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	Ursar

	

	Ursar Kiet unwrapped the bindings on the end of his stump arm. He willed his blood to clot before it dripped on the earthen floor of the command tent. As he was a Dawkun, a physical mage of the holy nation of Roshi, it was natural his blood obeyed.

	He lifted the bandages over his head with his remaining hand. His eyes fixed on the general he had led all these miles over the border to the Dreamwater and the abandoned village where he had lost his limb as well as his former master. She must see his purpose in this demonstration. Ursar hoped his gaze showed all the will he felt.

	For her part, Mutrari Sinnet, sitting on her command throne in the center of the tent, arched an eyebrow. Her hands folded over her chest, languid, downplaying the power she held over life and death on this expedition. Her face, serene and framed by golden hair, belied the true fury of the fox tribe in her bloodline.

	He doubted her emotions would be easy to sway.

	Ursar scowled deeply, directing the expression at his ruined limb. She would see his fury, the wrong the Zelians had done to him, and Akalok. She must see his mission or he would be left bereft of restitution. The stump of his wrist could have flowed red with rage, but that blood had dried a season ago when the land was still cold. Mutrari nodded to him, but it was not she who spoke, but the woman standing beside her.

	“The gardener did this to you?” said Mutrari’s protector, the Lion Tribe warrior called Kagoni. “So what? Such is battle.”

	Ursar turned his wrathful eyes on Kagoni, taking in the warrior’s tawny skin, dark hair, and bright green eyes. 

	“How dare you? Do you not see the slight against our nation. Warriors from Roshi fight and die and the Minister Regent does nothing.”

	Kagoni shook her head.

	“Kiet, your master chose his vendetta against Jurgat Donroi over reasonable sense. I would think one who has killed so many, both of his own countrymen and of the Zelians could accept the natural outcome of such a blood feud.”

	“The feud was my master’s to wage by right.”

	“And he paid the price for it.”

	“Death is not—”

	“Be still,” said Mutrari, speaking for the first time, her voice as calm as her features. She drummed her fingers on the arm of her throne. “Kiet, answer Kagoni’s question. How did you lose your hand?”

	“Why did you travel all the way here if you doubt my story?”

	“Reiterate your story.” Mutrari nodded to a nearby tempest scribe, standing ready with quill and scroll. “For posterity.”

	“It was not Edmath who burned away my hand,” Ursar snarled. “His wife, the squid princess, crippled me.”

	“Chelka Benisar.” Mutrari’s voice grew fierce when she said the burning light Saale’s name. “She wields fire like one of us Dawkun.”

	“Yes, general. I would seek revenge against her for my maiming.”

	Mutrari rose from her throne. She walked across the short rug leading from it toward Akalok. She stepped onto the dirt with careful feet clad in sandals as dark as her eyes were bright. She stopped less than a pace from Ursar. He lowered the bandages and bowed his head.

	“Please, grant my request, general.”

	“I cannot,” said Mutrari. “Only the high ministers may offer the life of a royal, even of Zel.”

	“Are you not a high minister, general?”

	She slapped him across the face. His head snapped upward, and he staggered in surprise. She flicked her hand to her side.

	“After the battles in Zel last year, I must say I am not.” Her teeth bared in a grimace. “And you are no longer anyone’s champion, Kiet.”

	“I would be yours if you could grant me my wish.”

	“I would be sad, but I already have a champion. One with both hands.” Mutrari motioned to Kagoni.

	Ursar glared at both of them.

	“Let this be our last meeting,” he said, then turned and stormed from the tent.

	As he let the entrance flap fall, he heard Mutrari say, “For your sake, I hope so.”

	Outside, Ursar touched his smarting face where the general had slapped him. Not even respected enough for a closed fist. So this was what it was to suffer defeat. He glared toward the nearby copse of towering trees that had once been the village of Beliu on the Dreamwater. Edmath Benisar and his friends had created this from dead logs and frozen soil when winter was it’s coldest. Every branch was in bloom. Flowers and leaves sprang from what once had been dead wood.

	Ursar Kiet stalked toward the tangled plants, fist clenched. He did not know what he wanted to do, but stripping the limbs from some of these trees would help vent his temper. He stopped in an archway formed by wooden limbs that had been the path between two buildings on the edge of the village. His gaze swept back and forth, but he saw no sign of anyone in the shadowy place beneath the branches. He continued beneath the overhanging growth.

	He walked into the center of the former village, picking his way between the roots of massive trees sprung from the hewn logs used in constructing the old buildings, and now growing out of control once more. He stopped before what had been the village hall where the Worm King had waited for the Saales of the empire to strike him down, only for them to spare his life.

	Miserable traitor, fool, and coward, that he was, the Worm King had escaped into the west, south of Roshi’s border. Ursar might have kicked one of these roots, but managed to repress the urge as he ground his teeth together.

	“Looking for something?” asked a breathy feminine voice from within the shadows of the thicket where the hall had been.

	Ursar squinted into the thicket.

	“Who’s there?”

	A woman stepped from behind one of the massive tree trunks. She wore a skirt and a backless tunic that left her pale shoulders exposed as well. Her shoulder-length hair was a common shade of brown, but that did nothing to diminish the beauty of her face and form. She carried no weapons, not even a dagger or sheath for one, but held a pair of crimson silk gloves in one hand.

	Ursar advanced on her, brow furrowed.

	“Who are you?”

	“Call me Hyreki,” she said in the same oddly sensual voice.

	“My name is Ursar Kiet. Are you Roshi, or Zelian?”

	“A bit of both,” she said. “We who live on the borders have different loyalties, good Dawkun.”

	“Is that so? I take it you’re here to scavenge through these strange ruins. Many seem to think this place has value, though a few months ago it was only an isolated village few could name.”

	She shook her head.

	“I don’t plan to stay here to look around. Ursar Kiet, I’m more than familiar with your name. I’m here for you.”

	Ursar inclined his head away from her, keeping his stance wary. He started to direct the magic flowing from within him toward his head-gates. He would be ready if this encounter became violent.

	“Don’t ever think about hurting her,” said a man from behind Ursar, close enough to speak into his ear.

	Ursar stepped forward in surprise, and half-turned. A hulking man with thick dark hair and carrying two small blades, one longer than the other in sheathes on one hip, smiled at him. Terrifyingly Ursar had not heard him approach so close.

	“You—”

	“My name is Santh.” He smirked, lips curling beneath a black mustache.

	“You’re a mage.” Ursar’s eyes narrowed. “Saale or Dawkun?”

	“Not a mage at all,” said Santh. “But I’m practiced at fighting of all kinds, Kiet.”

	“No need to show off,” said Hyreki. She kept her eyes on Ursar. “Santh is my servant and highly capable, but as he says, he is no mage.”

	“So you came looking for me. Why?”

	“You’re a famed warrior across the land, and judging by your face the general won’t be giving you a chance to pursue vengeance.”

	“So.” Ursar frowned. “You’ll help me go after Benisar and his wife?”

	“Our goals align,” said Hyreki. “We want to destroy their research. You want to take their lives.”

	“I want more than that,” said Ursar despite the spreading grin he felt tugging at his face.

	Santh tossed a purse of coins at his feet.

	“You’ll be compensated in Roshi gold.”

	Ursar nodded.

	“Where are they?”

	“Diar,” said Hyreki. “And the imperial city will be watching for you.”

	“I don’t care about Zelian eyes. The cowards haven’t killed me yet,” said Ursar.

	Santh sneered.

	“A man only dies once.” He motioned to the stump where Ursar’s hand should be. “Will that be a problem?”

	“You sure can talk when you’re not sneaking. No. It won’t be a problem.”

	“Good,” said Hyreki. “Follow me. We leave at once.”

	Ursar nodded to Hyreki, still watching Santh warily with one eye. He wished still had his Mirache, but the order had commanded the massive steed return, and Ursar had been powerless to stop it, as he lacked a royal voice, as a bastard of his tribe. A crossroads stood before him. Santh followed Hyreki along the path through the flowering village. Ursar picked up the coin-purse and followed them.
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	After a few weeks of planting and gardening by moonlight, Edmath founded he liked working at night. The night garden he tended had been built several miles north of the palace by the edge of Diar, a short distance outside the city walls. It made for a good place to grow young orpus trees.

	He never lacked for company, even when dealing with trees that had yet to awaken. Bats, mice, and other nocturnal animals abounded in the garden. The ground-dwelling creatures could have been an issue, going around chewing on roots and stems, but after the first time he caught a cluster of rodents watching him work, he started bringing bowls of raw food for them each night, telling them to only eat from the bowls to ensure strong plant growth.

	Mostly they agreed, but the largest of them all did not. She was a massive rat, perhaps the size of a small wolf, with a long and spiny tail, obviously descended from a greater animal of the same species created in a past generation. Edmath called her Surba, a name he had picked up from Hesiatic lore. In its original context, it meant defiance.

	Surba watched him weed around each tree by night, her tail lashing back and forth, little eyes gleaming yellow from the moon. She rarely spoke to him, but like the others had figured out he could understand her language easily, and respond to their questions in ways they could understand. 

	Despite being able to converse with any animal, Edmath often found individually they did not have much to say. Until the end of the first month of spring when clouds coalesced over Diar and obscured the waning moon, he thought Surba was one of that kind. However, as he set up his umbrella for when the rain inevitably came, she sniffed the air, then scampered to his side.

	“Wizard,” she said, using the archaic word for mage that could indicate equally a Saale or Dawkun, “why do you work at night while the other humans sleep?”

	Edmath stifled a yawn and then looked down at the rat in surprise.

	“My good rat,” he said, “are you hungry?”

	“Not yet,” said Surba. “Don’t try to trick me.”

	“Why would I try to trick you, little one?”

	Her lips drew back from thick front teeth.

	“Little one? I’m the largest of any beast here.”

	“Except for me,” said Edmath with a smirk that elicited an annoyed snap of Surba’s front teeth in the air. “But very well. Surba. I work by night because my magic requires it for this manner of growing.”

	Edmath finished planting the umbrella’s stand on the ground beside the garden path. He knelt to start weeding at the roots of one of the four large orpus trees in the small garden. Tended by night their ghost roots shimmered silvery, already fully enchanted, but not yet driven by awakened minds.

	Surba circled in front of him, tail swishing over plants. She sat in the dirt just out of reach as he pulled up weeds then carefully sealed the energy of what remained of them in the earth to keep them from growing again in the same place. Life required regulation to keep the experiment in order. And for this experiment, perfect order was necessary, which was on reason to tend by night while guards watched the house by day.

	“Why does your magic need darkness?”

	He looked from the weeds he dumped into the basket beside him to the rat with the luminous cat-like eyes and spiny tail.

	“You ask a better question this time, Surba. You see, if I impart this magic by day it’s potency radiates away quickly. I discovered the darkness allows my wife’s light energy to remain dormant within a living thing more easily.”

	Surba shook her head.

	“You are mated? What a poor female.”

	“Watch your tongue, rat,” said Edmath with a small smile. “Though there is little doubt she could have made a wiser choice, I personally doubt Chelka would prefer another.”

	“Your mate is also a wizard.”

	“A Saale, yes.”

	“She sounds strange.”

	“You could say she is.”

	“So are you.” The rat’s teeth gleamed.

	“Strange?”

	“Yes.” She swished her tail at the trees.

	“You call me strange, but I’ve never seen another like you.”

	“I’ve never seen another human so interested in plants.”

	“But they exist. At least one other lives in this city,” Edmath said.

	“Perhaps another rat like me exists as well?”

	Edmath chuckled at that. He dusted his hands from the dirt of another set of weeds. Looking at Surba, he smiled.

	“Are you lonely for others like you? A male perhaps.”

	She clashed her teeth in obvious annoyance, then crept a little closer.

	“I have had many mates. Many children.”

	“But none that look like you,” Edmath said.

	“A lucky guess, wizard.”

	“I wouldn’t call it that. After all, I’m sure I’d notice another tail like yours if I saw one around here.”

	Surba sat back on her hind legs, tail raised over her shoulder.

	“It is sad you males are all so weak,” she said. “You think everything is about you. My mates are the same.”

	Edmath raised an eyebrow.

	“I can guess your mates are no match for you.”

	“Now that is no guess. You see me, the largest rat in this city.”

	“Indeed,” said Edmath. “Quite impressive.”

	She slunk a little closer as he pulled up another clump of weeds.

	“How long before you are done working at night?” she asked.

	“Another month. Maybe two.”

	“Oh.” Surba looked at his face, eyes beginning to glow with inner light. “That soon.”

	Edmath nodded.

	“Now, Surba, if I didn’t know better I’d say you were going to miss me.”

	She scurried away to the trunk of the orpus tree where Edmath was working. Looking back, she bared her teeth in another vermiform grin. There could be no doubt as to the yellowish inner light of her bright eyes.

	“Night is more fun with competition.” She held her position for a moment, then vanished into the cover of lesser plants around the tree trunk. Her tail lashed behind her before disappearing completely into the foliage.

	Edmath shook his head. Some attitudes could truly not be assumed. He went on weeding around the bigger trees for some time, before finishing there and turning his attention to the inner garden of the small house whose walls extended to enclose the outer garden. He smiled as he carried his basket of weeds into the house-turned-lab. He set it by the door to the street, then turned to the darkest spot in the entire building.

	Movable roof tiles kept the inner garden in shadow all day. The first thing Edmath did each night, was remove them to allow in the glow of the moon and stars. Within, only a single small tree grew, in soil otherwise bare of life. No weeding was needed here. And here he did not allow any of the garden animals to enter. He smiled at the sapling, now growing at its natural pace after a week of acceleration just after planting.

	Orpus Rakoi’s glowing trio of seal eyes formed a triangular pattern on its slender trunk. The spiraling seals each pulsed in recognition as Edmath closed the door behind him and then approached the young tree.

	“Evening, my good orpus,” he said.

	“Good evening, Edmath.” Rakoi’s voice sounded like that of a young girl, and far more polite than Surba. “Though I suppose now it is night, proper.”

	“Indeed,” he said. “I let time get away from me.” He picked up a watering can and started drizzling its contents onto Rakoi’s roots.

	The tree giggled.

	“That tickles, Edmath.”

	“As always.” He uprighted the can, stopping the water flow. “But just you wait. Rain should fall later tonight, and if not tonight, tomorrow night. That will more than tickle you, my little tree.”

	Rakoi’s seals pulsed. It raised a ghostly root which passed through the soil without difficulty or trace and then solidified to touched Edmath’s arm.

	“I’m taller than you are, Edmath.”

	“Fair enough. I shouldn’t call anyone or anything little, obviously.”

	The tree giggled again.

	“Who else protested?”

	“Just the largest rat in the city, according to her.”

	A floorboard creak drew Edmath’s attention to the balcony of the house’s second floor. A glow of eyes peering in from the hole in the roof overhead told him Surba had climbed the orpus to the top. She gave a squeak, sounding alarmed.

	Edmath called to her.

	“What it is, Surba?” he asked.

	“You’re not alone, wizard,” said the rat.

	“I have Rakoi with me,” said Edmath.

	Surba showed her incisors.

	“No. There is another human in the house.” She inclined her head. “He is coming closer to the inner garden.”

	Edmath frowned, not so much nervous as annoyed someone would drop by unannounced and not even ring the bell at this hour. Could he have missed an appointment with someone from the palace? With Brosk? Perhaps one of his other friends? He lowered his gaze from Surba and made his way toward the door leading inside.

	He put his hand on the doorknob and started to turn it in complete silence except for his breathing. A loud cracking accompanied by splinters of wood flying from the door made Edmath release his grip and step back in surprise. The door caved in under another ax-blow. The large shadow of man rushed into the room, two-handed ax raised.

	Edmath retreated, failing to take a defensive stance. He’d left his stethian by the door on the way into the house. Emerging into the dim cloud-filtered starlight of the inner garden, Edmath kept his eyes on his pursuer. The man stalked after him, slower now, looking this way and that. A dark cloth covered his face from the eyes down. He wore a dark green cloak that concealed much of his shape.

	Rakoi squealed in fear. Before Edmath could reach the tree, its roots encircled his waist. Rakoi leaped onto the wall balcony of the second level, kicking up a cloud of dirt from its garden plot. Shaken, Edmath clung to the tree’s trunk, still not as thick as his waist. Rakoi’s solitary upper seal darkened with weariness while the lower two remained alight.

	“One more jump,” said Edmath. “We can make it to the roof.”

	Rakoi listened and then leapt.

	Surba scurried along the tiles, narrowly avoiding being crushed by the tree’s bulk. Rakoi skidded along the slight slope but caught itself at the edge of the eaves. Edmath spun around and looked back. If the man below was a royal or a mage he could fly or jump that distance and follow them, but he didn’t. So the only way he could get to them now was the stairs from the second floor. Sure enough, as Edmath listened her heard movement heading for the stairway below.

	“We need to leave,” Edmath told Rakoi. He glanced at Surba. “Good rat, your ears just saved my life.”

	Surba scampered up Rakoi’s trunk.

	“I’ll take that as an invitation, strange wizard.”

	Rakoi’s three seals all flickered with weariness.

	“Tell me where to go,” it said.

	“To the city,” said Edmath. “We need to know more if we are to fight back.” Rakoi was by far the most valuable experiment here, so he hoped the trees he left behind would be safe without him. They were larger. They could protect themselves if attacked. “Let us go.”

	[image: Image]



	




	[image: Image]

	

	Dawn arrived over the tiled rooftops and gleaming turrets of Diar and sparkling on the surface of the sea at the bottom of the hill. Chelka had gone to the islands of Sizali to fetch her research animals and was due back any day now. Of course, now Edmath had to find a way to avoid this unidentified assassin at least until then.

	Luckily the clouds had not opened the prior night. He made his way through the streets with Rakoi, weary from keeping watch through the dark hours.

	He led Rakoi into an alley near his favorite breakfast restaurant. Surba clung to the lowest branch.

	“Are we to remain here?” she asked.

	He nodded.

	“You two are a bit conspicuous indoors. And Rakoi will get noticed where it goes, even outside.”

	“I will hide the best I can,” said the young tree.

	“Good.” He glanced across the brightening street at a market cart a big light-skinned man with glasses was pushing by, rattling on the stones. “Keep your senses out for trouble. Surba, you have my permission to come in and warn me if anything happens.”

	“As if I need your permission. We rats go where we want.”

	“Right. Of course, you do.”

	Edmath made his way into the restaurant, rubbing at his eyes at the early light of day. He had been planning to meet Brosk for breakfast on the second floor and was grateful the place opened early enough for him to rest a little first.

	He passed a table where two women in gray traveling clothes were talking softly to each other as they waited for their food. As Edmath climbed the stairs, he could not resist the urge to look over his shoulder. He saw no sign of danger when he did.

	The small balcony area on the second floor overlooked the slope of the city and the sea beyond. Brosk was already waiting at their table, thank the creator. The whale prince raised an eyebrow as Edmath approached.

	“Rough night, Ed?”

	“A terrible one,” said Edmath. “And Brosk, my good man, this is no laughing matter. Allow me to explain.”

	Brosk frowned.

	“Tell me. What has happened?”

	Edmath explained as best he could about the assassin in the garden house, and how he had escaped thanks to Surba and Rakoi.

	“I left my stethian behind. At some point, I need to go back to get it.”

	“Don’t bother,” said a voice from the stairway. “We retrieved your weapon.”

	Edmath leapt to his feet and spun to face the newcomer. His eyes widened in fear.
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	Edmath stepped back involuntarily. His heel touched the railing at the edge of the balcony. He stared, nervous at the stocky shape of Ursar Kiet as the Dawkun stepped off the stairs onto the second level. The red cloak of the Roshi’s holy orders was gone, replaced by a gray scarf and a tunic with one sleeve far longer than the other, trailing well past where Ursar’s left hand should have been, would have been if Chelka had not incinerated it from fingers to wrist at Beliu.

	He took a breath, held it longer than he intended.

	“Kiet,” Brosk said, his voice a low growl. “What are you doing here?”

	“I don’t want to break your limbs again if that’s what you mean,” said Ursar. “However, Benisar will not be so lucky.”

	Edmath felt himself stiffen. He stared at the Dawkun, looking for other weaknesses beyond the man’s missing hand.

	“You’re giving me a chance to fight, though,” said Edmath. “Why?”

	“I owe you that much for showing me a new path.” Ursar snarled and drew his sword. “If you tell me where the tree is I will make it quick.”

	“There is not a chance I will tell you where to find Rakoi,” said Edmath, mind hunting for a way to stop the Dawkun’s lethal gaze.

	Brosk climbed out of his chair, a striker ring on gleaming on his finger and a chain of rings coiled at his belt.

	“It wasn’t you who came after me last night.” Edmath shook his head. “But that’s no coincidence.”

	“Right, I admit,” said Ursar. “I’m not here alone.”

	“Can we take this outside? I don’t want to wreck this establishment.”

	“The time for talk is over,” said Ursar, eyes turning black as his spell spurred to activation.

	Edmath hurled himself behind the frame of the table. The heavy wood cracked in the center. A tear opened in the air in front of his face, ripped by a striker in Brosk’s unrolling chain. Edmath drew in the magic.

	Ursar vaulted onto the table just as Edmath channeled a spell into it with a sign to make the dead wood grow. New plants sprouted from the sides and top of the circular table, growing toward the sun, and some bursting into leaves and flowers. Ursar leapt onto the metal railing and balanced as he looked over his shoulder at Edmath, eyes glinting with deadly menace. Edmath fell onto his back but knew the next second could be his last if Ursar merely lowered his eyes.

	A wave of black liquid, dark as ink, cut between the table and the railing. Droplets spattered onto Edmath’s tunic and face. Brosk ducked in behind the hovering wall of solid black water. 

	“A new trick.” Ursar laughed. “You Saales never cease to experiment.”

	“Of course,” said Edmath, pushing himself upright as Brosk held the sign of the wave, guiding the path of the tiny creatures in the water that allowed the wave to keep its shape. “You Dawkun could learn from us, perhaps.”

	“Now we will take this outside.” Brosk pushed his signing hands forward. The wall of water shoved Ursar from the balcony, then plummeted after him. It spattered the ground, but the Dawkun had gone without sound or trace before the water hit the stones below.

	“Damn him,” said Brosk, panting. “That’s all we need at this moment.”

	Edmath shook his head.

	“We need to send for help. I’m going to see the proprietor to send a messenger animal and pay for this table.” He looked at the ruined table where they had been sitting. “Good thing gardening for experiments pays well.”

	Brosk nodded.

	“I’ll keep an eye out to make sure Ursar does not return, then join you in a moment.”

	Edmath descended the stairs to the first floor, where a server and the restaurant’s gray-haired morning manager met him. The two women who had been sharing a table when he had gone upstairs were watching him with obvious curiosity. Surely everyone had heard the commotion above.

	“My apologies.” Edmath offered a handful of silver for the table.

	The manager accepted it with a gracious nod of her head.

	“It is a kind of peril to serve Saales of such skill,” she said, “But perhaps you could be attacked somewhere else next time.”

	“I would rather there was no next time,” said Edmath, “but you have the best saute and oysters in the city, I’m afraid.”

	She folded his coins in her hand.

	“Thank you, Saale Benisar.”

	Brosk came down and joined them. His eyes flicked to the only other people there, the two women. One of them, tall and lithe flushed as his gaze passed. The Whale Prince of Zung could have that effect on women. Brosk turned to Edmath.

	“We’re clear, my friend.”

	“Do you have a serpent to send messages about?” asked Edmath to the manager.

	She nodded.

	“One is a trained messenger.”

	“Then take these too,” said Edmath and handed her pair of silver coins. “Please have your serpent tell Zuria Mierzon her brother wishes to meet her by the palace’s northwest gate.”

	“Understood.” The manager turned to the server. “Donia.” The young girl bowed her head, then scurried off to fetch the serpent.

	Edmath and Brosk thanked the staff, then sat at a lower table to take their meal, which arrived fresh from the kitchens a few minutes later.

	When they left, they headed toward the palace.
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	Ursar
 

	“They are slippery, even for mages,” said Hyreki softly, playing with the hilt of Edmath Benisar’s stethian where it jutted from the binding at her belt.

	Trying to ignore her too-casual fiddling with the Saale weapon, Ursar looked over the balcony beside her, peering at the city streets below.

	“Naopaor’s counter was clever. He clearly disliked the outcome of our previous duel.”

	Hyreki’s lip curled.

	“Scarce few people enjoy having their limbs broken.”

	He didn’t like the way she was so flippant about his abilities, but her smile seemed less scornful and more amused. He wondered about her powers. She was clearly a mage of some kind, but so far he doubted her as any kind of Dawkun he knew, and she did not seem like the sanctimonious Saales.

	“They find out soon when they face me,” he said.

	A shadow detached from the doorway under the eaves. Santh prowled onto the balcony, somehow managing to move silently despite his towering height and thickly muscled build. Ursar scowled at him.

	“Where have you been?” he asked.

	Santh ignored him, faced Hyreki.

	“Lady Denyal, I’ve found them. They’re waiting by the western gate of the palace, clear as day on the street. The tree is with them.”

	“We don’t wish to draw undue attention,” said Hyreki. “Have the mercenaries keep an eye on them while we move closer. I have a feeling these Rooster Tribe folk will not have much success on their own if they attack.”

	“As you like…” Santh bowed low. “…my lady. I would have a word with Kiet if you allow.”

	“I will allow it,” she said with a smile at Ursar. “Don’t be too rude, either of you.”

	Hyreki put a hand on Santh’s shoulder. He held position while she continued past him into the house. She paused, still facing into the shadows. Her bare shoulders shone in the daylight, framed by strands of dark hair.

	“And don’t take long,” she said before she vanished from sight.

	“As you will,” said Santh, raising his head. He turned to Ursar.

	“What do you want?” asked Ursar, not trying to hide his scorn. “For a non-mage you have skills, I’ll grant, but in battle with a Saale your abilities won’t be of much use.”

	Santh walked to the balcony’s edge where Hyreki had been standing. He put his hands on the patterned wooden top of the railing.

	“Is that what you think? My good Dawkun, you are as blunt as your features.”

	“Not all of us can hide as well as you. Are you going to do more than insult my face?”

	“Kiet,” Santh said, “Lady Denyal and I have worked together on more than one occasion. We are a team—”

	“But not team mates,” said Ursar.

	“Not in that way, no.” Santh’s fingers curled around the wood of the railing. “But listen to me. We are kindred spirits in a way you and she can never be.”

	“How so? Neither you or I is royal, but I renounced the heritage of one. What of her? You call her my lady, but she seems anything but yours. Perhaps she is not titled either.”

	“Oh, she is most certainly royal. One of the highest of her tribe.”

	“What tribe is that? What is her tosh?” Ursar asked.

	“Some things are best seen, not simply told.”

	Ursar scoffed.

	“I doubt you have even seen her tosh, the way you deflect.”

	Santh shrugged.

	“Believe what you will. Belief does not create truth.”

	“Neither does boasting. Is there something else you wish to tell me?”

	“Not personally. But do what you can when you go along with Senei and Rewebb to scout ahead. After that, I will inform you of our next move.”

	“How will you find us once we’re separated?”

	“I can find you whenever I wish, never mind where.” Santh turned from the balcony. “You’d best be in motion soon.”

	“Will accept that order from Hyreki, not from you.”

	“Did I not put gold in your purse?”

	“At her command.”

	“At her command.” Santh smirked. “Finally, you make a little sense.” He walked inside without another glance at Ursar.

	Steaming with barely restrained inner flame, Ursar looked over the city another moment longer. He breathed deep, fighting to cool his fury. The man would know his foolishness. If Santh survived clashing with the Saales, Ursar could end him regardless. Such would be appropriate repayment for his insults.
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	Ursar joined a woman with the limp and a wide-brimmed hat of dull yellow plains-grass just outside the door of the house. She adjusted her hat to shield her from the sun. Despite his lack of physical stature, she was a little shorter than him, and leaning slightly on her bamboo cane made her seem shorter still.

	“Senei,” Ursar said. “We’re to scout ahead. Where’s Rewebb?”

	She shrugged. 

	“Where does a weed mouth go when the sun rises?”

	“I’m sure I don’t know.”

	“He likes the shadows. Bright lights tend to hurt a smoker’s eyes,” said Senei. “How rare is plains-weed in Roshi that you don’t know that?”

	“Rare enough in my order.” He turned to see a trickle of smoke drifting from the mouth of the alleyway behind the house. “I take it that’s him?”

	A man with short dark hair and a lean build stepped out of the alleyway, lowering a pipe from his smoking mouth. He wore only a cloak and trousers, displaying a toned physique and lean build. He grinned at Senei looking more a hungry wolf than a rooster, despite his tribe.

	“Right you are, Dawkun,” said Rewebb. “So they have us scouting, eh?”

	“Seems so,” said Senei, turning to Ursar. “Where about do they want us?”

	“The western gate of the palace. Be on the lookout for a tree that moves. And of course, keep your heads down.”

	Senei paled visibly.

	“Don’t worry, we’ve seen their kind before,” said Rewebb. “This time we have a real Dawkun on our side.”

	“I wish I could be more confident.” Senei indicated her crooked knee. “Trees that move are bad fortune for me.”

	“I’ll protect you,” said Rewebb. “Always do.”

	“Not always.” Senei turned to Ursar. “Let us go.”

	He nodded.

	“We’ll fan out. The Saales recognize me, but they don’t know either of you. Keep your weapons close in case we get a chance.”

	“We were told to scout, right?” said Rewebb.

	“I won’t hesitate to kill any of them if I get the chance,” said Ursar. “If you want a bonus you’ll do the same as me.”

	Senei shrugged.

	Rewebb grinned wider.

	“I like you better and better, man from Roshi.”

	They set off into the streets as more and more people began to emerge from houses along the thoroughfare.
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	The western gate of the imperial palace stood high and bright with banners when Edmath and Surba rode Rakoi to it, closely followed by Brosk who was too heavy for the tree, in his whale tosh. Edmath balanced on Rakoi's branch and watched the low road leading down to the city’s harbor for Zuria.

	Birds called from the rooftops while people came and went below them. Edmath scarcely could remember the last time he'd watched a street so intently. Once, when he and Chelka were just beginning to meet outside of classes at Lexine Park, he had watched the small road leading into the village from Lexine Park, perched in the branches of a different orpus tree created by a different mage.

	That day she arrived early, though not as early as he. She approached along the path from the college, a shimmering shawl about her shoulders. She had glowed at the sight of him.

	Her warmth and her smile, remembered from their days as students, made him wish all the more she was here at this moment. How selfish she would think him if he fought alone once more. That, he would admit freely, was one reason he had decided to ask Zuria for help.

	Brosk glanced up at him from the street.

	"Do you see anything?" he asked.

	"Not yet."

	Edmath turned his gaze here and there, glimpsing a woman with a bamboo cane and a broad-brimmed grass hat haggling over a breakfast skewer with a cloaked shop owner, but no sign of Zuria. Edmath’s stomach rumbled, but he doubted he’d get a chance to eat anytime soon.

	A slithering form detached itself from a wall on the opposite side of the street. Surba's ears twitched.

	"Edmath," she said, pointing in the direction she looked with one paw. "Another Saale."

	A snake of human size slithered from the shadows of a set of buildings and crawled across the open space in front of the west gate. Edmath smiled broadly as he recognized his adoptive sister's serpent tosh by the pattern on the head and shining dark scales.

	"Good eye, Surba," he said.

	As Zuria approached the base of Rakoi's trunk, she took hybrid form, then human form in sequence, a quirk common to serpent royalty. Unlike many royals, they sometimes assumed interim forms between human and hybrid. Few could manage the shape of a snake the way Zuria just had, however, and fewer still without losing their garments.

	Zuria straightened her trousers and adjusted her tunic. She called to Edmath.

	"Brother, I take it there is trouble about?"

	Brosk turned and saw her, jaw hanging open in surprise.

	"When did you arrive?"

	"Just now." Zuria smiled at Brosk. "One can't stay among diplomats and courtiers for so long without learning to avoid sight."

	Edmath grinned.

	"It's good to see you, sister. But we are in danger here. Let us go."

	"Go where?" asked Zuria.

	"There is a shrine north of here," said Edmath, "one managed by Hesiatic monks."

	"We'll explain on the way," said Brosk.

	"Let us go," said Rakoi. "I am nervous, Edmath."

	"Likewise," he said, "but Zuria, thank you for your speed."

	She sniffed.

	"As if I would miss a chance to help you after your winter adventure without me."

	Edmath stifled a laugh.

	"Thank you, sister."
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	A mile north of the western gate on a narrow promontory jutting over the rest of the hill on which it stood, they approached the Hesiatic shrine surrounding the remains of Borueln. They left Rakoi and Surba in an alleyway below the point, then climbed the narrow way to gates of the shrine, three Saales together.

	Zuria gazed at the high peak of the central building where it jutted toward the sky.

	"Borueln was a great serpent," she said. "I'm sure his order will be of help."

	"My thoughts precisely," said Edmath. "Prescience was his greatest quality, according to the Chronicles of Tokalgo."

	Brosk nodded, solemn.

	"If we can determine the identity of your earlier attacker perhaps we can uncover the nature of Kiet's threat as well."

	Edmath shivered at the threats lurking in the city.

	"I do not know which is more fearsome, a Dawkun out for revenge or a man who could approach my garden undetected except by the keen senses of my rat friend."

	"I must say, your night gardening has given you an interesting new companion, brother."

	"My good sister, I take it you find her distasteful?"

	"More surprised she isn't another plant."

	"I can converse with any animal. It is only natural I befriend a few."

	Brosk lifted the door knocker between the bars on the gate and then let the heavy weight fall. It hit with a reverberating gong-sound.

	A woman with petrified torite bundles woven in her hair appeared at the window behind the bars.

	"Your business at this shrine, my good Saales?"

	"We request an augury," said Brosk. "If possible, we would ask the heart of Borueln himself."

	The Hesiatic nun opened the gate from the inside and let them inside.

	"I will show you to Abbess Ganeth. She will decide your worthiness."

	"Very well, and thank you good nun," said Brosk.

	The Abbess of Borueln's Shrine met them in a cloister where she sat meditating, legs folded in a peaceable position. She looked at them with calm blue eyes.

	"Young Saales, what brings you to our shrine?"

	The three of them bowed. Zuria nearly fell over she dipped so low.

	"We wish to learn the identity of a dangerous stranger," said Brosk. "This man attacked Saale Edmath Benisar last night."

	"A serious accusation carries real danger. I will gaze upon the heart with him." Ganeth closed her eyes, then methodically straightened her legs and stood. "Follow me, young man. Your friends will remain here."

	"As you wish, Abbess," said Zuria.

	Brosk bowed his head.

	Edmath followed the Abbess inside, then down a spiral staircase with a railing made from the backbone of a snake of seemingly infinite length. At the bottom, lit only by yellow candlelight, Edmath and the Abbess approached a tall box of polished ebony sitting on a stone altar, backed by dozens of candles encased in a variety of differently shaped glass boxes.

	"Within is his heart," said Ganeth. "Simply laying our hands upon the box will be enough to conduct the augury. Focus your mind, young man."

	Edmath extended his hands and put both palms against one side of the box. Ganeth did the same on the opposite side.

	"We bow our heads and close our bodily eyes and pray to the spirit of Borueln who reaches beyond our paltry senses. May his wisdom pervade us."

	Edmath did as she said, focusing his thoughts to reach beyond his body.

	"Sight and hearing. Taste and touch." Ganeth chanted the words over and over.

	Within the rhythm of her words, Edmath slipped into a trance, the core of hesiatic teaching. Images flickered before him, accompanied by other senses from outside of time. Sounds of the past, tastes of the future, and every sense and time in between seemed available to him. Borueln is a great spirit indeed, he thought.

	A warm, almost smug sensation reached him from somewhere beyond the parade of other senses. He suspected it was a response from the spirit himself. Edmath delved deeper into the sense memories Borueln presented before him.

	His mission was clear, present, powerful. He must reveal the name of his attacker. And with that thought, an image of a large, fierce man with his black mustache leaped into view.

	"Santh," a woman said, out of the vision's reach.

	"Lady Denyal," he replied. "What is your will?"

	"You did well to drive Benisar out, but the longer he evades us the more dangerous our mission becomes."

	"I understand, my lady."

	"I know you do. What I require is the tree, Santh. My master wishes to know how he shaped this being to gain powers that could rival his own."

	"Surely nothing the Zelians can achieve could threaten Master Kiniloth?"

	"He does not share your confidence, Santh. To be clear, neither do I."

	Then the vision ended. Edmath tried to return, but the Ganeth had ended her mantra, and the presence of Borueln had departed.

	"Did you see him?" asked the abbess.

	"I did, my good abbess. His name is Santh and he serves a woman he calls Lady Denyal."

	"You have your answer, young man. I am glad Borueln saw fit to help you."

	"I am grateful to you and to him," said Edmath.

	"As is proper." She lowered her hands from the box. "Let us return to the surface so we and your friends may plan what to do. These names you have heard are strangers to me, and I suspect, to this city."

	"They are not Zelian," he said as they started to climbed the stairs.

	"Roshi?"

	"Likely," he said, "but I do not know for certain."

	"Who else commands mages who can rival our Saales?" asked Ganeth.

	"I do not know any other," he said.

	They emerged into the light of the courtyard where Zuria and Brosk waited beneath a solitary tree, leaves deep green and branches in flower. Abbess Ganeth returned to her meditation nearby, folding her legs below her.

	"We have our answer," said Edmath. "The stranger is called Santh."

	"Any idea how he connects with Kiet?" asked Brosk.

	"A Lady Denyal is Santh's master. But she has a master of her own," said Edmath. "Someone named Kiniloth sent her to capture Rakoi."

	"From Roshi I take it?" Brosk scowled. "Such duplicity."

	"Perhaps not Roshi," said Zuria. "When I spoke with the high ministers a month ago they seemed determined to seek peace, at least for the moment."

	"There is another possibility," said Edmath.

	"What is that?" asked Brosk.

	"At Beliu the former Worm King told me of an enemy who exists beyond Zel and Roshi. My father and mother fought this foe, an enemy the Worm King thought a true threat to the empire."

	Zuria frowned.

	"And what is their nature?"

	"Our time was limited, but for now our true goal is to protect ourselves and this city from this malicious pair."

	"Indeed, and now it seems foolish to leave our young tree outside," said Brosk. "Let us hurry. I will go fetch Rakoi. You two can consider our next move. Then, we should leave this place together."

	"A clear plan for the moment," said Edmath. "We will be close behind you, Brosk."
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	The sun crept toward its zenith as Brosk and Zuria made their way through the shrine’s small gardens after Brosk. They left Ganeth behind in the garden, though she offered to go with them. Edmath and Zuria refused. Hesiatic Saales tended to lack combat training.

	“Whoever this Santh is, he lacks magic of his own,” said Edmath. “Perhaps he is relying on Ursar or Hyreki for support on that count.”

	Zuria scowled.

	“Yet she seems confident to give him the lead. That is odd if he is the least dangerous of them.”

	Edmath folded his arms.

	“Odd wouldn’t begin to cover it. However, he is as quick as he is stealthy. I didn’t have time to strike when I encountered him last night.” He stifled a yawn. “Still tired from being up so late,” he said.

	“This is our situation then, brother,” said Zuria. “We have three real threats as I see it and an unknown number of lesser ones in the form of whatever mercenaries Hyreki can gather.”

	“You really think she’ll employ Zelians to attack us?”

	“If not Zelians, there are many travelers from Palatan and even further south in Diar, including from Roshi.”

	“A good point, sister.”

	They reached the front gate, but its doors stood closed. A lone figure stepped into their path. Edmath shuddered as he recognized the fierce mustache and cold eyes of Santh.

	“Speak a foe’s name and he appears,” Edmath muttered, slipping a striker over his finger.

	“Santh?” said Zuria, falling a step backward and sliding into a survival art stance.

	“Indeed,” said Edmath. “An inauspicious meeting.”

	Santh cracked his knuckles, meeting Edmath’s gaze. He made no move to draw any of his weapons, swords, daggers, even a coiled whip as his waist. Yet he carried them all openly. He showed no concern for being spotted, or for facing down two mages. He grinned and his hand moved to the hilt of a dagger at his waist.

	Zuria struck with her double ring. The curtain split and magic poured forth. Santh drew the dagger, it’s blade was of black metal but somehow shiny as a pearl. The magical current flowed directly toward Santh. 

	Edmath stepped in front of Zuria and drew in as much as he could as it rushed around him. He made the sign of the thorn. Vines covered in prickly growths shot from him to wrap around Santh.

	The assassin darted forward, stepping through the vines without making any move to cut them. They simply blackened and evaporated where they came near his reach. He lunged at Edmath. Zuria shouted in alarm and tugged him out of Santh’s lethal path. The man sidestepped and started to the circle them, his black-bladed dagger in one hand. The flow of the magical currents shifted to follow his movements, dragged toward the killer.

	“Did you see what happened?” Edmath asked.

	“The magic went out of your vines,” said Zuria. “I couldn’t tell why.”

	Santh smirked.

	“You mages always think you are so clever, that you master the world. Foolishness.”

	His dark eyes glinted as his gaze shifted from Edmath to Zuria, then back again.

	The gates of the shrine flew open, cracking against the hinges and walls on either side. Brosk seethed, stepping forward in his whale tosh. His striker chain opened tears with every step, and all the magic flowed straight toward Santh.

	“Assassins,” said Brosk, his lips trembling. “I have neither patience nor mercy for your kind.”

	“Together then.” Santh licked his lips. “I’ll send you all to the creator’s gates at once.”

	Was he nervous? Perhaps, Edmath thought.

	Someone laughed from the promontory of the shrine’s main building, behind Edmath and Zuria.

	“Such confidence. But remember, Benisar is mine.” Ursar Kiet leapt from the curled peak of the rooftop and landed beside Santh, a spear in his one hand. Edmath prepared the sign of the branch to create barriers to protect him and Zuria from the Dawkun’s death gaze. But the man’s eyes did not turn black. Yet.

	“I take it the others are on their way?” said Santh.

	“They are,” said Ursar with a smirk. “But they are unnecessary. The two of us are plenty.”

	“Now who is overconfident?” said Brosk. He formed a hand sign and conjured the same obscuring black water wall he had used at the restaurant. 

	Edmath started growing a miniature tree in one hand, prepared to defend as Ursar and Santh both looked at him and Zuria.

	“We must destroy Benisar first,” said Santh.

	“Oh, on that we agree,” said Ursar.

	Edmath shook with equal parts fear and frustration. He completed the sign of the branch and focused all the magic he held into the attack. Viciously pointed spikes of twisting, sharp-tipped wood shot from his small tree, growing many times longer than their source’s limbs in an instant. Every spike angled to strike Ursar from a different direction.

	Santh abandoned the Dawkun and thew himself toward Edmath. Brosk bellowed in anger, a rare sound from Edmath’s friend. Lashing lengths of bone shot through the black liquid shielding Brosk and raced to intercept Ursar. Ursar readied his magic-eating dagger, but Zuria was already stepping into the magic flow to shoot venom from her open palm in his direction. The moment seemed frozen.

	Santh could have been barreling toward Edmath with his blade poised for an hour or a day, but in reality, it only took seconds. Brosk’s whalebone projectiles wrapped around one of Santh’s legs, then embedded in the tile of the courtyard. Zuria’s spray of venom flew as Ursar retreated from Edmath’s deadly branches. Santh caught the brunt of the serpent’s poison on his raised forearm. Black droplets speckled his tunic and neck to the chin. He grunted, slashing his dagger at the bones pinning his leg.

	They pale white links cracked in one instant, then turned to dust the next. Santh staggered out of another volley of venom, then ducked raking branches Edmath pulled back toward him. Ursar’s spear flew and smashed the little tree from Edmath’s grasp. He dropped it in surprise, then whirled as the doors of the shrine building opened.

	Hyreki Denyal met his eyes with a smug smirk. She leveled his own stethian at him while making a sign he did not understand with her other hand. A torrent of blackness erupted from the end of the stethian and hurled Edmath into Zuria, then carried them both through the open gates and out into the street. They tumbled over the stone, but thankfully the blast pushed them rather than throwing them.

	He gasped in pain as he pushed himself up from the paving stones. Zuria sprang into a crouch, then threw away her broken striker. Edmath’s back ached where he had hit stone, but oddly the place Hyreki’s spell had struck him barely felt any pain as if he had been—

	“Knocked over by a feather,” he said, looking back the way they had flown.

	The air was filled with fluttering black feathers, obscuring their view of anything beyond the gate. Ursar bounded to the top of the gate. Hyreki ascended to join him, beating two black feathered wings that emerged from behind her shoulders. No sign of Santh or Brosk.

	“Two against three hardly seemed like a real fight,” said Hyreki. “Shall we better our odds?”

	Zuria and Edmath looked back and forth. A man approached from either side. A woman with a limp and cane Edmath recognized from outside the west gate cut off movement along the street. Santh stepped out of the gateway, emerging from the cloud of fluttering feathers.

	He cracked his neck, a black dagger in each hand.

	“I’ll race you to take Benisar’s head, Kiet,” he said.
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	Black feathers floated in the air within the broken gate and over the street. Santh twirled a dagger as black as the feathers in one hand. He smirked.

	"Where's Brosk?" Edmath shouted at Santh.

	"Where he was. He'll be busy for a while," said the assassin. "I left him with a few of our associates."

	Hyreki nodded to Ursar.

	"Take your revenge on Benisar. We won't let anyone stop you."

	The Dawkun snarled and jumped from the gatehouse. He sailed through the air, eye flaring then turning black and opaque. Edmath cast a shield of wood between him and Zuria and the murderous gaze. Splintering sounds filled the air as Edmath drove roots into the stones around them, hoping it would hold the structure steady.

	A thunderous crunch came from above, followed by snapping sounds. The shield collapsed inward. Edmath darted out of the way, but Zuria sprayed venom at the place where Ursar crashed through the shattered shield.

	He caught the blast full in the face and clawed at his eyes. A scream of fury erupted from his lungs and filled the air. Edmath grabbed Zuria's arm and pulled her out of the wreckage of his dying plant structure. They ended up face to face with a man wielding a dagger in one hand, shirtless with a cloak around his shoulders. He lunged at them and caught Edmath beneath one eye in a blur of steel.

	The blade emerged red. Edmath staggered, then fell. Before the man with the knife and his fellow mercenary behind Edmath could close in and finish them, Zuria cried out a vocal sign, rare among Saales. Massive serpentine coils exploded into being around her and Edmath, hurling the mercenaries back.

	The woman with the grass hat drew a blowgun from her bamboo cane. A dart whistled over the coils of giant snake surrounding them as Zuria helped Edmath to his feet.

	"It was a near miss. You're lucky you don't look like your father in law," said Zuria.

	Edmath cursed and pressed a finger to the deep cut. It hurt like a beast, but nothing compared to his other battles with Dawkun had gone. Then again, this was far from over.

	He struck the air as the snake began to deflate around them, gradually losing the magic Zuria had invested to create it so suddenly.

	"Do you have a plan?" he asked her.

	"Leaving everything to me, brother?"

	"Not at all. Good hit on Kiet."

	"Not good enough. He's still alive."

	"We can't kill early and hope to win," he said. "There are too many."

	"Neutralize as many as we can. Then get your stethian," said Zuria.

	"Easier said than done, but possible," said Edmath. "Or we could avoid the ground fighters altogether. Follow me."

	He drew in what magic he could reach to the dregs, then grew a branch at an angle, racing toward where Hyreki perched atop the gatehouse. He and Zuria raced up the broad limb, reaching the high point then, leaping at the enemy mage.

	She must be a Saale, judging by the way she wielded the stethian. A traitor with such skill did not bode well for their situation. Edmath formed the sign of the fist but modified it as he fell. The green hand he grew unclenched its fingers as Hyreki raised the stethian to counter-attack.

	His green hand snatched the Saale weapon and carried it out of sight into the courtyard of the shrine below. Edmath skidded to a stop on the edge of the gatehouse's slanted roof, just in time to catch himself. Hyreki kicked out at him with a leg ending in birdlike talons that tore his tunic wide open and drew traces of blood from his chest.

	Then Zuria barreled into her. She grabbed Hyreki's arm and twisted her hips, sending the other woman airborne. Hyreki flew from the wall. She descended into the street, gliding on black wings.

	"Brosk." Zuria panted for breath. "We need to help him before the enemy catches up."

	They looked together into the courtyard below.

	Amid drifting feathers from Hyreki's initial blast, Brosk faced two women with spears and a big man, the one Edmath had seen pushing the cart outside the restaurant, with a large mace. The women were familiar too, from the table that had been watching them when they went inside. The mercenaries had been tracking them all along.

	Brosk stared the three of them down, holding his striker chain in one hand and Edmah's stethian in the other.

	"Good catch." Edmath whistled.

	"Most definitely," called a voice in the rat language.

	Surba stood on the uppermost branches of Orpus Rakoi, just a few paces behind Brosk, having crept closer through the courtyard.

	"You shouldn't leave us outside again," Rakoi said. "Edmath, we came to warn you."

	"A little late, but I’m glad to see your safe," he said.

	Zuria raised an eyebrow.

	"Another tree. And a rat?"

	"An interesting rat, yes."

	“A large rat, strange wizard.”

	Rakoi approached the wall. Edmath and Zuria climbed her branches to the ground. As he dropped onto the paving stones, Edmath watched Brosk's massive wave of algae and their enclosing liquid blast two of the mercenaries back, showering the small garden behind them with seawater. Only one slender spear woman managed to stay standing. She rushed at Brosk with a battle cry on her lips.

	His chain wrapped around her spear. He yanked it from her hands. She reached for a dagger, but he grabbed her wrist, letting the chain fly away with the spear. He pulled her close and the knife clattered to the stones at his feet.

	Zuria and Edmath joined him as the mercenary struggled in his grip. She lashed out with her other arm, then her head. He brought his whale-toshed head down to slam the woman’s temple. She went limp in his arms.

	"Guess you don't need our help," said Zuria.

	"But we need to get out of here before Santh comes back." Brosk motioned to the gates, now held shut and reinforced with whalebone. "We need another way to go."

	"What about her?" Edmath motioned to Brosk's unconscious attacker.

	"I think she could give us some answers. It seems fair to take her along," said Brosk.

	"Right, of course." Edmath turned to Rakoi and Surba. "How did you two get inside?"

	"The walls on the far side. Follow me!" Rakoi said. "I'll show you."

	Brosk slung the woman over one shoulder. The three Saales followed the tree and the rat through gardens of monks and nuns in defensive positions to an open face of the cliff. Edmath stopped to explain the attackers were only after him and his friends to the defenders. After apologizing, he let Rakoi carry them over the cliff and a few vertical paces to the ground below.

	"We need somewhere to hide," said Zuria.

	Brosk nodded.

	"The whale hostels are too far. We need somewhere closer."

	Surba turned to Edmath.

	"I know a place humans can hide in this city. Trees and rats too."

	Edmath stared at her.

	"You're sure?"

	"It's very safe." Surba scampered down Rakoi's trunk, then turned. "This way."

	"Everyone, follow the rat," said Edmath.
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	Surba called the place Greenwell, and it was that. In the northwestern part of Diar, where few royals dwelt, a deep pit bored into the earth years ago sat overgrown with vines and shrubbery. Edmath stood at the top, spotting a walkway leading downward in a spiral into the pit. He scowled.

	"I don't like the idea of being buried," he said.

	"It's not burying," Surba said. "It's hiding. Rats know when to go underground."

	"That you do," Edmath said.

	Zuria glanced at him.

	"Do you think this is a good idea? I've never heard of this place. I suppose I wouldn’t have."

	Brosk shifted his weight, keeping the mercenary girl on his back steady.

	"Neither have our enemies, hopefully."

	Edmath turned to his sister and his friend.

	"I agree with our good whale prince. We need a place to hide, not a place to live."

	"This looks like a place to hide, that's certain." Rakoi crept to the edge of the wide pit and extended a few roots over the side. "It seems stable. I don't like all the moss growing on the sides though. It could crawl all over me."

	"Well, we are here now, and hopefully not for long," said Edmath. "Let us take shelter and quit complaining."

	"Yes, quit complaining indeed," said Surba.

	"What did it say?" Zuria asked.

	"She said we should hurry."

	Brosk glanced at Surba.

	"I agree with her."

	Surba’s eyes gleamed. She jumped down from the tree and crept to the edge of Greenwell.

	They continued onto the earthen ramp, following it into the dark, mossy pit. Below the surface, the air was more humid, and motes of gray-green dust floated in what light remained from the sun.

	They reached a wide ledge perhaps halfway to the bottom and Surba indicated a cavern-mouth in the shadows to one side, concealed by hanging vines each one encrusted with creeping moss.

	Brosk balked at the opening, though soon all but Rakoi made it through, even the hulking whale prince, though he had to adopt his completely human form to manage it. He lay the unconscious girl on the relatively level floor of the cavern.

	Rakoi stuck its seals through the curtain of vines hunkered down as low as possible to hide light and shape.

	"Should we wake her?" he asked.

	"Strike first," said Zuria. "We need to take care in case she attacks."

	"Indeed. I sensed some magic flowing from her when we fought," said Brosk.

	"A mage?"'

	"Untrained at most," said Brosk. "But worthy of taking care."

	Brosk and Edmath struck and prepared defensive signs.

	Zuria dribbled a few drops of water from her flask on mercenary's face. The girl woke with a start, reaching for a spear they had left behind at the shrine.

	"What did you do?" she said, looking around the dim cave in a panic.

	"We captured you," said Brosk. "But if you tell us what you know about your comrades I see no reason to hurt you further."

	"You—" She started to sit up. One of Rakoi's roots pushed her back gently.

	"Don't try to hurt anyone again. You won't win," said the tree.

	The mercenary stared at Rakoi's glowing seal-eyes, her face turning to an expression of terror.

	"The killer tree from the insurrection."

	"No," said Edmath, "But Rakoi is kin to that one. When did you have occasion to see an Orpus Tree before?"

	The girl kept staring at the root hovering before her chest.

	"Promise you won't let it kill me."

	"I promise," said Edmath. "Rakoi won't hurt you."

	"Unless you make me," said Rakoi.

	The girl cringed away from the root.

	"Right," said Zuria. "That's the most you're going get. Talk."

	The girl trembled.

	"Where do I start?"

	"Perhaps your name?" said Brosk.

	She nodded, then took a deep breath.

	"My name is Buna. I joined a band of mercenaries from my home country—Palatan, to ride north and fight for Kassel Onoi in last summer's civil war."

	Edmath frowned.

	"Go on,” he said.

	"We only fought in one battle. After that, when the war was over, a few of us came to Diar to look for work here. Six of us, all from the Rooster Tribe."

	"Any royals among you?" asked Brosk.

	"Only one. Our leader, Kana."

	"Any mages?" asked Edmath.

	"N-no."

	"Don't lie," said Zuria. "What about you?"

	"I'm not a mage. I just—I have talents."

	"She's untrained," said Brosk. "Perhaps a natural Dawkun on some level."

	"I don't know what you're talking about."

	"Never mind that for now. Who hired you to attack us?" Edmath said.

	"Lady Denyal hired us for a week. She said it would be dangerous, but nothing we couldn't handle. I don't trust her, but Kana thought we could rely on her coin."

	Edmath nodded, brows furrowing.

	"What do you know about Lady Denyal?"

	"Her given name is Hyreki. She is a royal of some bird tribe. Not sure which. And she's a mage."

	"A Saale?" asked Zuria.

	"I don't know. I never studied your kind or any kind of magic."

	"I believe you," said Brosk. "So apart from you, there are five mercenaries in your group."

	"Six of us total. Three men, three women."

	"Did Lady Denyal hire anyone else?" Edmath asked.

	"I don't know. She only talks Kana and Jekk. He's Kana's second."

	"Well, it sounds as though we may have seen them all, then," said Brosk.

	"We should be careful, regardless," said Zuria.

	"Of course," said Edmath. He turned to Zuria. "You live near the port. Did you hear any word of a Benisar-family Levoth returning?"

	"The Hearth Emperor is due tomorrow at dawn," said Zuria. "I heard a few sea clan lords talking on my way to the west gate."

	"So Emperor Benisar is returning from Sizali," said Brosk. “He could be helpful.”

	"Chelka is with him," said Edmath. "If we can get to the sea at dawn we'll have our best chances at winning in a fight."

	"You're sure we can't just go to the palace? Roust Tusami, Razili, by the creator any Saales and guards we can find?" Zuria said.

	"Given the combination of the enemy's abilities, I trust muscle over magic for now," said Edmath. "With Orpus Lengbyoi in the palace with the younger trees, I think we needn't worry too much for its safety. I am more concerned they are after Rakoi."

	"Why would they be after me?" asked Rakoi.

	"You're special," said Edmath. "It's why I've been raising you in darkness."

	The girl, Buna, stared at Edmath.

	"A black-eyed Saale who can talk with trees. You were there!"

	"Naturally, I suspected as much," said Edmath. "But no need for grudges though we fought on opposite sides, and still serve opposing goals."

	"They are after the tree," said Buna. "Why?"

	"Rakoi is not merely a tree," said Edmath. "It is also a dormant physical mage, much like you, all bodily gates ready to be opened to flow with magic."

	"A perfect source for a Saale in battle," breathed Zuria. "Brother this is amazing."

	"It is not time to use Rakoi's gates," said Edmath. He turned to the pulsing glow of the tree's seals. "Do not attempt any magic until I tell you, Rakoi. Unless we have no other choice, it could slow your growth."

	"I won't use it. What makes you think I would?"

	"Your desire to help protect us," said Edmath. "It's strong. But it could hurt you permanently if you try to use magic."

	"I understand," said Rakoi.

	Brosk glanced at Edmath.

	"We can lay low here for a while. After dark, when morning is near, we can head for the port."

	"A good plan. We should post a watch." Edmath yawned. "I need rest."

	"You should," said Zuria. "You've been running and fighting without sleep for too long."

	"I'll take the first watch," said Brosk.
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	Ursar

	

	Ursar wretched into the shallow tub, then sat back. Venom pooled in the bottom of the tub.

	"The venom has passed your body," said Hyreki, hand on his shoulder. "That's the last of it."

	He snarled, tasting bile.

	"Good. We need to find them."

	"Agreed," said the slim Rooster Tribe woman with the damp hair standing on the other side of the tub. "They took Buna."

	"Kana, be still," said Hyreki. "We will retrieve your comrade."

	"We had better," said Kana.

	"I told you it would be dangerous," said Hyreki. But never fear. Santh and your Rewebb and Senei have been following them since they left the shrine."

	Kana's eyes widened. She stared at Hyreki.

	"Why didn't you tell me sooner?"

	"Because I needed you to give me time. Ursar will be our best warrior now that's not vomiting and hacking."

	"You don't think we can take three Saales without him?"

	"My dear, you and your people had quite enough trouble with just one Saale, if I recall."

	Kana's face reddened.

	"You did little better."

	"True." Hyreki frowned. "But this time we'll herd them into a trap, rather than attacking directly."

	"I'm listening," said Kana.

	"They will head for the port in the night," said Hyreki. We can cut them off by any means we choose, funnel them to where I have another band of mercenaries from the Shark Tribe waiting by the water."

	"The Shark Tribe?" Ursar said. "Those pirates?"

	"They like coin as much as the roosters," said Hyreki. "And all three of them are royals."

	"Stop putting your words against my people," said Kana.

	"If you wished that," said Hyreki, "you should not have let Benisar and his tree escape. My patience is finite, Kana. Now take these instructions and follow my plan this time. No more splitting your team to attempt to earn a bonus or similar foolishness."

	The slender rooster woman's eyes narrowed.

	"Of course, Lady Denyal." She took the scroll Hyreki offered her, then left the rented house at stride.

	Ursar turned to Hyreki.

	"Do you think we can trust her?"

	"Not at all, but have no fear. Her willfulness is part of my plan."

	Ursar smirked despite the pain still simmering on his tongue.

	"Wise," he said. "Now. Where should I go?"

	"Stay with me. I'll need your help to defeat them, especially now that Benisar has his stethian back."

	Ursar nodded.

	"He has more than earned his death. I once respected the man for his ingenuity. But his cowardice overshadows all."

	"Bitterness is not a pleasant side to show, Ursar," said Hyreki. "This time, we will fight together as one. Santh will neutralize the Saales with his flow daggers. Then, we will kill them together."

	"Understood," said Ursar. "I won't be greedy in seeking a mortal blow."

	"Good." Hyreki smiled. "You've seen where overconfidence has gotten you before. Take care and we will burn the tree to the ground, then use it for both Benisar and his wife's funeral pyre."

	He grinned.

	"Yes, my lady."

	"Call me Hyreki," she said. "I am always a lady and so rarely myself."

	"Santh won't like it."

	"Santh is protective of me." She shook her head. "He cares more than he knows."

	"It is his mission."

	Hyreki shook her head.

	"Not precisely. Santh is a trained assassin, a Saale killer. He has his qualities, but protecting is always second to killing for his kind."

	"You sound as if you know his mind."

	"I know everything about him and you."

	"Do you now?"

	"I know you're a royal, but your renounced your heritage to join the order of Roshi and learned to speak the fox tongue without talent for it. You have two younger siblings, a brother, and a sister, but you haven't either seen them in years. Your mother is a lower minister for your nation. Need I go on?"

	He touched her cheek gently.

	"You needn't," he said. "But it's clear you chose me."

	"For a reason?"

	"You simply chose me. That's what I meant."

	"You served your former master well."

	"I serve you now." He brought his lips closed to hers.

	She kissed him gently, then withdrew.

	"Later, Ursar. You serve me, and I serve our mission. We will destroy the Benisars and the new tree. Then I will show you the land I come from. It is a place so beautiful none can describe it. It must simply be experienced."

	"I look forward to you showing me," said Ursar. "It sounds like paradise."

	"You Roshi truly do believe in a paradise after death. My homeland does not resemble an afterlife because it can be seen." She gripped his hand gently. "And touched."

	His mouth went dry as her warm fingers wrapped around his.

	"I like that," he said.
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	In the dead of night Edmath awakened, cold in the musty cave within Greenwell. He groped in the absolute darkness, seeing not even his own hand. Rain pattered against earth and stone outside. He felt his way to the mouth of the cave. There, his hand brushed bark, not rock.

	Rakoi's seals must be turned to face outside, though that would make them more noticeable from above.

	"Edmath," the tree whispered. "There's someone up there. Zuria went to investigate with Surba."

	"Good to know. Let me out and I'll go help them."

	"I don't know. They're much sneakier than you."

	"True enough," he said. "But please, I'm worried for them."

	The triangular seal eyes turned to face Edmath, illuminating the cave in their pale glow. 

	"Wake Brosk first. I don't know if Buna is asleep."

	"I'm awake," said the Rooster Tribe girl softly.

	"As am I," said Brosk. "It's almost time."

	Edmath nodded, the motion making the room flicker.

	"Then let's all go. You too, Buna."

	She grunted.

	"I had a feeling you would want to keep your hostage, black-eyed Saale."

	"You don't need to like me or fear me," said Edmath. "But for now, I need you to cooperate."

	She grimaced in the pale light.

	"Fine."

	Rakoi shifted, letting them all out of the cave into the dim moonlight barely visible through low, raining clouds. Edmath led the way up the sloped path while Rakoi scaled the wall of Greenwell directly.

	At the top, Edmath found Surba lurking with Zuria coiled in her full tosh. Surba's nose pointed at Edmath.

	"There was surely someone here a moment ago." She sniffed the air. "Three of them, I think."

	"Only three?" he asked.

	Zuria's forked tongue flicked out.

	"I smell Santh and the woman with the limp. The third is the man who cut you, Ed."

	He touched the cut under his eye.

	"His name is Rewebb. She is Senei," said Buna.

	"Good to be on a first name basis with our foes," Brosk muttered.

	Buna shot him a glare, but he was already shifting into his whale tosh.

	"Give me a second and I'll locate them."

	"How?" Buna asked in a harsh whisper.

	"The way a whale would," Edmath said.

	Brosk opened his extended jaw and emitted a high-pitched squeak, so high-pitched in-fact it only sounded like anything to him and Edmath, as it was essentially a part of the whale tongue. The echoes were lost to Edmath, but not to Brosk.

	He closed his eyes. 

	“Two are hiding by a house on the left. The biggest one is in the alley on the right.”

	"Santh," whispered Edmath.

	"I'll take the two on the left." Zuria slithered up the incline and onto the street. She turned to the left.

	"Wait, don't hurt them!" cried Buna, breaking the calm of the night. She darted from beside Brosk and hurdled Surba on her way up the ramp and onto the street after Zuria.

	Brosk and Edmath exchanged glances, then charged up the slope after her, Surba ahead of them. They opened tears as they ran. The magic flowed to an alley on the right, mostly missing them, and completely missing Zuria.

	The plan their attackers had seemed smart to Edmath. Santh's daggers siphoned the magic, freeing Senei and Rewebb to attack. But that didn't mean the threat couldn't come from Santh as well. Ingenuity made them dangerous.

	He pivoted at the top of the well, turning toward the left.

	He made the sign of the branch and threw up a wall of wood on his right, doing his best to block the street from that direction.

	Buna grabbed Zuria's tail. Zuria twisted around, then bared her venomous fangs and lunged at Buna's arm.

	A dagger flew from the darkness, tumbling straight at Zuria. She caught the hilt of the dagger square between her snake eyes. Zuria fell to the pavement, stunned, but still in serpent form. Buna ran in the direction of the dagger-thrower.

	Rakoi's branch swung around, catching the running girl along the midsection. She fell onto her back, head striking stone with a painful thud.

	Edmath whirled to face the cloaked man and the woman raising the blowgun to her lips. Her darts embedded in the bark of Rakoi's trunk. Then, Surba sank her fangs into the woman's foot.

	Senei cried in pain and kicked the rat who darted away. Rewebb drew another dagger, just in time for Brosk's striker chain to wrap around his wrist. The next thing Edmath saw, Brosk's fist sent Rewebb sprawling onto the street.

	Edmath formed the sign of the vine. His lashing green tendrils wrapped Senei's legs. The woman collapsed onto her front.

	"Brosk," Edmath called. "Get Zuria."

	"I understand," his friend said as he retreated behind Lengbyoi.

	Brosk slung Zuria's serpentine form across his shoulders and then let Edmath lead him along the wall. Surba scampered after them and Rakoi brought up the rear.

	Edmath shaped a gap in the wall of wood. Under falling rain, he watched a figure splashing through puddles as he ran down the hill toward the port.

	"There goes Santh," said Brosk, setting Zuria on her feet as she assumed human form. "I wonder..."

	"He's heading the way we were." Zuria massaged her forehead and nose. "They could be on to our plan."

	"If they want Rakoi, they could want the specimens Chelka is bringing from Sizali too," said Edmath. "We should get going. Dawn is in an hour, judging by the moon's position."

	Brosk frowned at Buna's fallen form.

	She was breathing.

	Brosk hammered on a door.

	"Call the watch!" he yelled. "There's been a fight out here."

	A light flickered on in the building.

	Edmath nodded to Brosk.

	"Good thinking. The more we can expose Denyal and her mercenaries the more help we'll have if we have to fight them again."

	Zuria smiled, despite the obvious pain the expression gave her.

	"It's time to punish them for being so brazen. Now, we need to get to the water."
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	Surba scampered back and forth in Rakoi's branches, keeping watch for enemies as Edmath, Brosk, and Zuria knocked against doors and shouted for the city watch on their way to the ocean port at the bottom of the hillside on which Diar stood. By the time they were halfway there, troupes of guards flanked by groups of large, hovering moths were headed up the rainy streets in the direction the five of them had just come. Edmath stopped one of them to explain the situation as best he could in a hurry.

	"We need to get to Benisar family docks," he said. "I have a bad feeling someone has a trap set for my wife and her father when they arrive."

	Edmath held his stethian at the ready as they continued downhill. As they neared the water, a gray light appeared in the eastern sky, beginning to chase the clouds away. Brosk and Zuria took the lead, strikers in hand. Rakoi followed Edmath closely, ghostly roots pulling its bulk steadily after him.

	They approached the Benisar docks as first light began to creep over the waves out to sea. The bulky forms of sleeping whales and levoths rested at the piers along the way, but there were no animals at the Benisar docks yet. The squid royalty's creatures had yet to return.

	He waved the stethian before him as Brosk sent out another high-pitched click to listen to its echo. Zuria craned her neck, looking back and forth.

	"There's no one here," said Brosk. "Not that I can tell."

	"Good," said Edmath. "It seems we beat them to it."

	Zuria sniffed the air.

	"Don't be so sure. Something is off, I just can't sense what." 

	Rakoi huddled her trunk closer to Edmath.

	"I'm scared," said the tree.

	Surba rubbed her nose against one of Rakoi's branches.

	"Don't worry, young one. I think your shaper is clever enough to outwit these enemies."

	Thanks for the vote of confidence, Edmath thought as he walked to the door of the dockhouse beside the main pier. He turned to Rakoi, not sure if the tree could understand Surba's speech.

	"It'll be alright," he said. "We have the advantage for the moment."

	"That's why I'm nervous," Rakoi said. "We can't be sure what they're planning."

	Zuria put a finger to her lips.

	"Quiet. Somethings coming."

	Almost silent, a pair of large wings cut over the rooftops, carrying Hyreki toward the pier.

	Edmath took a step back from the door of the Benisar dock house where he stood. The knob on the door was still warm.

	"Someone's inside," he said.

	The door flew open, revealing the big Rooster Tribe mercenary. Edmath jumped to one side, narrowly avoiding the man's swinging mace-blow. The weapon cracked against the dock house wall.

	He backed away, taking a survival stance. No matter how many times he practiced this form, he never felt confident in it. A slim woman with a short spear followed the big man out of the dock house.

	A trap, of course, Edmath thought as Santh detached from the house's shadow and stepped onto the pier in front of Brosk, both daggers in hand.

	"A duel at dawn, what do you say, Prince Naopaor?" he said.

	"A duel is for honor," said Brosk. "This fight is for survival."

	Brosk's chains unrolled, clunking on the wood of the pier.

	Santh flipped one of his magic-stealing daggers and caught it by the handle. He grinned.

	Edmath backed away from the door, shooting a glance at Zuria, Surba, and Rakoi.

	"Rakoi, stay back!" he called.

	The young tree slunk away from the pier up the street then stopped, roots coiling at its trunk.

	Ursar Kiet stood in the rainy street, a heavy-bladed ax too large for a normal human to wield one-handed. His Dawkun abilities would all too well compensate for his missing extremity.

	"Zuria," said Edmath drawing his striker. "Stay with Rakoi."

	"I'll do what I can," she said with a nod in his direction.

	He struck the air with a ring as the three Rooster Tribe mercenaries closed with him. The woman, Kana, snarled.

	"What did you do with Buna?"

	"The guards have your friends by now," said Edmath. "Back away now and you can still escape."

	"Damn you!" bellowed the man with the large mace. He charged at Edmath, cracking the wooden barrier Edmath grew between them as the man struck.

	Kana inclined her arm and short spear to throw the weapon at Zuria while the smaller of the two men darted forward, trying to outflank Edmath. Edmath grunted and pulled in what little magic he could to extend his tree trunk to block the man from getting past.

	The man bounced off the wall and his sword flew from his hand. Kana's spear whistled past Edmath's head and hit Zuria in the shoulder. She cried out in pain, then collapsed.

	Edmath's eyes widened, fear racing through his heart.

	"Sister!" He retreated to her side, reaching for her arm.

	"The spear deflected off my tosh scales. Hurts like a beast but I'll live," she said, rubbing the spot the point had struck her.

	The wooden barrier he had grown turned black and then disintegrated as Santh drew in the magic he had used to conjure it. There was no sign of Brosk on the pier. Hyreki stood behind Santh on the wooden planks. Beyond her, the silhouette of a sea levoth crept closer on the water.

	Edmath helped Zuria to her feet, moving to maintain shelter from Ursar's gaze by keeping Rakoi between them and him. 

	"We can't let them surprise Chelka when they arrive."

	Zuria nodded.

	"Sounds like you have a plan."

	"Not much of one."

	"Well, no time to hesitate now," she said.

	"Move toward the water," Edmath said, raising his voice. "Rakoi, keep up with us."

	"Yes, Edmath."

	They raced toward the pier where the Rooster Tribe mercenaries and Santh waited for them. Ursar leapt overhead and landed on the paving stones beside the mercenaries at the edge of the water. He whirled, eyes blackening over with his lethal spell. 

	Brosk's chain flew from the water wrapping around Ursar's leg. Brosk fell tugged the Dawkun off balance as he fell once more into the water beside the pier. Ursar cursed and twisted, skidding backward a few paces as he freed himself from the chain. He looked pale, drained, even before the chain cut him. Could the Dawkun be on his last dregs of internal energy?

	"Rakoi, get ahead. Stop Ursar," said Edmath.

	The tree lurched forward, sliding along on ghosted tendrils. It did not manage to interpose between Ursar, and Edmath and Zuria so much as run into him. He staggered and went down.

	Edmath and his sister rushed past, opening new tears and forming new signs.

	Kana snatched a small sword from the ground and cut at Edmath, gashing his out-stretched arm. Blood coursed in red. He darted to one side, blocking another blow with his stethian.

	Thorns leapt from the Saale weapon and tangled around Kana's arm and sword. Zuria's summoned serpentine coils hit the man with the mace and bowled him backward, pinning him against the dock house wall.

	Light-headed and world spinning at the sight of his ragged wound, Edmath staggered away from Kana. His sign of the vine loosened and Kana broke free of his tendrils. She darted toward him as he retreated, stumbling. He fell to the street, but kept his stethian aimed at Kana's chest.

	She batted the weapon’s point to one side with her blade. Panting, she stood over him, blade poised.

	"You really don't know why you're here," he said, trying to hide his desperation. "Why she hired you."

	"Don't try to distract me," Kana said.

	He gritted his teeth.

	"Should have known that wouldn't work."

	Kana's blade began to fall. A razor sharp tail cut across the back of her legs. Edmath rolled to one side as Kana lost her footing with a cry of pain. She hit the street and Surba nudged Edmath. 

	"Get up. There is still much danger," said the giant bloody-tailed rat.

	Edmath fought to stand and managed it.

	Ursar tried to force his way around Rakoi, bleeding from multiple cuts and blades. He struck the tree with his fist, and Rakoi rocked backward with a splintering of one branch and a crack running into its trunk.

	He laughed, a harsh, terrible sound as he and Santh stalked toward Zuria.

	"Prince Naopaor is done for. There are Shark Tribe warriors in the water. You won't last much longer, Lord Benisar."

	Edmath grimaced, blood running down one arm and dripping through his fingers.

	"I won't have to. They're turning around."

	The levoth had ceased its approach. Edmath gasped for breath, dizzy and in pain.

	"You'll get me, but you want Chelka too. Good luck now that she knows."

	"But how?" Ursar snarled.

	Santh glanced at the brightening waves. He shook his head.

	"Those shark tribals we hired were overrated. He defeated all three."

	Hyreki turned from facing the sea.

	"One is better than none," she said. "We will take Lord Benisar and the tree. Kill the others, including those useless roosters."

	"With pleasure," said Santh.

	Ursar froze.

	"I thought we were to kill Benisar too?"

	"Only if we can get them both for certain, Ursar," said Hyreki.

	"I will have my vengeance." Ursar rushed at Edmath, bellowing a roar, sword in hand, but eyes lacking any of his deadly magic, filled instead with a raw urge to kill.
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	Edmath lurched out of Ursar's path, but the Dawkun's wounded leg snaked out to trip him. He stumbled, keeping his feet.

	Ursar whirled, blade in-hand.

	"Wait," said Edmath. "What does your revenge mean if you betray your comrades to get it?"

	"They promised me this!" Ursar's blade flashed out, trained on Edmath's heart, a pace away from a lethal stroke. "I will have it!"

	"Kiet," Santh growled. "Stand down."

	"No," whispered Ursar.

	"Listen to him, Ursar," said Hyreki. "It's not time for this nonsense."

	"Nonsense? Nonsense?" Ursar scowled.

	Edmath paced sideways, working his way closer to Rakoi. If he could just get there... He hoped the tree's invested magic could help him, drained and bleeding as he was.

	"Listen to them. Revenge means nothing without Chelka, right? She took your hand."'

	"Coward. You want me to let you live and kill your wife instead?"

	Edmath grimaced, trying to remain calm.

	"Well, to be honest, I would prefer neither, good Dawkun. In the meantime, I feel we have some things to discuss. For instance, Lady Denyal."

	"Don't address her," said Ursar. "Your fight is with me."

	Edmath shook his head.

	"You're always a servant, Ursar, never a master."

	"How dare you!" the Dawkun slashed the air between Edmath and the pier. The blade hovered there, stopping Edmath's path to Rakoi.

	The wounded tree turned toward him, triangular seal-eyes pulsing sadly.

	"Don't harm him worse, Kiet," said Santh. "He's already beaten."

	"Quiet. You can't stop me." Ursar's eyes began to fill with black magic, but then the color drained away. Santh held one of his daggers out toward Ursar, siphoning the magic from the spell into its blade.

	Hyreki joined Santh where the pier connected to the street.

	"Ursar, don't test Santh. You can't fight without our help." She nodded to Zuria, still tensed in her survival stance. "And you won't win without your brother's help, Lady Mierzon."

	She struck the air and magic flowed into her, making her glow with power to trained Saale sight. Then, she reached into the tear with her crimson glove, the fingertips gleaming silver in the morning light breaking through the clouds above before they disappeared into light altogether. She scratched at the edges of the tear.

	Edmath stared as she opened a large, stable rent in the world curtain from which magic sprang forth. She leveled her gaze at Edmath. 

	"Put down your stethian and come this way, Lord Benisar."

	Edmath clenched his bloody hand, then slowly crouched and set his stethian on the stones. Rising, he glanced at Ursar.

	"Are you going to go against them too?"

	Ursar bared his teeth in a snarl. He lowered his sword. Edmath continued toward Hyreki and Santh. On the way, he planned to pass Rakoi. Desperate thoughts rushed through his mind, wondering if Rakoi's magic would be enough to let him fight.

	He lacked any other choice.

	At Rakoi's side, he reached out with his bloody hand and touched a branch.

	"You can use it," he whispered. "Use your magic now."

	Rakoi made no sound, but a firm pulse of light emanated from its seals.

	Edmath's wounded arm stopped bleeding, then stopped hurting. He relaxed his grip on her arm, then kept walking. Hyreki nodded as he drew near. She didn't seem to notice the healing.

	"Good. Bring the tree too. We're leaving."

	"Leaving?" Ursar gazed at them.

	Santh smirked.

	"Indeed."

	Hyreki put a hand on Edmath's shoulder. 

	"Go through the light," she said.

	"What are you talking about?" Ursar walked toward the pier, ignoring the stethian and Surba crouched by the wounded Kana. "What about Chelka?"

	"We let her go for now. This is more important," said Hyreki.

	"No. You lied to me," said Ursar.

	"I wouldn't lie to you. Things have changed."

	"Why? What has changed, really?"

	"Your situation, of course," said Edmath with a glance at Ursar. "Think about it. The guards will be here soon. That levoth and its passengers will be ready for you. You can't win if you fight."

	"I don't need to win to kill you, Edmath," said Ursar, blood-streaked features contorting with rage.

	"But you won't," said Edmath. "You can't go against your friends too."

	Hyreki gave a slight smile.

	"He's right. Ursar put down that sword."

	He took another step toward Edmath, weapon clenched in his fist.

	“That’s enough.” Hyreki’s voice grew stern.

	Ursar halted in his step.

	“This is over,” said Hyreki.

	Ursar lowered his sword, the dropped it to the paving stones with a clang of metal. Hyreki nodded, guiding Edmath closer to the bright rift which spilled magic into the morning air.

	Zuria glared past Santh to Hyreki.

	“Don’t give up, Ed.”

	“Zuria, my good sister, there is no way left to fight.” He lied.

	Her eyes trembled. She lowered her gaze.

	His stethian was not where he had dropped it near Kana. Neither was Surba. He listened for a squeak, a sound only he would understand.

	“Edmath!” Surba darted forward, the stethian clutched in her coiled tail. She hurled the weapon in his direction. 

	It seemed to hang in the air for a long moment, then descend at a languid pace. It was impossible for him to miss. His fingers closed around the weapon as he drew in magic from Hyreki’s large tear. He shot branches at all three of his foes, blunt rather than piercing as he lacked the focus to sharpen them all. He hurled them away in each direction, then used a vine to pull Zuria to his side.

	Rakoi stood motionless behind them as Edmath and Zuria squared up to fight once more.

	“They’ve still got numbers,” she said.

	“Not anymore.” Edmath nodded to Rakoi. “Rakoi’s Dawkun powers are free to use. She can fight as well as heal.”

	“Will your blasphemies against the creator never end?” said Ursar as he retrieved a dagger from near Kana where had landed after Edmath’s branch throw.

	Hyreki glided closer over the water, her wings beating steadily.

	“You can see magic. How careless of me to let you get so close. Santh, close the tear. End this!”

	Santh’s blades flashed, one in each hand. He lunged for the tear. Edmath’s branches melted away before his attack, unable to even touch the knives before blackening and then fading to dust. He did not dare use any of the magic he still held. Those blades were too powerful. Santh slashed through the tear with both daggers at once. Edmath shielded his eyes against a brilliant glare. 

	Then Santh screamed pain. His daggers clattered to the street. Zuria withdrew, coiling her serpentine neck. Her snakelike head in partial tosh bared venomous fangs. Santh clutched his shoulder where she had bitten him. He sank to his knees.

	“Finally,” Zuria said. “A solid dose.”

	“No!” Hyreki swooped in, grabbing Santh with her momentum. She pulled him over Edmath’s remaining branches, then the two of them crashed into the street on the slope near Ursar and Kana.

	She pushed herself to her feet with a groan, already tearing at the world’s curtain with her gloves. She tunneled into a glow, vanishing along with Santh and Ursar. Edmath stared after them, then blinked as the light faded. The enemies were gone. He turned to Zuria.

	“Good bite.”

	“Good branches,” she said with a smile. “Glad to save you, brother.”

	“I know,” he said. “Thank you, good sister.”

	Rakoi crawled to join them along with Surba. They watched the levoth carrying Brosk, Chelka, and the Benisar experimental organisms into port under the rising sun.
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	A hubbub of activity surrounded the street as guards arrived and the Benisar levoth started unloading its passengers. Chelka and Brosk joined Zuria and Edmath amid the activity.

	“Who were they?” Chelka asked, gazing at the guards as they rounded up Hyreki’s mercenaries by the pier. 

	“These attackers had abilities I’ve never heard or seen recorded,” said Edmath.

	Brosk folded his arms.

	“We’ll have to question the mercenaries. Perhaps they will know more.”

	“It’s worth a shot, but I doubt they know much,” said Edmath.

	“We will see,” said Brosk.

	“Thank you all for keeping Edmath alive while I was away. We never seem to have a break, do we, my love?”

	Zuria bowed low to Chelka.

	“It is my honor to help family.”

	Chelka grinned at Zuria.

	“That’s a new one. I’m glad you can call me family, Zuria.”

	“As am I,” said Zuria.

	“What else would friends do?” said Brosk. He glanced at Surba. “Even this little one put in her best.”

	Surba looked at Edmath.

	“He should know I am not little for a rat. You wizards learn much, but remember little.”

	Edmath laughed, exhausted, almost delirious.

	“What did she say?” asked Brosk.

	“Nothing of import, my friend. Nothing of import.”
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	Ursar

	

	The sights and sounds beyond Hyreki’s tunnel through the world’s mystic curtain made his skin crawl and chill with gooseflesh, despite the odd warmth that flowed from everywhere around and within him. A pallid hue diffused his sight, but at the same time, every other sensation amplified. His wounds burned with pain, but he ignored them despite their intensity. Voices called warnings. Zemoy Benisar’s bellows of frustration at the disappearance of his foes before he could arrive were still audible, but the people themselves could no longer perceive Ursar, Hyreki, or Santh.

	The two strange people limped together down the road toward the sea. Ursar crept after Santh and Hyreki, following their path between the ghosts of buildings and piers to the edge of the water. They did not stop there, however. A small boat waited on the shore, not ghostly like the other objects, and with a figurehead of a polished silver bird, it’s beak sharp and jutting. Hyreki helped Santh along a pier and then guided him as he climbed into the boat. She turned to face Ursar.

	“You can’t follow us,” she said.

	“Take me with you! It’s death to stay in this city.”

	Hyreki shook her head with a quirk and down-turn at the corners of her lips.

	“Ursar, you don’t belong in the Cloud Empire.”

	He seethed, advancing on her despite his lacking power. He would not have the magical strength to defeat her in a duel.

	“I should have known—”

	“It seems to me you did know, maybe not at the beginning, but you’re not a fool, Ursar. You knew I’d betray you.” She smiled, actually smiled at him. “However, I underestimated you.”

	“What does that mean?” he said, a snarl in his voice. “Do you plan to kill me now? Or simply abandon me here? You won’t find either an easy task.”

	She nodded.

	“I understand.” She tugged one glove with its silver fingers from her hand, revealing pale skin beneath. “That’s why I’m not going to simply let you die alone in this place.”

	He tensed for her to strike, prepared mentally to dodge a magical attack, unsure what Hyreki intended.

	“Relax,” she said. “I’m going to help you.” She tossed the glove to land at his feet with a thump on the wooden pier. “Use that to escape this place once you’ve left the city. Consider yourself lucky you got this much from me, Ursar Kiet.”

	He crouched, keeping his eyes on Hyreki as he picked up the glove.

	“Where are you going?” he asked.

	“Nowhere you will ever see, Roshi.” She smirked. “But I’m not sorry we met. Goodbye.”

	His lips twitched and his hands shook. Hyreki glided into the boat. Santh untethered the vessel from the pier. They floated away into the glow of this strange other side, disappearing from sight in moments. Ursar watched them go as he straightened his back. The cries of the Zelian guards echoed behind him. He walked along the coast, heading for the city gates. He held on to the glove, and to the memory of the silver figurehead as he walked, aching, miserable and once more alone, but still alive.

	Beyond the city gates, he put on the glove. A mile west of Diar, he stopped walking in an orchard off the main road. He squinted at the air, glimpsed the curtain for the first time from beyond the barrier, then raised his glove and started scratching a tunnel back to the other side.
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	Author’s Note

	Hello, good reader! I hope you enjoyed this volume of Edmath’s continuing story!

	I have to start out by apologizing to you swiftest readers for being a little later than planned with this one. Turns out I’m not quite equal to the task of writing two series of novellas at one time for the moment. Have no fear. This series will continue, and will be releasing every 18 days from this point on. My other series is going on the back burner, but I think all of you will be alright with that.

	Now.

	Edmath and the others will be back soon in the next volume. As always, I’m very excited to see what you make of it. I am also considering working on a collected paperback release of the first three volumes in the near future. Let me know if you think that’s a good idea or a bad one. I appreciate your input.

	Thanks for reading, and thanks to everyone who supports me in any other way. The writing game can be lonely, but it’s worth it to share these stories with you.

	

	Tim Niederriter, September 2018



	




	Also by Tim Niederriter

	

	Spells of the Curtain Series

	Court Mage

	Battle Mage

	Winter Mage

	Garden Mage (September 19th)

	Traveler 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
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	http://www.timniederriter.com/list/
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