he was about to try the same to her. Her spear dived into his back. He spun and fell. The spear and stuck upward like a flagpole. He clutched at the weapon as his wound spread blood on the cobbles. The weapon flew free and then clattered to the street.

Deel bolted toward Melissa. She raised both hands to guard, knowing they’d be little use if he rammed into her like he had Niu.

Deel’s limbs formed an arrowhead. He hurled himself toward Melissa. Melissa twisted and sent a shock sprite straight to Deel’s frame before he could crash into her. He went rigid for an instant. She darted past him, retrieving her spear. He staggered after her.

Heen was moving but far to slowly to interfere.

Still, he could close the gap if I don’t end this soon. And, Niu...

Deel spun around to face her once more. Blood spattered on the stones behind him. He clutched his back. His other hand formed the best fist he could, but the fingers didn’t close all the way.

He pushed his glasses up his nose with a bloody index finger.

“You’ve grown fast,” he said.

Deel raced toward the building where Niu had fallen. Melissa charged to intercept him. Her spear thrust out. He jumped and skidded sliding along the side of the weapon, toward her.

He kicked the haft, driving the spearhead to the ground and delivering a brutal blow to Melissa’s forehead. She spun end over end and smashed onto the cobblestones. The breath went out of her.

Deel reached the broken wall of the building where Niu had fallen. Melissa drew out her iron bane and hurled it at him. The building caved in, collapsing around is the iron bane after it sliced through Deel. The fastest member of the fist gasped and then collapsed onto his knees. All the essence flooded from him as he slid along the gutter.

Melissa scowled at the fallen body as Deel skidded to a halt beside the wall. Wreckage rained around Niu. Melissa forced herself upright. She marched toward the ruins. 

“Niu,” she called.

No answer.

She stepped past what remained of the walls and found Niu lying upon shards of a broken table. Her friend had glassy eyes, no sign of recognition in her face. 

“No,” said Melissa. “No.”

Niu’s staff lay on the floor. Her hands were limp.

Melissa turned and stared at the fallen form of Deel. He made no move to stand up. His sprite song was gone, as was Niu’s.

Melissa howled in rage. She lifted Niu but staggered. She regained her balance as her iron bane returned to enhance her muscles once more. She limped from the building, carrying Niu with her.

She lay her friend on the stones beside Deel.

Heen fell to his knees before her, still a few yards down the slope.

“No,” said the boy, “I didn't mean this to happen.”

“Of course not,” said Melissa. ‘But he did.” She motioned to Deel.

Heen doubled over, clutching at his wounded shoulder, and started to cry.

Melissa turned with tears in her eyes. She charged for the palace.
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Folt

Folt watched the ship Rina had been beginning to accelerate, still following them up the river.

Rina flew ahead of the ship in her Fisher form, serpentine tail dancing over the water. Her wings carried her swiftly toward Folt’s ship.

He turned to the wheel and told Kanori helmsman to make for the sewage gate near the bridge. That's where we’re needed, he thought.

Rina caught up, stepping through the rear hatch in her human form. The fortress ship sliced through the water near the center of the river. The shallows would be too dangerous to navigate, lest they get stuck on the bottom, and then trapped by the pursuing governor’s forces.

Whatever mages the governor brought with her, Folt hoped he could deal with them. Suya would surely be among them and Hilos as well. The old man had been a tough and fair mentor to both Folt and Suya. All of that happened before Folt sold his form to the demon. 

His mouth ate for the demon. His stomach digested for the demon. His body worked for the demon. Voratome Drake made for a harsh, cruel master.

Of all the demon's Folt could've sworn a pact with, he had the picked one that lay deepest in the abyss. Folt never was a powerful warrior before that pact with for Voratome Drake. The demon’s fire burned within him. He turned to join Rina.

“What happened to your ship?”

Rina snorted.

“Your prisoners took it over.”

“And you fled?”

“The man with the sword used his voice. I didn't want to suffer the fate of the crew.”

“Well he's after us now,” said Folt.

Rina shrugged.

“Whatever happens,” Folt said, “We must reach the gate to help Havindas escape.”

“Why help him so much?” asked Rina.

“Because,” said Folt, “We serve the same master, him and I.”

Rina nodded. She possessed a cold assessment, despite being a young girl.

Folt turned to the helmsman.

“We must go faster. We need to get to the gate before the governor’s forces catch us.”

The helmsman obeyed called to the master of oars below, relaying Folt’s order.

The oarsmen worked overtime, fighting the river’s flow while smaller battles raged throughout the city. 

All eyes were turned elsewhere. Folt and his ship continued up the river. Deel’s ship and Uigara’s ships had gone off course. Heen’s never made it past the dock guards. Folt and his vessel were the only one left to help Havindas escape.

Voratome Drake, Folt thought, you will only have one of us to use after today.

His words echoed in his mind. The effort Folt put forth to serve the demon wasn't predicated on a threat from within. He could not be the master when he was also the servant.

Folt and Rina watched the front as the ship eased under the second bridge, which cast its shadow over the gate of the old sewer. That sewer system, carved ages ago, was the escape route from the palace. It connected to an imperfection in the world well. 

Even Deckard Hadrian wouldn’t look below a world well for an ancient sewer way. Havindas was counting on that.

Folt suspected more trouble. He checked over his shoulder. Saben’s ship gathered speed close behind them.

“They’re following us,” said Rina.

“Not to their benefit.” Folt turned to the rear of the ship. “Take command here for a moment Rina.”

“But you were doing such a great job.” Rina’s tone was snide.

Folt grunted. He made his way to the rear hatch where it hung open. He stared at Saben’s vessel helm to bow. They were only a few dozen hand spans apart. Folt inhaled and conjured fire banes from within, using Voratome Drake's gift.

He shot fire from his mouth. Flames erupted, black and burning on the bow of the stolen fortress ship. 

Damn the crew, Folt thought, and damn Saben. He will not disrupt my mission.

The fortress ship carrying the prisoners and whatever crew remained ignited in an immense blaze in seconds. Splashes came from the water as people abandoned ship. The oarsmen will be unlucky, but Folt hoped the rest of the crew could escape.

Folt watched grimly as the other fortress ship burn.

Saben

He dove out of the fortress ship’s hatch and splashed into the water.

Currents lapped about him as he found his way to the shore. He climbed the base of a steep escarpment on the northern bank. Jaswei followed him, still dragging her luggage. Rond gasped for air but still made it to shore alive.

The fortress ship they’d abandoned erupted with more fire. The crew couldn’t escape Folt’s inferno.

Saben glanced at Jaswei as she wrung water out of her hair.

“I'm going to find Havindas. I think I know where to look.”

“The palace?” she said.

Saben nodded.

Rond collapsed nearby them.

“Keep an eye on him,” said Saben, “I'll be back soon.”

“This is it, isn't it?” said Jaswei.

“I'm going to face him. I can do it alone.”

“You don't have to,” she said, touching his arm.

Fear mingle with attraction. He cupped her cheek.

“Please.” He looked into her eyes. “I have to go.”

“Let me come with you.”

“I'm going to need a different partner for this one,” said Saben. “But I’ll return to you.”

“You better,” Jaswei said. “If Rond could make it there, I wouldn't even think about letting you go alone.”

She touched his hand, then removed it from her face.

“I care about you. Don't get yourself killed.”

“I won't,” said Saben.

He set off of along the escarpment carrying his sword on his back knowledge of the scroll echoing in his mind. Azel was close now. He would drive his way up to the palace. Saben followed the river toward the bridge where the lead fortress ship floated. Havindas was close. he could feel the monster’s presence.

Elaine

Wards shuddered under the impact of magic from vakari warriors. Elaine and Lady Nasibron retreated from the doorway to avoid the blasts. Lakses dropped one warrior with a blow from his heavy fist. He moved with great speed when needed.

Elaine shot sprite fire at one of the nearby vakari, setting him falling in flames.

Lady Nasibron shifted into her sacra form, taking the shape of an armored knight formed from multicolored light. The blade she drew danced with sprites and burned with bane light. She struck down warrior after warrior.

The room was littered with the fallen forms of them a few vakari warriors already. Lady Nasibron quickly increased that number.

Finally, the vakari retreated. A single wizened vakari, his wings folded and his scales wrinkly with age, stepped into the passage outside the dungeon door.

“You've done well to defend against my subjects.”

“You’re the king of Nassion?” said Lady Nasibron.

“Indeed,” said the lizard man “I have need of what lies below the palace. You will, of course, allow me passage.”

“I think not.” Lady Nasibron’s sacra form’s voice echoed in the narrow space, sounding nothing like her.

The lizard man laughed, a deep, low sound.

“My subjects are mages. “He nudged one of the fallen warriors with his toe “I am a full wizard.”

Elaine glanced at her aunt.

“Be careful,” she said.

Lakses nodded. He squared his stance and faced the king of Nassio. Lady Nasibron’s sacra form joined him. Together they lunged at the king. 

He moved with alarming speed and grace, shifting into a sacra form of his own. The humanoid form looked almost human, but its body was formed not of flesh, but stone. A heavy arm hurled Lakses into the door, smashing the wards and breaking the dungeon passage open. Lakses fell to the floor.

Elaine ran toward him while Lady Nasibron held the king back. Her sacra form was strong but the king’s sacra form, whatever it was, proved as alarmingly dangerous as any Elaine ever witnessed.

He whipped a glittering chain from behind his back. Swinging the weapon, he entangled Lady Nasibron’s gaseous sacra form with links formed by sprites. The king of Nassio lunged toward Elaine and Lakses.

Elaine threw a hand to cast a spell. The king knocked her arm aside. She closed her eyes and spoke the incantation to another spell. The wards the king stood among collapsed upon themselves. 

Sprites Elaine had deployed returned to her in a rush of power. The king’s sacra form glowed as light flashed across the surface of stony skin. Sprites slashed at him from the recalled wards as they returned at great speed to Elaine. They weren't as powerful as an iron bane used in such a way but they threw the king off balance.

He staggered to one side. His chain lashed out slashed across Elaine’s shoulder and back. She ducked, but pain flared in her as blood sprayed across the wall. Clutching at her wounded arm, she staggered to keep her feet between the king and the fallen Lakses.

“Out of my way,” said the King. He retracted the chain and lunged at her once more. His shoulder connected with her chest, driving the wind from her. Her feet left the floor.

She flew down the passage within the dungeon. The world spun around her. She hit the wall at the corner of the passage and slumped to the ground

“No!” said Lady Nasibron. “How dare you?”

Lakses struggled to stand as the king strode past him. Elaine's eyes flickered clicked half-closed. She blinked, feeling only pain through her body.

The king motioned for his remaining warriors to follow him into the dungeon. They marched past Elaine, treating her as if she was already dead.

A white mist coalesced into the shape of a bony figure in a white robe. He glanced at Elaine with a face made of void and starlight, then turned and followed the vakari deeper into the dungeons.
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Melissa

She stumbled to a halt within the breached palace entrance, sweating and bleeding. Deckard Hadrian limped out of the feasting hall, blood dripping from cuts on his hands. Melissa approached Deckard.

“What happened?”

“The enemy is here,” Deckard said. He pointed down the hall from the dungeon with one bloody hand.

“I fought best I could but that maladrite, Havindas is headed that way. He wants the world well.”

Melissa scowled.

“All the fighting is for a pit in the ground?”

“There’s something important at the bottom,” Deckard said.

Melissa nodded. She still felt numb, recalling how she’d carried Niu’s broken body from the house. She turned to Deckard.

“We need to hurry.”

The two of them proceeded down the passage. They passed fallen vakari warriors as they approached the door to the dungeon.

There, they found Lady Nasibron disentangling herself from the last of string a group of sprites. On the floor within the broken door of the dungeon, lay a powerfully-built, stocky man. He sat up as they approached.

Lady Nasibron motioned to the man.

“Melissa,” she said, “meet Lakses.”

Deckard's eyebrows bent inward.

“Lakses,” he said, “what are you doing here?”

“The greater demon’s spawn named Azel,” said Lakses, “his scroll is in use. And I have a feeling he will be here, because Havindas is attacking.”

“You mean Saben,” said Melissa.

“Saben stole the scroll,” said Deckard. “Saben will become the demon.”

“Azel is a powerful demon,” said Lakses pushing himself his feet. He turned and walked to the end of the passage. He helped Elaine up.

She leaned on him as they approached the dungeon door.

“If they can find the well, they can achieve their mission,” said Lakses. “We need to hurry if we're going to stop them.”

“Lakses,” said Deckard, “you don't want to stop them. Do you?”

“I'll do whatever it takes,” he said. “I want to protect the city. However, my motives are far from pure as you discerned.”

Lady Nasibron snorted.

“Enough talk,” he said. “We must stop them before its too late.”

Melissa gritted her teeth.

“We should hurry.” She turned lady Nasibron. Tears began to well in her eyes. “Niu...” she trailed off.

Lady Nasibron’s face fell. Elaine began to cry.

“Yes,” said Melissa. “He was one of the fist of the King of Nassio.”

“I have a feeling they are more the fist of the maladrite, Havindas,” said Deckard. “They fought alongside him in other places around the world. Now they're here.”

“I killed one of them,” said Melissa.

“Which one?” asked Deckard.

“Deel,” said Melissa.

“He was quick,” Deckard said.

“Not quick enough,” said Melissa, wiping her eyes with her hand.

They made their way into the dungeon. Sprite fires burned in every empty cell. Those cells that had contained people, were now empty. The doors hung off their hinges.

“The vakari warriors have been freeing the prisoners. Or worse,” said Deckard.

Melissa wrinkled her nose. She gripped her spear tightly.

The three of them, Deckard, Lady Nasibron, and Melissa lead the way. Elaine and Lakses followed them. Elaine moved stiffly, no doubt in pain after being thrown across the hall, but still alive.

“Melissa,” said Elaine, “is Katie. Is she...”

“She died fighting,” said Melissa.

“There was nothing you could do,” said Lady Nasibron, “I'm confident of that.”

“I know,” said Melissa, softly.

They made their way down multiple flights of stairs. As they moved, the skittering of sounds below them became louder and more frequent. They reached the bottom level where the darkness was almost complete.

Melissa put forth her hand. Her spear lit up with sprites. She waved the weapon in front of them, trying to ward in between cells as they passed. They continued their descent. They reached the empty cell with the passage that led to the world well.

“Beyond here,” said Deckard, “I cannot guarantee any of us will come back.”

“You never could,” said Lady Nasibron. “Don't think any less of yourself for it.”

Elaine slumped, sitting down on the floor. Lakses knelt beside her.

“She's still hurt,” she said.

“I made it this far,” said Elaine, struggling to get to her feet.

Melissa went to her friend and crouched before her.

“It's all right,” she said. “You have to hold on.”

“I'm not going to die,” said Elaine.

“Not today,” said Lady Nasibron, “if you know what's good for you, student.”

Elaine grimaced, then nodded.

“Lady Nasibron,” she said, ”thank you.”

Deckard stitched a series of wards on the outside of the vacant cell.

“Is there any other way out of this dungeon?” asked Lady Nasibron.

“There was a passage years ago, in th distant past.” Deckard nodded to himself. “Yes, there was a sewage passage that was located deeper than the well.”

“That means,” said Lady Nasibron, “whatever is still close to the well could connect to it.”

“Quite so,” said Deckard. “I would see that only a few of us can pursue. Melissa, can you come with me?”

Melissa touched her wounded shoulder gingerly.

“I'll do whatever I can,” she said.

“We’ll have to dive into the well,” said Deckard. “The passage to the sewage tunnel should not be far below the top.”

Melissa nodded. 

“I understand.”

She followed Deckard with one more glance at Elaine. Elaine nodded to her with a reassuring, though sad expression. Lady Nasibron clapped a hand on Melissa's unwounded shoulder.

“Good luck.”

Melissa turned to Lady Nasibron.

“I wouldn't be here without you.”

“You've always been heroic,” said Lady Nasibron, “see where that gets you from here.”

Melissa frowned.

“I don't know,” she said. “I don't think I've been heroic enough.”

“You try your best,” said Lady Nasibron, “and you try again.”

Elaine smiled slightly. 

“That’s something to remember.”

Lakses put an arm around Elaine and helped adjust her position against the wall. Lady Nasibron approached the two of them weaving a pair of sprites resonating with a healing song between her fingertips. She sent the sprites diving toward Elaine. 

Melissa and Deckard approached the passageway to the world well. They entered the well chamber. The world well came into view before them, dark and foreboding. Among the scattered sprites and Banes around the chamber providing the light, there were a handful of vakari royal guards. The Royal guards, warriors with wings and spears and magic of their own to wield, blocked their path to the well. They cast small shadows in the gloom.

Melissa glanced at Deckard.

“Can we get past them?”

“Of course,” said Deckard. “But I think we better stop them.”

“Do we have time?” asked Melissa.

Deckard shrugged.

“We have no choice.”

He summoned up wind and threw himself toward the warriors. His Swift flight carried him over the stones and bowling into one warrior before the lizard man could ready his spear. The weapon splintered apart as it halfway moved to intercept Deckard. Melissa followed the immortal man stabbing out with her spear. The point pierced another warrior and he went down. She pulled the weapon back. It’s point glistened red in the light of the sprites.

The pit yawned before them.

The other vakari warriors retreated around the edge of the pit, encircling as they prepared to hurl spears and magic at Deckard and Melissa.

Deckard climbed off the fallen warrior he had thrown to the ground. 

“Let's go.” 

He reached for Melissa's hand. She gripped his wrist under the robe.

The two of them leapt into the well. They descended, fluttering like leaves on the breeze. Deckard guided them both into a tunnel twenty hand-spans from the top of the well. Melissa hadn't seen it before, but it looked dry enough. They landed inside the tunnel. The warriors who had been blocking the well descended on their wings to follow them. Melissa stabbed another with her spear before she and Deckard turned to race into the passage.

Deckard led the way, he cut a path through cobwebs and brush at first. They quickly reached the center of the tunnel and the way cleared by a recent previous passage. 

“Whatever they wanted below,” said Deckard, “They already did it.”

“They retrieved something?” asked Melissa.

Deckard nodded.

“They're on their way out.”

“But where does this tunnel reach the surface?” said Melissa.

Deckard shrugged.

“I don't know,” he said. “I haven't been in Soucot in a long time and never down so deep.”

Melissa frowned.

“We should move as fast as we can,” she said. 

“Of course,” said Deckard. “May I take your hand again?”

“Yes.”

He gripped her wrist with his hand this time, and then launched himself down the tunnel. They flew past webs, shadows, and flickering sprite-lights. They raced along the passage, barreling downward until they began to see light once more. Deckard landed, skating on the rough stones. Before them stood the pallid shape of Zalklith Once-Broken. On either side of him, a pair of Nassini royal guards flanked him with spear and spell.

“Three on two,” said the hunched vakari king, “I take it you are all that's left?”

“Don’t assume,” said Deckard. “And certainly don’t count your enemies dead before you slay them.”

Melissa grimaced.

The reptilian man before them was to blame for everything. He was to blame for Niu’s death, the assassination attempt, for everything that happened here.

“The scion is with Havindas,” said Zalklith, “There's no more need for masks. He assumed his sacra form, a pale humanoid with joints that seemed to float separately from each other. He took a step forward. His troops blocked the tunnel.

Deckard glanced at Melissa.

“It's time to fight,” he said. “Once more.”

Melissa braced her spear against the floor. She began to forge her iron bane into as much muscle as she could.

Deckard hurled himself at Zalklith Once-Broken. Melissa followed behind him, striking with her spear at the first royal guard. Battle was joined in the tunnel with cries and shrieks.
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Folt

The governor’s vessel caught up with Folt’s fortress ship under the bridge near the ancient sewage gate. Folt boarded a small rowboat and crossed the shallows to meet Havindas and Zalklith when they emerged from the ancient gate. His hands shook as he reached for the sword at his hip. They were so close. So close. He tasted victory on his tongue, meaning his master no-doubt felt the same way.

The governor’s ship plowed into the escarpment, driving up a plume of water that drenched Folt, Rina, and the two pulling scull where they sat in the boat. The Kanori rowers shivered as water cascaded over them. They reached the escarpment and the ancient gateway carved into it a moment later. Folt leapt from the boat, slipping on smooth stones but keeping his feet. Rina slithered after him, halfway into her serpentine true form.

The enemy ship loomed over them, huge and tall, though scarred, leaking, and battered. Above him, Folt spotted Suya on the deck, next to a black-skinned demon with long, fierce-looking talons. One of the hand managed to take on a sacra form.

He stared up at them when Rina grabbed and tugged on his arm. He turned, and a vast wave of sprites missed him by only a hand’s distance. The blade of sprites cleaved into the escarpment, dashing stones apart.

Folt darted out of the path of a second blow with Rina at his side. The second blow smashed the dinghy into the water with a titanic crashing sound, sending the rowers swimming for their lives.

“Damn it,” said Folt. His eyes turned to the steep side of the escarpment, where a man with an oar stood. He looked to be one a Member of the governor’s Hand, one who had training mage.

The man, Kelt, a sailor in his middle years, descended toward them holding the massive oar between both hands.

“You've done too much,” he said. “This is the end, Folt.”

Folt hissed, hating the sound of his name in the man's mouth.

“Folt,” called Suya from the ship, “don't fight. Give up now and you might be spared”.

If there were three of them... Could Hilos be wearing that demon form?

Folt lunged at the man with the oar. Kelt swatted him with a wave sprites from below. Though they were flat and blunt, the impact still stung. Folt flew into the air on the force of the impact. Rina jumped after him, her wings extending. She caught him and they glided toward the deck of the governor’s tall ship.

Kelt jumped after them, his leap boosted by sprites singing from his legs. They all landed on the ship, before Suya and the demon that must be Hilos. The governor stood behind the two mages. Lokoth folded her arms. The governor’s eyes met Folt’s gaze. Her sword servant drew a blade.

“You,” said Suya, tears in her eyes, “how dare you come back here?

“How dare I?” Folt shrugged. “I dare.”

He tore his sword from its sheath. The blade was not as large as the cleaver he used of the battle in the palace, but here, thanks to Voratome Drake’s pact with him, he felt certain he was stronger than anyone present. He must not face defeat today.

Despite his huge weapon, Celt held his oar easily. He circled, trying to get behind Folt and Rina. Rina took to the air once more. She passed overhead, no doubt looking for a way to attack the governor. Hilos’ demonic visage shifted away to reveal his true nature for a moment, confirming Folt’s suspicion the old man wore the sacra form. Hilos maneuvered himself between Rina and the governor. Governor Lokoth took her sword from Suya. She’ll be no match for a full-blooded Charinien and Fisher if Rina can strike, Folt though

Two against one, Folt could handle. He focused on Kelt.

“That's a nice trick you have there.” He eyed the oar the man used to focus his sprites.

Kelt snorted.

“I’ll be enough to blow you away, myself,” said the sailor.

“You certainly gave me a boost, said Folt.” 

He took his sword’s grip in both hands and started to inhale deeply, building flames using Drake’s gift. He did not make black bane fire, not yet, but fire nonetheless. He exhaled, blowing flames over the deck. The orange fire jumped onto the rail on the edge of the deck and oars below them. The ship began to burn.

Folt smiled.

“Now we have a time limit.”

“Kelt,” said Suya, “I'll handle him. You put out the fire.”

The sailor nodded. He swept his oar over his head.

No, you don't, Folt thought, lunging at the man. Suya darted forward, interposing herself between Folt and Kelt. Folt’s sword deflected off her blade.

The sword servant, despite her obvious tension and feelings, continued to press him back, pushing with the blade. She forced him step-by-step toward the bow.

Folt and his sword skills were no match for her. However, his magic might be able to give him the edge.

He shot flames over Suya’s head and onto the mast. The ship blazed from stem to stern. Suya thrust out with her blade, cutting Folt across the arm. Her next cut gashed his head.

Her third blow sliced across his ankle. He staggered, but the wounds were healing. Voratome Drake’s gift, Folt thought, he blessed me greatly for all the curses I carry in his name.

He added all his weight behind the blade and shoved Suya back, weapon to weapon. She kept herself on guard despite skating toward the flames. Folt gritted his teeth.

Suya shrugged her shoulders. She moved loosely, but not as loosely as a warrior should.

“I need to know, why did you do this?”

“I serve a master who gave me everything I have,” said Folt, “Though I regret it's come to this between us.”

“Who is your master?” said Suya. “Tell me.”

Folt shrugged.

“Voratome Drake,” he said, “the greater demon commands my loyalty.”

Suya’s eyes widened.

“The black fire,” she said.

Folt nodded.

“The fire is his. He gave it to me. In exchange, I eat for him.”

“He shares your stomach? Your mouth?”

“He can’t put words in my mouth,” said Folt, “but I nourish him with every bite I take.” He held his mouth open, showing his teeth. “Don't worry, Suya. I won't bite you.”

Suya grimaced. She gripped her sword in both hands. Kelt extinguished some of the ordinary fire by drawing water from the channel with his oar-sprites. The black demon, Hilos, elongated sharp fingers toward Rina, keeping her at bay in the air.

Folt pressed the attack. He lunged at Suya once more. She parried. He feinted. She cut at him in a counter-attack at his arm. The same gash opened once more, but it sealed again almost as quickly. He shot fire at her feet. She jumped back. They danced back and forth. Soon she would be out of space. His fire would consume the entire vessel. Folt would be able to meet Havindas perfectly. I must win.

He hammered all the muscular force he held into one blow, striking towards Suya once more. She blocked, staggering backward at the impact. Her sword flew from her hands.

Suya retreated. Her reinforced blade buried its point in the deck. She grimaced, still looking confident. The governor held out her blade of office, and then tossed it to Suya. The sword servant caught the weapon’s hilt in both hands.

She twirled the blade to face Folt.

“If you work for the demon, then you have to fall.”

“We all work for demons,” said Folt. “Remember Mother Mercy.”

“Mother Mercy is no demon,” said Suya. She thrust the new sword at Folt. He retreated from her onslaught, then took up guard by the bow. Flame engulfed large parts of the deck, climbing along the mast and devouring the sail with ease.

Kelt fought the flames with water, but not hard enough. As the man scooped up more water using his the sprites focused in his oar, Folt heard the empowered water, sprites singing through every gallon with detached sprites. Such sprites might even extinguish bane fire. Folt snarled.

He shot flames directly at the man with the oar.

Suya cast out a ward. The edge of her blade deflected some of Folt’s fiery breath. However, a lance a black flame shot straight at Kelt, slicing across his arm and setting his back alight. He fell to the deck rolling, against the rail and dropping his oar. He burned. The stench of his charred flesh began to rise quickly.

He staggered to his feet and dropped over the side into the river. Kelt landed in the water. Folt snarled and pressed Suya. Suya cut at him again. Her superior sword skills gave her the advantage. His strength and fire would soon exhaust her. Tears ran from her eyes.

Her fear, evident behind those eyes, along with her desperation, made her face more beautiful than Folt had ever seen. However, he hated to see her distress.

“How dare you,” said Suya. She fenced Folt against the bow. He hit the rail at the front of the ship.

“He might live,” said Folt, “but if he does, he won't be happy about it.”

She screamed and thrust her blade straight at them. The blade parted a gash in his chest. The weapon pinned him to the bow. 

“Rina,” Folt called, holding Suya’s sword, by the blade to keep it from slicing upward and finishing off. 

The Charinien fisher girl flew toward them. Her tail lashed out, smashing Suya from her grip on the blade. The sword fell from Folt’s wound and clattered to the deck. Suya went sprawling. Folt sank to his knees, bleeding from his chest wound. He snarled as he looked at the governor.

“It's over,” said Rina. “Except for the demon, we beat them all.”

Suya glared at Folt. Intense hatred he never dreamed he’d see fill those eyes directed at him. She feared and despised him. She knew him, and they had once cared for each other more than either of them could ever have said.

Now, all that is gone.

He fought to stand up and then lurched toward her. He still gripped his sword with bloody fingers.

He kicked the governor blade away. The glittering weapon rolled to the edge of the burning rail.

Folt struggled toward her. 

“Suya,” he said, “please.” 

She lashed out with a kick, desperate, fueled by fury. Her blow struck Folt’s knee. He staggered back. Hilos’ black demon form appeared, jumping over the black flames. His fingers slashed at Rina, cutting across her elongated fisher’s tail.

Rina screeched and flew into the air, trailing blood.

Folt decided the battle on the ship was over. He climbed up the bow, clutching his bleeding chest. The wound would heal over in seconds. For the moment he remained vulnerable. He held the sword at arms-length, trying his best to keep Hilos back. Hilos ran to Suya’s side, lifting her along the governor’s sword. He leapt over the flames, moving to rescue the governor as crew scattered, abandoning ship.

Folt snarled.

“Well done, old man!” 

He jumped from the bow and landed at the bottom of the escarpment.

The air grew hot above him. The mass of the governor’s ship collapsed on itself. The entire vessel would be destroyed soon. Folt told himself that destruction was enough. 

Folt lurched back toward the ancient sewage gateway. The bars covering the tunnel’s end gleamed black, sparkling with spray, still sealed. He inhaled as deep as he can. The pain in his chest increased. Folt spewed hungry black flames at the bars of the ancient gateway. The burning bane fire seared, then melted through the bars. The bars of the sewage gate fell away. Folt staggered toward the tunnel. The ancient door stood open at last. He’d won for his master. No one else remained, no one but him.

The burning end of a charred oar slammed on him from above. The blow smashed into his back and drove him to the uneven slope of the escarpment’s stones. His sword flew from his hand. Folt slid and rolled onto his back and landed in shallow water.

His blood mingled in the shallows.

Kelt stood over him. Dark fire sizzled on his back. The water neutralized most of the bane fire. The sailor grunted.

“You counted me out. Wrong.”

Folt grimaced. He’d lost his sword. Now, he was unarmed, except for his fire. He surged toward Kelt, tackling the man about the waist. Folt rolled with him into the water. They fought in the surf. Wrestling, punching, grappling. Kelt raised a dagger. His oar floated in the water nearby. He stabbed into Folt’s chest. The blade opened the same wound as the other one. 

Blood speckled  Kelt's face. Folt grimaced at the sharp pain. He dropped to his knees in the water. Kelt rushed toward him, knife bloody and jabbing.

Folt swung drunkenly with both arms. He battered the knife from his opponent’s grip. His other fist lashed out and smashed against Kelt’s temple. The sailor mage spiraled into the water. Folt charged after him, dragging back toward the riverbank. He smashed the man's head into the unyielding stone of the escarpment. Kelt went still.

Blood pooled in the water around them. Most of the red tincture billowing in the water once belonged to Folt.

He limped up the escarpment, dragging himself toward the gate. Finally, he climbed to the top of the entryway. Staring into the darkness of the tunnel, he saw the shape, pallid except for the dark void of his face, a face, lit by countless stars. Havindas carried the shape of the cocoon, a human-sized cocoon heavy enough to make even the powerful Maladrite drag his feet. He moved slowly.

Folt was not the only one who had faced adversity in the past few moments. Havindas approached Folt. The two of them stood at the edge of the gateway.

“You did it,” said Folt. “You got him.”

Havindas shrugged.

“Where's the rowboat?”

Folt pointed at the swamped vessel, no doubt cracked and leaking where Kelt had struck it. 

“We need to get the ship some other way.”

Havindas grimaced. With his pale mouth and lack of face, he looked like the wrath of night itself.

“Nothing is simple on this mission,” he said.

Folt grunted.

“Where is Zalklith.”

“Holding the tunnel,” said Havindas. “We were being pursued.”

“Can you get to the ship? How far can you leap?”

Havindas shook his head.

“Not that far away while carrying our charge. We need to move further out.”

Folt’s gaze turned toward the fortress ship. The governor’s vessel began to sink into the river, still burning in places. None of the other fortress ships shifted made it this far upriver. 

Damn it, he thought. I thought the maladrite could assist our escape.

Havindas growled. Folt turned to him.

“Give me the scion.”

“Hand a mortal man Voratome Drake’s very child?” said Havindas, “How dare you make such a request of me?”

Folt gritted his teeth.

“Don't be ridiculous, Havindas, we are both getting out of here and the scion with us.”

Havindas grimaced.

“Of course we will. Just find me some other way to get further over the water. We only need to row a few dozen hands out and I can leap.”

“You can't get there in your insubstantial form?”

“I can't carry him in my insubstantial form,” said Havindas. “It’s up to you.”

Folt nodded.

Leave it to the monster to take the glory and make the mortal do the work.

He started searching for something to take them over the water. He made up his mind. Folt lurched to the water and dragged the remains of the dinghy to them. It would not float for long. He hoped Havindas would find it useful. Despite it being crashed almost in half by Kelt’s swinging oar, Folt supposed it should be able to hold the shape long enough for Havindas to spring off it. 

He explained the idea to his maladrite companion.

Havindas nodded.

“I will try it,” he said. “A little water won't hurt me anyway.”

Folt grimaced.

“I'll find a way back myself,” he said.

“Course,” said Havindas, “you always do.”

Folt shook his head.

“Don't be so sure,” he said. “Most of my team is gone.”

“Most? Or all?” said Havindas. 

Folt grimaced.

“I don't know where any of them are now, except for Rena. She's fleeing into the city.”

Havindas shook his head.

“They’re gone now.”

“I understand,” said Folt. “We must escape ourselves, and as fast as possible.”

He turned and looked into the depths of the sewage tunnel. Behind them, and within the darkness, there came the sounds of battle.
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Melissa

She felled the second royal guard with a strike from her spear. The weapon’s reinforced point pierced reptilian scales with ease. Melissa grunted with effort.

The vakari warrior crumpled to the tunnel floor ahead of Melissa. Deckard faced the King of Nassio further down the passage, nearing the light. The king continued to retreat. Melissa grimaced.

No matter how much she fought, she could not bring back those already lost. She thought of Niu’s broken body. My comrade. My friend.

Melissa drew her spear back and began to spin it as best she could within the tunnel. Now or never, she thought. She needed to find a way to help Deckard defeat the king. The leader of the vakari wore a sacra form. The chain he wielded pushed Deckard back bit by bit.

The shape of smooth metallic limbs, the swish of the chain, every action appeared calculated as well as powerful and confident.

Melissa drove herself forward. She wielded her spear in both hands. She focused on Zalklith and the words in her sacra scroll Even without the physical scroll, a sacra form could be awakened from memory.

She achieved a pinpoint precision with her movements. The spear and the seals written on it blurred in the air. Ripples of light formed around her.

She focused even deeper, intensifying her gaze. She drew out her iron bane. The weakness in her knees and her wounds throbbed, almost making her collapse as she moved the bane to her hand. With the iron bane beside the twirling spear, she focused as best she could through a haze of pain and weariness.

She finally drew the demon near. His face, her face, whichever, for Fanhedon’s expressionless head was a dome of metallic steel, glared at Melissa with eyelids intensity.

“What do you want?”

“I need your aid,” said Melissa. “Help me.”

“I can do more than help,” said Fanhedon.

“Please,” said Melissa, “I can't lose another today.”

“Grief,” said Fanhedon, “is useless.”

“Will you help?”

“You have drawn me out. I will take this opportunity to live again.”

Melissa felt the coldness of steel in her arms. The dome formed in place around her head, armor covering her very spirit. She achieved the form of the demon. Her spear, now reinforced by the iron bane she’d drawn out of her palm remained in her hand.

She charged toward Deckard and Zalklith. The two older beings waged war in a manner fit for a poem. They clashed back and forth. They darted here and there in the passage. Then, Melissa used Fanhedon’s voice to break the silence of their struggle.

“Deckard, out of the way.”

Deckard did not miss an instant. He darted aside, shooting out sprite lines to entangle Zalklith. The vakari king leapt backward, avoiding the entangling strings. Melissa’s spear struck his sacra form’s hide. The reinforced weapon powered by demonic muscle smashed the king backward. His tough, demonic skin held.

“You are a tough one.” These words came not from Melissa, but the demon. Fanhedon bellowed a laugh.

“This time, you won't survive.”

“This time,” said the sacra form worn by the king of Nassio. “We are both already dead.”

“Oh, you have a long way to fall yet.”

The king of the Nassio whipped the chain of his demon form out from behind him. He tossed the end of it over Fanhedon’s shoulder. Melissa willed her demon to move. The chain splashed backward gouging at stone. It's razor edge cut a groove in the passage floor.

Deckard skirted the king at the side of the passage. He shot more darts and strings at the king. One pierced the arm of the sacra form, drawing black blood. Deckard pulled the dart back on its line. He drew the king's arm out of aim.

The chain flew off course. 

Melissa and Deckard converged on the king, Deckard from one side and Melissa from the front. Deckard's darkened sprite strings entangled the king's entire arm. The king roared and swatted him backward, but Deckard dragged Zalklith along behind him. 

He hit the wall feet first and bounced. He landed on it on the stone below. Melissa’s spear crashed against the king’s polished hide once more. Demon skin broke. The demon's chest plate flew apart, revealing a bloody interior. His heart hammered, exposed to her eyes.

“No!” The king’s voice came out as a desperate croak.

Melissa drew back. The king flailed at her. She darted away from the blow. Her spear flew out of reach of a lethal strike.

Deckard settled to his knees.

“Oh,’ said the king. “Worn down are we, immortal?”

Deckard said nothing.

Zalklith Once Broken stepped forward. He glowered down at Hadrian.

“Deckard,” Melissa said. “You can't give up.”

Deckard said nothing. He looked completely broken. Something must have broken within when he hit the wall.

Melissa raced toward the king, lowering her spear in the charge. The king swung out with his hand. Smashing her from her path to a deadly strike.

She spun and kicked him with all her demon's force. A sharp heel connected with his shoulder. He reeled, off-balance.

Deckard scrambled upright. Two bane darts shot from his fingers and through the king's exposed heart.

The king choked in mid-motion. Blood gushed from the wound in his chest.

“You,” said the king, “You deceived me.”

Deckard closed his eyes.

“Goodbye, my friend.” His eyes flashed open.

He struck the king. Zalklith Once Broken fell and the sacra form faded from his wizened reptilian body. Melissa marched past, leaving behind not a demon, but the body of a fallen vakari warrior.

Saben

Saben forged his way along the edge of the river near the escarpment. He struggled to the wall in the shallows, dodging falling debris from the burning vessel the governor had brought to the fight.

Folt struggled to right the remains of a dinghy in the shallows, trying to make it float. 

Zalklith was nowhere in sight, but at the entrance of the tunnel, a bright shape turned, A starry face, dark with void around the pinpricks of light smirked at Saben.

“I finally got you.” Saben raised his sword. He put all his sprite’s strength into his legs and jumped. He sailed out of the water and into the air. The demon turned, revealing a cocoon of almost humanoid shape held in his arms. 

He stepped back into the passage beyond the ancient gateway. Saben’s blow struck the stone of the floor and smashed it. Cracks formed in the supports of the old sewer way. The blade rang with reverberations from the impact. His hands shook. He whirled and swung once more at the maladrite.

Havindas retreated, unwilling or unable to attack.

Saben pursued the maladrite into the tunnel. Folt laughed behind him. Black fire shot from the river to cover the end of the tunnel.

Bane fire. 

Saben spun and shouted directly at Folt.

The man and his dinghy blew toward the center of the river and fetched up against the hull of the fortress ship. Folt’s back slammed against the side of the larger vessel, denting the metal armor.

Saben turned as the bane fire dispersed about him. He faced Havindas down the length of his blade.

“Just you and me.”

“You have come a long way, a little villager.”

“I was only a boy when you destroyed my village.’

“Yes, so was your sister just a girl. Now, both mortals are grown.”

Ben grimaced, lips trembling with hatred.

“My sister is dead.”

“No,” said the maladrite. “No, I won't lie this time.” He set the cocoon beside the wall, propping the shape against the stone. “Stand aside. If I have to face you, I don't want our fight to destroy the reason I entered this cursed city.”

Saben grunted.

“No luck,” he said. “You’re a living curse, Havindas.”

“How dishonorable. I would've thought a crusader like yourself would not want to destroy more simply to get his vengeance.”

“You’re wrong.” Saben growled low in his throat. “I'll do you one favor, and not shout to destroy you yet.”

“You may have to use everything you have. Even Hadrian could not defeat me.”

“The immortal?”

“He lived but he could not triumph.” Havindas drew back both arms. An aura of visible sprites danced about his limbs. “I will have my way. You will fall at last.”

The maladrite crouched as if to leap forward. He waited for Saben. He raised the sword and slashed at the maladrite.

Havindas caught the blade between both hands. His enhanced muscles powered by his aura kept the blade from cutting into his palms. He held the great sword over his head as if it was nothing more than a toy. 

Finally, he grimaced and a light flared in one starry part of his face. The flash of light sent Saben flying, burning, into the water. He kept his grip on the sword as Havindas released it.

He hit the water, skidded and then struck bottom. He drifted beneath the surface, then touched bottom more slowly. Saben pushed off hard. 

He emerged from the water flying fast and found Havindas outside the ancient gateway once more. Saben’s blade sliced out, river water streaming from the blade. The maladrite side-stepped and the blade cleaved a gash through the bottom of the ancient gateway. Water began to well up into the smashed parts of the tunnel, rippling from below.

“Look what you did?” said Havindas, “smashing the tunnel. You of all people should appreciate the history.”

“History?”

“Your sacra form was spawned of the demon who fell here all those ages ago.” Havindas smiled. “You could say Azel was born here.”

Saben gritted his teeth. He lifted the sword and swung. Reinforcing sprites and Banes kept the blade intact as delivered blow after terrible blow. 

The maladrite avoided the weapon. He delivered a blow that sent Ben flying down the escarpment. He sailed from the gateway and skidded past the burning ship. The remainder the governor’s vessel began to collapse into the water.

“I hope you can pray,” Havindas said as he floated over the wall toward Ben. “You are no longer the strongest one on the battlefield.”

“Was I ever?” asked Saben.

“Enough talk. If you do not take the form of Azel I will kill you where you stand.”

“Good idea. I’m done waiting.”

Saben called to the demon within himself and summoned the spirit of Azle to the surface. The demon leapt with eagerness into his body.

He took the demon's form, growing and growing until he towered twelve spans tall, the blade held in two of his extended arms. His other two hands formed fists. 

He stared at Havindas. His burning demon skin shimmered as water ran from him and fell into the river. He raised the blade over his head. 

“Now,” he said in the guttural voice of those of Azel. “This time you won't survive, Havindas!”

Saben shouted, using Azel's voice. The technique he had known ever since childhood, invested in him by his parents, roared forth. In his sacra form, the attack gained more power and energy than ever before. 

Havindas, floating in the air exploded into a shower of mist. His body reformed by the gateway. He shook, staggering to one side. Saben landed in the form of Azel beside him.

Havindas gazed at him, then began to laugh.

“It is not yet done,” Saben growled.

Havindas looked at the sky. Rain began to fall from the clouds above.

He drew back his arms, forming a cross over his chest. A bolt of pure black energy shot from the center of the maladrite’s chest and smashed into Saben and Azel, the body they shared. They flew backward, crashing upon the escarpment. They skidded to a stop half a mile away on the rough stones.

Saben sank to his knees. Azel’s form flickered about him. No. As his heart jumped and skipped it beat even harder in his chest. No, he thought, I must not give up.

“Azel.”

The demon was ready.

“What do you ask of me?”

“You have more power,” said Saben.

“You are channeling but a fraction of my abilities.”

“Give me all you are,” said Saben.

“Truly?” asked the demon.

“Yes! I must defeat Havindas so I can find my sister.”

“You will have my power for now.” Azel sent energy flowing through Saben’s frame. “But I will have your body and I will be reborn.”

Before Saben could react, before he could think to fight the will the demon, darkness erupted at the corners of his vision. 

It wasn't void, but the demon's essence. They formed a shell about him. Azel’s power flowed through every limb, making muscles bulge and limbs writhe. Saben’s will failed. He watched, numb, as Azel stepped forward on the escarpment. 

Havindas disappeared into the gateway. Saben could not pursue him as Azel ruled his every action.

Azel began to grow, towering first twenty then thirty spans tall. He strode from the river, leaving shallows behind.

“Finally.” Azel laughed. He charged into the city.

“No,” said Saben. “Don’t destroy for no reason.”

“I’m here because you called me here. Now I will perform your task, but only once mine is complete. Here is where my ancestors fell, my noble origin, Gorsheva. Today, I destroy this city and finish his work.”

Saben thought of Jaswei, and Rond, even Heen. These people do not deserve to die. Neither do Melissa or any of the others serving the governor. None of the people he met in the city deserved with the demon planned to do. He watched helpless Azel set about to destroy Soucot.
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Melissa

Melissa felt the world shake. The tunnel rumbled around her. She glanced at Deckard.

“What was that?”

He grimaced.

“We should hurry.”

The two of them rushed for the light. They reached the end of the tunnel. The pale figure of a spindly maladrite landed on the nearby fortress ship’s back.

Stumbling to a stop, Melissa in Fanhedon’s form gazed at the fortress ship. The vessel pulled out of the shallows. The figure on his back appeared carrying a cocoon the size of a person in his arms.

“That's Havindas,” said Deckard.

“He's fleeing,” said Melissa.

“Maybe that's enough,” said Deckard. He pointed toward the city. A towering shape smashed through buildings. Easily over sixty hands tall. The shape towered over the streets.

“What is that?”

“I don’t know precisely,” said Deckard. “But I can tell it’s a demon.”

“Where could a demon that huge come from all of a sudden?”

“I suspect a sacra form out of control,” said Deckard.

“Saben,” whispered Melissa.

“Perhaps,” said Deckard. He took to the air. “Follow me. We must intervene.” 

The two of them raced toward the demon as the monstrous form continued up the hill toward the palace. The city resounded with chaos and destruction. Rooftops and walls trembled at the demon's step.

Melissa and Deckard made their way as swiftly as they could up the hillside. Deckard shot lines around the demon's neck. Melissa finally got a good view of the monster with its extra set arms, empty of any weapon. The demon tore through buildings with vicious claws.

Melissa leapt toward the demon's back. Her spear embedded in the abomination’s hide, then pierced deep. The beast roared and shook. Melissa’s spear vanished up to the butt. She plunged her sacra form’s metallic hand, gleaming with steel, into the demon’s wound. She pulled the spear free.

The demon swatted at her with its huge hands.

She jumped from the demon’s back and landed on her knees in the street. She immediately bounced away, dodging more pounding fists.

Deckard circled overhead, shooting bane darts and sprite strings all over the demon. His magic might be small, but it didn’t lack power. One line encircled the demon's head. Another string went around his arms. Deckard hurled his whole body at the demon’s face. His right fist delivered a terrible blow to the demon skull. The impact combined with Deckard’s feather touch and knocked the demon off balance.

Deckard landed on one of the demon’s shoulders. Melissa sprang onto the other.

“How did he get so large?” she asked.

“No idea,” said Deckard. “I've never met this demon before.”

“Do you know his name?” said Melissa. An answer came from within her at once.

Azel

“Azel,” said Melissa.

“Did your demon tell you that?” Deckard shot a dart through the demon's neck. He tethered himself to it with a sprite string.

Melissa nodded.

“Azel isn’t an ordinary demon. He was born partially human.”

“An ascended demon.” Deckard took a deep breath. “I've never fought one before.”

“How can we stop him?” said Melissa.

“Soucot was built as a fortress to stop the giant Gorsheva a thousand years ago.” Deckard grimaced. “Azel isn’t Gorsheva, but I’m not Prince Geldingstar.”

Melissa glanced at the ruins of black stone looming over the city near the docks. She realized they were the remains of the ancient walls where Gorshva fell. Those walls were demon stone, all-but unbreakable. She glanced at Deckard.

“I know how to stop him,” she said.

Deckard grimaced.

“Good, because I'm short on ideas.”

“Follow my lead.”

Melissa stabbed her spear into Azel’s shoulder, then ripped it out. Small claws emerged from the demon’s back and swiped at each of them. They jumped from his shoulders and glided through the air. Deckard and Melissa fell together as Deckard used his feather sprites to keep her from dropping faster.

“Where should we go?” Deckard asked.

Melissa pointed at the demon stone walls on the far side of the river.

“Can we get him there?”

“Demon stone,” said Deckard.

“It's unbreakable, right?” said Melissa.

“Near enough,” said Deckard, “We must get him close and use them as a trap to limit the damage.”

Deckard and Melissa landed softly. Melissa turned.

“Deckard, weave strings around my spear.”

“Right. You reinforce it with your iron bane.”

She focused her iron bane into the spear, then tethered the spear to her wrist with Deckard’s strings. 

“If you want to pull him with you, now is the time, before he reaches the citadel.”

Melissa squinted at the demon. She hurled the spear.

The weapon vanished completely into the demon's shoulder. The string went taut. She flew off her feet. Deckard grabbed her arm. The two of them hauled the demon backward. Melissa touched ground again. The demon staggered toward her. Deckard took to the air.

“I’ll make him light,” Deckard said. “We move toward the river.”

Melissa yanked on the demon using the strings. Azel roared with rage and turned toward her. She raced toward the river. With Deckard's sprite dragging his weight, the demon's rampage faltered. Fanhedon’s muscles strained. Melissa pulled Azel toward the water.




Elaine

She made her way out the palace doors to the horrible din of the sound. Her aunt’s treatment of her wounds left Lady Nasibron exhausted. The two of them and Lkses emerged from the palace overlooking the river. A swath of destruction cut through the city. At the center, a demonic form, dark and gray-skinned stumbled backward over the ruined streets, cracking rock and bending steel. Some rooftops shook. Others collapsed.

“Melissa's down there,” said Lady Nasibron. She pointed. A tiny figure dragged the demonic giant through the streets. High above, by the monster’s head, another form flew. He darted back and forth but always keep in contact with the demon’s skin.

“It's Hadrian,’ said Lakses. “He is lightening the load.”

“We need to help them,” said Elaine.

“Right.” Lakses nodded.

Lady Nasibron shook her head. 

“No,” she said, “you must not go there.”

Elaine shot a desperate look at Lady Nasibron.

“Your training is incomplete,” set her aunt.

“My training doesn't matter anymore,” said Elaine. “That thing will destroy everyone if we don't stop it.”

“Leave the city,” said Lady Nasibron. “The cost will be too high even if you can stop the demon.”

“You can't tell me to flee now!” She took a step down the ramp leading to the Citadel.

“Students,” Lady Nasibron said, “don't make me...”

Elaine glared at her.

“Lady Nasibron, I may be your student but I’m also my own person. Lord Hadrian and Melissa need our help.”

“If that's what you wish.” Her aunt’s lip twitched. “I must tell you something I've never told anyone before.”

Elaine’s brow furrowed.

“Tell me what?”

“The truth,” said Lady Nasibron tears in her eyes. “You know, I'm not just your teacher. I'm your mother.”

Elaine stopped, frozen in her tracks.

“What?”

“Your parents who raised you,” said Lady Nasibron. “Are not your real parents. It's me. Me and Deckard Hadrian.”

“Deckard Hadrian?” Elaine stood frozen, blood pulsing through her veins. She heard every heartbeat. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am. Please, daughter. Don’t risk your life—”

The sun poked through the clouds, casting rays through the storm.

“Melissa is down there,” Elaine said.

“I can't lose you.”

Elaine grimaced.

“You already have,” she said. “You lied to me.”

“Please,” Lady Nasibron said. “Don't give up your studies.”

“You’ve had other students,” the Elaine. “You’ll find more.”

Lakses remained silent. Lady Nasibron’s lip trembled. She nodded, tears forming in her eyes.

“Go. It's too late for me to stop you now.”

Elaine ran toward the danger.
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Melissa

She dragged the towering demon to the water’s edge, pulling Azel through the city amid a rain of destruction. The demon's arms lashed out in fury, claiming lives and destroying structures. With Deckard’s help, Melissa would bring a blessing by toppling the giant. The only way she could do that was to box him in.

Deckard landed beside her.

The demon turned toward them now totally enraged.

“We’ll need to light him, said Deckard. “Then we get him across the water.”

“Good idea,” said Melissa. “How will we do that with you down here?

Deckard’s famous features formed a sly expression.

“I have the plan this time. Once he’s in the water, be ready to drag him to the other shore.”

“I think I could jump all away from here.

“Here’s a feather sprite to make sure.” Deckard pulled one from the halo of sprites about him. The sprite’s song echoed with the songs of her sacra form.

“Thanks,” said Melissa.

“Not yet,” Deckard said. “Thank me when we’re done.”

He took to the air, shooting darts at the Azel. He tugged the demon off balance. Melissa pulled the line attached the spear buried in the demon's back. Azel swayed, then toppled demon toward the river.

With an enormous splash, he hit the water. Melissa jumped into the air, hung for a moment, then landed on the opposite shore. Her legs ached despite the feather sprite’s help. The demon bellowed as his head thrashed to the surface. 

The borrowed sprite fled to return to Deckard. Melissa turned as the demon rose from the water. His massive form might be eighty hands tall, with what was still submerged. Water streamed off his hide, a terrifying sight. 

“Deckard,” called Melissa. “What now?”

“We have his attention now,” Deckard said.

“For this insult, you will both be destroyed here,” the demon roared. “You will die as mortals must.”

The two of them took off through the streets, Melissa pursued by the demon’s crashing feet. Deckard continued to circle Azel and harass him. Azel pursued Melissa with abandon, bellowing in rage.

The massive demon smashed aside merchant stalls as they entered the district on the south side of the river where river merchants delivered their goods. Melissa hadn't been back here since she returned to Soucot, despite all her time in the city. She hadn’t wanted to visit where she’d grown up. She hoped Giles was all right.

Perhaps, things could be better if they survived today. Niu already lay dead. Who knew how many others lay smoking or burnt or crushed in the slaughter?

Melissa continued to pull, dragging the line attached to spear to spur the demon forward. Her spear worked free and fell. She drew it to her on the sprite string. She caught the weapon and continued to run from Azel.

Halfway to the demon stone walls, Deckard joined alongside her.

“Not far now,” said Deckard. “I can see the walls over the rooftops.” 

Elaine sailed overhead, flying on feather sprites and guided by strings like a kite. She called to them.

“What’s the plan?”

“Those walls.” Melissa pointed at the black barriers with her spear as Elaine descended to land ahead of them.

“Good,” said Elaine. “Then what?

Deckard scowled.

“Normally I'd have us call on the most powerful magic we have to blast him into the well. I suspect that’s not going to work against an ascended demon.”

“That means...” Elaine’s jaw dropped. “Saben is that monster?”

“He must have tried using Azel as a sacra form,” said Deckard.

“That changes things,” said Elaine. “We need to try to save him if we can.”

“Why?” said Melissa.

“He’s just a human. He wanted revenge on a maladrite but now I don't think he can stop himself.”

“We’ll take that beast down one way or the other,” said Deckard.

Elaine nodded.

“Melissa, do you still have your iron bane?”

Melissa felt the sturdy bane in her palm where she held the spear.

“Yeah. It didn't transform with the others.”

“If we can get you to the demon's chest, possibly we could blast it out.”

The demon rampaged toward them, smashing buildings into rubble.

The three of them ran. Melissa helped Elaine move faster, holding her arm as Deckard glided alongside them. Despite her sprites and Melissa’s help, Elaine began to fall behind. She darted into an alleyway.

Deckard toward Melissa. 

“If she can't keep up. She must go another way.”

Melissa nodded. I’m not losing another friend today.

“A demon like Azel is a greater threat when it’s enraged.”

“We made it pretty angry,” Melissa agreed.

The demon stone walls loomed ahead, just a block away.

“If we get him close we can trap him against them,” Deckard said. “If we inflict enough pain he’ll abandon that form.”

“And that will be the end of the fight.”

“Right,” said Deckard.

The two of them led the demon toward the walls. The huge black structures rose before them, the box to hold the beast.

Deckard glanced at Melissa.

“Careful with your here,” he said. “That stone is almost entirely unbreakable.”

“He can't break it either,” said Melissa.

“Only the most powerful demons can break demon stone,” said Deckard.

“He’s a demon, though.”

“And so are you, in your sacra form, but don’t think that means those walls will fall.”

Melissa circled within the walls, turning toward the massive demon prowling toward them. He moved slower now, growling low in his throat. The sound became deafening as the demon drew near.

The demon howled. A wave of sound blasted Deckard and Melissa. They both flew off their feet and smashed into the demon stone. The unyielding black stone bounced Melissa onto the cobbled street. She shook, rattled, but with her pain mostly covered by the form of Fanhedon and her iron skin.

Melissa got to her feet. She turned to Deckard as he drifted to the ground.

“I have an idea,” she said.

Deckard waved to her.

Melissa jumped toward the top of the walls. Despite the lack of feather sprites, she made it to the top in one leap. Planting her feet, she faced Azel.

The demon leapt, sailing over the buildings and streets toward the wall. He clung to the side and swatted at her with his claws.

She hurled her spear. The reinforced point sliced through his hand and smashed into his shoulder. Blood weltered into the streets below but the demon did not change.

Deckard appeared beside her, then darted away in an instant. He appeared beside the demon's head and delivered a punch to the demon’s skull. The demon flew from the wall, his fingers pried free by sprites. He tumbled onto the street between the two sections of unyielding wall.

Whatever broke these walls, Melissa thought, was stronger than this demon. She caught her spear when Deckard hurled to her.

She spun and then jumped onto Azel. The demon writhed as Melissa landed squarely on his chest. She thrusting her spear toward his heart.

Such a blow killed the king of Nassio and can kill you too, Saben.

Fear filled Azel’s huge eyes. A creeping sense of doom approached Melissa from within. Claws crashed together, trying to swat Melissa. She danced away along his belly, leaving her spear impaling the demon through the chest. Not deep enough, she thought, as she darted forward and retrieved the weapon. Blood welled her from the weapon’s point.

Melissa stood on Azel’s stomach. Another set of arms swung overhead. More limbs appeared before her. She darted out of their reach and delivered a strike to the demon’s side.

Deckard landed. His sprites and banes sliced into the demon's flesh, drawing blood from dozens of wounds. The demon swore, writhed, and raged. Explosive sound waves smashed against the demon stone walls. The reverberations came back at them.

“No,” the demon rasped. “I do not die.”

Deckard pinned down more demon limbs. Melissa for her spear. The fatal blow still must fall.

She seized the weapon, but before she could strike, another demon stepped into view, a face identical to the massive demon beneath them.

The new Azel grinned.

“I'm not Saben,” he said. “That thing below still is. I can live without him at last. So kill him if you can.”

The demon sprang off his larger copy and dropped to the ground. Melissa grimaced. She hurled her spear after him, piercing the back of one knee.

Melissa turned to Deckard. She couldn’t ask her question before Deckard nodded. 

“I can exorcise Saben,” he said. “You get the other one.”

“I’m going.” Melissa leapt from the huge demon's chest and landed beside the smaller Azel.

The demon worked her spear out of his leg. He whirled and threw it back at her. She caught the weapon as the point slashed across her forearm.

She looked at the wound of broken metal as all too human blood pooled within it.

Azel grimaced.

“Looks like we're evenly matched for the moment,” he said.

Melissa motioned them closer with her spear.
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Saben

Saben opened his eyes.

He lay on a street of cold stone all of it drenched with black fluid.

Deckard, Hadrian offer him his hand.

“Get up,” said Deckard, “you caused enough trouble. Time to help solve it for once.”

Saben grimaced. He grabbed the immortal’s bloody hand. Deckard pulled him to his feet as easily as one would lift a child.

“What happened?” asked Saben.

Before Deckard could answer, a wave of memories flooded Saben’s mind. He recalled everything the demon had done using him as a host. He recalled the destruction rock across the city. He recalled losing control. He hated the feeling of the demon dominating his mind. He turned to Deckard.

“Now I remember.”

Deckard motioned toward a shadowy figure following feminine shape made of polished steel and holding a spear. Fanhedon, Saben remembered.

“That demon of steel,” he said, “Is that Melissa?”

“Yes,” said Deckard. “She finally achieved her sacra form.”

Saben felt his back. The worst damage there was the discoloration of his clothes from the black fluid left in Azel’s wake. The spear wounds and other damage inflicted during his time as Azel were gone.

“I exorcised the demon,” said Deckard. “You should recover, physically.”

Saben took a step toward Deckard. He glowered at the black mass around them. What remained of the buildings around the two demon stone walls were coated in viscous demon remains.

“You two stopped me.”

“Together, yes. Now...” Deckard turned his back on Saben. “...We need to finish the fight.”

Melissa

She turned Fanhedon's emotionless mask toward Azel.

Azel met her gaze with a ferocious glare that morphed into a hideous smile.

“It's just like old times, another demon, come to stop me. Another demon envious of my power.”

“I'm no demon,” she said.

“You also fell, Fanhedon?”

Fanhedon spoke for Melissa.

“Yes, I am a sacra form now. AS you were.”

The demon grunted.

“I’ll put you out of your misery.”

Azel wrapped his hands around a piece of debris, a board, fallen from the building. He lifted it in two bizarrely angled forearms.

“I will win this fight.”

“No,” said Melissa. “You won't.”

“And who will stop me? You? I contain a multitude of beings. That is my power as an ascended demon. I can take as many forms I need.”

“You can shapeshift?”

“I can replicate,’ said Azel. “As I have already done. There will be more than one Azel in the city soon. We will spread across the world. We will enjoy our freedom, our rebirth.”

Melissa faced the demon down the length of her spear, it’s length already coated in black blood. The weapon’s tip still gleamed bright.

“I believe you'll try your best to escape,” she said, “but I'll have to stop you.”

“Try,” said Azel. He leapt at her. His teeth bared. His claws rippled through the air. His board swung at her spear. She broke the shard of debris to splinters with a single strike of her weapon. 

The demon bowled into her, avoiding the point of the spear. Claws rained down on Fanhedon’s armor. Melissa rolled over and over, battling Azel, losing her spear in the process. She fought hand and fist against the might of Azel's four massive limbs. He continued to grow, and she watched additional arms sprout from his back. He’s replicating.

No, Melissa thought, I have to stop him. Her ability to fight one demon like him would be moot if he created a copy.

The demon pounded Fanhedon’s face. Azel's claws tore at the masked sacra form’s armored helm.

Azel rebounded. Melissa’s head smashed against the cobblestones. She remained conscious and alert despite the pain. She lashed out, taking Azel to the ground. She sprang up. Fanhedon’s dagger-like heels planted in the dirt where cobblestones had been worn away. She delivered a solid blow against Azel. He flew backward, skating on dislodged stones.

Melissa charged after the demon, moving erratically. Her vision began to blur.

Fanhedon spoke in her mind.

“He did me much harm,” said the demon, “Such blows would have killed you.”

“I know.” Melissa took a deep breath and jumped at Azel. Her blows rained upon him. His claws lashed out, tossing her backward. She braced for the impact and struck the wall of a building nearby. The wall collapsed behind her. Her steely limbs fell limp. For a moment, she used the only strength she had to stay standing.

“I must go,” said Fanhedon, “good luck my young ally.”

“No,” said Melissa, “I can't do this without you.”

“You must,” said Fanhedon. “The pain is too great.”

“You said I would die if I took a blow from him,” Melissa said, “don't let that happen.”

Fanhedon grimaced mentally.

“I'll try what I can,” her sacra demon said. “Azel is too strong, an ascended.”

Melissa staggered forward as the demon rounded on her once more. Azel pounced. Halfway through the air to her, a cloud sprites entangled him. His legs skidded backward, landing on cobbles and tearing up more stones. Elaine stood behind the demon, holding a lash of her sprites.

“I’m not too late,” she panted.

“Perfect, actually,” said Melissa. She retrieved her spear from where it had fallen and turned to face Azel once more. Her iron bane reinforced the weapon. She hurled it at the demon. The point passed through Azel's back and pinned him to the stone of the hill’s slope. He fought to stand. Saben and Deckard joined Melissa and Elaine. Saben grasped his greatsword in both hands. He drove the weapon through the demon's head. The blade carved flesh and bone. The demon seized in rage and slashed in every direction.

Deckard shot bane darts through the demon’s arms and legs, pinning his limbs to the ground.

The demon screamed. Melissa's ears rejected the wretched, terrible sound. She hated it and the sentiment of the ancient spirit, reborn in an infantile fury. The demon does not deserve to scream. Melissa thought of the destruction in the city and her dead friend. She wanted to roar in rage. She wanted to hurt this demon beyond belief itself.

“Keep attacking,” said Deckard. “We need to hurt him as much as we can.”

They delivered strikes and blows, hammering pain upon pain to bring the demon’s agony to an ultimate point. Melissa used the last of the strength left in her sacra form and dropped onto the demon's chest to start tearing at his flesh with Fanhedon’s gleaming fingers. Her demon limbs ripped through flesh and bone toward to ventricles. Blood gouted everywhere. She lost her grip. The demon faded from her body. Melissa became herself.

She had to return her iron bane to her body just keep her feet. She continued smashing the demon's head into the stone, blow after blow, anger turning into force. Azel collapsed on himself. Finally, his body vanished into the air. He had fallen.

All that remained was a single scroll rolled up in the center of the stains of blood. The script gleamed black, the color his blood.

Deckard picked up the scroll.

He turned to Melissa and Saben.

“One must never take a demon lightly.”

Elaine ran to Melissa’s side as she pulled herself off the humanoid stain where the demon fell. Melissa gripped Elaine’s hand tightly. Her other fist clenched and unclenched. She looked down at her hand, bloodied and raw, and stained with black from tearing at the demon's body. Seemingly the only evidence of Azel now remaining beyond the black gore was the hate in her heart and stench in the air.

“It's over,” said Elaine.

I know, said Melissa softly. “I just...”

Elaine patted her shoulder.

“I know,” she said, “it took too much to get here.”
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Folt

The waves lapped against the hull of the lone fortress ship as it cut its way up the bay toward Nassio. Absent the king and with Havindas wounded and resting, Folt served as captain for the moment. He watched the shoreline through the slits in the metal dome. No one was coming after them.

He turned from the helm, grateful to Voratome Drake for his gift of success. After losing all of the other members of the fist, and the reptile king who had been there supposed master, Folt felt lighter than he had in a long time.

Only the memory of the fear in Suya’s eyes dogged him. He hated the way she’d stared, hated the words she’d said. He—

A voice from below the helm interrupted his thoughts.

“Folt is your name, is it not?”

The voice belonged to a stranger and was accompanied by the quiet, discordant song of countless banes.

Folt looked for the speaker. At the stairs to the main deck stood the figure of a slim being, humanoid, androgynous, naked.

The sound of the bane song made him unmistakable.

“You are Drake’s scion?” said Folt.

The youthful, almost feminine face turned toward him.

“Yes.”

“Have you any idea why your father wanted you brought to the surface?”

“He thinks I belong here.”

“We paid a heavy price to retrieve you,” said Folt. “All the more, that puts me at your service.”

“And I in your debt,” said the demon scion. “I am, after all, only half-demon. I would never have escaped the wells alone.”

“I know,” said Folt. “But you are the master here.” He fell to one knee in full view of the young demon.

The pale face of the demon turned red.

“Please, no need.”

“Forgive me, but there is a need,” said Folt, rising. He motioned to the ship and the crew. “You see, you are now the King of Nassio.”

All around them, the remaining Vakari bowed to their new liege. The demon looked about, then nodded to each one in turn. He said nothing, but one by one the lizardmen arose and went to their work.

The ship continued north in a kind of reverent silence reserved for temples in mourning, and discipline rarely found at sea.

Saben

Jaswei and Rond followed him as he trudged toward the mires of Linien. The bay was aflame with conflict, so they stuck to the seaside roads of Lowenrane rather than go by water. Havindas could not have sold his sister and the other villagers into slavery in Tancuon. Once they reached the marshes, Saben and the others would turn east once more.

He grumbled a curse on the uncertainty of the vakari roads and canals that lay ahead. His eyes searched the bay for ships. So far, nothing remained on the horizon but blue.

Jaswei touched his shoulder.

“Look,” she said, pointing toward the beach a quarter-mile away. A young boy and girl supported each other as they marched north. Jaswei inhaled sharply. “Is that?”

Rond shook his head.

“They’re trouble, for sure.”

Saben folded his arms, then left the road to approach Heen and Rina. The children who helped form the Fist of Havindas hardly looked threatening, alone and wounded. Rond stifled his disagreement with a groan. Jaswei ran ahead, waving to the two on the beach.

“Hey,” she called, “Over here!”

Heen turned toward them, tears visible in his eyes as they draw closer. Rina’s stance went taut and defensive. Heen limped toward Saben and Jaswei.

“What happened to the others?” Jaswei asked as they drew close.

“Deel,” said Heen, “he’s dead.”

“Uigara and Folt?” asked Saben.

“Don’t care,” said Rina.

Saben regarded Rina with a raised eyebrow. She grimaced.

“I hope they made it,” she said.

Saben nodded.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“Away from Soucot,” said Rina. “It’s too dangerous there.”

“Us too,” said Jaswei. “We’re heading east, out of Tancuon.”

“You’ll pass through Nassio, then.” Heen frowned. “Sure that’s a good idea?”

Saben shrugged, suppressing the urge to mutter a curse as he thought of how unwelcome he could be among the vakari if they discovered what he’d done in disrupting their king’s plan.

“No choice,” he said.

Heen wiped the tears from his eyes. He offered Saben a small smile.

“I’ve always wanted to see the east,” he said.

“You sure?” said Saben.

Rina rolled her eyes.

“Not like we’re any safer here than you three.”

“Saben?” asked Jaswei. “We could use guides who know the area.”

He nodded.

“Agreed.”

Rond folded his arms.

“What are we gonna eat tomorrow? We barely have rations for us.”

“I’m a pretty good fisher,” said Rina. “We’ll pull our weight.”

Heen laughed.

“Yeah! Things are looking up.”

Saben nodded to the boy. For once, no curse came to mind.

Melissa

She had already said her goodbye to the generous governor, who officially released Melissa from her service. Soucot did not need battle magic in the days following the terror and destruction. The city needed builders, and the Governor’s Hand would focus on such training for the time being. Melissa’s heart wrenched when she thought of joining them.

Melissa walked out the gates of the citadel before realizing she was being followed. She turned to find Tal standing beneath the archway flanked by Suya and Hilos.

“We didn’t want you to leave without saying goodbye,” he offered.

She started to cry.

“It’s alright,” she said.

Hilos bowed to her.

“With respect, Melissa, we know that’s not true.”

“With respect...” Melissa dabbed at her tears with a handkerchief the governor told her to take. One didn’t need the blessing of Mother Mercy to make that gesture. “Thank you,” she said.

“You’re leaving the city,” said Suya. “I almost wish I could too.”

Hilos gently touched Suya’s shoulder.

“Our place is here,” said the old knight.

Tal took a step toward Melissa, then hugged her around her traveling pack.

“Take care,” he said. “I know Niu wouldn’t want me to cry. I just...I just can’t believe she’s gone.”

Her tears began to flow once more. She patted him on the back.

“It’s alright to cry,” she said softly. “You won’t regret grieving.”

He sniffed and stepped back, hands on her shoulders. He gazed at her.

“Look,” he said. “It’s wrong for me to miss you, after all this. But I will.”

“We’re friends,” she said. “But I may be back someday. After all, my brother lives in the city. And now I’ll have friends here too.”

“You’re a traveler,” said Tal. “So brave. That’s not a life I could lead.”

Melissa shook her head.

“It’s not one I chose the first time. Studying here, with you, with everyone, was the longest I’ve stayed in the same city in years.”

“Where are you going now?” asked Tal softly.

“Elaine wanted to see Alliance. It’s good neither of us will be traveling alone.”

“Yeah,” said Tal.

Suya clapped him on the arm. She turned toward Melissa.

“Bless you, Melissa Dorian.”

“And you, Suya.”

“Mother Mercy keep us all,” said Hilos, raising a hand for the departing wave.

Tal nodded, trying to look stoic, but halfway to tears once again.

“Thank you,” said Melissa. “Until we meet again.”

Elaine

She turned from the palace window, wondering where Lakses had gone after the battle. She hoped he lived, but could find no proof. The strange, beautiful man had touched her spirit, no matter his true nature. The knowledge of her true parentage adjusted her mind. Her training as a witch was over.

Elaine descended the stairs of the palace of Soucot, almost certain she would never return. She carried a satchel over her shoulder, and she would ride in a wagon not a carriage on the journey north. She left through the front gate without a word. Lord Tanlos would look for her, she felt certain. Tears rolled down her cheek. She would miss her adoptive parent but was willing to search until she found what she needed, even if it took her farther from home.

She spotted Melissa in the caravan making its way toward the north gate. After the funerals for those lost in the battle, including Niu and Kelt, Melissa had requested release from her contract with Governor Lokoth. The governor granted her request.

Elaine caught up with Elaine, the dropped her satchel into the back of the wagon the two of them had bought and Melissa had risen early to prepare. At least neither of them was going north alone.

––––––––
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Deckard

The wind carried him north, fast and far above the world. He carried the Azel scroll in a case tucked into his robe. When he flew, he often passed through clouds and wouldn’t risk the loosing of the powerful magic within the new sacra scroll.

One scroll became two of equal power. Deckard seethed with self-directed anger. He should have acted faster once he knew the nature of the scroll, but his preoccupation with Zalklith led him here. He flew through day, night, and into day again. At last, at dusk, he descended, hungry and wet of hair, robe slick with rainwater. He landed on a hilltop overlooking the tangled branches of the Chos Valley where his brother in blood and service, Cyrus Bode dwelt.

Without spending the time to send a letter, he was forced to enter the cursed edge of Geteren Well Country in person. His travels to the valley were proving far too frequent in recent times. He took to the air, gliding over gnarled treetops as he completed the journey.

He landed on the dome of the palace in the city called Empire. No one saw him, judging by the relaxed songs emanating from within the palace where the Emperor of Jadiketz once held the reins power all those centuries ago. Deckard circled to the edge, then dropped onto a balcony outside one of the bedrooms. The door was locked against the gathering dark of night, and the horrors that lay within. Deckard tapped on the windowpane.

A woman’s voice, alarmed, spoke from within.

“Who’s there?”

“A demon hunter, with a gift for Cyrus Bode.”

The door opened a crack, still connected on a chain.

A pair of eyes looked up at Deckard’s face. Mist began to climb the walls of the palace below. By the last light, Deckard spotted the small shapes of dogs roaming within the walls of the courtyard. Deckard removed the scroll case from his robe. He held it out to the girl at the door. She took it and drew it inside quickly as if the very dark would bite her fingertips.

“Be careful with that,” he said. “It is a sacra scroll, one that belongs to a demon of terrible power.”

“Where did you get it, demon hunter?” asked the girl.

“The scroll is new-made. Tell Lord Bode it is from Soucot. He will learn the rest soon enough.”

“Can you tell me your name?” she asked, holding the door nearly closed.

“Not tonight, young one,” said Deckard. He backed across the balcony. “Close the door and lock it. There are worse things in the night than me.”

She nodded. Deckard took to the air once more, leaving the valley as quickly as he had arrived. He did not look back, already feeling lighter without the scroll, and propelled by a wind from the east. He imagined the knights of Bode’s clan were already preparing within the palace to pursue him.

The End




The demon hunters will return.

Look for them in the next  novel, Shadow Prince, late 2019.
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Find more books by Tim Niederriter at mentalcellarpublications.com
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Thanks for reading.
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Glossary of Terms
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Ancient beings - Beings of any kind that predate the dominance of demons and maladrites.

Bane - An aggressive form of magical essence.

Bowami - Mire dragons, cousins of the vakari.

Charinien Fisher - Shapeshifting magical creatures from the Bay of Charin.

The Conquest - The wars fought to conquer Tancuon many centuries ago.

Demon - An immortal being with heart-essence made of banes, mostly disorderly in nature. Many are imprisoned beneath the Earth.

Dire Families - The descendants of the conquest army that took over Tancuon for Mother Mercy.

The eighty-eight greater beings - The eighty-eight greater demons and maladrites, each one powerful enough to rule countless followers. Most of them are preoccupied with mystic battles with one another. These include Mother Mercy, Voratome Drake, Ordoth, and Gorsheva.

Essence - A general term for the tiny spirit beings that dwell within the hearts of all beings and around world wells.

Hervs - Ancient nature-beings who dominated the world before the demons and maladrites.

Iron bane - A rare form of magical essence that holds the properties of strength and endurance inherent in its nature.

Maladrite - An immortal being with heart-essence of sprites, mostly orderly in nature. Many dwell in the city on the ring.

Sprite - A peaceful form of magical essence.

Vakari - A race of intelligent lizard people native to Linien.
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Places
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Alliance - A large city in its own princedom in north-central Tancuon.

The Bay of Charin - The stretch of sea between Lowenrane and Kanor.

Besany - The city in Lowenrane up the river from Soucot.

The Bloom - Thick forests and swamplands east of Kanor.

The Chos Valley - A valley in north-central Tancuon on the edge of Geteren.

Crinri - A far-eastern nation, home to many artificers.

Edede - Matriarchal nation east of the Kismlands.

Empire - A city in the Chos Valley, home of the immortal Cyrus Bode and former seat of the emperor of Jadiketz.

Geteren - A governance in north-central Tancuon where many world wells reach the surface. Also called Well Country.

The Inner Ring - The ring closest to the planet’s surface. The Maladrite City stands upon this ring.

Jadiketz - Name given to the now-divided empire formed in the Land of Mercy.

Kanor - A peninsula and nation of the same name on the east side of The Bay of Charin.

The Kismlands - Allied nations ruled by greater maladrites, located east of Linien from the lands of mercy.

Lands of mercy - A term encompassing all the princedoms and governances ruled by Mother Mercy, mostly in Tancuon.

Linien - A strip of marshes and lowlands between Tancuon and the eastern continents.

Lowenrane - A southern land with many rivers and governance of the land of mercy.

The Maladrite City - The city build in the ring around the planet where Mother Mercy dwells among the maladrites.

Naje - Far-eastern nation, home of the Palace of Shadows and the Palace of Blades.

Nassio - A nation of vakari lizard men in the southernmost swamps of Linien.

Obnilen - A distant world ruled by exiled demons.

Rei - The Broken Land. A continent destroyed by the fall of the greater demon Gorsheva.

Soucot - Capitol city of Lowenrane, seat of the Governor of Lowenrane. Built at the mouth of the Lowenrane River. Originally Soucot was a fort built of demon stone ages ago to help Prince Geldingstar defeat the rampaging greater demon, Gorsheva.

Tancuon - The north-western continent mostly ruled by Mother Mercy and her governors and princes.

Tenok - An eastern nation on the sea.

Toare - North-eastern nation and rival of Edede.

Wagewood - A governance of the land of mercy near the Chos Valley.
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