
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	Spells of the Curtain: Traveler Mage

	

	Copyright © 2018 Tim Niederriter

	

	http://mentalcellarpublications.com

	https://dwellerofthedeep.wordpress.com/

	

	All Rights Reserved.

	No part of this work may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written consent of the author. Unauthorized duplication in any media is a violation of international copyright laws and will be prosecuted.

	

	Published by Mental Cellar Publications

	

	This is a work of fiction People, places, events, and situations are the product of the author’s imagination. Any similarity to actual people, places, and events is purely coincidental.



	




	Also by Tim Niederriter

	

	Spells of the Curtain Series

	Court Mage

	Battle Mage

	Winter Mage

	Garden Mage

	Traveling Mage (October 7th)

	Fire Mage (October 25th)

	Protector Mage (November 12th)

	…and more to come!

	

	Tenlyres Series

	Ilsa and Blue

	The Gray Lector

	The Lyre War

	

	The Root Conspiracy Series

	Memory Lost

	Mind Chase

	Image Storm

	Cell Cycle

	

	Other Books

	Rem’s Dream

	Find out more at http://mentalcellarpublications.com



	




	

	

	

	

	

	This series is for the friends who made it possible.

	

	And also for Zig Zag Claybourne, a fellow author who encouraged me to dust off this tale.

	

	And now, for the readers whose enthusiasm for this story encourages me to keep writing every day.

	

	Thank you all.

	



	




	

	[image: Image]



	




	[image: Image]

	

	Chelka

	

	Prison Keep Nirmota near the imperial city's northwestern wall made for a less than pleasant sight for Chelka, mostly because it was her destination. Walls of black stone chiseled with huge beast-headed bell towers on every crenelated fortification loomed as she entered the building’s shadow. She went alone so the retainers and Edmath could prepare for their voyage around the end of the peninsula before they would turn north.

	She passed through gate after gate that closed behind her. The warden of the keep had been told of her visit, and being a royal princess and daughter of the Hearth Emperor gave her latitude to move where she pleased.

	She spoke with the shift leader, a moth legionnaire who stood in the courtyard near her destination in the middle cells. She handed him a sheaf of papers.

	"I think you'll find these are all in order. However, hold onto them for the moment. If I speak to you on the way back, burn them."

	He nodded. One of his guards escorted her into a cell block. Gloom ruled indoors, even during daytime. Only tiny windows in a few of the cells provided illumination, barely enough to see by.

	The guard left her side when they reached her destination. He motioned her forward as part of his bow and retreat. Chelka peered into the cell before her.

	"Kana of Palatan, I presume?" she said.

	The woman sitting by the far wall of the windowless cell looked pale in the shadows. She raised her head, eyes tired and met Chelka's gaze.

	"Who are you?" she asked.

	"The wife of the man you were hired to kill."

	Kana's eyes widened. She lowered her gaze.

	"I see. So this is the end."

	"The end of something," said Chelka. "but I'm here to offer you a chance, mercenary."

	Kana's eyes remained fixed on the floor.

	"What kind of chance?"

	"A chance at a pardon, but on a condition."

	Kana sighed.

	"I don't have any options."

	"Your team is being kept entirely in this fortress," said Chelka. "I happen to know all your weapons and tools are here as well."

	"Something tells me you aren't planning to break us out."

	"Why bother with that? I told you, I'm here to offer you a pardon if you accept the terms I offer."

	Kana shook her head, unruly mane of dark waves shifting unevenly.

	"Just tell me what you want."

	"I want to hire six mercenaries to travel with my team to Elk Country. I could use people with knowledge of inland gathering. I looked into your past. You were exiled to the north from Palatan. Even going home to recruit your five friends was a risky move."

	"You learned all that in a month?"

	"Please, my good mercenary. I learned all this over the past week. Don't underestimate the reach of the Squid Tribe."

	Kana raised her eyes.

	"Suppose we go...you'll let us all out?"

	"I only have need of you, but I understand you've grown close with the people you lead. Consider their pardons your bonus."

	Kana set her jaw.

	"I won't ask for gold. A family is worth more than any coin, even if they're all commoners."

	"You're not related to them by blood."

	"Not by blood, Lady Benisar, through blood."

	"I understand." Chelka smiled.

	"I accept your terms," said Kana softly.

	Chelka nodded.

	"You will be released today. I've seen to it your belongings will be returned to you. I'll be waiting for you at the Whale King's docks at dawn tomorrow. If any of you aren't there, you will all soon find yourself back within these walls."

	Kana bowed her head but said nothing.

	Chelka turned to leave.

	"Thank you," said the woman in the cell.

	"Don't thank me," said Chelka, "because I haven't forgiven you."

	And if you knew where we were going in the north, you'd already know that, Chelka thought.

	"See you at dawn," said Kana.

	Chelka nodded to her escort. He led her outside. She passed the shift leader without a word and continued on her way into the city toward the house she and Edmath had rented for the last three weeks. She did not doubt Kana would be loyal enough to trust based on the auguries she had commissioned and what Edmath had told her.

	She couldn't feel too bad for former enemies, even if they would be joining her in a potentially dangerous mission.

	"Creator blessed," she whispered, "give me strength."

	For a moment she doubted the wisdom in her reasoning to visit the prison, to recruit the mercenaries who attacked Edmath a month ago were held. She brushed the thought away. Edmath agreed with her the six of them had only been interested in two things. The first was money. The second was protecting each other. That kind of loyalty could be useful on a journey such as this one. The northlands could be dangerous indeed, and none of her team were familiar with the territory.

	The area around the winter Saale college of Roene Park was forbidding, even in summer. Chelka let her prayer linger in her mind. She doubted the creator's beneficences most of the time, but even as a Saale she had no other higher power to whom she could make an appeal.

	Roshi prayed to their prophetess, but she had been mortal from what Chelka understood. Either way, when one crafted beasts into weapons of war, one needed to clear her conscience any way she could.

	She arrived at the house in the bright afternoon. Edmath was at the palace, instructing gardeners in how to care for his growing glade of Orpus trees. Even Ed, peaceable Ed had made his creations capable of great destruction.

	It did not seem to give him much pause. Chelka watched a flock of titanic sky levoths sailing over the sea in the distance. Diar offered such a hub of resources, but she would not miss the city much. Her family's palaces in Sizali were far more comfortable for her tosh, and there was less travel on foot or by air. Unfortunately, she doubted the north would be any easier to live in, even if only for a short while.

	At any rate, this voyage should be interesting as well as dangerous.
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	The levoth's massive forelegs unfolded and touched bottom near shore, relieving Edmath of tension after nearly four days at sea. He thanked the titanic frog-whale hybrid in the frog language before walking to the flat ridge atop the levoth's head to join the other leaders of the expedition. In the water to his left, the orca protector Kyelin broke the surface and spouted water into the warm air of the afternoon.

	Edmath waved to the mighty ocean-going retainer of the Whale Tribe. Kyelin raised one flipper out of the water then breached with a long crooning reply of good luck. Brosk had insisted on the orca's accompanying them this far, but now his role complete the black and white whale and his partner turned southward to rejoin their pod leagues away.

	Brosk smiled at the wakes of the departing whales.

	"Looks like you made a friend, Ed. Not every ward gets that kind of acknowledgment from Kyelin."

	"It helped I could talk to him, I'm sure," said Edmath with a grin. 

	He removed his glasses and cleaned wiped off traces of sea-spray. For the most part, he had stayed on the levoth's back for the voyage, sleeping under the stars, but it had left his and Chelka's clothes and hair encrusted with salt. Still, it was better than vomiting in the great creature's dry stomach where most of the others had slept.

	This mission was a joint venture, ordered by all three lower emperors, each one sending a Saale they could trust. That the three of them were also best friends since Lexine Park made everything a sweeter yet.

	Chelka motioned Edmath and Brosk to come to the top of the levoth's head where she stood with the controller. They wasted no more time. Captain Onserun was a veteran of two insurrections as well as the last war with Roshi and he bore the scars to prove it.

	He bowed low to Brosk.

	"My prince," he said, "welcome to Gathat."

	Brosk peered out at the collection of wooden buildings, mostly small except for a few modestly scaled structures along the shore. The pier beside the levoth where they would disembark looked rickety, standing on legs encrusted with weeds and clinging sea creatures. A crowd of villagers stood at the base of the dock, watching Edmath and the others on the frog-whale's head.

	"It's a fishing village, mostly Elk and Bear Tribe. Small too, as you've no doubt noticed," said Onserun.

	"Thank you, captain," said Brosk. "Please prepare your soldiers to go ashore with my fellow Saales and me."

	"Of course, my prince." He bowed again, then walked to the levoth's back and descended into the dry stomach to set his people in motion. Just after he vanished, a head of wavy hair emerged, followed by the rest of the Rooster Tribe mercenary leader, Kana.

	She waited to one side on the bony deck of the levoth's back as her five companions emerged. At first, Edmath had been unsure they could trust the mercenaries but over the last few days, he'd grown to appreciate them, especially the big spear-breaker, Obbin, who reminded him a little of a young Brosk. The hulking Rooster Tribe man nodded to Edmath as he joined Kana and the others of their team. 

	All-in-all Edmath hoped this mission would not be as dangerous as Chelka guessed it might become. As Saales familiar with unexplained tears, he, Brosk, and Chelka were here to investigate a possible magic event in the wilderness west of Gathat.

	Edmath, Chelka, and Brosk finished surveying the village from above, then returned to the levoth's back. The creature lifted one armored amphibious leg and made a bridge to the pier for the human passengers. Ridges along the fin flared out to offer extra traction to keep them from slipping on their way down.

	Edmath stepped onto the pier with a greater sense of relief than before. He glanced back to find Rewebb, one of their mercenaries, helping steady another of them, Senei with her weak leg, as they descended. The other two Rooster Tribe commoners, Buna and Jekk brought up the rear.

	As the last two of the landing party reached the pier and the controller captain's Whale Tribe soldiers began to appear on deck, a commotion broke out among the villagers on the shore. A woman in a white cloak and dark tunic but no sash broke through the crowd and approached the pier. She started onto the creaking boards and marched straight toward Chelka, Brosk, Edmath, and the rest of their party.

	The woman wore her a plain metal clip to hold back her pale yellow hair. She carried no weapons except for a striker pouch at her wide belt. Her expression was intense and fixed on Chelka.

	"Finally, the empire sent someone," she said as she neared. "I judge you three are Saales, correct?" she indicated Edmath, Chelka, and Brosk.

	"Correct," said Edmath.

	"Indeed," said Chelka. "I'd judge you are too, given the tools you carry."

	Brosk nodded.

	"I gather that as well, though I don't know what you mean by ‘finally.’"

	The woman motioned to the villagers behind her.

	"I have been here for six weeks, a representative of Roene Park."

	"So you're a winter Saale?" said Edmath.

	"I have that honor. My name is Ninafi." She shook her head. "That's not the point. At the moment, I think you know this village is suffering from raids by the enemy."

	"The enemy?" Chelka frowned. "Roshi?"

	"I don't think so," said Ninafi. "My honorable Saales, we don't know who they are, only that they strike every night after darkness falls." She eyed Kana and the mercenaries, then glanced at the gathering soldiers on the levoth's back. "How many warriors did you bring with you?"

	"A score of Whale Tribe mariners," said Brosk. "But they're only here to protect the levoth while we move inland."

	"Whale tribe?" Ninafi's eyes widened as she met Brosk's gaze. "Forgive me, you are Brosk Naopaor, eldest son of King Ahenesrude."

	"Eldest living," said Brosk in a low voice, the closest he would come to a growl. "And it would seem my parentage is irrelevant here, beyond the resources I have been able to bring."

	Edmath nodded.

	"If the situation is as dire as it sounds, we should make a plan before nightfall."

	"Kana," said Chelka. "Take your team and go ashore and tell the crowd we can help them. Ask around for any royals and warriors training who can help us."

	Kana nodded, then led her people down the pier to meet the crowd.

	Chelka turned to Ninafi.

	"Well, Ninafi who wears no sash, tell us what you know. We did not know of your plight before this moment."

	Ninafi's posture deflated. She shuddered.

	"Then none of our messengers made it. Creator, bless their souls." She made a sign of grief, touching her forehead, then her lips.

	Brosk put a hand on Edmath's shoulder.

	"You and Chelka learn what you can of the situation. I will tell the captain to prepare his troops to help protect the village."

	"Good idea. From the sound of things matters are dire." He sighed. "I only wish word had reached us in Diar. We could have brought an army rather than one small escort."

	"Indeed, but nothing we can do now," said Brosk.

	Chelka nodded, then turned to Ninafi.

	"Please, tell us all you can about what's been happening here," she said. "And lead us ashore. I serve the War Empress, and will do my best to evaluate your defenses."

	"Yes. We must hurry."

	"Of course," said Edmath. "Let us go."

	The three of them went along the pier to shore. Only three days by sea from Diar and danger loomed, completely unknown in the capital. Edmath could not help a frown of worry from creeping over his face. What manner of raiders could cut off a village from contact so completely? He knew and hated they would soon find out.
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	Edmath and Chelka followed Ninafi to the village hall just paces from the pier. Scratches and claw marks marred the polished ratam-grown pine wood of the doors. Inside, the building was dim as clouds moved outside the windows.

	A group of village elders waited around a long table, most sitting. Only one stood, a white-haired but still-sturdy-looking man wearing his elk tosh's antlers and a gray coat with a maroon scarf.

	"I take it these are the new arrivals?" the man asked as Ninafi approached the table with Chelka and Edmath.

	"We are two leaders of the expedition," said Chelka. She introduced the two of them by name. "But we came without knowing your plight."

	"Surely will help us, regardless?" said a woman sitting on the far side of the table.

	Chelka nodded.

	"Yes. We will. But we need to know the situation better if we are to be of much use."

	"The raiders come by night. They speak in some language none of us can understand, not even the royals." The man with the scarf put his hands on the table. "They keep to the dark, but haunt us each night from sunset to sunrise, trying to get inside."

	Edmath frowned.

	"What do they do if they get in?"

	"They kill whoever they reach with claws and teeth," said the elder woman who had spoken before. "Only children are spared."

	"They spare the children?" Chelka said. "Strange, but a blessing nonetheless."

	"Indeed," said the elder woman. "We are fewer every year as our youth leave for the south. That was so even before they appeared."

	"How long has this been going on?" asked Edmath, folding his hands to keep them from shivering in the drafty chill that entered the hall.

	"The first attack was the night of the mid-winter solstice," said the man with the scarf.

	Edmath shared a glance with Chelka, then turned to the elders.

	"Six months and they are still raiding. What do they want?"

	"Besides killing they steal food from our stores and kill our animals." The man with the scarf sighed. "We barely survived until spring thanks to their early attacks."

	"Have you slain any of them?" asked Chelka. "Can we see what they look like?"

	"They have become careful since I arrived," said Ninafi. "But we have three bodies that are yet to rot. They aren't human, at least not fully."

	Edmath scowled.

	"Human-animal hybrids? But even Roshi does not allow that kind of experimentation."

	"Perhaps they are not above it after all," said Chelka. "So little is below them, it would not be hard to believe."

	"Roshi or not," said Ninafi, "we need to bloody them enough that they retreat. They always come from the inland pathways." 

	Edmath arched an eyebrow at her.

	She spread her hands.

	"I have used my spells to witness their routes of approach. I have no ability to augury. No one in the village does."

	Chelka folded her arms.

	"We should see these remains. But first, how many warriors do we have in this village not counting those who just arrived?"

	"Say, fifteen able young fighters," said the man with the scarf. "I have been leading them, but they are far from professional fighters."

	"With our Whale Tribe soldiers and the mercenaries that makes a bit over two-score warriors," said Edmath.

	"Yes." Chelka nodded to the man with the scarf. "Sir, we will need to know the locations of the storehouses and animal stays so as to deploy our forces."

	The man pointed to the map spread across the table.

	"That was the subject of our discussion before you arrived. We have consolidated our stores in the buildings around the pier, including this hall and the tavern. We gather the animals in pens on the north side of the village each night. Lately, I have taken five of our men each night to protect them with the other ten to protect the people and our goods in the buildings. They have yet to break through."

	"Wise," said Chelka. "I think your plan must be working in that case."

	"For the moment," said the man.

	Edmath examined the map. 

	"It appears you are ceding control of the rest of the village each night to protect your people.

	"It's the only way," said another elder.

	"Of course, I think your priorities make sense." Edmath's gaze moved across the gray lines marking out the buildings, the water's edge, and the tree lines to the west. "Do you investigate the rest of the village by daylight?"

	The man with the scarf nodded.

	"It's the first thing our warriors do at daybreak. The enemy does not remain after dawn."

	"The creator gives us small mercies," said Edmath with a frown. "Perhaps these attackers are only leftovers from an older time. It is possible they are not part of some Roshi offensive."

	"We can't rule out anything yet," said Chelka.

	"Especially not after the events of a month ago," said Edmath, shaking his head. "Let us see these remains, Lady Ninafi."

	"I will take you there," she said, then turned to the man with the scarf. "Elder Jatono, if you can meet with the Whale Prince you should. He has a troupe of whale warriors with him by the pier."

	The man with the scarf nodded. 

	"I'll meet with him at once. We have but a few hours of daylight left."
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	The three Saales went to a makeshift mortuary in the house nearest the hall. The building looked both abandoned by humans for the most part and ignored by their attackers as well. Edmath wondered if the enemy cared at all to find the remains of their fallen comrades. Perhaps they were truly monstrous and simply abandoned their dead? He posed the question to Ninafi as she unlocked the door to the house.

	She shook her head.

	"They drag away the bodies of anything they can, whether one of them or one of us. Jatono thinks they will even eat their own."

	Edmath shivered at the thought of these creatures being cannibalistic.

	"That frightens me, I will admit."

	Chelka put her arm around him.

	"Take care, Ed. We must keep calm no matter the nature of these foes."

	"Of course, my dear."

	Ninafi raised her eyebrows.

	"I had heard of two Saales marrying in Diar last year before the Worm King's rebellion. I take it that was you two?"

	"It was indeed," said Edmath. "Perhaps inauspiciously the same night Onoi tried to take the Sphere of Humanity for his own."

	"I'm mostly aware of the circumstances," said Ninafi with a sigh. "Please forgive me, for there is no good way to say this. My family fought on the side of Onoi. My father was a champion of his before surrendering at the end of the struggle."

	"Shollian Daderon is your father?" said Edmath.

	"Yes," said Ninafi. "Please do not hold his rebellion against me."

	Chelka scowled for a moment.

	"He served his master but came to his senses. Apart from that, one does not always control her family."

	"Quite so," said Edmath.

	They stepped into the house, then made their way to an interior room where Ninafi lit a lamp to brighten the chamber. Stretched across the bare floorboards lay the remains of three raiders in varying states of decay. Edmath covered his nose instinctually.

	"I treated all of these to keep them from spreading diseases," said Ninafi, crouching by the nearest humanoid corpse. "It's safe to breathe in here, though I couldn't do much for the smell."

	She motioned to the hands.

	"They all have claws, but the forms vary. Some are more like bears, others like big cats and more like wolves or even bird talons."

	"We may not be dealing with a single form of hybrid," said Chelka.

	"That's what I thought at first," said Ninafi. "But they all speak the same language, so if they're like royals it must not be an animal-tongue or they wouldn't all understand each other."

	Edmath peered over the bodies. Each one was papery-skinned, gray with death, and terribly skinny as if the creatures had never eaten a full meal in their lives. While they were all humanoid in shape, the three each had different facial structure and where one had body hair, the other two carried traces of feathers.

	"They're clearly hybrids," said Chelka. "But from where? And who made them?"

	"Could a Saale really create this kind of being?" asked Edmath.

	"I fear that answer is obvious," said Ninafi.

	"Of course," said Edmath. "I suppose the real question is why would one do so?"

	"Not all Saales are trained in the warmth of the imperial south." Ninafi sighed. "My college has had its share of deserters in recent years. It could be any of them, for combining humans may be forbidden but it is not necessarily difficult to do when one is wicked."

	"The questions mount," said Edmath. "I don't like this."

	"Neither do I," said Ninafi. "Now, we don't have much time. Best I show you the magic currents around the village before dark."

	"Lead on," said Chelka. "I doubt we will learn anything else by picking over these bodies for a few extra minutes."
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	Dusk arrived as Edmath joined Brosk and the Rooster Tribe mercenaries west of the animal pens. The plan was to funnel the creatures toward Chelka and her lethal magic by repulsing them from the animal pens as quickly as possible. If they could bloody the enemy's nose, perhaps the village would be given time to rest from the nightly fray.

	Brosk used his echolocation to keep watch for movement in the tree line not far from them. They didn't wait long before he said, "A score of creatures are headed our way. It must be them."

	"It's them," said Elder Jatono, face grim. He had brought all of the village's regular defenders with him as part of the plan to drive the enemy toward Chelka, Ninafi, and the Whale Soldiers by the village hall.

	Tension ran up Edmath's arm, the one that held the stethian. He held two striker rings in his other hand, poised to strike and tear the world to let magic flow.

	Rustling came from the trees ahead of the line of fighters. Beside Brosk, Kana gritted her teeth but said nothing. Her team lined up on her other side, spears, and swords in their hands.

	Edmath's first sight of a living member of this monstrous kind was by the light of the magic Brosk's small tears opened as he shifted his striker chain uneasily. The gray-skinned humanoid charged from the trees at the head of two-dozen others, each one mutated in a different way, bearing different animalistic features and sharp claws. None wore clothes or carried weapons.

	"They're on their way," said Brosk with a grimace. "Let us have at them, Ed."

	"Of course, my good prince," Edmath struck the air.

	The foe closed, howling and clawing at the air in front of them as if it too was an enemy to destroy. Then Brosk and Edmath unleashed their magic. Binding bones and piercing lengths of wood slashed and scythed through the ranks of charging monsters. Perhaps half a dozen fell at once. The rest continued forward at pace. 

	The crystal orb at the end of Edmath's stethian issued pale smoke and Brosk grew pale with the drain of killing. He staggered to one side, brushing against Kana. She glanced at him.

	"What's wrong, whale prince?"

	"Death," he said. "I should have taken more care."

	"Your magic can't be used to kill without a price." She scowled. "Weak."

	Before Brosk or Edmath could retort the savage enemy hit their thin line. 

	Cutting down foes with his striking vines and length of wood, Edmath retreated as he killed. The foe circled around either end of the line despite his efforts. Another, even larger wave appeared from the trees, bringing the count of the enemy to perhaps fifty still standing.

	Brosk roared and shifted into his whale tosh, swinging his chain and swatting enemies drunkenly with his closed fist. They retreated from him, as did the wary Rooster Tribe mercenaries not wanting to be hit by accident.

	Edmath raced to the far end of the line where young villagers clashed with monsters, blades against savagery. Two men were already down, wounded, and most of them had been cut somewhere by talons or claws.

	Edmath cast away one broken striker, still holding the other still-functional tool, then pushed the last of the magic he held into a flurry of thorny vines that encircled and tripped the survivors of the first wave of enemies. The villagers wasted no time in finishing the creatures off as they fell.

	Edmath glared at the fresh foes still closing with them. A third wave picked out of the tree line, this one even larger than the first two. How many of these monstrosities were there?

	"This isn't working," called Kana. "It's like they were waiting for a real fight."

	"I hate to agree," Jatono said, "but we must retreat."

	"Keep in good order," said Brosk, throwing down a broken enemy. "We want them to follow us."

	Edmath nodded.

	"I can help with that. I'll wall off the animal pens."

	He struck the air, then grew three thick oaks that melded with each other trunk to trunk to seal the gates of the animal pen behind their line. He fed magic into the trees so they would last longer as the line began to shift and fall back.

	To their credit, the villagers carrying their wounded comrades managed to keep order better than most professional troops, and the roosters fought with a fury that matched their foes even as they gave ground.

	Brosk, sickly pale and bleeding from a dozen small cuts, joined Edmath to protect him as they moved toward the village. Some thirty foes littered the ground, but still, the furious enemy surged forward, pressing the attack.

	Despairing, Edmath wondered if even Chelka's magic could send the message to these creatures they had hoped to deliver.

	The retreating warrior reached the outer buildings of the village alongside Edmath and Brosk, their attackers still in hot pursuit. The enemy swarmed into the village. Edmath cast up barriers of trunks and branches to funnel the creatures after them, driving every attacking monster toward the village hall and the pier. Chelka would be waiting there with Ninafi pooling all the magic they could.

	Chelka's fiery signs had to discourage or destroy their attackers, or this plan would be a mistake. The savage things could not be completely fearless, and even if they were near enough to it for their morale not to matter, they absolutely could not prove numberless.

	Edmath and the others reached the sealed wooden doors of the hall and squared their formation. Monsters howled as the battle rejoined in earnest at the center of the village.

	Edmath struck with vines and branches. Brosk, his magic weakened, waded once more into the fray, smashing an enemy from its feet with every blow. The roosters had all made it and kept slaying the enemies who got too close. Kana's spear gleamed red in sudden light from above them. Light all too familiar from Edmath spilled from the promontory of the hall's steeply slanted roof.

	Chelka's spells flashed from her shadow, burning through a line of foes with brutal efficacy. They screamed and fell. Other hesitated for the first time, looking up at Chelka's silhouette as she slashed the air with her stethian and slew more of them with every spell than Edmath had been able to manage during the entire first wave.

	Burning beasts scattered, but the Whale Tribe soldiers who had been waiting to counter-attack did not give them that chance. They drove the enemy back together with their tight shield wall. Monsters set each other alight in the press while those behind them faltered in their advance on the village hall.

	Edmath could have laughed out loud but for his coursing adrenaline. 

	The plan was working. Ninafi kept striking behind Chelka, and given near-limitless magic for the short-term, Chelka could burn countless monsters with her fire and light.

	Smoke rose from fallen forms, darkening the few visible stars winking from the cloudy sky. Edmath lowered his stethian and striker, breathing hard. He stared over dozens of burnt bodies, curled and contorted by their death throes.

	A few of the ghoulish hybrids lurked within sight, but the rest of the survivors retreated from the village into the night. Those that remained seemed to be a rearguard of sorts, which made Edmath wonder if these creatures could be as intelligent as the humans they had been shaped from. He scowled at the thought.

	Humans could work magic by virtue of their complexity. These beings appeared human in shape, but they lacked the nuance to perform spells from what he'd seen so far. However, most humans could not work magic either. Could these monsters be hiding one of their cards?

	"I've never seen so many before," said Jatono, "let alone so many dead."

	"I hope it's enough," said Chelka from above them, smoke wafting from her stethian. "I'm exhausted for the moment, though if they come back, I'll find the strength to finish those who return."

	"You are truly a mighty Saale," said Ninafi. "Terrible to behold."

	"I agree," said Jatono. "It's about time we had some luck, and we couldn't have been luckier than to receive aid from the foremost war Saale."

	Chelka sat down on the peak of the roof.

	"You flatter me."

	"Not enough," said Edmath. "You were the first in our class."

	"Is that so," said Ninafi from beside Chelka. "I understand why. A skill like yours is powerful in battle."

	"I created it to defend myself first." Chelka sighed. "But it proves more useful for protecting my fellow Zelians."

	"Indeed." Brosk sat down on the bottom step of the hall. Kana and Senei approached him and started bandaging his cuts while the rest of the village vanguard started treating the other wounded.

	A bird's cry echoed over the village. Ninafi shouted a warning to Chelka. Edmath looked up in time to see a pair of black wings sail through the cloud of smoke. The beast connected to them struck at Chelka.
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	Chelka

	

	She ducked the airborne beast's slavering wolf-like jaws. Its hind legs struck her on both shoulders. Chelka tumbled backward along the center of the rooftop. She barely managed to keep herself from falling down one side.

	Ninafi skidded down the shingles to her right, striking with a fresh ring of bone and muscle as she did. Their attacker circled, then landed on peek of the roof in front of them, snarling.

	The monster resembled a wolf fused with a man as if the human form had been sutured to the back, then halfway melted to combine flesh with flesh. Hideous jaws dripped black saliva. Lupine lips drew back to reveal shining teeth, unnaturally clean for a wild animal. The human eyes on the opposite side of the beast's head moved frantically until they fixed on  Ninafi to one side.

	Chelka scowled.

	"What are you?" she asked in common Zelian.

	The face of the wolf showed no recognition, but the man's expression changed from one of panic to annoyance. He spoke in a deep, reverberant voice, intoning words Chelka understood despite a thick accent.

	"I am the leader of this pack. Be gone from this place, murderer!"

	Chelka sniffed the air, smelling smoke.

	"Your pack is burning, creature. Lead the rest away, or join them."

	"N-no. Weakness is death. All of them deserved their demise by your hand, servant of Sayl." The wolfen eyes locked on Chelka's still-smoking Stethian. "You wield the tormentor's weapon. Unholy! Unholy!" The wolf growled as the human mouth spoke.

	Chelka raised the stethian, drawing in magic from the current Ninafi had torn while evading the beast.

	"Do you have a name, creature?" she asked.

	"Fyon," said the human voice. "Of the Wolf."

	"So, there are others like you out there."

	"Kin of mine, but none like me."

	Ninafi stood trembling under the man's maddened gaze. She reached slowly for the sword at her belt. The wolf snarled. Wings beat. He leapt, turning toward Ninafi in the same motion.

	Chelka completed her sign of the star. Fire shot from her stethian to intercept Fyon along his path. The batwings thundered, pushing the creature backward to avoid Chelka's fire. The monster dropped onto the opposite slope of the roof from Ninafi, who stepped back in surprise.

	"Defend yourself next time," Chelka said to the other Saale. Her eyes tracked Fyon's movements. "He's impressively quick."

	Ninafi nodded. Fyon growled as he padded along the rooftop, human legs dangling on either side his wolf tail.

	"Deadly magic. But I am no prey animal. Not like her." The hybrid monster shot a smug smirk at Ninafi. "Females. Always prey. Soon you will both serve at my desire."

	Chelka shook her head.

	"You're pretty confident for dodging one attack."

	Fyon's human lips retained their smile. He darted to the top of the roof on all fours and then faced Chelka with his wolf side.

	"The strongest of my pack know I am fighting. Dead or alive their shame will drive them to join me." He threw back his head and howled.

	Through the smoke, creatures began picking through the bodies of the fallen toward the line of defenders at the base of the hall. Was Ed still down there with Brosk? Savage cries of agony rose from the village square as charred forms that looked incapable of life surged to their feet and swarmed toward the defenders.

	Chelka gritted her teeth. This thing could drive his followers beyond death. She needed to end him at once if she could.

	Swords and shields clashed with claws once more. Fyon lowered his head. Dark eyes locked on Chelka's face.

	"Such beauty and eyes that speak of genius. Pleasure to meet you, follower of Sayl." He charged at her, weaving to avoid the anticipated bolts of fire Chelka unleashed.

	Shingles sizzled on the rooftop as Fyon bowled into her, unscathed by her attacks. Chelka fell onto her back with the wolf on top of her. She shoved her stethian between his snapping jaws and started to make the sign of the star with her off-hand.

	A pair of human arms unfolded from the wolf's back. Bending strangely, the fingers of one arm intercepted Chelka's signing hand. No fire leaped from her Stethian. Bile rose in Chelka's throat as the wolf's saliva speckled her face and tunic.

	Ninafi's cry of warning came far too late, echoing over the village. Chelka struggled to free her hand, but his grip was too strong. Her eyes narrowed along with her vision as she grimaced with anger and fear. Then something hit Fyon's flank and threw him off of Chelka. His grasping hand tugged her with him, yanking her arm painfully and turning her onto her side before his grip broke.

	Ninafi stood over Chelka, a pair of black, bony antlers emerging from her hair. She panted for breath. Fyon sailed away into the night, flapping over the village.

	Chelka grunted.

	"Thanks for the assistance.”

	"Sorry for taking so long," said Ninafi.

	"You made it. That's what counts, good Saale." Still on her side, Chelka squinted into the night. She tracked the shadowy form of Fyon retreating through the smoke. She took a deep breath and completed the sign of the star.

	A burning lance of light sliced over the village, cutting through smoke, newly sprinkling raindrops, and darkness. The bolt of light sliced through both of Fyon's wings. The grotesque wolf-man hybrid tumbled into the treetops where Chelka gratefully lost sight of him.

	She wiped Fyon's spittle from her face, then let Ninafi help her to her feet. Whether or not the monster lived, his reanimating magic did not last long. As one, the charred monsters he had returned from death crumpled to the ground before their enemies. Those few living who had pressed the attack at their master's call fled in abject defeat.

	Ninafi nodded to Chelka.

	"Remind me never to cross you, princess."

	"Never cross me, Lady Daderon."

	The night closed in thick and cloying. Smoke and rain pervaded the air, but no monstrous form returned. The following day Chelka and the other Saales led parties to scour the forests for hiding places. They found a ramshackle encampment of wood and bone, newly vacant. The foe fled inland.
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	The expedition spent three days after the battle helping the villagers secure and repair their homes. Brosk took to the physical labor easy as ever alongside the strongest of the Whale Tribe mariners but matched by none of them. While Chelka helped secure defenses, Edmath joined Ninafi and did his best to assist with the fields south of the village which had been ravaged by the raiders. They posted sentries each night, but the hybrid enemies did not return.

	Edmath supposed they might be licking their wounds, possibly just a few day's travel inland. Fyon's pack may have abandoned their fortress but he doubted they had gone far. None of the scouts or hunting parties had found the leader of the beast's body so it was possible he still lived. The thought stirred fear in Edmath. Such speed as to avoid Chelka's rays made for a terrible opponent, one he did not know if he would survive fighting. 

	Tending to the roots and stalks of the surviving plants, Edmath found some peace until the sun began to sink each night. They had badly beaten the enemy, though two young village warriors had died in the fray after the enemy resurged under Fyon's terrible howl.

	Edmath and the others had joined the villagers for the funeral rites and then watched the two names, the names of boys more than men, inscribed on the high white ghost stone in the center of the village.

	As gloom gathered over the fields with their tall stalks of wheat, corn, and what remained of the decimated beans, Edmath felt with certainty he was being watched. He straightened his back and reached for his stethian with one dirty hand. He turned, trepidation slowing his movement.

	On a hillock with a tree just beyond the edge of the field, a blond woman with black antlers stood. Ninafi looked like a vision of a classical Elk Tribe maiden, wrapped in gray and white with a small ruby amulet on a silver chain hanging around her neck. Only the pale yellow of her hair told of her mixed Swan Tribe heritage, familiar to Edmath because it was the same shade as his own. He glanced in the direction of the descending sun, then picked up the stubby hand trowel and started toward her.

	He'd seen much of her these past few days. Almost kin to him by their shared tribe, he could admit to himself her beauty, though she was not Chelka who slept beside him each night. Ninafi smiled at him as he drew close to where she stood.

	"Edmath," she said, taking a step out from beneath the twisting branches.

	"Ninafi," he smiled. "Are the others heading back?"

	"The villagers returned some time ago." The elk woman's face glowed in the orange of the fading sun. "I was worried you'd be working even after dark."

	"I lost track of time," he said, glancing over his shoulder at the field. "This crop is a difficult problem. So much damage done, yet so much promise in what remains."

	"You tend growing things often," she said, "White Curtain Saale."

	He shrugged.

	"I'm surprised the High Emperor didn't call me the living Branch Saale or some such. I suspect I received that name for my role in protecting him the night the Worm King's insurrection began."

	"Is the High Emperor as great as they say? What is it like to serve at his court?" asked Ninafi. She flushed and spread her hands. "Excuse me. I carry on too much. I've never been to the imperial city."

	"Honestly I couldn't tell you much about the High Emperor. His Grace Vosraan Loi is an enigma to me. I didn't so much serve in his court as that of the Saale Emperor Haddishal Rumenha, a true master of growing things."

	"I've heard many great things of Rumenha. He grew up north of here, you know."

	Edmath shivered in the rising and cooling breeze.

	"He was an idol to me in learning my craft, so naturally. As for the High Emperor, I wish I could place him beyond his biography. Some men I can gauge by their humor or lack, their strength or lack, their magic or lack, but him I never seem to understand."

	They continued along the path between darkening trees toward the village in silence for a moment.

	"I hope you can forgive me this time."

	"You carry on as much as me." She smiled and touched his arm. "How could I not forgive you, as one talker to another."

	His skin warmed at her touch.

	"Of course, I see your point."

	They returned to the village where Brosk and Chelka waited with the rest of their party.
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	"We leave tomorrow early," said Chelka. "We still have a mission to investigate the tear further inland."

	"Indeed," said Brosk. "Captain Onserun and Elder Jatono think they can handle the defense with their combined troops."

	"We can travel faster without scores of soldiers, regardless." Chelka turned to Kana. "I take it you and yours now understand how to fight these beasts if we should encounter more of them?"

	"We do," said the wavy-haired Rooster Tribe woman.

	"That is well," said Brosk. "Having fought at your side I bear a new respect for your people."

	Kana's face may have reddened, or perhaps it was the last touch of the sun sinking in crimson beneath the hills and trees.

	"I'll go with you," said Ninafi. "At least for now, the villagers don't need my help."

	Chelka nodded.

	"As you like. Another Saale always proves useful."
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	As the cook fires burned down, Edmath made his way to bed that night following the path Chelka and the others had taken earlier for their tiredness. He heard footsteps a short distance behind him following his way to the tavern.

	"Thank you for your blessing earlier, Prince Naopaor." 

	Edmath recognized the voice as Kana.

	"Call me Brosk," Edmath's friend said. "We've fought side by side and you're not Zelian regardless, so my title should not matter."

	Kana said, "I was a royal in Palatan, but I've never been a princess. You could have been a king."

	"Sadly, true." Brosk sighed. "I wish it wasn't so."

	"You weren't firstborn," Kana said softly.

	"It’s not a story for times like this. That was long ago and far away."

	Edmath reached the door of the tavern in the darkness. He pulled the handle and let out the lantern light from behind the bar, then stepped to one side.

	Brosk waved to him as he and Kana approached.

	"Ed," said Brosk. "I thought you went in with Chelka earlier."

	"I considered it, but I know she's still up planning in our room, so I'll meet her inside."

	Kana nodded to him and then the three of them went inside. Edmath could not restrain his curiosity so went ahead of the two before they could climb the stairs. Brosk was always so somber, especially about his brothers' death. Edmath did not recall his friend ever trying to dismiss the event the way he'd just done.

	Perhaps...Edmath lingered just inside the door of his and Chelka's room, holding a finger to his lips to quiet Chelka as she rose from the desk to greet him. She silently crept to his side and they listened at the door as Brosk and Kana passed in the hall beyond.

	They had returned to their earlier conversation.

	"You say it's not a story for times like this...what does that mean?"

	"It means, I'm trying to celebrate a job well done."

	"We still have a long way to go."

	"I know." Brosk sighed. "Kana, I don't know how to say this--"

	"Then don't say anything." A floorboard creaked followed by quiet. Chelka reached carefully for the edge of the door, gently opening a crack. She and Edmath peered into the dim hallway, she crouched, him frozen.

	Brosk and Kana stood intertwined, lips locked with each others' outside Brosk's room. She reached for the door and tugged its handle. Then he lifted her slightly off the floor and they disappeared inside. Chelka and Edmath closed their door and exchanged glanced of half-stifled mirth. He felt fit to laugh out loud, and Chelka's face told him she was in the same state.

	"Bless him. The girls always have looked his way," said Edmath.

	Chelka led him to their bed.

	"Bless him indeed. Just two months ago she was trying to kill him."

	"Things change." Edmath smiled.

	She sat down on the bed and pulled him to her side.

	"And much stays the same."
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	They set forth the next morning taking lesser riding elk from the villagers. Edmath remembered riding alongside greater elk lancers in battle a year ago and was glad the situation had changed so much. They followed an old road paved in thrice-lain stone inland, their steeds snorting but easily keeping pace all day. They went west the next day as well.

	The three warlords had seen much construction in their time, hence the many long straight roads up and down the coast of Zel, as well as those like this one leading inland. Edmath rode near the front, talking to his steed to help the animal keep him balanced. Nearby, Chelka explained to Ninafi about Edmath's odd ability to speak to any animal.

	"And has he been able to do this since birth?" asked Ninafi in surprise.

	"As long as I've known him," said Chelka with a smile. "It's true, though, isn't it, Ed?"

	He turned in the saddle and nodded to them.

	"Of course," he said. "I don't remember it, but the monks who raised me early on told me they often found me conversing with butterflies and beetles in the courtyard. At the time, I thought it normal and it took a long time for me to understand most humans can't hear most of them."

	"Can you talk to plants as well?" asked Ninafi, motioning expansively to the trees around them.

	"Only those I made able to do so myself," said Edmath. "I don't know why precisely."

	"You are an odd royal, Edmath Benisar," she said.

	Chelka laughed and pushed her elk forward to catch up with Edmath at the very head of their main party. Two of the Rooster Tribe group, Buna and Obbin, had scouted ahead and were almost out of sight.

	"I know! He is all too strange, but oddness makes an excellent husband."

	Edmath's face flushed with heat.

	"Chelka, my dear, you're embarrassing me."

	"I can see that," she said. "Perhaps this crisp air is getting to my mood. I enjoy it. It's so different from the humidity in Sizali and the regulated currents of Naren."

	The sound of two sets of hoof beats returning from the road ahead of them drew everyone's attention. The scouts were returning. Brosk, Kana, and the other rooster mercenaries caught up with Edmath, Chelka, and Ninafi as Obbin and Buna drew closer on their elk.

	The two arrived breathless, harried, on snorting steeds.

	"You hurries back," said Chelka. "What's wrong?"

	"We found something," said Buna.

	"It's just off the road up ahead," said Obbin, his face etched by fear. "But I think we should stay well clear of it."

	"Catch your breaths, then tell us what you saw," said Kana.

	She rode closer and offered Buna a canteen of water. The young rooster woman drank, then handed the container to Obbin who took it with a gracious nod.

	Buna's eyes met Chelka's.

	"I agree with Obbin. That place felt evil."

	"Please explain as best you can," said Edmath.

	"Indeed," said Brosk.

	"We are here to investigate a mystery," said Chelka. "We can't shy from every source of strangeness."

	Edmath glanced at Brosk at the same moment Kana turned to the Whale Prince.

	"Why are you looking at me?" Brosk said. "Chelka has the right of it. We are here to find a tear. A sense of evil should make us choose caution, but we cannot turn back altogether without seeing the source of this feeling."

	Kana bit her lip but said nothing.

	Edmath turned toward Obbin and Kana.

	"Tell us what you can and we'll approach with care."
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	The party approached on foot, leaving the elk with their midday feed in the trees to one side of the thrice-lain road with instructions to follow and rejoin the humans if monsters should appear. Edmath picked his way past brambles on the edge of a clearing. They gazed upon a strange bowl-like construction. Buna stiffened beside him, murmuring unease in the tongue of Palatan.

	Kana shushed her younger comrade gently. Obbin set his jaw and followed the gaze of the Saales while the other three Rooster Tribe mercenaries kept a lookout on the sides and rear for possible danger.

	Chelka bit her lip, fingers pinching her rega at her waist. She stared long and hard at the buildings, for there could be no errors allowed in evaluating these structures.

	Stone structures of smooth white sank into the earth some dozen yards, all surrounded by a patio of smaller tiles of the same material. Here and there trees and plant life cracked through joins in the stonework, but there could be no misleading Saale sight as to what hung cloudy at the peak of the tall central tower of the complex.

	"It's a tear," said Edmath. "No mistake, despite the differences."

	Chelka nodded.

	The air bled light visible to trained Saale eyes from a tear at the center of the buildings, hovering just over the highest rooftop, close enough surely for a human to strike it, surrounded by self-cannibalizing greenery climbing the walls as if reaching for a second sun. Perhaps this was a human-made tear after all, especially given its presence in an abandoned settlement?

	Brosk rubbed his hand across his stubbly jaw.

	"Could this be what the Saale Hierophant detected?" he asked.

	"It seems likely," said Chelka. "But who was here to open it. This place appears forsaken."

	"For good reason," said Kana.

	Buna and Obbin turned to their leader. Brosk raised his eyebrows, gaze lingering on the tower before turning to Kana.

	"What do you mean?"

	"None of you Saales feel that?" said Kana.

	"Feel what? I see the magic, but it seems a mostly ordinary tear from here." Ninafi frowned but did not take her gaze from the tower and the tear.

	Edmath snapped his fingers.

	"Perhaps we do not feel it because we are Saales. With all out bodily gates sealed the magic does not enter us deeply as it does with other beings."

	"A good point, Ed," said Brosk. "but one we can't easily test."

	Chelka shook her head.

	"Whether we can test the idea or not, we need to get closer."

	"Lady Benisar," said Kana. "Please do not make my people follow you in."

	"You've served me well so far, Kana. Don't disappoint me now."

	Brosk scowled at Chelka.

	"What do you mean by that? They're ordinary fighters. We can go ahead without them for now."

	Chelka opened her mouth but clearly thought better of her retort. 

	"Very well, Brosk."

	Edmath nodded to Brosk, then turned to Kana.

	"Keep watch over this place and see what you can from here." 

	"We Saales should continue to the tower," said Chelka. "But do as my husband says and I won't penalize you."

	Kana's lips formed a thin line.

	"As you wish, Lady Benisar." Her expression softened slightly. "Thank you."

	Chelka shrugged. 

	"Let us go, Ed, Brosk, Lady Daderon."

	They made their way into the gently sloping bowl of stone. Sandals beat against white stone beneath their feet. As they walked, Edmath kept his stethian and a striker ring ready. Brosk held one hand on his chain. They passed between vacant stone pillars and high walls with no sign of entry points until they reached the central tower.

	There, the plant life increased in variety and scale. Trees of multiple species greeted Edmath's studied eye along with numerous varieties of smaller plants and grasses, some of which even he did not recognize.

	Around the base of the tower the stone was completely covered in moss and undergrowth. Thick vines hung from the archway of the narrow opening leading inside.

	Edmath paused before the veil of hanging plants, a green curtain hiding what lay within. He reached out with his stethian and shifted the vines to one side, revealing the bottom of a spiral staircase. He took a deep breath.

	"I'll lead," said Brosk. "If anything attacks, I can handle a physical attack the best." He shifted into his whale tosh, then opened his mouth and squeaked out his echolocation sounds. "There are no large animals inside at the moment. No need to fear a wild bear or other beast."

	Chelka glanced Edmath, her eyes intense with excitement and a hint of trepidation.

	"Lead on," she said to Brosk. "We'll be right behind you."

	They started up the stairs, first Brosk, then Chelka, then Ninafi. Edmath looked over his shoulder before bringing up the rear. Going last did not suit him. It set his nerves on edge worrying about a possible attack from behind. He glanced back more than once.

	Halfway up the tower, one wall opened onto a terrace of the same stone as the rest of the tower, all constructed by human hands. Narrow shafts dug into the tower at regular intervals, roughly every yard around the edge of the terrace and at each corner. Edmath guessed those once held supports for long-ago-rotted walls.

	He recorded it all on a blank scroll he'd brought from Diar before replacing the scroll in its case and proceeding toward the top.

	The staircase ended on the flat white rooftop.

	Shielding his eyes against the bright glow of the tear above, Edmath turned to the others.

	"It appears to be holding open, but we should keep an eye on it. If it should close within a few hours obviously it will be of less consequence than if it lasts longer."

	"True, Ed," said Brosk. "But the Saale Hierophant's augury detected an irregularity weeks ago. If this tear is that irregularity it should have closed by now unless it is indeed especially stable."

	"Such tears exist elsewhere," said Ninafi.

	"What could cause one is the real question," said Chelka.

	"Agreed," said Brosk.

	Edmath squinted at the tear over their heads, then retrieved his scroll. He set to recording the details and dimensions of the tear. Perhaps three yards across at its midsection, and circular in shape. He measured what he could but it only raised further questions. Even the strange gloves their attacker, Hyreki, had used a month ago seemed unable to make a tear much larger than a person, and that one had closed minutes after opening. This was a strange tear, especially if one accounted for the dread felt by non-Saales.

	Brosk sent out another echo.

	"It's strange, but I'm certain of it now," he said.

	"Certain of what?" asked Ninafi.

	"Besides the others and the elk we brought with us, there isn't another animal around for miles. Normally bugs chatter and birds call. It's as though this place is only nourishing the plants and driving away the animals."

	"No wonder it had such an effect on the mercenaries," said Chelka under her breath.

	Brosk glanced at her, then shook his head.

	"Please, Chelka. Don't disparage our allies."

	"As you like, Brosk," she said. "My apologies, but you do see what I mean, don't you?"

	"I have an idea, but do explain your thoughts," said Edmath.

	"Ordinary animals are being repulsed because this tear wasn't struck by an animal but by something else...I only wish I knew what."

	"Orpus Rakoi has its own kind of magic," said Edmath. "Perhaps another tree or plant could manage Saale striking."

	"I don't sense enough movement to indicate an orpus tree unless it is completely still."

	"But its still a possibility, my friend," said Edmath.

	"We ought to tell the others. Their aversion is likely some kind of spell," said Brosk. "I can go."

	Chelka nodded. 

	"We'll all go once Ed is done recording. It's best we stick together."

	"You three," said Ninafi crouched by a slightly rough promontory on one edge of the roof. "I've found an inscription. It's old Zelian."

	"From the time of the warlords?" asked Edmath.

	"It appears archaic enough," said Ninafi. "But I can read it clearly." She squinted. "Tulagoda, tower of light. Beware foes of the sun." She straightened her back. "That's all there is."

	"We ought to return," said Edmath with a shiver creeping down his spine as he rolled the ancient words over in his head. Foes of the sun. Beware.

	Chelka put her arm around him.

	"It's not windy enough up here to be that cold, Ed."

	"I know, my dear. I am beginning to think I may have an aversion to this place as well."

	Brosk nodded. They descended the tower together. Only as they continued toward the place where Kana and the others waited did Edmath begin to consider the implication of the syllables, the structure of the word Tulagoda. In modern Zelian it meant nothing, but in the older language of monastic books, it looked like two words conjoined. Those words meant purification and death.
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	The next morning, Edmath and the others went from their camp near the road and returned to Tulagoda. This time, the Saales left Kana and her Rooster Tribe mercenaries outside the dread aura of the strange tear, still sending light and magic flowing from the sky. Edmath and Chelka led the way into the stone bowl where the tower loomed higher than the trees. His nervous, twisting stomach made him wish he'd stayed with the mercenaries.

	They searched around the base of the tower and examined the other structures. Edmath noted the shape and dimensions of each obelisk and house. It took them all morning and well into the afternoon to complete the simple form of survey. During that time they saw no animals approach the bowl of Tulagoda though when no one spoke, many birds could be heard in the distance.

	Clouds rolled in as they performed deeper tests around the tower. By the time they were ready to test drawing magic from the tear, the sky was almost black, though no rain yet fell.

	Chelka suggested she be the first to test the tear's magical draw.

	"I'd rather not go first," Edmath said. "So have at it, my dear."

	Brosk and Ninafi agreed as well.

	"Be careful," said Edmath, leaning close to Chelka. "There is something strange about this tear beyond its longevity."

	"I understand, Ed. Thank you."

	She took a deep breath, then handed Brosk her stethian. 

	"I'll start without the weapon," she said. "To see how it works."

	Edmath noted that fact on his scroll.

	Chelka approached the base of the tower while the others stood along the rim of the bowl. She raised one hand as if grasping physically for the tear as she pulled in its power. Ribbons of magic flowed along channels in the tower's sides, pulsing bright. The magic reached Chelka and suffused her with sickly radiance.

	She pulled in magic, released it, pulled in again and tested releasing it again. Edmath kept pace with her actions, recording every nuance he witnessed.

	The first sign Chelka made was that of the star. She sent a beam of magical light and heat shooting skyward from her other palm. Despite the oddness of the tear, Edmath noted nothing out of the ordinary with the spell itself, nor with any of the others, Chelka performed subsequently.

	All her tests completed, Chelka rejoined them.

	"The magic from this tear feels very strange indeed," she said. "It isn't always bad, but it does not empower or gladden the senses like that from ordinary tears."

	Brosk folded his arms.

	"It sounds as if the tear itself is warping what passed through it. In theory that which lies on the other side should be much the same regardless of location."

	"In theory," Edmath said. "Though we already know different strikers may produce tears that apply different aptitudes and speeds to the magical flow."

	"Indeed," said Brosk.

	Ninafi frowned.

	"But there's no striker as far as we can tell. From what we've observed I doubt another Saale was here recently."

	"If we could use an augury we could be more certain," said Chelka. She turned to Edmath. "Do you recall anything from your hesiatic training that could help us?"

	"I never learned to augury without a sphere or relic," said Edmath. "However, I think we could have noticed footprints or other disturbances in the plant life if a Saale had been here last. More importantly, the growth around the tower is old and mostly natural. If the tear is keeping animals away, the plants would show signs of feeding from wild creatures. I've seen no evidence of that."

	"A good point, Ed," said Brosk.

	"How old are the plants here?" Ninafi asked, brow furrowed.

	"Hard to tell if magic contributed to their growth," said Edmath. "Their size suggests months or years undisturbed, depending on the rate and weather."

	Chelka bit her lip.

	"If we assume the tear sped their growth, how old?"

	"The vines of species I recognized on the tower could have climbed that high in a few years by nature alone. However, if animals fed on them in the winter months they would never reach that high."

	Ninafi's frown deepened.

	"That far from seals the possibility, but I can say it seems less likely the tear is much older than the Saale Hierophant's augury would indicate."

	"I agree, said Brosk. "The tear appeared at the beginning of summer, of that we can be relatively certain. What could conceal such presence from the Saale Hierophant?"

	"I know of nothing that could," said Edmath. "Naturally opening or not, we can assume these plants grew to this size in the last few months, much faster than is natural."

	"We can test it further," said Chelka. "Ed, you can try growing plants using magic from the tear."

	He nodded.

	"That makes sense." He put a hand to his knotted stomach. "I fear this place does not agree with me, but I will do what I can." He handed Brosk the record scroll. "Keep note of what happens."

	He handed his stethian to Ninafi, then approached the tower while the others stood at the rim. He tried drawing in magic and found the tear responded easily, sending its power to him the same way it had reacted to Chelka's pull.

	Likewise, the magic felt strangely distant and cold compared to the usual soaring sensation one experienced with a fresh tear.

	Standing on the bed of moss and small plants at the base of the tower, Edmath folded his hands, then broke them apart, making practice signs he used to grow plants, less powerful than his battle signs, but just as familiar. His open hand quickly became heavy with a burst of flowers, roots questing for soil. 

	He fed them magic and watched them bloom and seed and then grow further. Without his directing influence, the flowers would have reproduced themselves a dozen times in the nearly twenty minutes he focused on them, but he kept them from seeding again deliberately.

	Under the flow of magic, the seeds the flowers dropped early began to send up shoots from the green mat of other plants. All grew toward the tear above. Edmath frowned as he considered his next test. The tear's magic proved especially powerful for growing plants, as without any sign on his part flowers sprouting from seeds that had not existed minutes ago.

	He turned to the others and called.

	"It's odd. The plants keep growing on their own as long as the magic touches them."

	Turning back to the tower he pulled in more magic. Time to draw in more and push harder, perhaps? Given the speed of growth, he could force on plants with ordinary magic, the concept of testing that trait with the power of this tear scared him. Nevertheless, it seemed the natural point of progression.

	Edmath closed his eyes and made the sign of the tree. He grew roots, trunk, branches in his mind, shaping the new life to one side of the tower's doorway. When he opened his eyes the tree was there, full in form and still growing, reaching for the light above.

	He turned once more to the others and found Ninafi running toward him down the slope of the bowl. Chelka and Brosk had their backs to him, drawing strikers as they faced down a pack of beastly hybrids like those of Fyon's pack. No, judging by a few scars from burns these creatures weren't just similar to Fyon's horde, they were survivors of the village battle.

	Edmath left his tree and took a step toward Ninafi. She waved at him, holding his stethian in her other hand.

	"Edmath," she said. "we need to help them."

	He scowled as a few monsters began to circle, trying to get around Brosk and Chelka's sides. Ninafi handed him the stethian. Still holding the magic from the strange tear, he prepared his mind to fight. The slow, peaceful signs faded from his concentration, replaced by thorn and branch and vine.

	Time to join the fray and drive these beasts before him for their wickedness.

	The pack of hybrid monsters prowled closer to Chelka and Brosk. Edmath stepped forward, anger flaring in his mind. These things dared to interrupt him? How dare these beasts.

	He swung the stethian to point ball forward as he advanced, making the sign of the branch with his free hand. Sharp-tipped wooden limbs burst forward, striking at the monsters near Chelka. Two of the three darted nimbly out of reach. The third fell with a wooden shaft in his chest.

	"Damn them," said Chelka. "They must have been waiting for us."

	"We need to find the roosters. Without trained mages they'll be in danger," said Brosk, circling to face the encroaching beasts near him.

	"Right," said Ninafi.

	Edmath nodded, his face set and grim. He continued drawing in magic and signing. Another pair of monsters fell, caught between two sets of tree limbs. Brosk shifted into his whale tosh. He leapt forward and hammered another creature against the stones.

	The others fled, yelping in their pidgin language, part human and part animal just like the creatures' bodies. Brosk started out of the bowl.

	"I'm going to find the others," he said.

	"Brosk, wait," said Chelka, starting after him. "We should make a plan."

	Edmath frowned after them, his mind hazy, then glanced at the tower and the new tree now growing beside it, beginning to split the gaps in the stone beneath its bulk. Only when he looked at the tower and the ear above it did things seem clear. Ninafi glanced at him.

	"You should go talk to them," she said.

	Edmath shook himself.

	"Yeah," he said. "You're right. I'm just a little--I feel odd."

	What a terror grew within him he did not know. His mind itself seemed warped as if something out there was pressing against it from all sides, choking his ability to think. He blinked, shook his head again.

	The fear built and he lowered his stethian. Ninafi grabbed his arm, worry on her face.

	"Edmath, are you alright?"

	"I don't think so." He swayed on his feet. "Scared. So scared." 

	The bowl turned massive, growing and deepening around him and Ninafi. She cried out as the dirt dragged them down. He stared after Chelka and Brosk, receding up the slope from the tower. They had to know the danger. There was great peril here.

	The world spun as they fell. When he woke, he was in a dark place, back on dirt. Ninafi sat beside him with a dim magic light providing the view of her face, looking nervous, though not showing the kind of terror he'd felt before the change. Thankfully the fear had left him along with the muddiness of his mind. He looked up at her.

	"Where are we?"

	She pointed down a narrow tunnel of shadows with roots jutting from the ceiling. More roots supported the earthen walls.

	"We're under the tower," she said.

	Footfalls sounded down the tunnel. They came closer to the cavern where Edmath and Ninafi sat. Fear returned.
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	Chelka

	

	Chelka stared at the base of the tower where Edmath and Ninafi had vanished beneath the shifting stones. Her hands trembled.

	"Ed!" she called.

	Brosk stopped moving toward the place they'd left the mercenaries. He looked over his shoulder.

	"Chelka, what happened?" he said. "Where'd they go?"

	"The ground swallowed them," she said. "Spawn of beasts. Edmath is in trouble again and I wasn't there to help him."

	"They aren't dead," said Brosk. "We would have sensed it."

	Chelka nodded.

	"We need to find them--I just don't know where to begin."

	"If we find Kana and the others they can help us. It must be some spell to manipulate the earth and stone."

	"A Dawkun could work that kind of magic but not a Saale."

	"And I don't see any mages from Roshi about." Brosk opened his large whale mouth and sent out an echo. After waiting for a moment, he shook his head. "You're right. They must be underground. Kana and her people are all together. They're heading our way, thank the creator."

	Chelka nodded. 

	"Wait for them here. I'm going to investigate where they vanished."

	"Be careful," said Brosk.

	The stones themselves had looked the same as they had before. Chelka paced toward the tower, cautiously stepping on every new tile as if they would crumble beneath her sandals. She scowled at the carpet of plants and the tree Edmath had grown beside the tower.

	The grass and moss appeared undisturbed at first, but Chelka's glare fell upon the place the seeds Edmath's flowered had spilled had fallen and grown. They were gone.

	"Somethings here," she said. "Not the stones. The plants. Of course."

	She kept her distance from the greenery, then struck to draw in ordinary magic rather risking use of the strange-feeling power of the tear above the tower. She made the moon sign.

	A burst of silver light flared from the ball of her stethian. The light and heat made plants curl and wilt under their baleful intensity. She advanced, peeling back the plant layer bit by bit.

	Beneath the green, the stones were smooth and white, not cracked or broken. Between them, however, were dark gaps where roots had dug between stones.

	"Over here!" Brosk said.

	He and Kana descended into the bowl and approached Chelka. Kana clutched her at her forehead, jaw clenched resisting the fear of the unnatural place. Chelka glanced at Brosk.

	"Help me move these stones. The stones didn't move on their own. The roots moved them."

	"Another plant mage must be hidden nearby," said Brosk. "Of course."

	Chelka nodded.

	"Wherever the enemy is, there is a tunnel beneath us. Maybe more than one." She turned to Kana. "Your people should keep watch outside the bowl. Brosk and I will find Edmath and Ninafi."

	"I understand." Kana blinked. "Take care."

	"We will," said Brosk. "We don't leave friends behind."

	Kana nodded, then retreated up the slope of the bowl and joined her people. She explained the plan to the others who held their weapons at the ready.

	Chelka held her stethian out, peeling back plant-life from the stones. Brosk lifted the first piece of pavement and tossed it aside. They began to dig under the stones.
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	Edmath picked himself up, though the cavern was so low his head brushed roots hanging from the ceiling. Ninafi aimed the glow of her light down the passage. The sounds of movement receded. She sighed with relief.

	"Whatever is down here, it isn't heading our way."

	"Not yet," said Edmath. "Be ready if that changes."

	She nodded.

	"With your stethian and plant magic, perhaps you should lead."

	"You're right. Hold the light steady." 

	He shifted to stand ahead of Ninafi and struck, then pulled in the meager magic provided by the tear he made. Leading with stethian extended, he advanced down the earthen tunnel, noting in the glow that the ceiling was pure white stone in places.

	They had not been pulled far underground. Perhaps with the right spell, he could use the roots and open another path to the surface. He waved the stethian, testing his ability to control the plants around them. The roots responded at first, but before they could separate stone from stone another force clenched them together stronger than Edamth could fight without a proper spell.

	Ninafi glanced at him.

	"I thought I could open a gap," he said. "No use."

	She frowned.

	"We'll find a way out. This tunnel goes somewhere."

	"To be sure," he said.

	He guarded the remaining dregs of magic at his command and continued to a large cavern at the end of the tunnel.

	The floor descended into a bowl similar but steeper than the one above. An elevated stone cylinder emerged from the earth at the bottom of the bowl, rising a yard or so from the floor. By Ninafi's light Edmath made out a moving shadow, a twisted form part animal and part man on the circular platform atop the cylinder.

	Ninafi gasped.

	"Another hybrid."

	"A monster," said Edmath. "Like the flier you and Chelka fought."

	"Please," said a rasping voice from the center of the cavern, "don't compare me to that whelp Fyon."

	Edmath and Ninafi both stepped back in surprise.

	"Who are you?" she asked, recovering faster.

	"My name is Durine, but I am called many other things, eternal, who creeps below, suneater."

	"Suneater?" Edmath asked.

	Magic drifted through the ceiling at the center of the room. Durine pulled the energy toward him without making any move. The magic illuminated Durine's twisted human form melded with what could have been a giant centipede and a wolf. The monstrous shapeshifted, turning a man's face toward Edmath and Ninafi.

	"They call me suneater but the truth is I do not live on light, only the power of Sayl brightens my world." Durine laughed, but it came out as if he was coughing. Black liquid glimmered on his lips. "Feeding on the food the packs bring me is not a living like I once had but it does keep me alive, and what would Fyon and the other leaders do without me?"

	"You're there master," said Edmath. "You rule all these monsters?"

	"Hardly, boy. I am a seer. But without me, the packs would have no memory of who they once were."

	Ninafi scowled.

	"Those monsters used to be human."

	"Not many of the ones still living--that is only the other grafters and me. My people pass down our curse to our young with every generation. Perhaps one day they could claim humanity again, and I will be there to see it."

	"How?" said Edmath. "You speak as if you're centuries old."

	"More than centuries, boy. But I'm glad you're here."

	"Why?" asked Edmath.

	"Have you any idea of how dull stewarding these degenerates has become after a thousand years?" Durine shifted, his coils crawling around the stone cylinder. "I am ready to surrender to the High Emperor even if the pack leaders are not."

	"To the High Emperor?" said Edmath. "You mean?"

	"My heritage is warped, but our resistance is no longer recognized. There was a time near the beginning when Sayl sent warriors against us at the behest of Zel and Zel's sphere of humanity. No more. We are forgotten."

	"Is that why you sent Fyon to raid the village of Gathat?" asked Ninafi.

	"I do not control Fyon," said Durine. "He goes where he will, but he never told me he was attacking human settlements. Though he should have."

	"So, Durine," said Edmath. "You are clearly a mage as well. Are you the one who pulled us underground?"

	"Indeed, boy. I opened the tear and held it above to draw the Hierophant's eye. I wanted your kind to return to end this long occupation."

	Edmath took a step forward.

	“Occupation?"

	"The packs are at war across this forest. It is a thankless task to try to gather them or advise them. I am old, but I would see Diar once more before I give my land to the High Emperor and the three."

	"You are forgotten," said Ninafi. "The forest is mostly unsettled."

	"By humans, yes," said Durine. "But my people still remain. We are strong in the trees and more numerous than even I truly know. If you will return me to Diar I will offer my service and that of my people to the emperors of Zel."

	"Human shaping is prohibited in this age," said Edmath.

	"Good!" Durine shook his head. "I wish I had known the price I would pay before I made my transformation. Believe me, servant of Sayl, I am no enemy to order."

	"Say we believe you," said Edmath. "Show us some goodwill and release us to the surface."

	"Promise you'll take me with you," said Durine.

	"If you'll answer our questions," said Edmath. "I promise."

	"Then we have a deal," said Durine. He hunched his wolf-like upper body upward, human hands where the strange legs ended. He scuttled off the stone cylinder on his many centipede legs. 

	The ceiling of the tunnel behind them parted behind Edmath and Ninafi, revealing Chelka and Brosk on the surface.

	"Ed!" Chelka called. "What happened?"

	"I'll explain once we're all above ground, my dear. There is a lot to say, it would seem."

	"That's an understatement." Brosk stared at Durine as the monstrous seer came into view.

	"I am your new traveling companion for the moment, servants of Sayl. Call me Durine of the shadows."
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	The fear around Tulagoda faded a little but Edmath felt as uneasy as Kana, Obbin, and most of the others looked when they first saw Durine. Nevertheless, eleven of them gathered their steeds and rode for Gathat. He did not like dealing with the monstrous creature, the exiled hybrid suneater, but Edmath saw a similarity in the ancient Durine and the High Emperor. Not to mention, if Durine was a thousand or more years old his existence had to be made known to the rest of the world.

	Durine’s many legs kept pace with the elk at their traveling pace. One day left to Gathat and the seaside they made camp. Then the howling began in the distance. The party drew up, gathering into a defense circle.

	Durine said, "It is Fyon's pack. An old grafter's rivalry of ours. He won't want me to leave these woods."

	"We can fight him depending on his numbers," said Chelka.

	Durine coiled his centipedal length where it extended from where the back half of his wolf-body would have been on a natural animal.

	"He has the numbers. Durine's pack is known for fertility."

	"We must have killed a hundred at the village before they fled," said Ninafi.

	Durine sighed. "He will have gathered at least twice that many."

	Kana glanced nervously at Brosk, a curse on her lips.

	Edmath scowled.

	"You say you have power here, Durine. Perhaps we can negotiate?"

	"Fyon may bargain with me if he has no grudge with any of you."

	Chelka's face flushed.

	"Something tells me he holds a grudge against me."

	"What happened in your previous battle?"

	"I burned his wings while he fled." Chelka shifted, then tightened her grip on her stethian. "But if it comes to that I can finish him myself, then we can negotiate with his second."

	"Alas," said Durine. "Fyon is one of the oldest grafters besides me, and by far the oldest pack leader. His people will not suffer his loss well."

	"His people," Edmath said. "Can we sway them instead?"

	"We may try. But as long as Fyon leads them, his grudge must be dealt  with."

	The sound of racing paws and feet announced the arrival of Fyon's pack on every side. The man merged with his wolf body, though now wingless, prowled into view before Edmath and the others.

	"Durine Suneater," said the human mouth on Fyon's back. "Where are you going after all these decades?"

	"I've grown weary of our past with the empire. I think its time we ask forgiveness and end this conflict with the three."

	Fyon snorted. Steam issued from his wolf mouth.

	"The three are gone. And here, there is no war, only us."

	"Indeed," said Durine. "But we could prosper more in the imperial fold. I have seen their great cities, their palaces."

	"They curse us as monsters."

	"Yet the enchieli still stand guard for their highest emperor. Be still, Fyon. I would offer my service in exchange for a betterment for all the packs. Our tribes left us long ago. Would you not feel better to gain true royal powers as a king of the Wolf Tribe?"

	"I have gained far more power from grafting," said Fyon, "Than any human mage or king." He sat back on his wolf-haunches. Human legs extended from wolf's rear and he stood, massively tall over two yards high, and turned to face them human face to human faces. "As you can see I can walk among men and women as easily as our children. I can leave this land whenever I choose, but you may not."

	"Insolent as always," Durine said dryly. "But listen to me, Fyon. We can both get what we wish if you are willing to let me pass."

	"You have been there my whole life, Durine," said Fyon. "And I know your wisdom well. However, I cannot trust you to leave while that squid princess stands at your side. She burned a graft I took twelve years to perfect."

	"You can make another set of wings," said Durine. "In fact, I'm certain you already have."

	"Correct," said Fyon. "For my honor, I ask you one favor in exchange for letting you pass. Give me a duel with the woman."

	Chelka stiffened beside Edmath. She stared at Fyon.

	"It won't end the way you think," she said.

	"I'll have you or you will all perish," said Fyon. "Even you, Suneater."

	"You know I despise that title," said Durine. "But I see no other choice. One condition if you yield, Fyon."

	Fyon loomed over them, seeming larger than even a man and wolf combined should.

	"I will hear you."

	"If she bests you, you will never call me Suneater again."

	"Very well. Suneater."
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	Chelka

	

	She weighed her stethian in one hand, then gave it to Edmath to hold. The weapon was a useful tool, but one she could not use if she wanted to win without killing Fyon. How to compensate for his great speed? Surely on two legs, he must be at least as nimble as on four, or he would not be sizing her up from that position.

	"I'm waiting," he said with a smug look on one face and a snarl on the other.

	She grimaced as she took two strikers in each hand and slipped them over her fingers. She faced him full on.

	"I'm ready," she said.

	Edmath put a hand on Chelka's shoulder, warming her skin.

	"He knows your fire." He leaned close and whispered. "Surprise him."

	She nodded, then stepped forward into a wide circle formed by hybrids grafted creatures and her party. Fyon paced the opposite side. She circled with him, swiftly opening small tears with her rings as she moved. She gathered magic as he gathered his nerve.

	He called himself a grafter. But what could a man without magical defenses do against her signs? Yet he had avoided her light before. She must take care.

	He advanced a few paces, then lunged toward her. Chelka channeled a burst of fire to cut across the roadway, chemical fuel burning in a line across the thrice-lain stones, forming a barrier he would have to circle or leap over to reach her. He retreated a step.

	She shaped the burning life forms at the base of the line, making the fire bend like a truly living serpent. Rather than her usual bursts of lethal light, she used the organic side of her powers to protect herself as she edged closer to Fyon.

	"Clever and new." He snorted in the crisp air. "But futile, fire mage." Fyon fell to his wolf limbs and swiped at the base of her fiery wall with one paw.

	Was he insane? His fur would catch. He would burn and die.

	But the fur did not catch. He withdrew his paw carrying a tongue of fire atop the fur, but not burning at all himself.

	Chelka stepped back from the heat of the burning line.

	"How?"

	"You can manipulate these animals to burn," said Fyon. "But it’s not difficult to graft them to me. Now this fire is mine." He smiled with his human face. "Now we will have a real battle, you and I."

	His other paws lashed out, catching more flames on them. The small life forms burned without harming him. As Chelka's flames diminished, Fyon's grew.

	She stepped sideways and shot a gout of light over his head. The convection would hurt him even if the creatures could not make contact. He darted out of the way, then lunged through her firewall, staying low. His fur burned here and there, but mostly he took the fire and made it his own.

	He raced toward Chelka, dodging more bolts of light and heat. Chelka could no longer control the burning creatures he had stolen directly. As he closed with her again, he leered.

	"It'll be a shame to cook that pretty face," he said. "Yield and I will simply break your neck."

	"This battle is not to the death."

	"I will tell you when the fight is over. If you survive," said Fyon with a grin and a snarl.

	Chelka still carried plenty of magic, but she lacked the spell to hurt him within her own repertoire. He seized directed fire and dodged the rest. If only they weren't fighting in stone. The fire he'd stolen would catch plants ablaze and he would be doomed.

	Time to learn something from Edmath's skills.

	She closed her eyes to focus as Fyon drew closer step by step. He had slowed his pace, probably to allow him a chance to dodge if she tried to burn him again. She felt his breath against her face, hot and disgusting as she made an improvised sign, focusing on the grass alongside the road behind her. It grew.

	The plant life crept by her ankles, tickling her. She smiled, then laughed. Fyon drew back but not fast enough. The flames on his paws had already ignited the grass Chelka coaxed from the roadside. He screamed as sparks leapt onto his fur and set him ablaze.

	Chelka kicked his wolf-body in the chest and he staggered back, rolling and beating at the spreading flames.

	"Who says when the battle is over?" Chelka asked.

	Fyon glared at her with eyes full of pain and anger, reflecting spreading fire.

	"Save my life! I will yield."

	"This I promise you," said Chelka. "Your life will be safe if you surrender now."

	He yelped and slapped his now-burning tail against stone.

	"Give me mercy. I yield, servant of Sayl."

	She smirked. Brosk stepped forward. His liquid-spreading creatures doused Fyon an instant later. The grafter lay twitching in pain on the road. His pack stood hushed.

	Edmath ran to Chelka's side.

	"You surprised him alright. And me."

	"You're not the only Saale who pays attention to others, Ed."

	"I'm glad I'm not." He laughed.

	Durine stepped forward, standing over the trembling, smoking form of Fyon.

	"You're lucky you lost, old friend, old enemy. Soon, you will be a king."
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	Waves sent their spray skyward as the levoth pushed from land and turned to move out to sea. In the distance, gulls circled over the sea calling to each other in loud voices, asking each other where their prey lurked beneath the surface. Edmath watched and listened from the levoth's bony back where he usually camped for travel.

	The controller stood on the frog-whale's head, guiding him as he turned to traverse deeper water. The roosters were below along with Brosk. Ninafi had chosen to go to Diar with them, to ensure Durine's safety on the journey. Edmath was partly glad she had decided to go south and partly worried she would not find the imperial city as accommodating as it had been for him. Durine crawled to a place beside the controller and gazed out at the sea. That creature, the great mystery they had recovered from beneath Tulagoda was hardly what Edmath had expected.

	In some ways, the ancient grafter's powers and knowledge seemed marvelous and carried obvious uses. If one could combine a human partially with an animal one could control the animal directly, even without being of the same tribe. Could one graft together with a tree or other plants? It seemed likely.

	Edmath set his head against the ridge around the side of the levoth's deck. Chelka approached him.

	"It's going to be dangerous, you know," she said. "Opening up forgotten history to discover lost lore."

	"I know," he said. "but I'm glad we're able to go forward together."

	She nodded.

	"We need a trump card against mages like Hyreki, not to mention those from Roshi."

	Their eyes moved together to look at Durine.

	"You think he's it?" asked Edmath.

	"If not him, something he can teach us." Chelka sighed. "We will know more when the high emperor reacts to him."

	"Indeed," said Edmath. "We still have much to learn."

	Saale. Grafter. Dawkun. Mages of unknown power. Edmath shook his head. He would learn what he could. He would go forward for the empire and for Chelka and his friends. He owed everyone that much. He would see tomorrow.
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	Author’s Note

	

	I hope you enjoyed this installment, good reader! I really enjoyed creating this leg of Edmath and his friends’ journey. As I write this, however, I’m running on empty as of visiting friends further north than my home in southern Minnesota. Its a good feeling to be done with even a short book like this one in a few short weeks.

	The series is really blossoming thanks to both Kindle Unlimited readers and those of you who purchase the ebooks. Thank you all so much!

	The story will continue later in October with “Fire Mage”. Thanks once more for reading, and spread the word if you are enjoying the tale.

	

	Tim Niederriter, October 2018
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