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Prologue: From the Desk of Lord Uraj

To Whom It May Concern:

Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Uraj Kuznetsov, and I've been requested by my dear associate Micasa to shed some light on a particular incident that precluded the events she will soon divulge. First, though, I should explain who I am.

I've been known by many names throughout my life: Lord Uraj, King Kuznetsov, and The Forge. Each title carried its own weight, but all of them meant the same thing - protector of humanity. It was not a light mantle I wore, but it was a responsibility I had to shoulder.

Another once bore the same burden that I did, the man whose tale young Micasa has taken to recounting: Hawke Morau. Lord Hawke, King Morau, The Scholar. His own titles were just as ridiculous, but like me, he took them for his own and did what he thought was right for the people. What was right for our people.

You see, humanity was in danger of being wiped from the face of our humble planet of Sentavo. A powerful race known as the grinel had appeared in our world, as if from nowhere, and took all for themselves. Few people escaped that terrible attack - the Pilgrimage, as it has been called since - and made for distant lands in hopes of escaping the wrath of the grinel. Hawke and I were among those who managed to get away, but countless failed where we succeeded.

In the face of such overwhelming hardship, we both began to develop bizarre yet potent powers. With these abilities, fueled by the life force called essence, we managed to fight off the grinel where the armies of old had failed. Over time, we grew more and more powerful, and our victories won us enough respite from the invaders to eke out an existence on a small island nation we called Astra. Hawke and I were raised as kings, and for a time, we managed to rule side by side.

As the years went on, though, Hawke's ideals drifted away from mine own, and we began to argue over how best to protect our people. When we could no longer see eye to eye, he left to seek his own answers. It wasn't a peaceful parting.

Years turned to decades turned to centuries, and we tried multiple times to reconcile our differences for the sake of those we swore to protect. Every time, we only ended up butting heads and going down our own paths once more.

His path took him all over the land to combat injustice wherever he found it. A noble sounding endeavor, perhaps, but that left the governing of the realm all to me; a realm tearing itself apart ever so slowly as the memory of the Pilgrimage gradually faded to legend, and the people came to tolerate the simple life we had managed to build as the only way of life. Aside from Hawke, I was probably the only person alive who remembered what humans could achieve, and I fought to get us back on the path leading there once more.

However, I was but a mortal man, and though I had found a way to cheat death, the price it carried was too high. Hawke had found a different path to immortality with his own power - one that let him live on in his prime without fear of injury or illness. As the end of my life began to stare me in the face, I made a terrible decision to make that power a part of me as well. The end result was the twisted situation that Micasa has already put to words.

The night I'm about to recount happened several years after those fateful incidents. As per Micasa's requests, I'll be omitting certain details that she'll bring to light as her own recollection unfolds. On that hand, please forgive me if it feels my account is a little…vague. Hopefully, you'll understand in time.

* * *

The castle had always seemed too big, even when I had shared it with Hawke. When he left, it became like a barren chasm, filled with the ghosts of promises and dreams we had concocted so long ago. Every step I took echoed with sadness and regret of those dreams left unfulfilled.

That night, the loneliness that enveloped the halls was deeper than ever. I took that as an ominous sign. It was the first night in years that I had hosted guests under that mortared roof.

With a wave of my hand, the torches adorning the mortared walls flared to life. It irked me to think that parlor tricks like that were all my immense power were good for those days. Still, it beat trying to light them all by hand. There had to be over three dozen of them filling the hallway leading to my personal solar.

I took some time straightening the cape around my shoulders, making sure it draped just right over the pauldrons of my plate mail. Normally, I would have donned one of the hundreds of finely tailored tunics or robes that lined my cavernous wardrobe. With the company I was hosting, though, I felt far more comfortable in a sturdier kind of suit. I didn't consider myself paranoid, but I hadn't lived for over four hundred years by taking things for granted when they could turn ugly.

There was already a soft light peering through the cracks of the door to the room as I approached. I frowned at that; they were supposed to be waiting for me out in the hallway. It was a lot to expect of this lot, but I tried to look on the bright side. Perhaps if they were already settled in and comfortable, things would go more smoothly. I clung to that hope as I eased the door open and straightened myself, desperate to make myself as imposing as possible walking in.

A fire crackled in the fireplace to my left, casting dancing shadows across the dimly lit room. Against its mantle leaned a giant of a figure, tall enough that it could probably have reached the high ceiling just by stretching one of its massive limbs over its head. Its features were covered by its hood, but the pointed tusks protruding out from it told me it was one of my expected guests.

I took stock of the five chairs that had been set for the meeting by one of my few servants, who had thankfully made themselves scarce when my guests arrived. Another figure sat at the table that was the centerpiece of the room. Nobody had bothered to light the candles at the table, but the person's freakishly long, hooked nose was perfectly silhouetted in the firelight. It was undoubtedly the second of my guests.

Only one other chair was currently occupied by a woman in a pearlescent gown that shimmered even in the dim light. Three out of four, I noted. Not bad. I tried to ignore the fact that none of my guests looked up at my arrival.

“Gentlemen, my lady,” I spoke up, putting on what I had hoped was my best host voice, “welcome to my humble abode. I trust you had no problem finding your way here.”

The hooded outline of the figure by the fire turned ever so slightly, the only indication it had heard me. The robed woman jumped slightly at my voice, and the prodigiously nosed fellow sniffed a bit.

Well, I thought, at least they can hear me.

I strode across the room and helped myself to the chair at the end of the table. In all honesty, I had saved it to be taken by another, the one guest who hadn't bothered to answer my summons. As much as I had hoped they would all have come, maybe it was for the best. If that one had shown up, bloodshed might have been inevitable.

“I trust you understand why I called you all here tonight,” I began. “The time is drawing—”

“You wish to discuss this without acknowledging me properly, sir?” the nasally-gifted man at the table said, cutting me off. “I thought this was a meeting of civilized men, not some gathering of curs.” His high, squeaky voice grated on me with every word.

Tiring of the darkness already, I gestured towards the candelabra on the table and brought it to life with flame. The shimmering eyes of my outspoken guest narrowed at the sudden brightness, but I knew well enough that the sneer he wore had been there long before I brought it to light.

I marveled at how any man could be so ugly as that poor soul, with his leathery pale skin and dried lips that looked as they couldn't unpucker if he tried. Stringy, brittle white hair fell over his face in an absurd bowl cut. If I had just met the sod, I would have pegged him for a senile old man with one foot in the grave. I had to remind myself several times the “gentleman” was barely in his thirties, and as addle-brained as he looked, he was much sharper than I'd have liked. I had to tread carefully.

“My apologies, Lord Bojangles,” I managed to say. My smile must have looked painful on my face, but I assumed that would only make him feel better. “It is a pleasure to have one of such noble blood at my table tonight.”

My guest regarded me for a moment, pinching absentmindedly at his filthy, travel-stained silken tunic. Its original color was impossible to discern, and if the stories I had heard held true, his clothes hadn't been washed or changed in decades. I had yet to risk breathing through my nose, just in case.

“No worries, my dear sir, no worries,” he finally said with an indifferent wave. “It's not every day one has the good fortune of hosting true, full blooded royalty in their quaint little homes. You may be a 'king,' ” he snorted a bit at the word, “but the true worth of a ruler is in their lineage. You understand, I'm sure, sir.”

I scooted my chair back a bit to try and hide myself in the shadows of the room. I could feel my face growing ruddy with anger already, and I was determined to make this meeting work out somehow.

“Might I offer some refreshment?” I changed tact, rising from my seat and rushing to a nearby cabinet filled with some fine crystal tumblers and a few bottles of wine I kept on hand for the rare visitor. I pulled out four tumblers and started arranging them on a silver tray left on the shelf. Thank goodness my servants had thought ahead.

“I'll take a glass of Trobold red, from the year 250 if you have it,” Bojangles said. “The very best vintage, if I may say so,” he added to my other seated guest. The robed fellow shifted nervously, whether from being addressed by Bojangles or the tension in the room, I couldn't say.

Moreover, I was certain the vintage requested was pure bull. Sapir and a tiny town called Vinas, located on a small island off the coast, were the only two places in Astra where vineyards were kept. I had never even heard of Trobold, and I knew every town and city that was or had ever been in my kingdom.

“Sorry, afraid I'm all out,” I said. “I do have a fine Vinas white, year 303.” In truth, it was the crown of my small collection and impossible to find anymore. Far too good for my demanding visitor, but I was willing to break the seal if it kept them here.

Bojangles sniffed again. “Swill. If you've nothing better, though.”

I gritted my teeth as I popped the cork and watched my prize drain into the glasses. I quickly whisked the tray to the table, serving the two seated there and snapping up one of the glasses. That one I offered to the massive fellow brooding by the fire. It took the tumbler, drained it rapidly into the depths of its cowl, and handed the glass back to me.

“Let's get on with this,” the giant grumbled. I could almost feel its eyes narrowing. Things would be getting hairy if I didn't wrap this up soon.

“I agree, shall we discuss then?” I said, returning to my seat. Bojangles was swirling the wine in the glass as if to appraise it. My robed guest hadn't even touched his.

“So,” I began again, “the Conclave is fast approaching, as I'm sure you're well aware.”

Nobody spoke up. I hoped that meant I had their attention. I took a deep breath and continued.

“It's been too many years since we've sent a real team to make negotiations. Things are looking dire in Grankul, more than ever before. This could be our chance to make real progress for once. I've called you here in hopes of striking a deal—”

“You said you had a job for me,” interrupted my cloaked guest by the fire.

“I do. This is it,” I said, confused.

“This means nothing to me,” it growled, crossing its arms and straightening up. “I don't need anyone to help me with what I need. I'll go by myself, as always.”

“The brute and I see eye to eye for once,” Bojangles cut in. A low rumble sounded from the giant.

“Please, hear me out,” I pleaded. By the Almighty, how could things be falling apart when I had just begun speaking? “You won't have to give up any of your liberties you usually exercise. All I ask is that you accompany me for the audience at some point.”

“I have nothing to say to Origin,” the giant said, “and I've no time to waste chasing your stupid plans. Get the twig to go with you.” It waved towards my quietest guest, who was shivering uncontrollably.

“Silvia has already agreed to come,” I told him. “I was mostly hoping that you three—”

“Three? You invited the warmonger, too?” A dagger materialized in the giant's hand.

“Oh, the Lord already told me his answer to anything you had to say was no,” Bojangles decided to divulge at that moment. “And that answer goes for me too.” He tittered, as if privy to some secret jape.

He couldn't have told me that sooner? My fists tightened into balls, my lobstered gauntlets groaning.

“Besides,” Bojangles added, turning up his nose, “we would never stoop to conspiring with vagrant beasts.”

The giant slammed the dagger into the mantle above the fireplace. The tip barely embedded in the wood.

Suddenly, the glass in front of Bojangles split cleanly in two, sending the wine remaining in it running across the table. Some of it was already dripping into Bojangles's lap when he lifted an ornately hilted blade from where he had been holding it under the table.

“Give me a reason, you lummox…” Bojangles trilled.

“Enough!” I barked, standing from my seat. I slammed my hands on the table, sending my essence pouring into the room. The fireplace flared wildly, and the candles on the table twisted into a small inferno. The room fell quiet instantly.

As the little demonstration died down along with my temper, the giant stowed away his dagger and strode from the room without another word. After a minute or so, Bojangles snorted in disgust and dismissed himself as well. I was left alone in the room with Silvia, who had turned as white as her robe. At least her shivering had stopped.

“Erm, Uraj,” she managed to croak after some time, “I-I need to go too. They're expecting me back for a sermon in a c-couple days.”

I sighed. “Of course. Find one of my servants, and they'll send for a carriage for you.” She nodded and scampered away, doubtless glad to have an excuse to leave.

I looked around the room, half impressed that the worst damage done tonight was some spilled wine and a broken glass. Still, the weight of failure bore down on me. All the work I had put in to try and form that alliance, and all I managed to do was waste my best vintage.







Chapter 1: Six Years Later

It's been awhile since I've managed to make some time for myself and return to the story of Hawke Morau. I guess the problem I've had is deciding where to pick up my recollection again. We spent pretty much all my youth together, seeing everything Astra had to offer.

For those who have forgotten, my name's Micasa: former slave turned adventurer, thanks to the endeavors of the aforementioned Hawke. The journey we took that gave me that opportunity has already been recounted, but that was only a small part of my time with Hawke from the moment we met. After we traversed the continent in search of the broken remnants of his soul and retrieved them, we blazed a new path, both to teach me more about the world and try to better the lives of those around us.

However, there is one point in our travels that began a chain of events leading to the most significant adventure of our lives, one that changed the course of the world. I guess that's as good a place as any to start.

* * *

The wind whipped into my face, hot and arid and dusty. I pulled my head scarf over my nose and mouth, cursing the way it kept slipping down at the most inopportune moments. Hawke put a hand on my shoulder and gave me a look urging patience. Our quarry was approaching fast.

From inside the alcove of a boulder where we crouched, we watched as a line of camels laden with packs and sacks trudged through the hellish heat of the Madness. Their riders were wrapped from head to toe in scarves and robes, bundled as tightly as Hawke and I were to try and avoid the worst parts of the desert's wrath. Every so often, one rider would turn to another and gesticulate, but I would've been surprised if they could hear each other in such weather.

I was able to just catch sight of several hazy figures rising over a dune and heading steadily towards the caravan. Their beige cloaks made them almost invisible, even from our vantage point. In the thickest part of the storm, the camel riders would never see them coming.

I was ready to spring our trap, but the strong grip on my shoulder didn't lessen. I shot Hawke an impatient glance, but he only shook his head. Apparently, he thought the time wasn't right.

Even when they were a scant few yards away, the sand-colored figures still didn't increase their pace. The caravan made no motion that they had a clue what was headed their way. It wasn't until they were practically on top of each other that the camouflaged characters darted out unexpectedly, curved blades and cudgels whipping out from the folds of their robes.

That was the moment Hawke decided to haul me to my feet, right before he vaulted off the rock and leapt into the fray, soaring a hundred feet in a single bound. I ground my teeth in frustration; he knew full well I couldn't make those kinds of death-defying leaps. I was left with no choice but to slide down from our position as quickly as possible, praying I wouldn't lose my balance and tumble the rest of the way down. That wouldn't make quite the impression on our foes that I wanted.

The wind was even worse than I thought down in the small gulch. With one arm raised to shield my eyes from the sand, I fought my way towards the dark shapes of the caravan and its attackers. A few grunts and shouts floated my way, only to quickly be swept up in the howl of the wind.

By the time I finally got there, the fight was basically over. Hawke was smashing his open palm into the face of one of the marauders, giving his sandy robe a sudden burst of crimson from his nose. A number of similar bodies were strewn about the ground, already coated with a fine layer of dust. From the look of it, Hawke hadn't even drawn his sword.

One of the caravan riders cried out in dismay when I came into view. He brandished a blade of his own at me, but Hawke shouted out and held up a hand to stop them. I approached Hawke, not bothering to hide my frustration.

“Was there even a reason for me to bother coming down?” I asked.

“Of course,” said Hawke. “I'm gonna need some help tying all these bandits up and getting them out of the storm.”

“At least you didn't kill any of them,” I remarked. Bending over one of them and seeing the extent of Hawke's beating on them, I added, “…I think.”

“Course not. They won't last long if they're left out like this, though.” Hawke turned and started speaking to one of the merchants, asking if they had any rope to spare for the bandits. I knew we had plenty of binding back with our own camels, but in Hawke's zeal, he seemed to have forgotten to have one of them on hand to bring down. With a sigh, I turned to retrieve our mounts, just in case.

I was amazed that I could find the camels at all, though it took far longer than I had hoped. When I finally made my way back with both our rides in tow, the merchants had already helped Hawke secure the bandits with some of their own supplies. There were five in total, each one bound up and ready to be hurled over a camel's back like a wriggling carpet.

“Micasa, you didn't have to get the camels by yourself,” Hawke said, frowning. I returned the frown right back at him.

“How are we supposed to carry these guys back without them? You planning on just flinging them over your shoulder?” I asked.

“The merchants agreed to help me escort their new friends to the nearest outpost to await the pleasure of local law enforcement,” he informed me.

“And we were just going to walk back with them?”

Hawke's eyes dropped, and he grew silent at that.

“Next time, we don't set up watch so far from our rides,” I told him. I handed him the reins to his camel before hoisting myself into the saddle of my own.

“Come on, Lumps, let's let the big strong bandit hunter take care of his cargo,” I cooed to my camel as I stroked her head. Lumps brayed, and I gave her a little pet. With a kick of my heels, we set off towards the head of the merchants' line.

“Hey, what about these guys!?” Hawke exclaimed, pointing to his brigand pile.

“I'm sure you can handle it allllll on your own,” I called back.

My irritation with Hawke was a bit overblown, certainly. It would've taken much longer to reach the battle if he hadn't jumped. I just hated how he always did everything by himself. It certainly wasn't the first time.

The head of the merchant caravan looked at me from the corner of her eye as I drew up alongside, her hazel eyes and a peek of brown flesh the only skin visible from the folds of her cowl. I gave her a small nod.

“We are grateful for the intervention of your bodyguard,” she said. Her eyes crinkled a bit. “He makes quite an entrance.”

“Yes, there's no one quite like him,” I replied, trying to hide the indignation in my tone. “He's not my bodyguard, though. We're partners.”

“Oh?” The merchant seemed even more amused at that idea. “I can only imagine how strong you must be then.”

I grumbled under my breath. Hopefully in the weather, she couldn't hear my sulking.

“How was it you knew we needed help, though?” she asked suddenly. “Your timing was, how should I put it, convenient?” The playful tone left her, replaced by suspicion.

“We were hired to watch your caravan,” I said. “We were told your wares might be targeted and to keep an eye out in case the rumors were true.”

“And you didn't decide to tell us we were targets or that we had this protection of yours because…?”

She was much sharper than I had given her credit for. “Our employer was afraid of making your people nervous. They thought if you knew you were targeted, you might not make the trek at all.”

“The Madness is always dangerous. That's no news to us.”

“Sure, but it's not always a certainty you'll be attacked by bandits.”

“And this time was?”

“I hope you're not suggesting we're with those who attacked you.” I held up a hand to my chest. “We really were concerned for your safety. Why would we stop them if those people were with us? You think they'd let themselves get beat up so badly if we hired them?”

Her eyes lingered on me for a second. Finally, she looked away and sighed. “I suppose I'm just being paranoid. You'll have to forgive me. It's true that danger isn't unheard of to us, but that doesn't make it any easier.”

“I understand.” I urged my mount closer and laid a hand on her arm.

We waited a few more minutes until Hawke and a group of merchants trotted back to us, each of their camels now laden with a secured hostage added to their wares. Hawke gave me a sullen look but said nothing on the matter. I didn't feel too bad about how I left him. I had done my part to make sure everything went along smoothly.

“I hope you don't mind if we join you for the last small leg of the journey,” I said to the merchant leader. “Now that we're certain the threat is real, we want to make sure they don't catch you - or us - unawares again.”

The leader nodded. “I'm sure my people will feel better with you and your…partner along.” She raised a playful eyebrow at me before turning back to the caravan and twirling her hand through the air. “Let's get a move on, folks, before we have anymore unwanted baggage!”

One of the other merchants let out a couple of short trills on a whistle, and soon the caravan was back in formation and trudging their way through the storm again. Hawke and I kept a pace just ahead of the leader, far enough that we could talk without being overheard.

“You think they'll follow?” I asked him as quietly as I could over the howl of the wind.

“They might not completely trust us, but they're already well aware of what I can do,” Hawke said. “That mistrust can work to our advantage, anyways. They'll want to have us close enough to keep an eye on.”

Indeed, they seemed more than happy to let us lead the way. We, in turn, were just as happy to nudge our eastward course just the slightest bit south. It might have been noticed if any of our new friends had been eager to turn and check the heading of the sun, but as Hawke surmised, they were more interested in making sure we didn't try to bolt away.

Our bandit prisoners awoke shortly thereafter, but it only took a nominal amount of struggling on their part to realize they weren't making any daring escapes soon. They were content to keep quiet, only throwing the occasional acidic glare in our direction.

By late evening, the storm had abated to a mere nuisance, and the first chilled breeze of the desert night started to pass through when we caught sight of the lamps. A few ragged cheers came up from the merchants, and even I found myself cracking a smile. It had been a couple of days since we last saw signs of anything close to civilization.

Hawke and I slowed our mounts, letting the caravan pass us while we acted under the guise of making sure they made the last leg safely. Several tents had been erected right where the sands of the Madness began to give way to tufts of green(ish) grass and a sparse population of palm trees. Their welcoming lights beckoned the caravan with the promise of safety and rest.

The leader, however, had slowed with us. “I don't remember a trading outpost this close to the border,” she said. Her eyes swiveled between Hawke and me, narrowing ever so slightly.

“People are getting bolder.” Hawke gave a noncommittal shrug. “We've been using this outpost for years, now. In fact, it looks like a few old friends of ours are already here to welcome us.”

Out of the shadows, several black-robed figures astride black horses seemed to materialize around the merchant. Her head swiveled around in shock before finally landing back on me. The anger in her eyes was only matched by the betrayal.

“So you are nothing more than common bandits,” she spat.

The dark clad newcomers drew close, and one pulled off the cloth hiding his face. “Come now, miss, there's no need to be rude. We're no bandits, just some entrepreneurs lookin' to corner the market. If you'd kindly come with us, we can discuss business inside.” He flashed her his best apologetic smile.

“Do I have a choice?” she asked.

“'Fraid not,” he said with a wry smirk, “but humor us for a while, and I promise you won't leave displeased.”

Her head hanging in defeat, the merchant let herself be led away by the horsemen. Hawke and I waited until they were long ahead of us before following suit. Somehow, I suspected the caravan leader didn't want to be all that close to us for a while.

“I never like lying to them like that,” I said, still keeping my voice low enough to not carry far.

“To be honest, I don't much either,” Hawke admitted. “The family does pay more for the goods than the actual clients these merchants are employed by, but good luck convincing them of that. They'll be better off in the long run.”

The human bundle still draped across the back of Hawke's camel began to stir.

“Hey, Hawke, we made it back, yeah?” called a muffled voice. “Is there a reason I'm still tied up back here like a sack of grain?”

“Oh!” Hawke stopped his mount and hopped off to tend to the “bandit” he was still toting around. Once the man was unbound and back on his feet, he took a moment to stretch out a few kinks in his back. His joints popped and creaked like an old door.

“Man, you know you're not really supposed to beat the crap out of us on these jobs, right?” the man wheezed through gritted teeth as he prodded at his swollen nose, which was still bent at a painful angle.

“Sorry, Nox, I had to make it convincing.” Hawke patted the guy on the shoulder, doubling the guy over with a fresh bout of agony. “They almost didn't buy it as it is. You fellows did great back there, though.”

“Yeah, I think I'm gonna stick one of the younger guys on bandit detail next time though,” Nox said as he started back towards the camp. “I'm getting too old for this.”

“You sure you don't want a ride back?” Hawke called after him. Nox dismissed him with a choice finger.

“Well,” Hawke turned back to me, looking eager to change the subject, “why don't we go see what our part of the cut is?”

The small fortification of tents was bustling with members of the family milling about, tending to the duties that arose with a fresh score. They weren't bandits in the traditional sense; most of them were far too clean to ever be mistaken on that account. Their fastidious attention to detail also left a lot to be desired when comparing them to the common thug. These were criminals of a higher caliber, eschewing law only because of how inefficient it was to do things the legal way.

I never fully understood why Hawke was willing to throw in his hat with that lot. He truly seemed to believe they were working for the betterment of the people. To be fair, the family had accomplished a lot: they were almost solely responsible for the construction of Sapir, the capital of pretty much all artistic endeavors in Astra, and took on the brunt of the protection duties of the people in the Fertile Lands that lay east of the Madness. That was supposed to be the job of the reigning monarchy, but few soldiers were willing to make the trip from the Old Kingdom across the inhospitable and barren waste that divided the country in two. The family took full advantage of that to tweak the system to take the matters into their own hands when possible, all the while skimming a bit off the top for themselves.

It was a system that we took advantage of, perhaps a bit more than I liked. Still, it gave us an information network that spanned most of our civilized world, an invaluable tool in our personal quest to better the lives of the people. I tried to remind myself that that was our goal, even if we occasionally had to perform tasks I found a bit distasteful.

Hawke and I entered the largest pavilion tent, where many of the merchants had already been corralled. Some were lounging on overstuffed cushions, taking in the first decent meal and drink they'd probably had in days. A few were talking heatedly with members of the family, easily distinguishable thanks to the vertical line tattooed under their left eyes. The protests of the merchants grew weaker as the family members pressed more and more coin into their hands.

We strode past them to where one man stood in the back, amidst the heaps of goods that had been unloaded from the caravan. His deep tan and charcoal hair were a match for my own features, but his locks were currently splayed all about his head as if he had just awoken. He was busy looking over the wares and cataloguing them with swift tally marks on a clipboard.

“How's the haul this time, Genzo?” Hawke asked as we approached. The family member screwed up his face and vigorously rubbed his head in agitation. No wonder he couldn't keep his hair neat.

Genzo didn't look up right away, his pencil still darting across the parchment. When Hawke tapped his shoulder, he shot us a peeved expression that softened when he recognized us.

“Everything's about as well as could be expected,” he said. He scratched the tattoo on his left cheek, the common greeting amongst family members. Though Hawke and I lacked the marking of a true member, we still followed their courtesies and returned the gesture.

“Twelve bars of gold, twenty of silver, no fewer than a hundred precious gems, some damn good lumber and steel.” Genzo droned the numbers while pointing to each item. “Old Kingdom doesn't have crap for food or artwork, but their raw materials are top notch. People pay a sweet ruple for this stuff.”

“Speaking of ruples…” Hawke held out his hand and rubbed his forefinger and thumb together.

“Yes, yes, here.” Genzo hastily shoved a pair of felt pouches into Hawke's hand. They tinkled musically against each other. Hawke took a moment to peek inside each one before tossing one of the coin purses to me.

“Always good doing business with you,” said Hawke with a small smile. Genzo was already back to his inventory, face slack in concentration.

As Hawke walked away with his pay, I removed a few of the silvered coins from my own share and shoved them into Genzo's pocket.

“Do me a favor,” I asked, “and give this to Fern the next time you're in Changirah. Tell him Micasa says hi.”

“Sure, sure, Fern, hi, gotcha.” He barely acknowledged me as he continued making ticks on his clipboard. There was a good chance he'd forget, but to be fair, everyone else in the family seemed to forget Fern a lot more easily.

Hawke had thrown himself into one of the puffy cushions near the entrance and was busy dancing a ruple across his knuckles while he waited for me to finish my meager business.

“You know he probably won't get that money,” he said.

I shrugged. “If we were heading towards Changirah, I'd give it to him personally. It wouldn't kill you to be a bit more generous with your own money, Hawke. It's not like we're wasting away.”

“Don't start that again. You know I give—”

“Hawke?” one of the men nearby interrupted him. “Say, are you by chance Hawke Morau?” My companion nodded. The merchant turned to one of the women he had ridden in with. “Hey, Quinn, you still got that letter!?”

“Letter?” Hawke and I said in unison.

“Yeah, somewhere around here,” the woman replied. She dug through the depths of her cloak, unearthing a crumpled roll of parchment sealed with a blob of gray wax. The man who had cut in snatched it from her hands and pressed it into Hawke's.

“We were told to deliver this directly to you,” he said with a look of satisfaction. Quinn glared at him.

Hawke examined the letter. Noting the seal was unbroken, he nodded.

“Thanks for keeping it safe,” he said, flipping the coin he had been playing with through the air at Quinn. She caught it and flashed a smirk at her comrade, whose face soured quickly.

“Who's it from?” I asked. Hawke frowned, even though he hadn't opened it yet. He broke the wax with a finger and shook the note out, holding it up to read it better by the brazier light in the tent. His frown worsened as his eyes moved.

“It's from Uraj,” he muttered darkly. “He says he wants to see me at once. Some urgent business.”

“Uraj!?” I blurted. It had been at least six years since the last time we saw him, on that fateful day when Hawke reclaimed the last piece of his soul from the grasp of the man most knew as the Forge. He and Hawke might have once both reigned as the Old Kings, but Hawke usually grew distant whenever his former partner's name came up these days.

“Did he say what it's about?” I asked.

“Nope. Only that I should come right away and bring you if I'm still babysitting, as he puts it.” He crumpled the paper in his fist and tossed it directly behind him into the brazier. It flared up and burned away in seconds.

“Well, we're going, right?” I asked.

Hawke clicked his tongue. “I'd rather not, considering his manners don't seem to have improved much. If he's asking me to come back to Damkarei, though, I assume he's gotten into some real trouble. He knows how much it irks me to see him.”

“Don't be that way,” I chided playfully, giving his arm a little shake. “Let's go see what the oldest man alive wants. Heck, when I show up you can rub it in his face with how good of a dad you've become.”

Hawke glowered at me deeply. I gave him my most innocent smile; I knew he hated it when I called him dad.

“Fine, let's head out then.” He stood and started out the entrance. “Might as well take advantage of the night. I'd rather be cold than burning up out there.”

I opened my mouth to argue how long it had been since we'd slept in anything resembling a bed or had a meal that wasn't dried or smoked. He turned and raised an eyebrow at me. After a moment, I closed my mouth and remained silent. He did have a point.

As I followed him out, I just wished his point didn't mean another night of kicking up sand in the freezing cold with nothing but dry rations to look forward to.







Chapter 2: The Fallen Noble

Crossing the Madness was a difficult journey, fraught with unknown dangers all over. Yet, for all that, it only took a day's (or night's) travel to make it across.

By contrast, the land that composed the Old Kingdom was far safer, even if constantly embroiled in perpetual civil war. With so much distance to cover, it was simple enough to spot signs of recent disturbance and avoid it.

That didn't change the fact that there was a lot of ground to cover. And, of course, the city of Damkarei where Uraj ruled was at the very edge of the Old Kingdom.

That meant weeks of travel by horseback through hills, forests, dry lake beds, and ruins. Oh, the ruins. There were likely as many fallen cities in the Old Kingdom as there were actual functioning ones. Some were holdovers from before the Pilgrimage, when the grinel that conquered our world first appeared, but those had long since faded to little more than piles of dust and rust. Others were far more recent, holdfasts of crumbling mortar and rotted wood from small empires that failed to stand the test of time.

If there was one positive to so many ruins, it was that you were less likely to come across unwanted attention in one than in a town proper. Sure, there was always the threat of outlaws or the rare grinel, but those were simple problems compared to prying eyes and ardent worshippers. That was a problem Hawke was more concerned with than myself, but it made no difference to me how we got to our destination. Just so long as we could manage it without incident.

We had been back on the road for just a few days out of the Madness when we found another such ruin waiting for us just outside of a forest we had been stuck in the last couple of days. It wasn't the largest fallen city we had come across, but trying to go around it would have wasted hours of time, so we plunged straight into the mess of rubble.

Hawke and I always kept a sharp ear open for any trouble when moving through territory with such limited visibility, always on alert for the sound of conversation or weapons being sharpened. Typical bandit noises, basically.

So, imagine our confusion when the soft sound of laughter reached our ears. It wasn't the rough, callous laugh of a couple of brigands sharing a ribald joke. It was high, nasally, and accompanied by nothing other than the sound of the hoofbeats from our horses.

Normally, we'd avoid the sounds of other people unless it sounded like they needed help, but something tickled my curiosity. Who would be simply sitting in the middle of a ruin and cackling to themselves?

Hawke must have felt the same way. He motioned for me to stop, and we dismounted to delve deeper into the ruin, towards the source of the laughter. We clambered over some rubble and rounded a jagged hunk of stone that might have once been a wall. On the other side was the source of our curiosity.

The stranger sat upon the remains of an old wooden chair that still bore tattered scraps that must have once been cushions. Those tatters seemed to blend in with the man's clothes, though I'm being generous when I call them that. The filthy, threadbare silk was rotted full of holes, and he didn't wear them so much as let them hang limply off his form.

The man threw back his grotesque, wrinkled head and laughed again. His stringy white hair fell away to reveal sunken eyes trying to hide in the depths of his bluish, pale skin. The nose, though, the nose on that one! I had never seen a person alive with a nose like that until I met that man. Sticking up in the air like that, it resembled a shark's fin rising from the waves.

His laughter slowly died, though the smile full of yellowed teeth he flashed with it remained. His head lowered slowly, and he shook his head.

“No, this doesn't feel right either,” he muttered with sadness in his voice. His screechy, nails-on-a-chalkboard voice. “I suppose it was too much to hope.” He looked at us, his eyes widening as if he just noticed we were there.

“Uh, can we help you, sir?” Hawke asked.

The stranger narrowed his eyes at my companion. “ 'Sir'? Do you take me for a common frump?” he huffed. “You stand before the rightful ruler of the kingdom of Ravoso: Ricard Valentine von Bojangles, the Third of his Name!” The bizarre man crossed his legs and lifted his chin. “Show some proper fealty, you cur!”

Hawke's lips curled more and more in disgust the longer Bojangles went on. By the end of the short rant, it looked as if he had suffered a stroke.

“I'm sorry, Boyanglay, you said?” I tried to pronounce his name, but I couldn't chew my words in the same way the disheveled man could.

“That's Lord Bojangles, you foolish wench,” he spat back. For all his filth and the rank odor suffusing him, I had never met a man so full of himself. “Fret not. I am not a wroth man, and I forgive you both your missteps. It's not every day the common folk get a look at true royalty.”

I edged close to Hawke and whispered to him out of the corner of my mouth.

(Is this fool really some sort of royalty?)

“Ravoso, you say?” Hawke mused, loudly enough for Bojangles to hear.

The supposed ruler smirked proudly. “The one and only. A greater kingdom has never existed. Though my jape of a father lost it to a mere peasant uprising, I know that I alone have what it takes to bring it back to its former glory!” He glanced around the ruins we were talking in. “As soon as I can find it.”

“You've got your work cut out for you, then,” Hawke said to him. “There are scores of failed kingdoms littering this side of the Madness. Dunspan, Corellia, Bopielt… yeah, I do remember there being a Ravoso as well.”

“Excellent! You shall point me in its direction at once!” Bojangles leapt to his feet and drew himself up. I was impressed that he managed to stand almost as high as Hawke, who was tall compared to the average man. I was more surprised to see the ornate rapier at his side, its scabbard lined with rubies and sapphires, its hilt wrought with silver inlays and twisted into a complicated pattern. It was like a diamond in the extremely rough.

“Sorry.” Hawke shrugged. “I don't know where it is. Ravoso fell, what, at least thirty years ago? I don't think it ever even made it on the map.”

Bojangles's face darkened faster than the sky in a hurricane.

“Are you mocking me? Do you think you're being witty by dismissing the greatest kingdom that ever existed as a footnote of history!? Who dares to speak to me that way!?”

Pressure began to build around us, like the air was growing heavier. I had experienced this before. It was the feeling of someone releasing their essence. In this case, Bojangles was all but declaring his hostile intent.

Hawke felt it as well, his mouth going rigid. He said nothing to me, but the words from his training echoed in the back of my mind.

In a contest of essence, not answering power with power will kill you nine times out of ten.

I concentrated and let my own essence fill me until it bubbled out and surrounded me, effectively acting as an invisible barrier to Bojangles' own energy. Hawke had already done the same for himself, the push of his essence against mine like a reassuring hand on my shoulder.

Bojangles raised a hairless brow. “I see you're no ordinary chaff,” he half-complimented. “Name yourself.”

“Hawke Morau, the Scholar,” Hawke replied, “once of the Old Kings. I know a thing or two about royalty myself, Lord Bojangles.”

The so-called noble's eyes lit up. “Ah, so you're the other one. I just had a chat with the old man in Damkarei.”

“You spoke to Uraj?” Hawke said, betraying surprise.

“We were discussing matters of the realm. Speaking is for peasants, young sir.” I almost laughed at the way he addressed Hawke. He had to be at least three hundred fifty years younger than my companion.

“What would Uraj possibly want to say to you?” I asked. Bojangles turned to me with eyes full of disdain.

“When nobles are speaking, little urchin girls do not speak until asked to.”

As he spoke, there was a sudden change in the air. I could feel his essence twisting against my own. Had I pushed him too far? Was he about to attack? I braced myself for him to strike out, and Hawke's hand drifted toward the sword at his waist.

Bojangles didn't move, though he kept a shrewd eye upon me. When a few moments had passed and he still made no move, I went to make a retort.

My mouth opened, but I found myself unable to utter a sound.

Bojangles narrowed his eyes and gave me the most insufferable smirk I'd ever seen. “I see you understand,” he said. “It's quite all right, girl. Many a peasant has forgotten their manners in the presence of their betters. Awestruck so profoundly, their meagre brains forget any semblance of civilized behavior.”

I wanted to scream at his horrid, sagging face, but not even a squeak would escape my lips no matter how hard I tried. His smirk grew even wider.

“Of course, a proper peasant would know that you do not stand beside royalty like an equal. You should kneel to your better.”

Again, his essence began to stir, and I steadied my own power to try and fight back against whatever he was doing. Instead, I found my legs moving on their own accord. Even straining my muscles until I was shaking with effort, I couldn't stop my own body from going to one knee on its own. I looked up at him with all the loathing I could muster, still unable to utter so much as a peep.

“Better,” crooned Bojangles, sniffing with satisfaction.

I heard a quiet ping sound, and faster than my eyes could follow, Hawke's sword was against the ragged noble's throat.

“Release your power on Micasa, or we'll see how blue your blood really is,” Hawke snarled under his breath.

The blade was caked with rust, the edge scored with numerous gouges and nicks. To the average onlooker, Hawke's sword would have looked more like a thin hunk of old steel than a proper weapon. Symphony was no ordinary sword though; forged by Uraj and named by Hawke's lost love Rouge, the weapon carried such sentimentality for my guardian that it was practically a part of him. As such, he could channel his essence through it to make it sharp enough to cleave through even steel with ease.

Bojangles's bloodshot eyes went wide, but his sneer didn't falter in the least.

“Really, young sir, chivalry for the lowest caste is just absurd!” whined the haggard man. “I've no more business here anyway, with this worthless kingdom or with you.” He turned away from Hawke's blade with a speed and grace that looked entirely beyond him and began walking away.

“We're not finished here—” Hawke started, but Bojangles cut him off.

“No, I do believe there's nothing left to say or do between us. Good day, young sir.”

For the third time his essence flared, and this time it was Hawke who stopped in his tracks, eyes wide in shock. He seemed to be fighting against himself to undo whatever power Bojangles had ensorcelled us with, but he too failed to overpower whatever had taken hold.

I was floored, in more ways than one. It was the first time I had seen Hawke put in such a position by anyone. Not even Uraj had left him looking so powerless. Hawke himself looked so surprised his eyes were bulging out of his head.

Then I took a closer look at his eyes. His silver irises expanded to fill the whites, his pupils contracted to pinpoints of black. Hawke was drawing upon his own power, the one his namesake was derived from.

The Scholar.

His mouth worked silently as he looked at the back of the retreating stranger, his eyes drinking in not just the details of the man, but also the way his essence had changed when he had worked his power against us. In all the world, there was no better student at unraveling a situation than Hawke Morau.

After just a few moments, he muttered something under his breath. I felt Hawke's essence flex, not unlike how Bojangles' had. His body jerked, as if freed from some unseen grip, and he let out a sigh. He hurried to my side and knelt beside me, placing a hand on my shoulder.

“It's okay, Micasa, his power doesn't have a hold on you anymore.”

I still couldn't stand, and still couldn't bring myself to speak, not even to tell Hawke how wrong he was. Then his essence flared, and my muscles unclenched so suddenly I fell sprawling to the ground. My breath came heavy, relief flooding through me.

“How?” I asked on reflex, almost gasping in surprise at my renewed ability to speak.

“I figured out how his power worked and managed to undo it,” he responded. He looked over his shoulder, to where Bojangles had already disappeared around a pile of broken stones. Slowly he shook his head. “What a terrible power. I've never seen anything work like it.”

I forced myself to my feet, trying my best to stretch out the knots that had formed while I had been locked in place. “What the hell did he do? I've never seen you at someone's mercy like that.”

Hawke winced. “I never thought a power could affect someone the way that one did. The ability to control people through mere suggestion…if he wanted to, he could wreak havoc with that ability.”

“My essence couldn't stop it!” I cried out in frustration. “And from the looks of it, neither could yours.”

“There was nothing wrong with your defense, in theory,” said Hawke. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Bojangles has done something strange with that power of his, though. It's like the very words he speaks carry his essence into his victim.”

“So as long as we can hear him, we can't stop it?” The idea he could manipulate us with no recourse was terrifying. I shuddered at the thought of what he could have made us do if he had had half the mind to.

“Well, if that's the case, it might be as simple as blocking out his voice to stop him.” Hawke shook his head some more. “Either way, if what he told us is true, then he's also spoken to Uraj recently.”

“Do you think it has anything to do with why he's called us in?” I asked. Hawke nodded.

“I think that's possible. We'd better hurry. If Bojangles did something to Uraj and has taken control of him, things might be worse than we thought.”

As we rushed back to our horses, I took one last uneasy glance over my shoulder. Bojangles was long gone, but the shell of the kingdom we had found him in still stood, more steadfast than it probably ever had in life. I thought of the city that Bojangles claimed was his birthright and could only feel grateful that there was no kingdom left for him to return to.







Chapter 3: The King's Summons

The rest of our journey was blessedly uneventful after the excitement of our encounter with Bojangles the Third. Part of that had to do with us giving a wide berth to any ruins we came across from that point on. It added quite a bit of time to our travel, but we didn't want to risk any more half-crazed former nobles with bizarre powers.

Eventually, we found our way to the Astral Road that connected all major cities of the Old Kingdom together. Formed from huge chunks of granite that had been fitted so tightly together they could be mistaken for one uncut slab of stone, the road stretched all the way from Damkarei to the western edge of the Madness. Hawke told me that long ago, they had planned to build the road completely across the Madness and all the way to the eastern shore of the Fertile Lands. I wished that they had; it would've saved us a lot of trouble now.

As direct as the Astral Road was, we made sure to keep well off the main path to avoid travellers, electing instead to travel through the surrounding hills and fields, though never straying far enough to lose sight of the landmark. After a few days, we saw something that made us diverge our course even further.

Val'Hala was the largest city in all of Astra, possibly larger than Damkarei itself, and its size represented the power behind its walls well. The largest military force in all of humanity resided there, drilling and training daily. Some knew the city as the Lonely Kingdom, for it was the only city that didn't swear fealty to the Old Kings. In fact, several smaller cities in the Old Kingdom swore fealty directly to Val'Hala and its ruler, Lord Othenidus.

Known by many as Othenidus the Great, the self-styled lord was a fierce and powerful man who held himself as an equal to both Old Kings. I had never met this man - few who lived outside of Val'Hala did - but from what I heard of his brutal nature, I decided that was for the best.

On the other hand, I had made acquaintance with his wife and co-ruler, Lady Lheona. When Hawke and I first set foot in Val'Hala during our quest for Hawke's scattered essence, I ended up being taken hostage for a brief time, before Hawke used his immense power to allow us to escape.

Even after some six years, neither of us found it likely that that event had been forgotten, especially by Lheona. So just like last time, we made sure to give it as much space as we could.

That ended up adding another two days to our journey, and all of our detours were making Hawke visibly irritated. After our run-in with Bojangles, he had become much more interested in meeting with Uraj than he had when we first set out. Hawke may have had a lot of disagreements with Uraj in the past, but underneath his obvious dislike, it was clear they had been through too much together in the past for him to not be concerned.

Finally, we managed to put enough distance between ourselves and Val'Hala that we felt safe turning back to the main road and riding it the last leg of the journey. Once on the Astral Road, we made much better time, and it only took a couple of days after that before we caught sight of the ocean.

Damkarei was one of the few cities in Astra that rested at the edge of the continent. Hawke had told me cities were rarely built on the coast to keep people from falling victim to grinel pirates, who sometimes sailed vessels along the coastlines in hopes of finding easy plunder. The idea of grinel pirates sounded terrible enough for me, but when Hawke made an offhand remark about worse things that lived in the ocean, I decided that I wasn't as crazy about visiting the beach as I was the first time I had gone.

Immediately, I noticed that there had been some sizable renovations to the city since our last visit, namely the massive wall that had been erected around it. When we originally came here, the city had been wide open to any travellers who wanted to taste what the capital of Astra had to offer. Now we found ourselves queueing up behind a fair-sized crowd that waited before the gate, a sturdy barricade of wood that had yet to see the marring of time.

“We could be here all day,” Hawke muttered at the sight of the throng. Tents could be seen scattered around the base of the walls, suggesting that some of these people had possibly been waiting days to get in.

“I don't mind,” I said. Sir Brown Horse snorted in agreement under me, and I gave him a pet. He'd started going a bit grey, but he was as trusty now as he had been when we made our first journey to Damkarei.

Hawke's horse, though, stamped impatiently and champed at his bit. Hawke had picked him up when I had grown big enough to ride a horse by myself. He was a good, strong horse with a fine coat the color of cream, but tended to act a bit unruly and temperate around others. Hawke had taken to calling him Restless, though I couldn't help but feel the beast was just picking up habits from its owner.

“I'm with Restless,” said Hawke. “First Uraj's summons, then that freak meeting with Bojangles, and now we show up to find Damkarei remodeled for a siege. We need to get in there.”

Hawke cast a look around, easily able to see over the heads of the crowd from horseback. After a moment, he urged Restless around the people and towards an armored figure holding a lance.

“Excuse me, sir!” Hawke said loudly, his voice cutting above the murmurs of the refugees. The guard turned his head, scowling at my companion, but Hawke only pulled himself up straighter and lifted his chin.

“Tell whoever mans the gate that King Morau has returned to Damkarei!” he declared in his most regal sounding voice. I had to hide a snicker behind my hand, doubly so at the guard's blank stare.

“Uh, you're joking, right?” the guard said. “Lord Hawke hasn't been here in over a decade.”

I was about to argue that we'd been here more recently than that, only to remember that no one knew he had returned when we last saw Uraj. Hawke's reply was to shoot him a glare so fierce the man visibly wilted.

“Do I look like the type of man who would joke about that!?” he barked. “Does Captain Dagon of the guard still hold post here?”

“Y-yessir,” the guard replied meekly. Even with his skepticism, he didn't look keen on challenging Hawke's claim.

“Then bring him here at once! He'll vouch for me!”

Hawke waved his hand in dismissal, and the guard turned and scurried through the crowd, towards the gate.

A buzz of conversation had started spreading through the people, all of them casting furtive glances at Hawke. He kept his composure, but a slight flush of red crept up his face. Hawke was never one who liked to flaunt his old position, so much did he enjoy his privacy, so for him to do so now meant he was dead serious about getting in as quick as possible.

It took about fifteen minutes before the guard reappeared with a small squadron led by a grim fellow with a shaved head that gleamed in the sun, a short-cropped graying beard framing his scowl. The other guards mostly wore leather armor with iron helms, but the man I took for Captain Dagon was decked out for war, with full steel plate and chainmail. He forwent the spears of the footmen in favor of a longsword sheathed at his side. His hand rested on the hilt as if expecting trouble.

“Captain, it's good to see you again,” Hawke called out. The soldiers stopped at attention while Dagon continued forward until he stood right next to Hawke. The old captain squinted at my companion for a moment before letting out a grunt.

“So, it is you,” Dagon said, his voice scratchy from years of giving commands. “I half-thought Noel was making some fool's joke when he told me you came strolling up to the gates and demanded entrance.”

If Hawke took offense to the casual manner with which the captain spoke to him, he didn't show it. “Uraj sent me a missive requesting my aid,” said Hawke.

“Where is it then?” asked Dagon.

“I burnt it after I got it.”

“A likely story.”

“You think I'd chance letting something like that fall into enemy hands?” Hawke leveled a cool gaze at the captain. Dagon squinted again, his lips curling back slightly to reveal clenched teeth.

“Hmph. Fortunately for you, Lord Uraj has informed me of his summons,” he said through his grimace. “Come with me quickly, or I'll inform the king that you've changed your mind and left.”

“Charming as always, Captain. Lead the way.”

The guards began clearing a way through the crowd for us. Some of them looked confused and affronted, but many more still gladly stepped aside as they looked at Hawke with wonder. Doubtless, they were awed at seeing one of the Old Kings in the flesh.

When I reined up beside Hawke, Dagon shot me a dirty look.

“Who's the girl?” he said.

“My ward, Micasa,” replied Hawke. “Uraj knows her already.”

“The king made no mention to me of your 'ward.' ” The captain said the last word as if he had something else he wanted to call me.

“If you have a problem with it, Captain, you can address it to me personally.” Hawke grabbed hold of Symphony's hilt and loosened the sword in its scabbard. Dagon's face reddened, and his hand twitched towards his own hilt. After a second of awkward silence, he let out a hiss.

“As you will, milord,” he managed to choke out.

With an impatient gesture, Dagon bade a couple of his soldiers to open the gate. We hurried our mounts through as the guards struggled to hold back the crowd trying to get in, and the moment the captain and we were inside, the gates were promptly slammed shut and barred.

It was just like visiting Val'Hala all over again. What had changed that made Uraj so paranoid about outsiders?

“The king will be expecting you immediately,” said Dagon. He started at a brisk pace down the main thoroughfare, but Hawke made no move to follow. When the captain realized, he turned and scowled again. It seemed to be his answer for everything.

“We've just made a long journey, and I think Micasa and I would both be better for the meeting if we had a chance to make ourselves presentable,” said Hawke. Dagon's brow furrowed.

“The king said to bring you at once,” he insisted.

“Need I remind you that I am also a king here, Captain?” Hawke said with a hint of chill to his voice.

“Are you truly?” Dagon asked. A snarl passed his lips. “It's quite convenient that you disappear for years on end, only to show up when strange things start happening in the countryside.”

“Strange things?” Hawke said, surprised. “What exactly has been happening around here?”

“I'm sure that's what the king - the real king - wishes to discuss with you,” said Dagon. “Go then, get yourself ready. I'll be expecting you at the castle portcullis in an hour.” Dagon started to leave but paused and glanced over his shoulder. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but only shook his head and stomped away, his armor rattling with every step.

“Does everyone you used to know have a problem with you?” I asked when I was sure the captain was out of earshot.

“Seems that way,” he said, “though I have no idea what he suspects me of. I guess we better freshen ourselves up quick. As much as I'd like to just march into the castle, I don't want to drag half the Old Kingdom in with us.”

It was true, we were packing a layer of grime that would make a dirt road blush. Whatever may have happened to Uraj, the militia was still clearly devoted to him, and they might've not taken it well if we burst in accusing him of being manipulated while looking like a pair of homeless vagabonds. I mean, we were a pair of homeless vagabonds, but that was beside the point.

It didn't take long to find a nearby inn, but it did take some work to get ourselves free of the throng of people that had started to congregate around us. Word of the return of the missing Old King appeared to have spread, and everyone was looking to show their excitement. The poor stable boy looked ready to pass out when we handed him the reins to our horses, and the mob nearly took the door off the hinges as we fought our way inside.

“Micasa, do something or we won't be going anywhere anytime soon,” Hawke gasped as he fought to hold the door shut against half the town.

I touched the doorknob, calling on my essence. The power welled up inside me, a visceral rush that filled every cell in my body. I focused on the door, and a loud click filled the air.

“I don't think just locking it will hold them back,” said Hawke.

“Oh, probably not,” I agreed. “That's why I locked the door to the whole frame. They'd have to pull down the wall to get through.” Hawke looked at me dumbfounded for a second, then relinquished his hold on the door.

“Right, I should've expected as much from you,” he said, quickly apologizing. I brushed it off and turned to the room at large.

Thankfully, nobody occupied the small lobby, its stuffed chairs empty and the fireplace cold. It was a single-story building with a small help desk alcoved next to a lone hallway that led to the rooms. Behind the desk stood the proprietor, who looked like she couldn't decide whether to be ecstatic or terrified at her new guests.

“W-welcome to the Seaside Inn!” she said, her eyes growing wider and her smile pulling at her face. I guessed she was siding with being ecstatic. “W-will you be staying long, milord?”

“Only popping in for a quick bath and something to eat, if you please,” Hawke told her as he approached the counter. He pulled a handful of ruples from his travel sack and threw them on the counter. It was easily enough money to afford a month's stay, but with all the work we did with the family and how little we spent, it wasn't any great loss. A tick developed in her eye at the sight of the coins scattering everywhere.

“Yes, of course!” she squeaked. “I'll have someone draw up a bath for you in room twelve right away!” She hastily scooped the money into her arms and dashed for a back door, screaming for one of the housekeepers.

“Room twelve. It's always room twelve,” Hawke muttered, shaking his head. We started towards the chairs, only just in time remembering how filthy we were, and opted instead to stand near the desk while we waited for everything to be prepared. The only thing that broke the silence was the occasional pounding at the door as the citizens of Damkarei tried to force their way in to no avail.

I was starting to think it would be smart to lock the windows too when the innkeep appeared to let us know our requests were ready. With a sigh of relief, I hurried down the hall. Hopefully, the people outside wouldn't consider smashing their way in while we took part in a little taste of civilization.

* * *

I couldn't even remember the last time I had actually bothered to take care with my appearance. Looking in the mirror after my bath, I took the time to trim my hair with my short-sword, watching as the black strands fluttered to the ground. Hawke always extolled the virtues of shorter hair to prevent an opponent from grabbing it, but I could never bring myself to cut it shorter than shoulder length.

When I finished my hair, I took a minute deliberating on what to wear to meet a king. While I had grown used to wearing a tunic and breeches for comfort and ease of movement while travelling, I figured something a bit more formal might be fitting and opted for one of my robes instead. I slipped on my nicest dress robe, made of a sort of shimmering sapphire blue fabric, and tied it off at the waist. I took another couple minutes to polish my black boots a bit before slipping them back on.

I almost didn't recognize the person who stared back at me from the mirror. My tan had deepened considerably from years spent wandering, leaving me with a strong olive complexion. Gone was the little girl that had first set out with Hawke from the plantation where I had once been enslaved, replaced with a woman who was already growing upward and filling out so quickly that I had to pick up new clothes frequently as I outpaced my wardrobe. I was still a bit small compared to other girls around my age, but I took comfort in knowing I could probably take someone twice my size in a scuffle.

There came a knock at the door. I called for them to come in while I fiddled with some last second details. I heard the door creak open, and the snort that followed it sounded familiar.

“I don't think I've ever seen you fuss with your looks so much,” Hawke said. I whirled on him and narrowed my eyes.

“Probably wouldn't kill you to put a little attention to your own appearance once in awhile,” I shot back. He always had been lazy in his personal grooming, letting his blonde hair hang loose and stringy around his head. He swept some errant strands out of his face, pressing the pair of glasses he wore up his nose a bit. The lenses were fake; he had perfect eyesight, but he enjoyed the look too much to bother with that little detail. Behind his glasses, his eyes shone silver, even facing away from the lamp lighting the room.

“Hey, I just like being comfortable,” he said defensively. His hands tugged at the same long-sleeved white tunic he always wore, belted closed with a sash that also held up his usual dark red kilt. He rarely changed out of those clothes, usually only when attending the rare function where such dress would be considered drab. At least he washed them regularly.

“I would think a former king would be used to sacrificing comfort to look regal,” I said.

“This is how I've always dressed. Even when I was a king.”

“I've noticed.” I sighed and turned back to the mirror. There was no way I was going to change his mind, and I realized I probably had wasted more time than I should have on my own appearance. I forced myself to be content with smoothing out a couple of wrinkles from the robe before snapping up my short-sword and looking to Hawke again. “Okay, let's go.”

Surprisingly, the crowd was nowhere to be found when I removed my special lock from the door so we could venture back out. There were a larger number of people milling about than what was probably usual, and they did cast a lot of hopeful glances in our direction. Hawke had put on his business visage, though, and one look at those cold steel eyes was enough to dissuade even the most starry-eyed subjects of his.

As we approached the castle, I noticed that the walls surrounding the city weren't the only new construction in Damkarei. The once crumbling curtain wall surrounding the fortress had been almost completely repaired, with the last few holes being bricked off even as we entered. Several guards patrolled the ramparts, but their wary glances turned aside with a look from Hawke.

We found Captain Dagon waiting in the main courtyard, his scowl still etched firmly on his face. He spotted us from the corner of his eye, striding over quickly to meet us.

“Took long enough,” he said, eyeing us both over. His gaze lingered on Hawke. “Especially considering how little you've bothered cleaning up.”

Hawke ignored him. “I suppose Uraj is waiting for us in the audience chamber.”

“Yes. He's entertaining another…guest right now.” The creases growing on Dagon's brow threatened to overtake his face. He nodded for us to follow, leading the way across the courtyard and weaving between bustling builders.

“Someone else is here?” Hawke asked.

“I just said so, didn't I?”

“What do they look like?” Hawke and I exchanged nervous glances.

“All covered up in a ratty cloak and hood. Even more suspicious than you two, if you ask me.”

The description made me even more uneasy. If Bojangles was already here, who knows what might lay in store for us through the doors. Hawke braced himself, his hand gripping Symphony's hilt.

“They won't try anything with us there,” he said.

“If anyone tries anything in there,” Dagon said, “they'll have half the Damkarein military on them in seconds.” He didn't look at either of us.

The captain stopped at a pair of familiar iron doors, pulling one open soundlessly with his right hand while the left hovered near his blade. He offered one last glare before jerking his head to the entrance. We wasted no time marching through the door, and he slammed it shut before we had any chance to look back.

The hallway was already awash with light from the torches lining the walls. The corridor led straight ahead, a sight that brought back chilling memories.

“At least he didn't decide to go with the pyrotechnics this time,” Hawke observed, looking at the flickering flames. I shrugged and started down the hallway, Hawke's footsteps following just shortly afterward.

The entrance to the audience chamber lay ahead, and a couple of voices could be heard floating from inside the room. One was a familiar deep baritone, but the other was high pitched, like a woman's, and completely foreign to me. I hesitated at the threshold, but Hawke pushed past and marched right in.

The room was mostly as I remembered it, a large windowless chamber of stone kept lit by a number of large braziers lining the walls that burned brightly enough to banish away any shadows lurking about. Though large enough to accommodate over a hundred people, the room was kept sparsely furnished. The only concession to ornament were two chairs hewn from solid granite that stood on a raised dais at the far end. Both had been destroyed last time we were there, but in our prolonged absence, a new pair had been carved and sat waiting for their occupants.

A table had been set up in the center of the room, and two figures hunkered over it. One stood as we entered, his platinum hair tumbling down his shoulders while two eyes dark enough to be mistaken for black peered from underneath. His strong jawline was peppered with a thick stubble, but otherwise he looked just as he had six years ago.

“Hawke, you made it.” Uraj let a small grin creep onto his face as he approached us. He had forgone the suit of plate I had last seen him in, favoring a finely tailored tunic of green satin and thick woolen breeches tucked into thigh high boots. Even without his intimidating armor, Uraj was still a bull of a man, standing near as tall as my lanky companion and corded with muscle hard earned from his former life as a blacksmith.

“Good to see you well, Uraj,” said Hawke. He couldn't quite keep the suspicion from creeping into his voice, and it didn't go unnoticed. Uraj stopped a few steps away.

“What's wrong?” he asked.

“That's what I'd like to know.”

Uraj sighed. “Does everything always have to be this terse between us? I was hoping we could have one conversation that didn't start on pins and needles. Goodness knows I've had enough of that already.”

“So I've heard,” said Hawke. Uraj raised a brow.

“What do you mean?”

“I had a run in with an interesting character,” Hawke told him, slowly beginning to walk in a wide circle around his former comrade. “Said he recently met with you and exchanged words.”

Uraj furrowed his brow. “Which one are you referring to?”

“There was more than one?” Hawke stopped moving. I couldn't help but notice he had placed Uraj between himself and me. He wasn't taking any chances here.

“Of course, Hawke,” said Uraj. “You do realize what's coming up, right?”

Hawke simply stared, confused. Uraj's own confusion started shifting to irritation.

“If this is the state of the Old Kings, then perhaps it's time to consider doing away with the Conclave altogether.”

All three of us turned to the new speaker as she broke her silence and took a few steps from the table. She was covered from head to toe in a heavy cloak, her features obscured by a hood and a scarf wrapped around her face. It muffled her voice, but she spoke more than loudly enough to carry through the room.

“Conclave?” Hawke said. Realization started to dawn on his face. “Then that means you're…”

The cloaked figure pulled her hood down and unwrapped her scarf, draping it casually over her shoulder. I gasped when I caught sight of her blue-tinted skin, rows of bony horns slicked back across her scalp, and two watery white eyes with neither iris nor pupil staring back at all of us.

Uraj's guest was a grinel.







Chapter 4: Conclave

The moment the grinel revealed herself, Hawke's essence began to flare up and crackle dangerously around him. His hand tightened on Symphony's hilt, and he bared his teeth like a rabid animal as he pulled the blade halfway from its sheath.

“You would dare threaten a diplomat of the grinel?” the stranger said, taking hold of a sheath that was tied to her side. She gave it a small warning shake, and I could have sworn I heard something sloshing around inside of it.

“Hawke, control yourself!” Uraj snapped. “You've met Crest Tilak before! You know she means no harm here!”

I knew better than most the seething hatred Hawke held for all grinel. He had witnessed firsthand their conquering of the world, had been forced to fight against them for most of his considerably long life. Still, Uraj had experienced the same situation, and he was handling this far better than my companion.

“Get out of here,” was all Hawke deigned to say. He and the grinel woman locked eyes for quite some time before Crest Tilak let out a snort.

“I've nothing more to talk about anyways.” She turned her head slightly towards Uraj, refusing to break her gaze with the enraged Scholar. “There will be no further negotiations. We leave as scheduled, like always. Sin Origin hopes to see you there, Sin Kuznetsov.” Her common speech was nearly perfect, but the last couple of words sounded like she was clearing her throat, uttered in the harsh grinel tongue.

Crest Tilak quickly wrapped her face again and pulled up her hood, once again shrouding her true heritage. Hawke's power no longer raged around him, but he didn't relax in the slightest as the grinel marched through the room, passing me by without so much as a glance. It was only after she had gone that Hawke finally let go of his sword.

Uraj let out his breath in a long whoosh, taking a second to calm himself. Then he turned on Hawke.

“That was the stupidest thing you've ever done,” said Uraj. “You know if you had attacked her, it would have been a declaration of war!”

Hawke spat. “Maybe it's about time we stopped playing these games and did just that.”

“Get your head out of your ass! We can't fight the entire grinel nation! They'd wipe us off the face of the planet!” Uraj marched forward and grabbed Hawke by the collar, taking him by surprise.

“We need the Conclave now more than ever!” Uraj snarled. “Things have been changing fast - far, far too fast - and you have no idea the thin ice we're treading on! The last thing we need is to bring the full might of the grinel down on our heads!”

Hawke just stood, mouth hanging open slightly, apparently trying not to rile up the old blacksmith too much. For all of Hawke's strength, Uraj did not look like the type of man you'd want to pick a fight with. Finally, Hawke sighed.

“I'm sorry, Uraj. My temper got the better of me. You're right, I shouldn't have done that.”

Uraj let go, looking half surprised and half relieved that Hawke had actually apologized. He busied himself by straightening his tunic a bit.

“Well, thankfully you only almost attacked her, and almost only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.”

“Eh?” I cried out, perplexed by his analogy. The Forge turned towards me as if seeing me for the first time, and an odd expression crossed his face. It was the closest thing I had seen to him showing wonder.

“Is that really little Micasa there?” He walked towards me, and I had to fight the urge to back away. Almighty above, he was a big guy. He stopped just short of me and lifted his big, calloused hands, though he seemed to be fighting a personal struggle of whether to hug me or give me a handshake. Considering how little I had talked to him, I felt a handshake more appropriate and offered one first.

“Good to see you again, milord,” I said in my most respectful tone. Uraj choked a bit.

“Please, Micasa,” he said, “no need to be so formal with me. Uraj will do fine.” He took my hand and gave it a firm shake. I bit my lip to keep from crying out; the Forge didn't seem to understand the idea of holding back.

Uraj released his grip quickly enough and returned to the table he and the grinel named Crest Tilak had been conferring over. Hawke strode over to join him, with me quickly following to see what they were looking at.

I was met with a massive map that covered the entire surface. It was scored all over with creases and tears; it looked much older than I was, and probably was. I scanned the aged parchment, noticing right away that, unlike the maps I was used to using, Astra only took up one small part of the document. A much larger portion was given to a jagged shape that resembled a landmass, but it was one I had never seen before.

“I'm glad you two made it so quickly,” Uraj said. He leaned heavily against the table, his eyes darting between us and the weathered map. “I was expecting at least another couple weeks.”

“I'm astonished we got your letter at all,” Hawke replied. “How did you know those merchants would find us?”

Uraj gave him a blank stare. “Who do you think hired that caravan in the first place?” he asked. Hawke squinted and sputtered a bit.

“B-but that doesn't explain how you knew we'd…” Hawke trailed off as he thought harder on it.

“How I'd know you would intercept that caravan?” Uraj suggested. “Unless maybe someone tipped off the family about when a prime target would be heading through the Madness?”

Hawke glowered at him. “You can't be serious.”

Uraj let out a cackle. “Oh, Hawke, all this time, and you think I don't know you. I keep my ear to the ground far better than you give me credit for.” Hawke's ears were starting to turn pink, which only made Uraj laugh all the harder.

“At least that means you probably haven't been put under the influence of Bojangles,” Hawke said. Uraj stopped laughing.

“Bojangles the Third? He was the person you were referring to?” Uraj leaned forward and gripped the table tightly.

“Yeah. Micasa and I ran into him in a ruin a week or so from here. Guy was half off his rocker, used a power that gave him control over us.”

Uraj sucked in a breath. “How did you get away?”

“He left on his own,” Hawke said. “I managed to learn his power and undo the hold he put on us.”

Uraj's eyes went wide. “You have his power? Truly?”

“I can give you something to do if you don't believe me.”

“No, no, I believe you.” Uraj backed away with his hands held up. “That's quite a stroke of luck, all things considered. I was afraid you might have run into grinel while you were out there.”

Hawke gave him a quizzical look. “What would make you think that?”

“There's been an increase in grinel sightings in the Old Kingdom over the last year or so. Damnedest thing, but every time we go to investigate, the people say the problem was dealt with by some vigilante. They call him the Vagrant Knight.” He crossed his arms, chin sinking to his chest as he pondered.

“That old tale? People have been talking about him for decades.” Hawke dismissed the notion with a shake of his head. “I've never met anyone who could pass for a knight capable of killing a grinel, though.”

“It would be nice if we could find them. Someone with that kind of strength would be useful to bring along.”

“For the Conclave you mean?” Hawke started to frown. “Was that what you met with Bojangles about?”

“I'm afraid so,” said Uraj.

“Please don't tell me you were actually considering bringing that loon along.”

“I've no choice,” Uraj said. He sighed and marched across the room to his throne, which he fell into with a heavy thump. His head fell in his hands, and he sat there for a long while, silent. He looked every bit like a man who bore the weight of the world on his shoulders.

“Hawke, you've never mentioned this Conclave to me before,” I broke in. Hawke turned to me, suddenly looking like I caught him in the middle of a lie. “What's so important about it?”

“I'm not surprised he hasn't mentioned it,” Uraj answered me from his seat. “Hawke hasn't bothered to come to one in over a century.”

Hawke glared at him for a second, but I cleared my throat. I wasn't going to let him worm his way out of answering me. Cursing under his breath, he turned back.

“Every twenty years or so, the grinel parlay with us, asking that we send a group of representatives from Astra to meet and discuss the state of the world,” he said. “The Conclave is what this meeting is called. It's held on the grinel continent, Grankul.”

He reached towards the map and tapped the giant landmass marked on the paper. I took a good long look at it. So that was where the grinel took hold and made the world theirs. What would my life have been like if they had never come?

“They actually let people go to their homeland?” I asked.

“Only those with permission,” said Uraj, standing from his throne. He placed a hand on the backrest and shoved, tipping the chair backwards. It was a testament to his strength that he was able to move the solid stone chair with brute force alone. I might have been able to do the same thing, but only by enhancing my strength with my essence.

A small compartment had been carved under the seat. From it, Uraj retrieved a cloth sack before letting the throne fall back into place with a resounding crash. He approached the table and shook its contents onto the surface.

Two dingy stones clattered onto the table. They reminded me of shinestones, somewhat crystalline in nature, but had a muddy, glassy appearance not shared with their milky white counterparts.

“You've probably never seen a nullstone before,” said Hawke. He fished around in a pocket for a moment and placed a ruple on the table next to the dark pieces of rock.

“Shinestones can channel essence touching it, which makes them give off the luster they're named for,” Uraj started explaining, “but nullstones are the exact opposite. They are completely immune to the effects of essence.”

Hawke took a couple of steps back and concentrated on the objects on the table. After a moment, he took a deep breath and flung his hand out. The table rocked as if hit by a sudden gust of wind. The coin Hawke had set there tumbled away, and the map fluttered like it wanted to join it. The only thing that stopped it moving was the nullstones that still stood fast, unmoving.

“Seems like a weapon made of this would be useful if you're dealing with someone with a power,” I commented. Uraj walked up to the stones and hefted one into his hand.

“You'd think so, but they're too rare. Nullstones and shinestones are both minerals that came to our world during the Pilgrimage, but shinestones are far more plentiful. That's why the grinel gave us these to use as passes for the Conclave: they're impossible to replicate.”

“Anyone who has one is granted permission to take the boat that lands here once every twenty years,” Hawke continued. “When they first made this arrangement, they gave Uraj and me around thirty of them to distribute as we saw fit to people of influence so they could have a say before the grinel.”

“So how many do you have left?” I asked, eyeing the one still sitting on the table.

“Er…these two,” said Uraj. He grimaced and looked away. “I use one for myself, and keep hold of the one Hawke used to use, in the event he ever decided to take advantage of the Conclave.” Hawke's lip curled at the idea but tried to hide it before Uraj could see. From the way Uraj's eyes narrowed, he failed.

“So where are all the others?” I questioned further, trying to keep them on track.

“Most of them have been lost over the decades,” said Uraj. “Those who had them disappeared, or lost them. One Conclave, the boat was sunk shortly after it departed Grankul by a group of grinel who weren't so keen on the peace talks. I was lucky to make it back to shore, but many weren't so fortunate, and some of those who made it back with me lost theirs in the tumult. We probably lost around ten of them just then.”

“How many are left, Uraj?” asked Hawke. The Forge once again looked away, biting his lip.

“Six, counting the two you see here.”

“Six?” Hawke gaped at him. “What are we going to do with six? If you really intend to go, you'd need to be able to bring a small army! Thirty wasn't even enough to deal with Origin back in the day.” He ran his fingers through his hair distractedly and started pacing.

“That's not the biggest problem,” Uraj said. Hawke turned on him.

“What could be worse?”

“The last four are in the hands of savants, and three of them are rogue.”

Hawke sucked in a breath, and even I had to wince a bit at that. Savant was the term used to describe anyone who had naturally acquired a power without any formal training, much like I was. My power had been honed steadily through Hawke's guidance, but savants with no such teaching could often develop dangerous powers that they barely understood themselves.

“Let me guess,” Hawke ventured, “Bojangles is one of those four.” When Uraj nodded, Hawke swore loudly. The curse echoed around the room for a while unchallenged.

“If I had known from the start, I would've taken it from him then,” he muttered. His fingers danced along Symphony's hilt, and I feared for a moment he'd start swinging it around in frustration. After a few seconds of venting, he exhaled deeply and tried to calm himself.

“Okay,” he said slowly, “you said three of the four are in the hands of rogues. That means there is one you have accounted for?”

Uraj nodded. “You might remember our old acquaintance Silvia Shepherd?” Hawke swore again, but Uraj ignored him. “She's holed up in Liturgy with one of the stones. I brought her with me last time as…insurance.”

I could only tilt my head, puzzled, but Hawke cut in before I could ask who this Silvia was.

“Do you at least know who has the other ones?”

“I do,” said Uraj. “You recall I told you I met with several individuals? I was trying to talk them into accompanying me to meet with Origin.”

“What's this Origin you all keep mentioning?” I butted in. I was getting tired of them talking like I wasn't there.

I didn't think it possible for Hawke to look any angrier, but his face melted into a scowl that looked like it could have boiled water.

“The leader of the grinel, their king,” he said. “It's because of him that the Pilgrimage even occurred.”

“ 'King' isn't quite the right word,” Uraj said. “The term they use is sin, which is basically like 'revered elder.' Only those of considerable age and might amongst the grinel are given the title, and there are none as old, nor as powerful, as Origin.”

“Is that why that grinel who was here called you that?” I asked Uraj.

“Indeed. Amongst our people, Hawke and I are considered by the grinel to be of equal status to Origin. It was part of why they parlayed with us in the first place; they were surprised that any humans could live as long as one of their sin.”

“Origin's been around too long,” Hawke muttered darkly. “If only I had been stronger back then…”

“Stop that, you barely survived the last time you tried fighting him.” Uraj let out a curse of his own. “Besides, it's not looking like he'll be around much longer anyways.”

That got Hawke's attention. Uraj glanced at him for a second, then lowered his gaze.

“Crest Tilak told me. Origin's dying.”

“Good,” said Hawke. “Let him rot away.”

“Are you really so blind?” Uraj turned back to him, disbelieving. “Origin has been the one trying to make peace between the grinel and us. If he dies before we can establish something, whoever takes over might actually rally them against us! We'd be at the mercy of whoever decided to take up his mantle!”

Uraj slammed his fist into the table, smashing it to splinters. The map crumpled over the pile of wood it had just been sitting on. Everyone grew quiet for some time as we let the tension dissipate a little.

“Why would you want me to go in any case, Uraj?” Hawke finally asked. “If peace is what you really want with them, I'm definitely not the man you want to ask for help.”

“Because for all my desires to end this bloodshed, I need someone I know I can count on if things turn ugly.” Uraj strode to Hawke and stood face to face. “No matter what's happened in the past, there's still no one I can trust in that regard more than you.”

Hawke met Uraj's stare. It looked like he was rolling the idea around in his mind, fighting a mental battle against himself. Uraj sighed when there was no response.

“If you need any further incentive, I've heard through my contacts that the power you've been looking for might be in Grankul, too.”

Hawke's eyes lit up, but only for a second. He quickly guarded his expression again.

“How do I know I can trust you?” he said. “This seems too convenient.”

“I can't make you trust me. Not after what I did to you before.” Uraj paused, unable to find whatever words he had been planning. He had to take a deep breath to calm himself. “I can only ask you to give me another chance.”

I was a bit shocked that Uraj would even hint at what happened before. Hawke looked like he wasn't expecting it, either. He still looked reluctant, but it was wavering.

“Like I said, it's only a possibility,” Uraj continued to plead. “You've searched pretty much every inch of Astra for such an individual though, right? There have been some promising rumors coming from out of Grankul. It may be your last chance to find it.”

Hawke turned his back to us and walked a few steps off, arms crossed and brow furrowed. His face was a storm of emotions, each one fighting for dominance. I wanted to ask him about this power, but I didn't want to risk riling his temper. When he turned back, I held my breath.

“Assuming I was going to come,” he started, “we still need a group we can trust. If things are as tense as you say, even you and I together won't be nearly enough.”

Uraj didn't smile, but the shadow of one crept onto his face. “Well, that's what I need help with. The current savants holding the nullstones are worthless for any kind of negotiations. We need to come up with a list of possible candidates to replace them with.”

“Replace?” Hawke feigned astonishment. “Why, Uraj, are you suggesting we relieve the current holders of their right to go to Grankul?”

Uraj barked out a harsh laugh. “Oh, Hawke, by the time we're done, we'll make them wish they never considered setting foot there.”

Hawke and Uraj traded smirks so demonic it sent a shiver up my spine. Watching the two most powerful men in Astra plotting together felt like watching a maelstrom gathering to destroy everything in its path.

“So,” Hawke said, rubbing his palms together, “we have three nullstones for this group of ours: Your two, and, ugh, Shepherd.” Hawke shuddered a bit. “Are you sure she's necessary?”

“Besides being trustworthy, her position will hold a lot of weight,” Uraj said.

“Fine, fine,” Hawke sighed. “So that leaves the one Bojangles has, and the other two. Who has those?”

“One is carried by an assassin called the Giant's Shadow,” Uraj explained. Hawke groaned.

“First the Vagrant Knight, now the Giant's Shadow,” said Hawke. “It's like all of Astra's myths are coming to life at once.”

“You should know better than to dismiss myths, Hawke,” Uraj said pointedly.

“Sure, whatever.” Hawke rolled his eyes. “What do you know about this assassin?”

“Nearly nothing, unfortunately. Finding information on professional killers, at least competent ones, is harder than it sounds. I was lucky to be able to make contact with him even once.” Uraj tapped a finger against his temple. “One of my informants says that, supposedly, his real name is Fasketel. That's it.”

“Fasketel? That sounds like a grinel name,” said Hawke.

Uraj nodded. “He's a halfbreed. You'd know why they call him the Giant's Shadow if you saw him.”

“Great, so we're hunting for a lunatic with mind control and a half-demon well versed in killing. I suppose the last one belongs to Othenidus the Great or something.”

Uraj paused, his gaze flicking around nervously. The muscles in Hawke's face locked up.

“You're not serious,” he said.

“I wish I could say I wasn't,” Uraj groaned.

Hawke cut loose a swear I had never even heard before; he might have very well made it up on the spot. His essence roared out of him unbidden, and the braziers around the room exploded to life. Their flames climbed dangerously high, brightening the room like the sun had just come through the door. It took him a moment to calm himself, the fires slowly ebbing until they were little more than crackling embers, their fuel all burned away.

“I should have known,” Hawke panted, trying to keep from another outburst.

All the time I'd spent with Hawke considered, I knew he had a heavy dislike for Othenidus, but he had never bothered to tell me what the Lord of Val'Hala had done to earn his enmity. I had pieced together from random conversations that no small part of it was our reception the last time we had visited his city. Apparently, they had owed Hawke some debt of gratitude, and our treatment at that time was akin to spitting in his face.

“His will be the hardest to get,” Uraj said, “but we can worry about that later. At least we know where Othenidus is. Tracking down the Giant's Shadow and Bojangles again will likely prove more challenging.”

“Yes, I suppose you're right.” Hawke might have agreed with the Forge, but it was clear by his expression that he was still dwelling on the issue.

“Any thoughts on who you might want to bring along?” Uraj asked. Hawke's eyes flicked towards me.

“Of course I'll come,” I answered the unasked question. “I can't let Hawke wander off to face the grinel alone. The Almighty only knows what he'd do.”

Uraj looked at me with some skepticism. “I don't know if that'd be the best idea, Micasa.”

Hawke approached the table and picked up the nullstone Uraj had left there. Before the Forge could say anything, my companion marched to me and pressed it into my hand, closing my fingers around it.

“That one is supposed to be yours,” Uraj tried to argue. Hawke peered over his shoulder at him.

“No. Micasa is definitely coming, one way or another. She's far stronger than you might think, Uraj, and her power is damn useful in a pinch. Besides,” Hawke let a sneer cross his lips, “I've already got my sights set on a new one that some upjumped lord is holding onto for me.”







Chapter 5: Once More on the Road

Evening in Damkarei was a quiet affair, with few people milling about the streets and only a scant number of stalls still open under the hazy light of the streetlamps. Hawke and I made our way back to the inn unmolested, the excitement from earlier in the day forgotten as the citizens fell back into their daily routine. I envied them a bit. It looked like our own lives were about to get far more interesting, to say the least.

Uraj had invited us to stay the night for dinner and to talk preparations, but Hawke had claimed to want a quiet evening by himself to eat and think about what we were about to take on. When we got back to the inn, though, he went straight back to our room without a word to the innkeep. I took some time to request some dinner from the help before following him back.

I found Hawke sitting on the bed, his guitar laying across his lap as he strummed at it. The notes didn't carry out of the room, but bottled up and filled it with his conflicting emotions. Hawke rarely played anything you could call an actual song. He preferred to just let his fingers go where they willed. Yet, even his most random tune felt like it told a story of something he had experienced long ago.

When the food arrived, I contented myself with eating on the floor while Hawke continued to play. It was a scenario we had lived countless nights over by now: him reminiscing through his guitar while I tended to other things. Neither of us felt the need to break the peace that settled in those moments.

Hawke struck a few familiar chords, and suddenly I realized he was playing a song I had heard before:

 

I hear you whisper quietly, you wish to soar away…

 

I fought the urge to sing along with the tune. It was an intensely personal song for Hawke, a memory of the woman he had loved: Rouge, of the gypsy people. She was the one who had broken his soul as part of an ill-conceived plan, who had worked herself tirelessly to try and correct the mistake. In the end, she died before Hawke was ever able to confront her about what had happened. It infuriated me to imagine why she would have hurt Hawke so.

And yet, if it hadn't been for her actions, I would have never met Hawke. I might have still been working on that plantation, spending my life as the thrall of some overstuffed master with nothing to look forward to but stale bread and the hope that the overseers wouldn't grow cross with me. Through Rouge's foolishness, I was given a chance encounter with my savior, now my best friend.

It made me wonder why Hawke had even agreed to return to meet with Uraj. It had been the Forge's idea for Rouge to use her power to try and wrest Hawke's healing ability from him so that Uraj could live forever as Hawke did. When Hawke had first learned of this, he had flown into a rage greater than anything I'd seen even all those years later. It seemed unlikely that Hawke had just forgiven him after all that had happened. Even if I had suggested we come back, I doubted that alone had been enough to change his mind. If not me, though, what did?

“Ruple for your thoughts?” Hawke said suddenly. I hadn't realized he had stopped playing. I had been so absorbed in my thoughts that I had just been staring off into space for sometime. I jolted back to the present and flashed him what I hoped was my most disarming smirk.

“I was just wondering where you planned on starting our little rock hunt,” I said. He looked at me for a moment, not quite convinced, but relented with a shrug.

“I have a couple ideas. How does going to see the Mad Riders sound to you?”

I got genuinely excited at the prospect. The Mad Riders had saved our skins when we had first traveled the Madness seeking out Hawke's soul, and we had formed a strange friendship with them since. The thought of getting to visit the old Medicine Man and his cohorts again put a smile on my face.

“You think maybe Blake might want to come to Grankul with us?” I asked. It had been a while since I'd seen my axe-loving friend, but I knew there was no better fighter amongst that rowdy group.

“That might not be a terrible idea,” Hawke agreed. “I was more hoping they might have some info on where Bojangles and this Fasketel might be.”

“Ah. Takes a thief to catch a thief, you think?”

“Well, they've been in contact recently with the family, and if anyone might have some information on our targets, it'd be them. It would be quicker than going to the Fertile Lands.”

I'd forgotten about that detail. Before we met them, the Mad Riders had been their own mercenary group, but since then Hawke had put them in touch with the family. They'd been acting for a while as a sort of side branch that operated in the Old Kingdom of Astra. That had been a dangerous move; the family mostly operated on the other side of the Madness, in the Fertile Lands, to avoid drawing the ire of any rulers who might take a heavy hand in stopping their work.

“In any case,” Hawke continued, “I think it's worth a visit. If nothing else, it'll be good to see them again.”

“You wouldn't be saying that if you had come with me the last few times I went,” I scolded him.

“Hey, I was busy with work for the family!” he said, holding his hands up in defense. “Besides, I didn't want to accidentally… you know…”

“See the Medicine Man?” I sighed. Hawke had a strange problem with taking on the powers of people he was well acquainted with. When he had learned my power to lock and unlock things, he had immediately used it to 'lock' it inside himself, making it unusable.

“That power would bring a lot of problems our way. Imagine how hard it would be to do our work if I could heal people just by touching them?” He grunted irritably. “We'd never get a moment's rest, and I'd be exhausting myself trying to keep up with it. You saw what it did to the Medicine Man. I might have more essence to spare, but even I can tire out.”

“Well, I'm tired right now,” I said with a stretch and a yawn. In truth, I was used to staying up late, and probably could have gone on for a few more hours, but I didn't want Hawke pressing me on what I had really been thinking about. I flopped onto the unoccupied bed in the room and closed my eyes, hoping he would buy the act.

I was a better actor than I had thought, because the next thing I remember is waking up to a soft knock at the door. I was alert in an instant. When you camp most of your life in the wild, you learn to shake sleep off pretty quickly. I thought it might have been the inn's staff, but the lantern in our room had gone out and the darkness of the night had bled into the room. I had to have been out for at least a few hours.

Hawke was already sitting up from the bed, dressed in his sleeping shift. He hoisted his legs over the side of the bed and scooped up Symphony from where it lay nearby, standing and gliding to the wall in utter silence. He looked at me and nodded to the door. I doubted anyone was trying to attack us if they were knocking, but it was reassuring knowing that Hawke was ready just in case.

I slid out of bed and approached cautiously. There hadn't been a sound since that first knock, and if Hawke hadn't heard it too, I might have dismissed it as a dream. I took a deep breath and cracked the door open to peek out.

A massive figure in a bundle of robes and scarves forced their way through the door and clicked it shut before I could react. I had been thrown backwards by the sheer strength of the intruder and my surprise, landing hard on the floor. Hawke lunged at the stranger and brought his sword up sharply, aiming directly for their neck.

The intruder grabbed the blade with a bare hand and stopped it mid-swing. I gasped; with Hawke's essence infused in it, Symphony should have sliced through their hand like wet paper. Whoever had barged in was exceptionally powerful.

“Is this how you treat everyone who comes calling in the night?” came a familiar voice from the depths of the scarves. I took a moment to size up the stranger, only to realize that I knew someone with such a bulky build.

“Uraj??” Hawke said, bewildered. The figure pulled aside some of the wrappings around his head to reveal the pale face of the Old King peering at us, his brown eyes deepening to pits in the night.

“To be fair, that is how we treat people who force their way into our rooms,” I told him. I stood and tried to straighten out my clothes to save some of my dignity. “Especially those who look as brutish as you do,” I added for good measure.

Uraj frowned. “That's rude. I'm not that scary…am I?” He asked Hawke.

“Why in the world would you decide to come skulking around here and barging in disguised?” said Hawke, ignoring the question.

“I couldn't just walk around town in my full armor now, could I? Even at this time of night, people would notice. I'm quite keen on making sure we can get out of here without raising a fuss.”

Hawke's mouth twisted, confused, and Uraj replied by lifting a travel sack he had been holding.

“You want to come with us,” said Hawke. “Right now?”

“I've already got someone ready to let us out the main gate on my signal. We can be well on the road long before anyone will notice us.” Uraj's face lit up. He seemed genuinely excited at the prospect of sneaking out of the city. Poor guy must not have gotten out much.

“Who's going to rule while you're away?” asked Hawke.

“My stewardess, of course. She did most of the work when I was less…capable, and she'll be the one taking care of things while we're off at the Conclave too. Best for her to get some experience running things without my input now.”

“You've been letting the kingdom be run by a stewardess all these years?”

“Well, there was another king who used to help me with such things,” Uraj said dryly, putting a finger to his lips as he pondered mockingly, “but he ran off quite some time ago to do whatever he wanted. Now, what was his name?”

“Okay, okay, shut up already.” Hawke shook his head. “You seriously want to come with us to see the Mad Riders?”

“The Mad Riders?” Uraj said. “No, we're going to Liturgy.”

“What's in Liturgy?”

“I need to let Silvia know about our new plans. If any of the other savants try to make contact with her, she might be able to find out where they're hiding and save us some trouble.”

Hawke sighed and rubbed his temple. “I really don't want to see her.”

“You don't have to. Go visit Luke or something while I do business. Once I'm done there, you can head off to wherever you were planning to go before.”

“Yeah, like there's anything to say to…” Hawke trailed off, his eyes glinting the way they did when he got an idea. “Actually, that might not be such a bad idea. Micasa, you interested in seeing Winter and Luke?”

“Uh, sure,” I said. I was getting uneasy with this sudden change of heart of his. Hawke and Luke Kamson, a journalist acquaintance of ours, were on fairly shaky terms. They almost came to blows the last time they met.

“Then it's settled!” Uraj clapped his hands together. “Get your things and let's get going.”

Hawke sighed and began sifting through his packs to find something more suitable than a sleeping shift for travel. Once changed, it didn't take long for us to pack up the few possessions we had brought with us to the inn.

With everything we owned slung over our shoulders, we stole our way through the back room and slipped into a musty alley where we were all but invisible. Uraj led the way enthusiastically, taking us to a small side street where a lone mule waited.

“Uh, what's this?” I asked. Uraj patted the beast's flank.

“My ride. He's as sturdy as they come and can go for a full day without rest.”

“Uraj,” Hawke said, “how long until the Conclave starts?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Just humor me.”

“Hmm,” Uraj stroked his chin. “We've got until the end of next month before the ship for Grankul sets sail. So about seven weeks?”

“Okay.” Hawke pointed to the mule. “That thing will take three weeks just to get to Liturgy. You have to take a horse.”

Uraj's face paled. As pale as he already was, it made him look deathly ill.

“But, my mule—”

“—will be fine in the stables, I'm sure,” Hawke finished for him. Before the Forge could make any other protest, Hawke started back around towards the stables. I followed close behind, pausing just long enough to make sure Uraj was following. He sulked a bit, but took his mule by the reins and led it regardless.

The stable door was secured by a small army of locks, but I didn't need any prompting on what we needed done. I stepped up to the door and yanked each one off as easily as if they had all been left unlocked by some careless stablehand. Uraj let out a low whistle.

“You really have been practicing a lot,” he said quietly. I held up the handful of devices and smiled.

“Oh, this? I could undo locks like these without touching them. If you could only see what my power can really do now.”

“Sir, lady,” Hawke cut in, “can we get the horses and get going?”

I pouted at him, but pushed past and made my way inside to find Sir Brown Horse. I found him sleeping in a stall close to the doors, the saddlebags with the rest of my worldly possessions hung alongside him. I coaxed him awake gently and fed him an apple from my supplies. I needed him in as good a mood as possible if we had an early day of hard riding ahead of us.

There came a strangled cry behind me, and I whirled around to find the stable boy from earlier in the day, dressed in a night robe and wielding a pitchfork with shaky hands. Hawke and Uraj both approached the boy and spoke to him for a moment. The boy's face froze in a rictus, and he keeled over. I jogged over to see what in the world they had done.

“You better not have hurt the poor kid,” I said as I knelt down to check on him. He was still breathing and didn't appear to be hurt.

“I was just trying to explain who we were and that we'd need another horse,” said Hawke, confused. I was a bit skeptical until I remembered earlier in the day. With how excited the stable boy had gotten just meeting Hawke, getting to see both the Old Kings in person might have just been more than he could handle.

“Well, what are we gonna do?” I said. Uraj looked around uneasily for a second.

“We'll, uh, leave a note?” He finally said with a shrug. Hawke returned the shrug and went to prepare Restless for the trip. Uraj took to browsing the remaining horses, trying to find one that wouldn't decide to simply bite him. Most of them failed the test.

By the time I had Sir Brown horse bridled and ready to go, Hawke was already leading Restless and another horse to the doors. He called Uraj over and handed him the reins of the new horse, a strong looking mare with a black coat.

“If I let you try and choose, we'll be here all night,” he said. We both waited while Uraj got his packs secured and struggled into the saddle. It took much longer than we wanted for him to find his seating, but eventually, he settled to the point where it didn't look like he'd immediately fall off. We mounted our own steeds with much more speed and grace and at last set off at a trot to the gate.

“I hope the stablehand doesn't get in too much trouble,” Uraj muttered as we made our way down the cobbled roads. “I explained the situation in my note as best I could and left quite the sum in compensation.”

“Don't we have more pressing concerns to be looking towards?” Hawke asked over his shoulder. Uraj shifted in the saddle a bit and almost took a tumble.

“I don't want to leave with people thinking I was reckless,” he said. “Lord knows I'd never want to be thought of as a second Scholar.” Hawke glared at him.

We were quickly approaching the gates, still closed and barred. Uraj shifted his hood and pulled up his scarves to hide his features. As we drew close, a pair of guards stepped up and crossed pikes. Uraj held his hand up in a fist, then raised his index finger straight up. Immediately the two soldiers stepped aside and unbarred the doors, pulling them open just wide enough to pass.

As early as it was in the morning, there were no travellers waiting on the other side, and nothing stood in our way as we struck the Astral Road and started our way east. I glanced over my shoulder as I heard the groan of the gates closing. One of the guards was staring straight at us, and I couldn't miss the familiar scowl of Captain Dagon, even from the depths of his helm. It was the last sight of Damkarei I had before the gates closed shut once more.







Chapter 6: Friends Long Unseen

I had grown accustomed to living with Hawke for quite some time. We had seen most corners of Astra that there are to explore, so it would have been hard to stomach all that travel without learning to deal with his quirks. What I wasn't prepared for was what it would be like to travel with both of the Old Kings.

Uraj was far, far worse at horse riding than I had ever expected. He was completely unpracticed sitting a saddle, so much so that I wondered how he managed to hold to it until we had made it out of the gates of Damkarei. Our first few days were mostly spent teaching him how to ride without threatening to fall every few minutes. I could see why he was so reluctant to leave his mule behind.

When I wasn't worrying about one of the rulers of the human world falling from his steed regularly, I had to deal with him constantly arguing with Hawke over any little thing they came across. A ruin in the distance would become an argument over who was responsible for letting it fall. A memory of helping build the Astral Road would devolve into trying to guilt trip the other for not doing more to get it finished. I had underestimated how deep over 400 years of history could embitter two people to each other.

At the least, the chill spring nights were little problem when it came to keeping warm. Hawke may have had Uraj's power over fire, but it was clear that the Forge was far better versed in his namesake ability. There wasn't even a need to gather firewood before we settled down for the evening. Uraj could have a campfire going on a dry patch of dirt before he had even sit down.

I was very thankful for one such night, when Hawke had fallen into a sourer mood than usual. Uraj had spent the day trying to talk to him about our plans for the Conclave, and Hawke had rebuffed his attempts again and again.

“I admire you, Micasa,” Uraj had said. “You must have the patience of a saint to deal with this on a daily basis.”

When I had made no comment on the remark, Hawke apparently took offense to it, and clammed up for the rest of our riding. When we finally stopped to camp, my companion only lingered for a few minutes before standing and wandering off into the pale darkness of the night.

“Does he do that often?” Uraj asked me when Hawke didn't come back after a few minutes.

“Only when someone really annoys him.” I shot him an accusatory glare.

“Believe me, it's not that I want this trip to be the whole way. It's just hard not to say some things to him when I've been holding them in for decades.”

Uraj leaned an arm against his propped knee and sighed. He stared off where Hawke had disappeared in silence while the fire crackled on its own accord. My shadow danced around in its light, twisting and turning along with those of the horses who were grazing nearby. Something about Uraj looked off, though. I was staring hard at him when his eyes met mine.

“How much has Hawke shown you of Astra?” Uraj asked. I couldn't tell if he hadn't noticed me burning a hole in him with my stare, or if he was just too polite to mention it.

“Pretty much all of it,” I said. I pulled out my old map from my rucksack. It was the same one Hawke and I had used to navigate the country when we journeyed for his soul. The parchment was crumpled from being folded and stashed away hundreds of times. I smoothed it out as best as I could to show him.

“You've certainly made quite a few revisions to this,” said Uraj. The map had been crossed and marked with a pencil over pretty much the entire surface.

“I marked off each town as we passed through.”

“Then you have seen quite a lot.” He nodded appreciatively at the progress. “How much has he told you about the history of our world, though?”

“Well, I know why everyone lives on Astra,” I told him. When I didn't continue on, Uraj scoffed.

“Figures he'd skimp on your education.” He clicked his tongue. “Look, you may be willing to follow Hawke to Grankul, but going in blindly will not end well for us. You need to understand why things are as dire as they are.”

“It doesn't seem so bad around here to me. Aside from the occasional bandit and grinel attack, I thought we were doing alright for ourselves.”

Uraj shook his head sadly. “If only that were true. Fact is, we're barely holding ourselves together here. Humans used to strive to create what was considered impossible. We strived to become something greater than the sum of our lives. Now, people are happy just to squander their days searching for little distractions. That stems from how small our world is. This world.” He tapped my map.

“Astra has sufficient resources to keep us alive,” he said, “but Grankul has all we have in surplus, and so much more. If people had more options, we could finally break free and start back towards where we once were. We need Grankul, and that means we need the grinel. Hawke can't bring himself to admit it, but it's true. If something doesn't change soon, humanity will fall apart, possibly within your lifetime.”

I gaped at him. “There's no way things could be that bad.”

“No. They're probably worse.” The fire began to burn hotter. I had to scoot back a couple of times to avoid being burned.

“Sorry, it's just frustrating for me,” Uraj said. The flames died down a bit. “There are forces at work in the Old Kingdom that are trying to directly undermine what I've been doing - and to an extent, what Hawke and you have been trying to accomplish.”

“You have no idea who's doing this?”

Uraj made a disgusted noise. “The problem is I pretty much know exactly who's doing this. It's Othenidus.”

The Lord of Val'Hala was a sore spot for both Old Kings, it seemed. “What could he have to gain from destroying yours and Hawke's work?” I asked.

“What he's always craved: power. He's been trying to replace Hawke and me as the king of Astra since he first came into his position, and no amount of negotiation has ever changed his mind on the matter. He's been sitting in Val'Hala for over two decades, slowly building his strength, waiting for the right time to strike.”

“Why haven't you tried to stop him?”

“We have. Or at least, I have,” Uraj said.

“No, I mean like, with more forceful means?” I leaned in a bit and pounded my fist into a cupped hand. Uraj's eyes narrowed.

“Micasa, if Hawke and I went around using our power to smash down anyone who opposed our decisions, how would that make us look?”

I paused as I thought on it. I got his point. “You'd be dictators then.”

He nodded. “We've managed to scrape out a semblance of peace by not using our strength except to defend people from the grinel or those who break the law. One wrong move and the people could turn on us.”

“But things have changed now,” I said. “Those walls around Damkarei looked pretty new.”

“Indeed. Somebody's been sending out small squadrons of troops and trying to stir up trouble. They always run at the first sign of resistance, and the few we've caught haven't said anything, but there's no doubt in my mind that Othenidus is behind it. He's the only one with the resources to do so. The problem is the timing.”

It took me a second to understand what he meant. “The Conclave.”

“You're sharper than I thought,” he said approvingly. I glowered at his backhanded compliment, but he continued nonetheless. “I think he might be using the impending Conclave to set his plans in motion. He almost certainly knows about my recovery.” His eyes flicked away from mine, a hint of embarrassment reaching his voice. “He'll also know how important it is to me that I make it to Grankul. If ever there was a time to strike Astra and claim it, it'll be when I'm gone.”

“So what are we going to do about it, then?” I asked.

“We?” Uraj looked a bit shocked. “This isn't your problem.”

“Like hell it isn't my problem. If this guy's trying to screw up Astra, I'm not going to sit by and just let him. I've already had a taste of their 'rule.' ” I rubbed my wrists instinctively. Uraj looked at me, stunned for a second, and then beamed.

“I appreciate the thought,” he said. “We may have need of every hand when the time comes. But first things first. We need to get those other two nullstones, and hopefully, find people worthy of them. Once we have those in hand, we can turn our attention to Val'Hala and its ruler's machinations.”

We sat in thought for only another minute or so before Hawke appeared. He was dragging the carcass of a young buck behind him by the horn. He tossed the felled beast by the fire.

“There's dinner for us,” he declared, a bit stiffer than his usual tone. “Hope you two had a nice talk when I was gone.” He gave Uraj a chilling look, saving a sadder look for my direction. “I'll go get a knife to prepare it.” He walked off to where Restless sat nearby.

“I think he might have overheard us,” I whispered to Uraj. He just smirked.

“Oh, I was banking on it,” he said. Then he pulled a knife from his side and began working on getting dinner ready.

* * *

We spent another week and a half heading down the Astral Road, passing a few smaller fiefdoms that lay just off the main path. Hawke was tempted to investigate them and see if anyone had seen Bojangles or the mysterious Giant's Shadow, but Uraj pointed out that the cities were sworn to Othenidus, and their rulers might not be so glad to see the Old Kings, enemies of their lord, show up and start poking around.

In fact, Uraj made mention that most cities in the Old Kingdom had changed allegiances to the Lord of Val'Hala. Hawke and I had been through all of them not so long ago, and I didn't remember any of them giving us trouble. Then again, Hawke was such a rare visitor to the realm he was supposed to rule over that most minor lords had probably forgotten what he looked like. Some might have never even seen him at all.

The news soured Hawke a bit, but thankfully our destination wasn't any of those places. Eventually, we turned off the massive stone road and took to the scenic dirt roads of the countryside, passing rolling hills awash in the fresh flowers of spring. Groves of trees exploded towards the sky, their leaves eagerly drinking in the sunshine as they grew wherever they could find space, even in the ruins of failed kingdoms from days past.

Passing through one such grove one afternoon gave us our first glimpse of Liturgy.

The town hadn't grown much over the years. It was only a score of buildings, tucked away in a forgotten corner of the country, with but a scarce few roads leading to it. Still, it had a way of stealing my breath away at the sight. Every building was painted a blinding white, traced with chrome here and there. It made the city seem to give off an ethereal glow during the day- an effect that I'm sure was quite intentional.

“I wonder if Luke and Winter even still live here,” Hawke mused out loud.

“I hope so,” I said. The couple were still keeping low in Liturgy the last time I visited, but that had been at least a year ago. If they had decided to leave, it's not like they could have told us anyways. I just had to hope for the best.

“Well, while you're catching up, I need to go find Silvia and have that word with her,” said Uraj. “Where should we meet when we're all finished with our business?”

“The church is as good a place as any,” said Hawke. “You don't know where the Kamsons live. Just make sure you don't bring Shepherd with you.”

“I can't promise that if we're meeting at the church, but I'll keep it in mind. We can meet up right after sundown then.” Uraj raised a hand in salute before nudging his horse to a trot and taking off ahead of us. He had come along fairly quickly in the last several days with his horse riding. It made me wonder why he had been so against it in the first place.

Hawke took a deep breath and rolled his shoulders a bit. “I don't look forward to our conversation with the Kamsons.”

“You plan on picking a fight with Luke from the get go or something?” I asked.

“Of course not. But I don't think what I want to ask is going to make the situation between him and me any better.”

I raised an eyebrow pointedly at him. He stared at me for a second before he got the hint.

“Uh, well,” he sighed, “I'm going to ask Winter if she'll come with us to Grankul.”

My other eyebrow raised to meet the first. “You want to bring Winter!? She's even smaller than me now!”

Hawke blinked. “Micasa, you do know what Winter's old occupation was before she got married, right?” I shook my head, and his mouth opened a bit in surprise. “Winter used to be one of the most accomplished assassins who ever lived. Where do you think her talent for hiding came from?”

I opened my mouth to argue, but thinking on it for a bit, it started to make a strange sort of sense. Winter had the ability to sneak around with such skill, she could seem to appear and disappear at will. Of course, she tended to use the technique mostly to scare people for her own enjoyment. Perhaps that was why I didn't imagine her as any sort of threat.

“That just raises more questions about how she and Luke ended up together,” I said.

“Good luck with that. I've known them for years and could never get that story from them. All I know is that Winter had been holing up with the gypsies before they got married.”

I nodded. Winter had already told me as much during one of my previous visits.

“At any rate,” Hawke kept on saying, “We don't have all day to worry about what if. Might as well take the plunge and see if we can find someone else to come with us on this crazy scheme.”

The streets held an eerie quiet as we rode into town. The few people milling about at that time of day glided along noiselessly on slippered feet, hidden beneath the folds and cowls of their stark white robes. A lone figure in a robe as black as night shuffled along quickly through the main square, slinking as far away from the others as possible. Some of the ivory figures snorted in disgust as their ebony counterpart hurried off.

“Some things never change,” Hawke murmured under his breath. A pair of white-robed figures turned their shadowy gaze on us, but quickly went on their way when they were satisfied with what they saw.

“That's Uraj's horse,” said Hawke, pointing towards the town's opulent church where the beast stood tied to a nearby post. “Let's tie up Restless and Sir Brown Horse here and get going before Shepherd has a chance to show up.”

I rolled my eyes but followed his lead nonetheless. Once the horses were secure, we set off down the cobbled road towards the Kamson residence. We passed house after identical house, all painted that glaring white and adorned with a chromed ten-pointed star over the door. Every building was perfectly spaced from the next, and even in such a small town, it was easy to tunnel vision until it looked like the perfect houses stretched on endlessly.

Thankfully, Luke and Winter lived at the corner of an intersection not too far from the bell tower that rested near the heart of Liturgy. It made it much easier to find among the sea of sameness. Now there was just the problem of getting in unnoticed.

The Kamsons lived a bit of a sham life in Liturgy, paying their dues but not technically followers of the Holy Tenet. Travellers weren't forbidden from visiting the town, but a couple of nonbelievers making house calls to a local would draw suspicion upon them.

“Fire!”

The cry rose up from where we had just been. Hawke and I both wheeled around to see smoke billowing upwards several blocks down. The few citizens who were about on the streets turned and rushed off to help.

“C'mon, that won't last for long,” said a high-pitched voice from just behind us.

We spun around again to find a black-robed figure striding from the alley between the Kamson house and their neighbor. The speaker was a bit bulkier than I expected, but the voice was all too familiar to me.

“You did that, Winter?” I asked. Even as the figure pulled out a key and opened the door, they turned to flash a brilliant white smile from the depths of their hood.

“Of course,” she said. “Don't worry, it's just some trash burning in an empty lot. Hurry now.”

She flung the door open and scooted inside. I noticed her usual swaggering walk had been replaced with an ungainly waddle, but I shoved the thought aside as I bustled through the door with Hawke right behind me. Once we were all in, Winter shut the door and locked it once more.

The house was much cleaner than I had ever seen it. Normally the house was coated with papers from Luke's work, hiding the modest furnishings beneath a small avalanche of written pieces. Now it looked like someone had taken at least some effort to clean up, with teetering piles of papers shoved into the corners, leaving the floors and furniture mostly uncluttered. Stacks of books blocked the windows and lined the hallways, but there was still far more room to maneuver than usual.

Winter whipped off her cloak and tossed it onto a nearby book tower, taking a moment to shake out her shoulder length ebon hair. She looked well, her skin soft and pale and her brown almond eyes glittering as she blinked a few times. She normally wore a form fitting tunic and breeches on her petite frame, but she had traded those in for a loose white robe that was tied off awkwardly over her stomach.

Her round, heavily swollen stomach.

“Oh my gosh!” I gasped, my hands flying to my mouth. She favored me with a wink.

“Hey, Micky,” she said. “I've put on a little weight since your last visit. Does it show?”

I ignored her joke and hurried over to her, putting my hands on her belly. “How far along are you!?” I gushed.

“About seven months I think? I don't know exactly.” She turned and shouted to the back room. “Hey, Luke, how long have I been cooking the little one!?”

She was answered by a series of hacking coughs. The door in the rear of the house opened, and a man in a frumpy blue coat trudged out.

“What's that?” he asked, his voice gravelly. “Why are you waking up half…the…town…”

He caught sight of Hawke, freezing for a second. Then he took a single step backward, turned, and went back into the room, slamming the door shut.

“Oh, stop being a baby, Luke!” Winter fumed, her cheeks puffing out a bit. “Micasa's here too, at least say hi to her!”

Slowly the door creaked open, and Luke stepped out again. The years seemed to have been much rougher on him than on Winter; she still looked as hale and hearty as ever, but Luke's face had grown even more sunken and shaggy with brown and silver whiskers. A head of thinning hair was kept hidden under a wide-brimmed black hat, pulled low as if to mask his face. His blue eyes were heavy with shadow like he hadn't slept well in ages, and they regarded Hawke with contempt.

“I was hoping you'd have the grace to not bother us with your presence again,” Luke grumbled. Hawke said nothing, his eyes fixed on Winter's stomach. Luke glanced towards me, and for once a trace of a smile flitted onto his lips.

“Hello, Micasa, it's been a while. I hope you're doing well?” he said.

I smiled back. “As well as I can be, all things considered.”

His hint of a smile vanished. “I would expect as much, with the company you keep.” He turned back to Hawke. “You know it's rude to stare at another man's wife, right, Scholar?”

Hawke snapped out of his stupor and shook his head. “Sorry, I was just a bit…shocked. I didn't know you two were planning on a family. You don't seem the type.”

“Aw, we've been thinking about it for ages,” Winter said dismissively. “Certainly haven't waited so long for lack of trying.” She shot Luke a coy smile, and he turned away, his face reddening so much it was almost purple.

“They don't need to hear every aspect of our private life, Winter!” he growled. He slumped onto the couch and crossed his arms, refusing to look at anyone. Winter alighted gently beside him and shook his arm a little.

“Come on, don't be so shy. I was just fooling! It's not every day Micasa and Hawke come visiting.”

Luke still looked unhappy, but his glowering softened a bit. His arm snaked around Winter's shoulder.

“Micasa is always welcome,” he said. His eyes flicked toward Hawke. “Question is, why did you decide to come?”

“I just wanted to see how Winter was doing, is all,” Hawke said slowly. Luke didn't seem convinced.

“Well, you have good timing then!” said Winter. She stood up and took Hawke by the hand. “I was trying to figure out some way to rearrange the bedroom to make room for the baby. Would you take a look at it, Hawke?”

“Uh, I'm not so sure what I could do,” he said.

“Come on, you have to have something in that big brain of yours that could help! Luke and I are helpless when it comes to these things!” She was already dragging him to the back of the house. Hawke shot me a pleading look, but I just shrugged and gave him a wave for luck. Once Winter got an idea in her head, it was kind of hard to stop her.

As soon as they were out of the room, Luke stood and scooted close by.

“Everything been alright for you, Micasa? Truly?” he asked.

I was taken aback by the question. “I already said I was.”

“You know, Winter and I both worry about how well Hawke's taking care of you. If you needed some time away from him, you know you're always welcome with us.”

“I appreciate it,” I said warily. They had always been urging me to spend more time with them when I visited, but this was the first time either of them had been so direct like this.

“I know you care about Hawke a lot. Just remember that there are other people that care about you, too.” He gave my shoulder a little squeeze.

I didn't like what he was insinuating about Hawke. I decided to change the topic, and there was something that had been tickling the back of my thoughts.

“It doesn't smell so smokey in here anymore,” I mentioned. Luke had been a notoriously heavy smoker for as long as I had known him, and probably long before that. There was still a hint of the pungent smell, but it was masked well by some potpourri and fresh cut flowers scattered around the house.

“Oh, yeah, I quit when we found out about the baby.” He fought back the urge to cough. “It was hell the first couple months, but I'm in a decent spot now.”

“That's good!” I said.

“Sure, though this damn cough won't leave me alone.” He suppressed a few more. “Not to mention, all this worry about Winter and the baby has me jonesing something fierce.”

“Is there something to be worried about?” I asked, suddenly uneasy. The look he gave told me he had said more than he meant to say.

“Just the usual crap. Freaking out about being a father and all, you know,” he said. He was clearly lying, and that only made me more worried. I wanted to push the issue, but he decided to throw himself back onto the couch and pick up a random book to leaf through. I wasn't going to get anything more out of him.

Hawke and Winter came back into the room a short time later. Hawke looked between the two of us, both trying our best to not look awkward. Neither of us had said a word to each other since our little talk.

“Everything okay?” he asked. Luke and I both grunted and shrugged.

“Okay, then.” Hawke shook his head. “Well, I think it's about time we go try to find Uraj.”

“The Forge is in town, too?” Luke groaned. Winter rolled her eyes but didn't say anything. She tried to get her husband and Hawke to get along, but didn't seem to care much what Luke thought of Uraj.

“I don't think he'll be bothering you, don't worry.” Hawke headed towards the door. “We just have a bit more business in Liturgy before we're on our way.”

I gave Winter a big hug, and a quick one for Luke before I went to join my companion.

“Come back soon!” Winter called after me. I looked back and smiled. Luke didn't say anything, but his eyes met mine, and he nodded. I returned the gesture, right before I closed the door and left them behind.

* * *

We waited around the square near the church for a while, trying our best to look harmless while we waited for Uraj to return. The sun had almost completely set before he finally showed up from around the back of the church. He spotted us right away and hurried over.

“So how did it go? Do we have Winter's aid?” he asked.

“Wait, how come Uraj knew what we were doing here and I didn't?” I also asked Hawke.

“I thought I told both of you,” he said in defense. I glared, but he just turned to Uraj and shook his head. “Not gonna happen. Winter is pregnant.”

Uraj's mouth dropped. “Really? Her and Luke, as parents? That's a strange thought.”

“Regardless, there's no way I'd even consider bringing her along.”

“No, of course not,” Uraj said. He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “That's a shame, though. Her help would have been perfect.”

“Well, nothing to do about it. Did you finish your business?” asked Hawke.

“For the most part. It would help if you talked to Silvia before we went any further. Your support would mean something to her.”

Hawke blanched. “You know what might happen if I see her.”

“You'll have to deal with him at some point, if you plan on coming to Grankul. Come on, his sermon's about to start. We can talk to him afterward.”

Hawke turned away, saying nothing. Uraj turned to me.

“What about you, Micasa?” he asked. “How would you like to meet the Lord Ordained?”







Chapter 7: The Holy Tenet

The inside of the church felt like a tomb. Great stained glass windows adorned the walls high overhead, depicting scenes of sacrifice and nobility that likely held some meaning to the believers of the Tenet. During the day, they must have filled the church with multi-colored light and wonder, but in the onset of twilight their colors were muted, somber. The only light to be found emitted from the perfumed candles that burned all around the mahogany pews. Their sickly sweet scent wafted through the air, making me lightheaded.

Uraj led me to a pew near the back and sat, bidding me to join him. As I took my seat, I also took in the rest of the building. Most seats were already filled with white-robed citizens, all of them with bowed heads and hands clasped in prayer as they waited for service to begin. In the back of the room, a few black-robed figures stood near the wall, tucked away in the shadows with their own heads bent in prayer. Near the front was a raised dais, a lone altar watching over the congregation. To the side, a choir of children sang a soft hymn that mingled with the incense to fill the room.

“It's quite something, isn't it?” Uraj murmured to me out of the corner of his mouth.

“That's an understatement,” I said. “I don't get why Hawke never took me into one before.” Hawke had stubbornly refused to come to the sermon but didn't try to stop me from going. That was just as well; I would have gone even if he had told me no.

“Most churches aren't this opulent. The Holy Tenet is sort of looked down upon in the Old Kingdom, and all but abolished in the Fertile Lands. The churches that exist outside of Liturgy are often much smaller, almost hidden.” Uraj frowned. “Someday I need to change that. More faith in the world might do some real good for the people.”

The choir held a final wavering note that faded away as they went silent. The robed heads all rose expectantly, watching the back wall where a great ten-pointed star hung. From a corridor hidden underneath the symbol, three more robed figures slowly made their way forward. Two of them wore similar white robes to the worshippers, made distinct thanks to fine gold filigree that lined the seams.

The third bore a robe of pure cloth-of-gold, the light from the candles playing off it to make the person look like they were afire. All those present placed one hand on their head and the other on their heart, murmuring something under their breath.

I looked to Uraj for an explanation, only to see him make the same gesture. I barely heard him breathe the phrase, “To the Peace of the Light.” Not wanting to make any missteps, I followed his lead.

The golden figure approached the altar, placing their hands upon it. Their head hung down, but their shoulders also sagged, lending more a feeling of exhaustion than reverence to his pose. The room grew deathly quiet.

“Believers,” came a woman's voice from the gilded hood, soft and quivering, “I hope this evening finds all well.”

A few people nodded. Others kept their heads down, hands clasped in their lap.

“Of course, I cannot blame you if things aren't faring so well for you. Life itself is little more than a maze of misery and strife, a test we stumble through until we meet the end when it comes. So often, it comes far too soon.”

I squinted in disbelief. Was she serious? This was the Lord Ordained, the highest office of the Holy Tenet?

“We seek the Almighty's guidance,” she continued, “yet are met with nothing more than silence. What great power would hear our cries for help, yet share no insight, yield no comfort for the grieving?”

“For the Almighty resides within us all!” boomed the voice of one of the priestesses that had accompanied the Lord Ordained out. She raised her arms and surveyed the crowd. “Every whispered prayer, every plead in your heart, the Almighty hears! Your ears are theirs! Your heart is theirs! Reflect, that the Almighty knows your plight, and the answer to all problems lies within!”

The believers nodded sagely, muttering agreements. The Lord Ordained's shoulders seemed to sag a bit more, and I thought that I might have heard a sigh sneak out from underneath the hood.

“We hold the ten-pointed star as our compass,” started the Lord Ordained again. She swept her hand towards the symbol hanging behind him. “We strive to achieve Honor, Charity, Courage, Empathy, and Discipline. We hold these five as those in the light. Yet, what is our world filled with instead? Lust, Wrath, Greed, Sloth, and Envy: the five in shadow.”

“The world has been blind to its own failings and has thus been turned upside down!” cried the other priestess. “It is up to those of the Holy Tenet to take the Almighty's teachings into their very soul and become the change that we seek manifested into this world!”

Again the congregation chimed their agreements, nodding and making their motions of prayer. The Lord Ordained's head shook a little.

The rest of the sermon went on much of the same way. The Lord Ordained read from a scripture penned by some long forgotten priest, every so often commenting on how poorly it reflected on the world. The priestesses would then turn the Ordained’s words around, changing them into something uplifting, and the believers would eat it up eagerly while the Lord Ordained seemed to grow more and more weary.

Finally, the Ordained closed the book before her. “It seems our time tonight has come to a close. Think well on what's been said, and may your search lead to the Peace of the Light.”

The believers all made the gesture again, and this time I was ready to follow en suite. My voice combined with theirs as we spoke as one.

“To the Peace of the Light.”

One by one the robed figures rose and left, some talking quietly among each other. I looked around, noticing that the black robes had already left. No doubt they had scurried away before the white robes could notice them.

Nobody had anything to say to the two outsiders who lingered near the side, waiting for the church to empty. When the last of the church goers had left, Uraj bade me to rise and follow him to the front.

“Sorry we couldn't sit closer,” he apologized softly to me. “Those who aren't ordained in the Tenet are allowed at sermons, but are expected to sit in the back. Otherwise, I would have brought us straight up front.”

“That's fine. I saw…quite enough where we were,” I said. I was still trying to figure out what I had just sat through.

The Lord Ordained still stood at the altar, her hands unmoving from its smooth marble surface. The two priestesses who had accompanied the Lord Ordained turned their cowled faces towards us, arms crossing in displeasure. The Ordained leaned close and whispered to them. They looked to each other for a moment, then back to their gilded peer, nodding. Without a word, both turned and headed out the main door and into the night.

“Let me get out of this thing first,” said the Ordained, her voice still quivering. She motioned with a hand for us to follow her into the back room where she had come from earlier. She led us into an antechamber with a line of stalls against the wall. Some of them held the ornate looking robes that I assumed belonged to high-ranking members of the clergy.

The Lord Ordained shrugged out of her golden robe and tossed it onto a nearby bench, thumping down beside it heavily, shoulders sinking. Underneath, she had been wearing a dirty black robe tied off at the waist with a length of rope. Her face was hidden by the raised hood, but there was an odd sheen coming from the opening.

“Silvia,” Uraj said, “I want to introduce you to Micasa. She's Hawke's young ward. Micasa,” he turned to me, holding his hand towards the drooping figure, “this is Silvia Shepherd, the highest ranking member of the Holy Tenet's clergy - the Lord Ordained.”

She raised her head so I could see the face hiding in the cowl, and I held back a gasp.

Silvia looked like a woman with one foot in the grave. Her face was sunken and milky white, her ghostly green eyes shot with red veins. Thin blonde hair was matted to her forehead with sweat, beads of moisture dripping down her face. She opened her mouth to speak, revealing rows of yellowed teeth.

“Micasa, is it? A pleasure to meet you.” Silvia's bony jaw trembled as she spoke. It looked like every word was a labor for her. “I hope you find your way to the Peace of the Light.”

“And to you as well,” I said back slowly. I extended a hand to shake, and she flinched away. Uraj caught my shoulder and pulled my hand back.

“That would be unwise,” the Forge warned me. Silvia took a deep breath and sighed. Something in front of her face fogged up, and that was when I noticed the shine I had seen coming from her hood before was due to a layer of thin, transparent material covering the front of the cowl. I suddenly realized what Uraj was trying to tell me.

“You're sick, aren't you, Lord Ordained?” I said.

Silvia snorted, leaving another patch of fog on her face shield. “That's the understatement of a lifetime. But yes, in short, I am sick. Thank you for your concern, though.” She tried to smile, but it dissolved into a grimace. “And please, just call me Silvia. The proper way to address the Lord Ordained is 'Your Wisdom,' but trust me, there's nothing wise about me.”

“Is this gonna be a problem, Uraj?” I asked the king, turning to him. “Silvia doesn't look in any shape for travel. How can she make the journey like this?”

“The same way she always has,” Uraj said. A deep sadness crossed his face. “Micasa, you remember I said Silvia was a savant too, right?”

“Yeah?”

“Well…” Uraj hesitated.

“What he's trying to say,” Silvia cut in, “was that if being ill can be called a power, I'm not just a savant. I'm a bloody genius.”

I looked to Uraj for an explanation. He shook his head.

“Silvia has a unique immune system that makes her highly susceptible to becoming sick. Her body can't fight off infection, yet somehow her essence awoke long ago and kept her from succumbing to the illnesses she's contracted. Over time, she's acquired almost every disease known to man. Yet here she remains, still miraculously alive.”

My curiosity piqued. Silvia could really use essence? She seemed so frail. I released some of my own energy and reached out to probe her soul.

I immediately regretted the decision.

Touching her, even with just my essence, felt like I had plunged my hand in a vat of sewage crawling with maggots. My soul jerked away instinctively, yet even with that brief brush I couldn't wipe away the feeling. I felt polluted, defiled.

“Micasa!” Uraj cried out in alarm. I had stumbled back a few steps and recoiled from Silvia. I kept wiping my hands on my tunic, trying to scrub off the filthy feeling she had given me.

“You have to be incredibly careful around her,” Uraj warned. “Her body is so ill that even her soul carries the corruption. It can spread to your essence too if you don’t tread lightly.”

I took a gasp of air and nodded. The warning would have been nice to have before I had gone ahead with it. Silvia pressed a hand against her face guard, her face a rictus of shame.

“Please, Uraj, stop trying to stand up for me. You and I both know I'm a freak of nature, a disaster waiting to happen.” Her bloodshot eyes met mine. “He didn't tell you what they called me, back before I was appointed Lord Ordained, did he?”

I shook my head. Silvia let out a dry laugh.

“My old nickname was the Pestilence. Fitting, wouldn't you say?” She cackled again, the sound slowly devolving into wracking sobs. Uraj pulled me aside and whispered into my ear.

“Before I found her, she had been wandering through the Old Kingdom trying to find someone who could cure her,” he explained. “She was so contagious that entire towns were being consumed by disease. I had to enlist Hawke's help to track down the cause. By the time we figured out she was the reason, her power had killed hundreds.”

I gaped at Uraj. “And you let her just sit here in Liturgy!? What if it happens again?” I hissed.

“Hawke thought much the same. He wanted to neutralize her. Said the power was far too dangerous to let run loose.”

“I can't blame him, from what you've told me.”

“And I can understand the reasoning.” Uraj took a glance at Silvia. The Lord Ordained was still wallowing in her despair. “But a person's power is born from circumstance as much as their own tendencies. Silvia is a woman who's had to fight odds I'd never wish on my worst enemy.”

I wanted to argue that it didn't matter, that she was still too risky to keep around. Yet I thought of my own power, born in part from my desire to be free from slavery. What had Silvia had to undergo to manifest such a horrible power?

“Does that robe keep her safe to be around?” I asked after some moments.

“For the most part,” Uraj said. “Hawke helped me design it. It's lined with powdered shinestone to help sort of filter her essence a bit. It's also airtight, though that means she has to open it up every so often or she'll suffocate.”

I looked at Silvia. Sitting there, wrapped up tight in her patchwork black garb, she looked like a pile of trash ready to be taken out.

Or a bomb waiting to go off.

It was then I understood what Uraj had said earlier. “This is what you meant by bringing her as insurance,” I said. “You want to take Silvia to the Conclave as a last resort.”

Uraj swallowed. “So you get it. Yes, for all the might the grinel possess, they're just as susceptible to disease as we are. They can sense the corruption in her, too. Simply having Silvia come along is better than any shield.”

“And you're okay with that, Silvia?” I asked, turning to the sickly woman. “You want to just come along as a walking deterrent?”

Her eyes met mine, and though she still looked on the verge of keeling over, there was something in her visage that I hadn't seen in him before. Conviction?

“Ever since I got this power, I've been trying to find a reason to keep going on,” Silvia said to me. “I turned to drugs and alcohol, but they couldn't drown the pain. I turned to the Holy Tenet, but they took my pain and suffering as some sign that I was destined to lead them. They ignored my pleas for help. The only ones who truly did anything for me were Uraj and Hawke.”

She stood, legs shaking, but she managed to straighten herself up. Even at full height, she was shorter than me.

“If they can find a way to make use of this horror I've become,” she said, “that's more than enough for me.”

I was so startled by her sudden declaration that I was left speechless briefly. When I found my voice again, I found myself smiling.

“Then I'd be happy to work by your side. And I know Hawke will appreciate your effort, no matter what he says,” I said.

For the first time, she managed a real smile. Like the rest of her, it was a sickly thing, but there was no doubt it was genuine. I realized that helping people like her was the real mission I was trying to accomplish with Hawke, to create a world where people like Silvia could have the chance to find the answers to their problems without having to hide.

Maybe the Conclave would help us find some of those answers ourselves.

* * *

I found Hawke pacing back and forth in the square, pausing to tap his foot every so often. When he caught sight of me he rushed over.

“Everything okay? You didn't catch anything from her, did you?” He fussed over me for a few seconds, as if he could tell at a glance if I had contracted something.

“I'm fine,” I said, brushing him off. “You're overreacting. Silvia was a perfect lady.”

“I'm sure.” Hawke rolled his eyes. “Is Uraj coming with us?”

I shook my head. “He said he's decided to take Silvia back to Damkarei with him for protection. Apparently, Uraj is afraid that if the other savants do come seeking her out, they might try to attack her and take her nullstone away.”

“Got it. Guess it's just us again?”

“What, you miss him already?” I teased him as I fed Sir Brown Horse an apple.

“I missed doing things the way we've been doing them for years.” Hawke took some time to take care of Restless. After the horses were ready, he hopped into the saddle.

“I don't feel like staying here tonight,” he said. “I can only imagine what Liturgy's inns are like. You okay with riding for a few more hours before we set up camp?”

I was fine with the idea. The moon was bright enough to find the road in the darkness, and a little nighttime riding would help me sort my thoughts. I climbed into my saddle, and soon we were making our way back to the main road.

“So, what was Silvia's service like?” Hawke asked. I looked at him out of the corner of my eye and smirked.

“You should have been there for yourself. She gives quite the sermon.”







Chapter 8: True Power

According to Uraj, we had just shy of two months to get our group together for the Conclave when we first set out from Damkarei. Seven weeks to find the three rogue savants, subdue them, and get their nullstones, and find two more candidates to bring with us.

We had used over a week of that time just getting to Liturgy and concluding our business there.

Thankfully, with Uraj no longer travelling with us, we were able to pick up the pace considerably. Going from Damkarei on Astra's eastern coast to the Madness could take well over a month, but that was going at a leisurely pace. Hawke and I were familiar with moving quick when we needed to.

We pushed our steeds harder than I'd have liked, going at full gallop for hours with only brief breaks. We had to slow our pace every other day to make sure we didn't run the poor horses to death, but by keeping up this rhythm we were able to cover far more distance than possible with an inexperienced rider in tow.

The eastern edge of the Madness was bordered by a vast expanse of pine forest, planted long ago by the original settlers who had first encountered the Madness and survived. Somehow, it had weathered the years, despite being so close to the desert, and had expanded from Astra's northern coast to its southern. Just a week after departing Liturgy, we caught sight of a thin strip of pine green on the horizon. As we drew closer, the pointed tips of the trees began to fill in.

A gust of wind buffeted into us as we stayed on course, and I caught whiff of something foul. The horses shied in fright, and Hawke's brow tightened.

“You smell that?” he said. He looked around, as if to find the source, but we were alone as far as I could tell.

“Yeah, but I can't quite place it,” I admitted.

“It's the smell of blood. There's been a battle near here.” He took some time to calm Restless, who was looking ready to throw his rider off and bolt.

We managed to calm the horses, and with no signs of fighting anywhere near us we had no choice to but to continue on. Hawke loosened Symphony in its sheath, and I made sure my short-sword was within reach, just in case.

It didn't take long to find the source of the smell.

We heard the sounds of the battle first. They rode in on the breeze, the clash of steel and the howls of the hurt and dying. The road dipped down into a shallow plain, and far ahead I finally caught a glimpse of multiple figures that had to be the fighters.

One group was standing fast near the edge of the forest proper, about twenty strong, clad in muddy, ragged tunics and mismatched pieces of armor. They brandished a wide array of spears, axes, swords, and maces. More than a few of their weapons looked rusted to near uselessness.

“Hawke,” I breathed, pointing towards the group, “it's the Mad Riders.” I'd have recognized the disheveled-looking band anywhere.

“Yeah, but who's attacking them?” he wondered. I turned my attention to their assailants. There were almost twice as many as the Mad Riders had, and all of them carried themselves like they were no strangers to battle.

I immediately assumed they were military, from the matching sandy colored tunics they wore. I had seen such uniforms before, from small militia groups in various kingdoms. They wore armor too, though where the Mad Riders could only bear what they scavenged, the attackers were clad in full leather with steel helms and pauldrons. The swords they brandished looked far more lethal than the hunks of scavenged steel and iron the brigands of the forest were waving around.

The knee-high grass of the plain was already trampled and matted with blood. Several bodies littered the ground. A few wore the sandy uniforms, but far more bore the markings of the Mad Riders.

The militiamen were pressing hard, but the bandits were managing to hold for the moment, peppering their attackers with arrows from the cover of trees and pressing with numbers against any who tried to break their lines. It was clear the attackers were well trained, though, and even as a couple more fell, it looked like only a matter of time before they broke through and slaughtered the Mad Riders completely.

“This is insane,” Hawke growled. “Banditry is bad enough, but humans outright killing other humans is too much. This has to stop.”

“Hawke, defend the Mad Riders,” I said. “I'll take care of those soldier types.”

He glanced at me, his face full of disapproval. “Those militiamen look well trained. It's too dangerous for you to go alone.” I stared back at him hard.

“If you go in, you'll just end up killing them yourself. You know you can't hold back once you start fighting.”

He stared at me for a second, looking like he was going to argue. Instead, he sighed.

“Are you sure you'll be okay?”

I gave him a grim smile. “I'll be fine. Just hold their attacks off and let me work.”

We both dismounted and drew our blades. Hawke took a few steps forward.

“I'll go first and distract them. Finish up quick, Micasa.”

“I know my business, Hawke. Just go, hurry!”

He sighed again, then bent to a crouch. With a leap he rocketed off the hillside, propelled by his essence, and soared through the air towards the fight. I started charging down the hill as Hawke let out a battle cry. The heads of soldier and bandit alike rose to watch as the bespectacled figure landed in their midst, his sword whirling around him.

His demonstration gave everyone on the battlefield pause. None of the soldiers noticed the young woman charging forward just behind them. As I approached the one furthest back from the action, he caught sight of me and turned, brandishing a sword in his right hand. His expression was somewhere between confusion and amusement when he saw me heading straight for him.

I decided to make sure he regretted his mistake.

I swung my sword in a feint. He fell for it, bringing his own weapon up to deflect. I turned my blade at the last moment, and the soldier staggered a bit. That gave me the chance to slip by him.

Your talent to manipulate locks is a foundation for your power. Your essence lets you take that talent and build upon it, expand it into uses that normally wouldn't be possible.

I could almost hear Hawke's teachings as I dropped my short-sword and grabbed the man's left arm and shoulder. As Hawke had shown me countless times before, I applied pressure to the joints and hyperextended the soldier's arm, pulling it behind his back.

For you, just think that all things in this world have locks…

The soldier cried out in pain, dropping his weapon. Before he could try and break free, I tapped his shoulder, elbow, and wrist—

…and use your essence to make it so!

—and let go of my hold.

The man doubled over in pain, his arm still stretched behind his back, stuck exactly as I had been holding it. He dropped his sword, and his eyes went wide in fear, but no matter how hard he struggled, he couldn't free his limb from the invisible grip.

Several of the other militiamen turned at the cry from their comrade. I quickly bent down to take up my short-sword in one hand and my opponent's sword in the other. Wielding two weapons at once wasn't my forte, but I wasn't looking to fight with them long anyway.

The battlefield had recovered from the initial shock of Hawke's appearance and my attack, and everyone exploded back into action. Most of the soldiers started rushing the Mad Riders again, but I could already see Hawke dodging between adversaries, knocking aside their blows and disarming them one after the other. His personal fighting style, Sword Tempo, let him flow between moves effortlessly, lending his swordplay the air of a complicated dance.

I worried that he would go overboard and start striking down the soldiers, but I had no more time to worry about him as several of the militiamen turned towards me. Seeing their fellow soldier writhing on the ground next to me, they charged with weapons ready. This group wasn't going to take me lightly.

I took a deep breath, feeling the well of essence in me pour to the surface. It filled me with strength and vigor, washing over my body and the blades in my hands. They wouldn't be as potent as Hawke's Symphony, but they'd suffice.

One attacked from my left, bringing their sword directly at my head. I brought up the weapon I'd taken from my downed foe, letting the two crash together. The soldier was easily stronger than me, but with my essence lending strength to my arm I could hold the block.

That gave me enough time to work my power again, locking the two weapons together. I wrenched my short-sword towards me. The soldier's blade was pulled right out of his hands.

The maneuver also pulled him off balance and sent him tripping into one of the other attackers. As they crashed into each other, I sprung forward and dropped the swords to put my hands on their heads. A little working of my essence, and I locked their faces to each other. I had to fight back a fit of giggles as they tried in vain to pull themselves apart.

The last soldier stepped in to attack me. Without a sword, I had nothing to block his weapon as he brought it forward in a two-handed slash.

At least, that would have been true if I was a normal swordswoman.

I concentrated my essence into my forearms and brought them up crossed together, catching the sword in the V they made. There was a crashing sound, and the blade stopped. I winced as I felt the sharp edge try to bite into my flesh, but my essence held and kept me unharmed.

The soldier looked at the sword, surprise etched across his face. I brought one hand forward and grabbed his fingers, locking them to the hilt of his weapon. With my free hand, I grabbed the blade and shoved it to the ground, working one more lock to fuse them together.

I stepped back and made a rude gesture at the soldier. He snarled, but his rage was replaced with more surprise as he found himself unable to free his sword from the ground, unable to even let go of it.

I looked up to find another foe. What I found was nearly every militiaman looking straight at me, their faces masks of fear and anger. Maybe I had bitten off a bit more than I could chew.

There were still at least thirty soldiers remaining on the battlefield, and at a signal they all charged me, brandishing their weapons. I scooped up my short-sword and charged myself with essence, preparing to face them face on.

A wave of dizziness washed over me, making me stumble. Using essence took a lot of effort, and I didn't have an unlimited supply. With all the energy I had been slinging around, I was starting to run dry.

My vision swam, and I shook my head to try and clear it. The soldiers were approaching fast, and it would've taken all my strength to fight them off in peak condition. As drained as I was, I needed a miracle.

That miracle took the form of a white and red blur dropping out of the sky, swinging a rusted sword around with abandon.

“Hawke!” I cried out. “Don't hurt them!” The last thing I wanted was their deaths on my shoulders.

“Don't worry, I don't think I'll have to,” he said calmly. The charge had stopped, and the remaining soldiers regarded Hawke with doubt. Even thirty to two, they seemed to be reluctant to attack after seeing what we were capable of.

Hawke thrust his sword out toward them, and they all flinched. Instead of rushing them, though, Hawke glared like some sort of hellish beast.

“This fight is over!” he bellowed, his voice echoing across the plain. “You will drop your weapons and surrender now!”

I felt Hawke's essence pulse and expand around him. Then, it surged out like a wave, crashing through the ranks of the militiamen. They all shuddered, and in near unison they let go of their swords. Hawke's face was tight with strain, sweat beginning to bead on his forehead, but he managed a smile.

“That really is a handy power,” he muttered. He turned towards me. “If you're going to secure them, now's the time. I don't know how long it'll actually hold them.”

I took a deep breath to calm myself. “Yeah, you don't have to tell me twice.”

One by one I approached the soldiers and locked their arms behind their backs. They gave me dirty looks as I went about my business, but none of them made any move to stop me. In just a few minutes, I had them all captured without so much as a drop of blood spilled.

Slowly, the Mad Riders began to trickle out from their safe haven, confused as to why the fighting had stopped so abruptly. When they saw the militia incapacitated as they were, their eyes filled with bloodlust. I quickly stepped between the bandits and their attackers.

“They're not a threat to you anymore, leave them alone,” I said. They seemed confused that I would defend the soldiers, and I couldn't blame them. Just minutes ago they had been trying to kill me too. I refused to let another person die if they didn't have to, though. Besides, a dead man told no tales, and if there's one thing we needed more of, it was information.

“Oy, is tha' li'l Micasa?” cried a gruff voice from the midst of the Riders. A man stepped forward, covered in a threadbare beige robe. His sunny blonde hair was cropped short, and most of his face was concealed behind a bright blue bandanna.

“Jollo!” I called out, recognizing the bandit. Then I thought about it and hesitated. “Or is it Giollo? I can never remember which is which.”

“Nah, I'm Giollo today,” said someone else in a wheezy tone. Another of the Mad Riders approached, shaved and garbed so that he looked identical to the first speaker. The Bello Brothers were well known and liked among the bandit group, particularly for their penchant to dress and act as similar as possible - an act made stranger by the fact that they weren't related by blood in the least.

“Oy, th' Scholar happen to be wit' you?” said the wheezy one calling himself Giollo. I pointed over to where Hawke was currently questioning one of the soldiers. Jollo gave a sigh of relief.

“Guess that's one thing ta be thankful fer,” he said.

“I'll say. Looks like we came at just the right time,” I commented. Jollo shook his head.

“Wish that were true. Truth is, things has never been worse 'round here.”

“This wasn't the first attack?”

Giollo picked up for his brother. “Oy, not by a long shot. Micasa, you an' Hawke gotta come wit' us, now. The Mad Riders is in a bad way.”

“You're scaring me. What could possibly that bad?” I could feel a chill crawling down my skin.

“Micasa,” Giollo refused to meet my eye. “Medicine Man's dead.”

My heart felt like it stopped. “What?”

“And,” Jollo continued, “Blake is in a bad way.”

“What does that mean? What's a 'bad way'?” The blood pounded in my ears. I stormed towards Jollo and grabbed him by the collar. “Blake's alive, right!?”

“Yeah, for now…” he trailed off.

“For NOW!?” I tossed him aside and rushed to Hawke. His expression was dark and only grew worse when he caught sight of me.

“I'm guessing things are worse than I thought?” he asked.

“They said something's wrong with Blake, and Medicine Man's dead.” The words tumbled out of me in a slur, and I couldn't stop myself from shaking. The color drained from Hawke's face.

“What I found can wait. We need to go now.”

We only spared the time to retrieve our horses before heading into the forest, the Mad Riders leading the way to their camp. I just wasn't sure if I was ready for what we were going to find there. As it turned out, I was right.







Chapter 9: Scars

The pine trees closed in around us, trying their best to blot out the late morning sun. All around me was the nervous muttering of the Mad Riders and the sounds of feet and hooves crunching through the thick blanket of needles that coated the ground. I barely registered the sounds, hardly noticed my own exhaustion from using so much essence during the fight. All of my attention was focused on looking for any signs of the camp.

When the first tent came into view, I vaulted off of Sir Brown Horse and tore into the camp on foot. A few men and women in dirty tunics and robes were milling about, handkerchiefs tied around their faces or necks. They looked at me, eyes wide in fear. Perhaps they thought I was another attacker. I ignored the gawkers, though, looking for a familiar face.

I caught sight of a figure with a deep tan, their hair bleached so bright that it looked like a beacon in the darkness of the forest canopy. As I rushed towards them, they wheeled around with a dagger poised to strike.

“Oy, Micasa!” the woman exclaimed. She sheathed her dagger and exhaled. “Ya gave me quite a scare, li'l lady! Ya can't jess run up ta someone like tha'!”

I doubled over gasping for air. “I'm…sorry…but I heard…”

A shadow seemed to pass over her face. “Ah, I'd almost forgotten ya di'nt know.”

“Please, Jo, I need to see Blake,” I pleaded.

She looked me over for a second, the worry lines in her face deepening. Jo was one of the more senior members of the Mad Riders and tougher than nails. Most of the bandits referred to her for directions, and she led all of the most dangerous missions that Riders undertook herself. Yet when she had saved me when Hawke and I first crossed the Madness, she made it clear that she wasn't all hard edges and bravado.

“I dunno if yer ready ta see 'em,” Jo said. She turned to a few nearby bandits and barked some orders, sending them scurrying. I could tell she was trying to stall, but there was no way I could drop the subject.

“I'll tear this place apart if I have to,” I warned her. She shook her head and sighed.

“As ya wish. Is th' Scholar with ya?”

“Yeah. He's coming in with the Bello Brothers right now.” I pointed back to where I had just come from. Jo's face lightened ever so slightly.

“So those two made it back in one piece? At least th' news ain't all bad, I guess.”

“Yeah, well, it was a close one,” I said. She looked puzzled, so I added, “I'll explain on the way to Blake.”

It was hard not to push Jo to move faster as she led me through the camp. A few people called out to her while we marched, but she pointedly ignored them. I tried to give her a brief summary of what we had encountered when we reached the forest, but my mind kept wandering away from the subject. My explanation was a mumbled mess. At least Jo didn't seem to care much.

I caught sight of a familiar pavilion tent through the trees and realized I'd been an idiot. Of course they'd be keeping Blake in the sick tent if ze was injured. Multiple braziers burned even in during the day, pouring off a heavy perfumed incense to mask the smell of disease and death that lingered around the site. Jo nodded to the entrance.

“Ze's in a corner to the far right,” she said. “I'll keep watch out here. Nobody should trouble you in there. I just want to make sure it stays that way.”

I wasn't sure what she was getting at, but I nodded my thanks and took a deep breath to steel myself. Even the thick incense couldn't completely block out the foul smells of the tent, but I ignored them and forced my way inside.

The dull orange glow of more braziers suffused the room, revealing dozens of cots set in rows. Many of them were occupied with Mad Riders who were too sick or injured to care for themselves. A small number of volunteers walked between the beds, checking on their inhabitants. Every so often, one would go to the supply cabinet in the back for a washcloth or some painkiller for one of the bedridden.

And far to my right, one of those bedridden looked at me, their black dreadlocks swinging around their head.

“Blake!” I cried in a hushed tone as I hurried to them. As worried as I was, I didn't want to disturb those who were trying to rest.

“Micasa!” ze gasped, their emerald eyes going wide.

I was about to engulf them in a hug when I caught sight of Blake's condition. My breath caught in my throat, and I couldn't bring myself to move.

It looked like a wolf had mauled Blake.

Most of their body was covered head to toe in bandages crusted with pus and blood. Blake's face was so heavily wrapped that there was barely room for their eyes or mouth to peek out. If it wasn't for their hair, I wouldn't have been able to even tell who it was.

“How?” was all I could breathe as I inched closer. Ze scratched at one of their arms and winced.

“We got ambushed,” Blake said in a voice barely above a whisper. It sounded like ze was having trouble just forcing the words out. “Thought it was just bandits, but then those…demons showed up.”

I could feel my skin crawling. The Mad Riders had been attacked by grinel.

“Did our best, we did. Managed to drive them off somehow. Most of the people in here are because of that attack.” Blake scratched at the bandages again. “Blimey, this crap itches. Could you grab me somethin' for it?”

I hurried to the medicine cabinet and managed to find some ointment. When I returned, Blake was unwrapping the bandages from their arms.

“Thanks, Micasa. If you'd be a pal and help me.”

I started dabbing the ointment on the raw skin. Most of it was covered in puckered, scabbed wounds that still cracked and bled.

“Almighty, Blake, how are you still alive with all this?”

Ze winced again, and I realized it wasn't from their injuries.

“He…he saved me…” Blake pulled their knees up to their chest, whimpering in pain, and curled into a ball. “I was all but a goner and…he…”

My heart stopped. “The Medicine Man healed you.”

The tears on Blake's face reflected the braziers. It looked like rivers of molten rock trickling down their cheeks.

“The damn idiot knew what would happen. He still did it anyway. Why the hell did he do it?” ze whispered.

The Medicine Man had been able to heal another's wounds and illnesses by touching them, but in return would take on the injury or illness himself. When we first met him, he had held onto Hawke's power to quickly regenerate from such maladies, and with both powers became a healer like out of legend. It had been years since Hawke had recovered that power, though.

“I saw him,” Blake murmured on. “I saw him as the cuts and bruises exploded open on him. His clothes were soaked with blood in seconds! And he kept going, kept pulling them from me until he—” Blake's voice caught in their throat. I already knew what ze was going to say.

I wanted to hug Blake, to pull them close and tell them it would be okay. At the same time, I could tell ze was in unbearable pain, and I couldn't bear the idea of making it worse.

Blake was the one who grabbed me first. “Micasa, I don't know what to do now. The Medicine Man helped us so much, and because of me—!”

I wrapped my arms around them. “This isn't your fault. Don't ever blame yourself for this. This is because of the grinel.”

For the first time in my life, a spark ignited in my gut. I could feel it spreading through my body, burning like a forest fire. My blood felt like it was boiling.

The grinel did this. All those dead and dying, all the pain Blake was suffering, because of the grinel. I suddenly understood Hawke's feelings, truer than I ever had before.

I was about to say something to Blake when I noticed ze was hanging limply in my arms. My heart skipped a beat, but I felt their breath against my cheek. Blake had pushed too much, it seemed, and had passed out.

I gently laid them back on the cot and made my way silently out of the tent. Jo was waiting for me, and Hawke had joined her.

“How's Blake?” Hawke asked.

I couldn't bring myself to talk about it. Instead I shook my head and marched off. Fear and rage were still coursing through me, and all I could think about was finding something to hit.

Stomping around for a bit, I found myself at one of the practice ranges the Mad Riders liked to set up. Without thinking, I started hefting weapons from a supply bin and hurling them at a nearby tree.

Memories of my first stay with the Mad Riders bubbled to the surface, memories of Blake teaching me about how to hold a sword or throw an axe. I hadn't had much practice since then, but I found that anger was a viable substitute for technique when it came to hurling sharp objects.

I thought of the old Medicine Man, short and squat and covered with more muscle than any doctor had a right to. He had been stern, as necessary to deal with a rough group like the Riders, but he had taken care of them like they were his own children. He had saved me from near death, and he had kept Hawke's power safe until it was reclaimed. Even his death came about from caring for someone else.

All because of the grinel.

I don't know how long I stayed there, but at some point Hawke showed up. He spent some time just watching me at my work, his face betraying nothing. Eventually, I stopped halfway through chucking a large spiked mace and sighed.

“I'm sorry, Hawke. I never knew this was how it felt,” I told him. My eyes met his, and his stoic expression broke. He looked almost as hurt as when he had discovered Rouge was dead.

“I had hoped you never would have to,” he said. He put an arm around me and pulled me close. I returned the embrace, but only briefly. I didn't have the luxury of breaking down right now.

“What was it you found out about those militiamen?” I forced myself to ask him. He loosened his grip and stepped away.

“They claimed they were Damkarein soldiers,” he said. That snapped me out of my brooding for a fleeting moment. Now that I thought about it, the soldiers of Damkarei did wear very similar beige uniforms.

“That's not possible,” I said.

“It sure isn't. Uraj already told me the military was being kept in the city, in case Othenidus tries something.”

Hearing Uraj's name reminded me of something he had said not too long ago. “He said that Val'Hala had been sending out troops to cause trouble. You think this is connected?”

“Might be. Those soldiers were well trained. Not to be rude to Uraj, but I doubt the Damkarein army can match up to them. Then there's the matter of grinel being seen around here.”

A flash of anger crossed his face, but he pulled it in quickly. “Seeing one creep out of the Madness isn't that uncommon, but they don't usually attack in groups like that. For the Mad Riders to come across many of them is…unnerving.”

I wanted to hunt them down. I wanted to find those grinel that hurt Blake and the others, and kill them to the last. But a small part of my mind reminded me that we came out here for a reason. As hard as it was, I had to shelve my grudge for the moment.

“We should look to see if there are any family members here,” I said.

“No need. It seems we've been expected,” said Hawke. He suddenly looked uncomfortable.

“By who?”

“Some scouts from out east, all the way from the Fertile Lands.” He looked at me from the corner of his eye. “Looks like we've got an audience with the Goodmother.”







Chapter 10: The Family

I had hoped I had seen the last of the Madness for a while, yet once again I found myself bundling to face the elements and loading up a camel with supplies. Our guide was a member of the family calling himself Vance, who had been waiting for us for some time. He already had all our needs at the ready, and waited patiently for us to get our gear together.

He seemed friendly enough, with gentle green eyes and a small smile always playing on his face, but there were lots of little touches of his that unnerved me. He was, how should I put it…too clean. Short-cropped auburn hair perfectly parted, sparkling white teeth, perfectly trimmed goatee. His robes were devoid of wrinkles and immaculate, even though he'd been travelling through the Madness and forest for days. I never trusted anyone who tried so hard to keep up appearances.

“Sorry to spring this on you so suddenly,” he said while we loaded up, “but our Mother doesn't like to stay in one place for long. If we don't get a move on soon, she might lose her patience.”

It was bizarre to hear someone casually talking about the leader of the family. Even among the members of the family, only a choice few had ever met their 'Goodmother' more than once. It was a kind of ritual for new members to receive her blessing, but otherwise her location was a well-kept secret amongst the rank and file. Even Hawke had never met her before.

“I suppose there's a first for everything,” my companion had said when I probed him for information on the Goodmother. “The only thing I can say for certain is things must be pretty dire if she's asking for me directly.”

So that meant another round of layering up with robes and scarves, double checking my water supply, and making friends with a foul tempered animal that didn't want to deal with the desert any more than I did. All the while, my thoughts were heavy with fear for Blake's safety and the anguish of the loss of the Medicine Man. Once we were in the Madness, I'd have no time for worrying about anything other than myself.

We set off around midday. It didn't take long before the verdant green of the forest became a distant memory. The grass seemed to die a little more with every step, slowly making way for tufts of wiry brush that eventually yielded to the sandy plains of the Madness. I had to fight the urge to look back, just to make sure that the trees still existed behind us, instead keeping my eyes firmly on the dunes that lay ahead.

The going was slow, but our camels were more surefooted than any horse could have been in such conditions. I knew well enough of that firsthand. We plodded through the arid winds that buffeted us, our heavy wrappings now a blessing that kept the worst of the Madness at bay.

Still, the sun fought on to try and punish us for our decision. Soon, I could feel the heat forcing its way through my layers, trickles of moisture snaking down my back and forehead.

Hawke seemed to read my mind. “Would've been a nicer stroll if it was darker out, eh?” he said with a half-hearted smile on his face.

“You can't leave our Mother waiting for the sake of comfort, I'm afraid,” said Vance. He was riding several steps ahead of us, and with the usual dry winds whipping about I was surprised he could even hear. I could barely hear him as it was.

“Can you tell me what she's like?” Hawke shouted over the winds.

“You should know that the family is forbidden from speaking of our Mother to those who haven't met her. Please understand,” he said. Hawke snorted, but didn't press the issue further.

The winds died after a few hours, but that only made the heat that much more noticeable as the sun-baked sand radiated from below, while the fiery orb itself attacked from above. I made sure to help myself to my water supply frequently and tried to occupy myself by wondering where in the Fertile Lands we'd be meeting up with this mysterious figure. Our time was already limited, and we couldn't waste too much of it travelling inland.

“This is odd,” Hawke muttered a couple of hours later. In the monotony of the desert landscape, I almost didn't realize he had even spoken.

“What is?” I asked.

“I just noticed we've been heading south.” He pulled out a map and compass and checked them, looking toward the sun with a hand shielding his eyes. “Probably for some time now.”

“What?” I hadn't even thought to check my own compass. I just assumed we were heading eastward. The Madness was a fairly thin strip of land dividing the Old Kingdom of western Astra from the Fertile Lands of eastern Astra, but it stretched all the way to the northern and southern shores of our island homeland. If we were moving south, we'd be stuck in the Madness for days.

“Where are you taking us, Vance?” I said to our guide. He didn't even spare us a glance.

“Just to a little getaway our Mother likes to use from time to time. Don't worry, you'll be on your way by tomorrow.”

I didn't like the sound of that. For all of our travels, Hawke and I had never fully explored the Madness. We made the trip back and forth across it a fair number of times, but not once had we ever gone along its length. Only outlaws and grinel were known to wander those areas.

Then again, I realized, we were going to meet with one of the most notorious outlaws of them all. It made sense, in its own twisted way.

Vance eventually started slowing down, and for once he turned his gaze towards us. His eyes betrayed nothing, but his lifeless smile never left his lips.

“If you two would be so kind as to lower your scarves around your eyes for me,” he said, “we can finish the last leg of the journey within the hour.”

“What, you can't trust us to keep a secret?” asked Hawke. I, for one, doubted that Vance ever trusted anything or anyone.

“Sadly, for all the help you and your young ward have given the family over the years, we simply can't let family secrets be revealed to outsiders,” he said plainly. “Though once you meet our Mother, you may be allowed to enter our fold for true. Then, and only then, would you gain the trust you seek. Please understand.” His smile widened almost imperceptibly.

Hawke sighed, but pulled his head wrappings over his head until they covered nearly his entire face. I was hesitant to let myself be literally led around blindfolded by a stranger, even if I had worked for the family.

“It'll be okay, Micasa. Trust me,” said Hawke. Then I felt his essence wash over me, as gentle and relaxing as a warm bath. His life's energy spread out around both of us, and suddenly I felt foolish. Of course Hawke wouldn't put blind faith in someone he knew so little about.

But I knew I could put my trust in Hawke.

“Fine,” I said. With Vance still watching me expectantly, I grabbed my wrappings and secured them around my own head. The stiff, scratchy darkness of the cloth enveloped me, too thick to even see daylight filter through.

“I promise you, it won't be too long,” came Vance's muffled voice. “I'll have to take hold of your camels' reins to guide them, so the going will be a bit slower. Just relax, sit tight, and we'll be there soon.”

Soon I felt my camel start trodding forward again and had to hold tight to the saddle to keep from spilling off. It took a bit of time to get used to the sensation of riding blind, a sensation even stranger when I wasn't the one holding the reins. My hands grew restless, and I settled for digging through my pack to find something to eat.

My fingers curled around a hard, blocky object. I traced my fingers along its face, the rough texture only broken by a single hole, a warm loop of metal protruding from the top.

It was a padlock, much like the ones I used to carry around when I was younger, using them to hone my talent for manipulating locks. Over the years, my skills had progressed to the point where I could affect them with barely a touch, and in time, I had shed them from my belongings. They had become little more than dead weight.

Hawke had insisted that I kept up my practice with the padlocks, though, and through some coercion with the family he had managed to get them to build a special one for me. It appeared to be a run-of-the-mill lock, but there were supposedly a hundred different ways to lock this particular device.

Hawke used to make me spend hours finding ways to lock it so that it could be undone with multiple different keys, including random clutter he would pick up from the ground. Sometimes, he would challenge me to lock it so it would break any key used inside it. He encouraged me always, telling me there was a unique way to unlock it that would reveal a surprise built inside.

Even with the most impossible sounding challenges, I would always somehow find a way to accomplish what he put to me. All of them, save for the one he kept enticing me with, the way to truly unlock it.

Eventually, I gave it up as just a ruse he had come up with to keep me working. When my power started truly flourishing and I still couldn't make it open any differently, I dismissed the padlock as just another test, albeit a more interesting one than the others.

In spite of that, I kept that lock on hand, the one I was unwilling to throw away. Just touching it, as I had thousands of times before, had a calming effect on me. Before I knew it, I was clicking the latch open and closed with flicks of my fingers, each time twisting the lock a different way. It was like greeting an old friend I hadn't seen in a long time.

“You can remove your blindfolds. We are here.”

I almost jumped at the sound of Vance's voice. I had become so absorbed in my memories that I had completely forgotten what we were doing. I hadn't even noticed that the air had grown notably cooler, or that the bumpy ride had smoothed out at some point. I tried to hide my embarrassment as I removed my wrappings to see just where we had been brought.

I was greeted by a spacious stone chamber, perhaps some sort of ancient foyer or entrance hall. The room was bereft of windows, instead being lit by wall mounted torches near the top of the low ceiling. I turned and looked back from where we must have entered, but behind us was nothing but perfectly smooth stone. The only decorations in the room were rows of stone pillars that flanked to either side of us. Wherever we were, I figured it was probably underground.

That meant we were as good as prisoners, so long as they wished us to be here.

Hawke climbed off his horse and appraised the room. “Well, I certainly never expected anything like this to be under the Madness,” he said. Apparently, he shared my assumption on the location of our meeting.

“Oh, there are so many wonders in the world you've never even dreamt of, my dear Scholar,” cooed Vance. He wrung his hands together, his faint smile refusing to leave his lips. “Our Mother waits just ahead. Allow me to lead the way, but don't stray too far; one wrong turn down here, and you might be lost forever.” He tittered a bit. Hawke and I exchanged an uneasy glance.

I climbed off the camel and started following the two when Vance turned on me. “I apologize, my lady, but our Mother only requested to meet with Lord Hawke. If you'd be so kind as to wait, I will return with refreshment shortly.”

I didn't like the sound of leaving Hawke alone with them one bit. Working with the family for our goals was one thing, but this was a side of them I had never seen before. It was an undercurrent of darkness to all of the petty banditry and manipulation I was used to from the group. I started to fear we might be getting swept up in it, never to be seen again.

Hawke looked at me pointedly. He knew I was going to argue. I'd seen that look on his face before and knew full well what he meant: be patient and trust that he'd be fine.

“Alright,” I said to Vance slowly, “make sure to bring something for the camels too.” His smile creased upward the smallest bit.

“Of course. I shan't be long.” He gave me a short bow before turning back and striding toward the wall. His body blocked my view, but with a few deft hand motions Vance caused a section of the wall to slide away noiselessly. At least that explained the lack of an entrance.

With a final glance and nod in my direction, Hawke turned and marched after our guide. They disappeared into the depths of the revealed hallway, and after a couple of moments the wall closed up once more, leaving me alone with the camels.

Waiting was always difficult for me. I'd lived my whole life in a whirlwind of working, whether it was my chores during my slave days or my unending travels with Hawke. I was used to getting things done, and now I was forced to sit still and twiddle my thumbs. It was almost enough to make me scream.

I tried to occupy myself. I brushed the camels, double checked our supplies, played with my padlock a little. When I quickly tired of those, I practiced my swordplay a bit, but that didn't last long. I was used to training with Hawke and never had the stomach for practicing the forms alone, no matter how much he insisted I should.

Eventually I started exploring the walls, checking them for hidden passageways. Perhaps if I found one, I thought, I could use my power to force it open and explore on my own. Maybe I could even eavesdrop a bit on Hawke's conversation with the Goodmother.

I was busy examining the wall that Hawke and Vance had disappeared into when I felt a tap on my shoulder. I flinched and spun around, nearly decking Vance in the face.

“You should be careful playing around with secret doors,” he said, ducking my wildly swinging fist. “Pop one open when your hand is in the wrong spot and you're likely to catch your finger in it. Trust me, I know.” He held up his right hand and wiggled his ring finger, which had been shortened at the first knuckle.

“S-sorry,” I managed to stammer. It made me even more uneasy that I hadn't heard him come in. Who knew how many of those doors lay scattered around the room?

“Curiosity is nothing to be ashamed of,” he said. His smile widened. “But rules are rules, and I think our Mother would be most cross, with you and me alike, if you slipped into one of her meetings. Come, I've brought a bit of refreshment.”

Somehow, Vance had snuck not only himself in, but also a short folding chair and a small table that stood about a foot off the ground. The table was heaped with a miniature cornucopia of different fruits, a bowl of nuts, some cheese and bread, and a bottle of cider. A bit of refreshment, indeed.

Nervous as I was, it had been several days since I last ate anything substantial. Vance gave me his most encouraging look, and finally I allowed myself to sit on the tiny folding chair. I sampled a couple of the dried nuts, on the ready for any off-flavor that might suggest they'd been poisoned.

Damn, they were delicious.

Vance chuckled as I tore into the food. It was beyond anything I'd had in years, the kind of foodstuffs I figured nobles dined on daily.

“I'm glad you like it,” he said. “All this is from our personal cache. We usually only dip into it for special occasions, but with such esteemed guests, our Mother insisted we give every courtesy to show our good faith.”

I was too busy eating to care what he said. Our grinning host took an apple and joined me at the table for a while, sitting on the floor and eating with dainty nibbles. When he got down to the core, he finished it in two great bites and wiped his fingers off on a cloth from his pocket.

“If you'll excuse me, it's about time I check on the Scholar. Their talk should be about coming to a close.” He stood, dabbing at the corners of his mouth. I was working on a mouthful of cheese and bread and could only nod. Vance strode back to the wall where he had taken Hawke before and opened it again with some more fiddling. He slipped inside, and before I could even think about getting up to follow, the wall sealed up once more.

Again I was forced to sit around and wait. I considered probing the walls once more, but Vance's warning bubbled to the top of my thoughts, and I decided I didn't want to risk my fingers. I polished off the last of the snacks, but even those didn't sate me long.

I was about to throw caution to the wind and start exploring for hidden passageways again when the wall in front of me opened. Hawke stepped out, and I jumped up from my chair and lunged at him. My tackle-hug almost knocked him to the floor, but he caught himself at the last moment.

“Shoot, Micasa, I didn't think I was gone that long,” he said. I punched him in the arm.

“If you keep trying to run off without me, I might have to lock you to Restless,” I said.

“Please don't. I'd rather not be the world's first centaur.”

We both laughed, but when Vance stepped out, the laughter died in my throat. His perpetual smile had dropped from his face, and he was looking at me with an expression between confusion and loathing.

“Our Mother wishes an audience with the young lady, it would seem,” he said. Hawke turned and looked at him, surprised.

“She didn't say anything about that to me. What does the Goodmother want with Micasa?”

“As I told you, outsiders are not privy to the thoughts of our Mother unless she wishes it.” From the look on Vance's face and how he looked away, I figured he hadn't been made privy to her thoughts either.

Hawke looked to me. “You don't have to go if you don't want to.”

While I didn't doubt that they would risk Hawke's ire if we wanted to leave, I was too curious about this mysterious leader of the family to just walk out. What did she have to say to me that she couldn't have just told Hawke?

“What, and miss my chance to meet the Goodmother in the flesh?” I said. Hawke didn't look convinced at the light-hearted way I was handling it. To be fair, I wasn't convinced by my own act either, but I forced a smile and wave before turning to Vance. “I'm ready when you are.”

The family member gave a sullen nod and shuffled back into the exposed passageway. I had the feeling he would gladly leave me behind if I hesitated, and I rushed forward before he had the chance. I only turned to look back once I was past the threshold, but the wall was already sliding back into place. I caught one last glimpse of Hawke, the concern plain on his face, before the door closed completely and engulfed me in darkness.

“Please stay close, Miss Micasa,” said Vance from somewhere a few paces ahead of me. “I can only guarantee your safe passage so long as you follow my exact path.”

There wasn't a light to be found in the corridor. I wanted to ask how we were going to find our way, but I could already hear his footsteps starting to move away. I hurried to catch up, and ended up bumping into him. He gave a snort of impatience, but continued on his way, and I made sure I was right behind him this time.

I tried to stifle the fear that was welling up within me. I couldn't even see my hand in front of my own face, and the only thing that was keeping me from being lost in that absolute darkness was a disembodied set of footsteps. Every so often he would stray to the left or right, and I had to be careful not to walk right past him. For all I knew, one false step would send me off of the edge of a pit and into oblivion.

I have no clue how long we wandered the darkness. It felt like hours, but might have been as little as five minutes. All I know is how relieve I felt when his footsteps stopped, and a few moments later that first sweet glimpse of light met my eyes.

It took me a few moments for my eyes to adjust when we stepped through another secret passage. The room we had entered was only dimly lit by a pair of incensed braziers, their smoky burn filling the room with the smell of exotic spices. Like the entranceway, the room was built out of stone tiles from floor to ceiling, but was only about as large as a modest solar. A bed sat in the far left corner by a brazier, its blankets neatly folded at the foot. In the opposite corner was a small desk, a pot of quills and tidy stack of parchment waiting for use.

Sitting between the bed and desk on a small pile of cushions was the Goodmother herself.

The name suited her well. She looked the part of a kindly middle-aged woman. Her face was not uncomely, yet a few shy wrinkles had crept onto her face, and crow's feet dotted the corners of her hazel eyes. Her auburn hair, streaked with thin lines of gray, had been pinned up into a bun. She wore a loose satin robe the color of peaches, tied off around the waist. She looked like she might have been a worried mother pulled straight from one of my childhood picture books.

The Goodmother looked up from the book in her hands and smiled warmly. She beckoned toward me with a single finger, and before I could stop myself I was stepping into the room. All my hesitation had fled away. How could I have ever been afraid of this sweet woman?

“Have a seat, hon,” she said, her voice like the perfect drop of honey in tea when you're sick. Another stack of cushions waited for me next to her, and I flopped down on them. I vaguely wondered if Vance was going to stick around for our talk, but when I looked to where I'd come from, he had already vanished, the wall sealed up.

“Would you like some refreshment, Micasa dear?” she asked. Part of me wanted to ask why she was being so familiar with me, but I couldn't bring myself to speak sharply to her. It felt as wrong as trying to smartmouth a favorite aunt, not that I had any real experience with that.

“No thanks,” I said, “I already had plenty when I was waiting, Miss…um…”

“Miss! Oh, you charmer.” She laughed. It was a soft, musical sound. “I haven't been a Miss in ages. I like the sound of it, though. Yes, you can just call me 'Miss.' Though if you'd like to join the family proper, you can always call me 'Mother.' ”

She closed her book and set it aside. I stole a quick glance at it, but the writing on the cover looked to just be a mess of scribbles. She folded her hands in her lap and looked to me expectantly.

“Is that why you asked me here?” I said. “You want me to join the family?”

“Is that not a good enough reason?” she asked. “You're such a dear young thing, yet you spend so much time wandering the outside world with a dangerous man like the Scholar. Why, it's enough to make me sick with worry.”

“Hawke and I get along well enough,” I said slowly. I didn't like what she was suggesting, and suddenly I didn't feel so safe with her. “Not to mention, we already do a lot for your group.”

“Dear me, children your age just don't understand the consequences of your actions.” Her smile grew sad. “King Morau is certainly a useful man: powerful connections, the admiration of the populace, and terrifying strength, he has all these in spades. But he's uncontrollable, a mad dog that can't be leashed. We accept his help, yes, but our family has always given him a wide berth.”

The more she said, the more unsettled I grew. “So why did you ask him here now?” I said. I was afraid of the answer, but I couldn't stop myself from asking.

“Isn't it obvious? It's because of you.” She still wore her warm smile, but I felt a chill creep down my back. “We've been keeping an eye on you for a while, hon. Your power is fascinating, and you have a strong sense of justice, the pure kind that comes from someone who has overcome great suffering. You could do great good in the world.”

“So what's the problem?” I said. “Hawke and I are working together to do just that.”

The Goodmother shook her head, her smile dropping away. “That man will destroy you. For all he says he works for, he has only one true goal: the death of the grinel. His desire to destroy them has seeped into his soul, corrupting him. It's been eating away at him all this time, and he won't be able to fight it much longer. If you continue with him, it'll begin to eat at you as well.”

I decided that meeting her had been a colossal mistake. Here I was, trapped who knew how far underground, in a secret room that only people loyal to the Goodmother knew how to access. The way she was talking, I got the strong feeling I wasn't going anywhere unless she wanted me to.

My eyes flickered towards the wall, where the secret entrance was concealed. If I was lucky, I thought, perhaps I could pop the door open with my power fast enough to escape before she could stop me. She didn't look in the greatest shape, and if it came to it, I figured I could probably overpower her with my essence fueling my strength. My greatest worry was getting lost in that dark maze, but I was willing to take my chances with it.

Then I felt a horrible pressure fill the room. The air felt heavy enough to grab in my fist, and even drawing breath became a labor. I had felt this sensation before, years ago. Those with immensely strong essence could exert such a pressure through sheer force of will.

And the source of this energy was sitting right in front of me.

“Micasa,” said the Goodmother, her tone still kindly, “it's so rare for me to have visitors. Please, just relax and hear out the ramblings of a tired old lady for just a bit longer, will you?” She smiled again, and the pressure grew even sharper. I was nothing but a child before her.







Chapter 11: A Mother's Concerns

The feeling of being oppressed by someone's essence is something I've never forgotten. It's the feeling of helplessness, the weight of terror that someone has the power to do what they will with you. It's a useful tool for those who want to subjugate others to their whims.

Fortunately for me, I already knew how to deal with it.

When I had first felt such power, it had been while traveling with Hawke to confront Uraj. The Forge's essence had done much the same as the Goodmother's, leaving me unable to move an inch. Hawke had lifted that burden by using his own essence to shield me. Now, I was more than capable of shielding myself.

I closed my eyes and focused, reaching into the depths of my soul, willing it to pour out as I had practiced countless times before. My energy rose to the surface and pressed against the Goodmother's will, fighting her influence. Slowly, bit by bit, my essence forced hers away as I cocooned myself with power.

I opened my eyes. With my essence thrumming through me, my every sense sharpened to a whole new level. The energy of the soul was normally invisible to the naked eye, but now I could see a hazy distortion in the air, like heat rolling off a desert boulder. The Goodmother's essence and my own twisted the space around us, and where it met looked like a roiling pot of water, ready to bubble over any second.

The Goodmother had raised an eyebrow, but didn't seem terribly disturbed otherwise. “You're better disciplined than I had expected,” she said. “Most people panic when I do that.”

I could feel the sweat starting to bead on my forehead, and my breathing became heavy. Pushing off her influence was like jogging with a loaded travel pack. She didn't need to know how difficult it was, though. I put on my most careless smirk.

“Yeah, well, I learned from one of the Old Kings himself. Someone like you is second rate by compare.”

She chuckled, and suddenly I felt some of the pressure from her lift. Not all of it, but enough that I didn't have to strain so much anymore. I let out a sigh of relief involuntarily.

“Yes, those two are quite a terror, aren't they?” said the Goodmother. For all the power she had been throwing out, she looked perfectly comfortable, lounging on her stuffed cushions. “Their souls have seen and experienced far more than my own, true enough. They've grown strong, and their abilities make them like gods among men. Not all of us can control flames, or move objects with a thought. You should know better than most, though, that there are so many other ways to use such power.”

She heaved herself onto her feet with a very unladylike grunt, taking the time to stretch the kinks from her back before shuffling casually towards her desk. I watched, confused, while she opened a drawer and sifted through it for a few moments. Finally, she pulled out a long, thin, pencil-like object. She walked back to me, crouching down so that we were eye to eye.

“How would you like some of my power?” she asked.

I blinked. “What?”

She brought the object she had picked out between our faces. I wasn't too far off guessing it was a pencil. It did seem to be some sort of writing instrument, sheer black all the way through. It was almost a pen, a pen as long as long as my forearm, but the tip was too pointed, too sharp. It would easily tear through any paper it was used on.

“All it takes is one line. It'll hurt a bit, but you'll become a true member of our family.” Her eyes crinkled as she smiled. “And I always make sure to look out for my family.”

I put one and one together. “So the tattoo isn't just for fashion,” I said.

“No, but it's better if people didn't know the truth. My family already has an unsavory reputation. I wouldn't want every cudgel-swinging grunt sniffing me out to get their hands on power.”

I stared at the needle. It seemed to pulse with…something. It felt almost like a heartbeat.

“And this will give me, what, a bit of your essence? Some sort of soul booster shot?” I said.

“Nothing so crude. This will link you directly to me. If you need a little extra 'oomph,' you can just call on this bond and take as much as you need.” I felt her essence flex, like a little demonstration of just what she was offering. Aside from Hawke and Uraj, I had never met anyone with so much essence. If she wanted to, she probably could have crushed me with her bare hands.

“No,” I said.

I expected her to try and charm me. Maybe she would say she could offer Hawke the same deal so we could keep working together. She might just drop all pretenses and threaten me directly, or maybe she would just overpower me and force the tattoo on me, regardless of my feelings.

I didn't expect the Goodmother to pout.

“Well, that is a shame,” she said. She stood, returned to the desk, and tucked the needle away. I watched her closely, disbelievingly, as she strolled back to her pile of cushions and flopped back down with another grunt. We stared at each other in silence for an uncomfortable amount of minutes.

“Sooooo, that's it?” I finally said.

“Of course,” said the Goodmother. “I wouldn't dream of forcing you to become one of my children.” She reached under one of her cushions and pulled out a pair of needles similar to the one she'd just packed away. I tensed, but quickly realized they were only knitting needles, a strand of yarn trailing from it to underneath her bed. She began knitting earnestly, which only confused me more.

“But you said…” I started.

“I simply offered you a chance,” she said, her needles click-clacking a steady rhythm. “A chance to truly do something with that gift of yours. A chance to work with people that share your goal.”

“Hawke does share my goal,” I insisted. I wasn't sure if it was wise to push the buttons of someone who could clearly overpower me, but I wasn't going to let her just get away with constantly badmouthing him.

“So he says, Micasa. Maybe you're right, though. Maybe he has become a better man than the one I've seen him be for so many years.” She sighed, setting aside her knitting.

“He said he never met you before today,” I said.

“Oh, he hasn't. He has worked with my family for a very long time, though, and just because he never spoke to me doesn't mean I haven't had plenty of time to get a feel for him. Like I said, he's a man with many strong points, but I find him insufferable to be around.” Her eyes grew distant, and her lips dipped unmistakably into a frown. It was the first time she had done such since we started talking.

“If you dislike him so much, why did you bother calling him here?” I asked.

“Well, I knew you'd never come here without King Morau in tow, but there was also something I wanted to discuss with him.” She picked up her book and carefully opened it, thumbing through the pages to find where she had left off, I supposed.

I waited to see if she would go on and explain. She stopped turning pages, and she started reading where she had landed. A faint smirk curled on her lips, which got my blood to boiling. I was going to demand to know what she was talking about when she cut in abruptly.

“How was Mirth, last time you saw him?”

I was caught short. Mirth was the leader of the band of gypsies that Hawke's old lover Rouge had been a part of. I had met them first when travelling with Hawke for his soul, but also several times since then just to visit. There were just a scant few bands of gypsies in all of Astra, but the only one I knew personally was Mirth's troupe.

“You really do have eyes and ears everywhere, don't you?” I remarked.

“Well, that is true,” she said. “But I knew Mirth long before you were born, hon. I can see the mark he left on your soul.”

I wondered what she meant by that. The gypsies had the gift to touch a person deeply, connecting with them so personally that they could turn a complete stranger into a close friend in the span of a conversation. It was their own power, a quirk of their essence, but I never thought that it left any sort of mark on someone.

Furthermore, how could the Goodmother know what this mark looked like?

Then it all fell into place. “You used to be a gypsy, didn't you?” I asked. She gave a single, solemn nod.

I should have noticed before. Despite the dangerous meeting place, despite her mysterious attitude, despite her outright threatening me with her power, I never felt truly afraid in her presence. Any time I'd started feeling uneasy, she would say or do something that completely disarmed me. She played the part of a friendly old woman better than the real thing. She had played me the whole time.

“The world is bound in chains, Micasa,” said the Goodmother. Watching her, I felt like I could see the cheerful facade melting off her face, replaced by something dark. Something familiar. “Businessmen make slaves of their laborers, and lords make slaves of their vassals, even as the grinel make slaves of us all. The gypsies are the most free of all people, yet parents raise their children to despise them and fear them.”

“But that's just not true,” I said. My argument felt small and petulant, but I didn't care.

“You know that, and I know that. Even Hawke, blind as he is, knows that,” she said gravely. “But everyone else turns a blind eye to their chains, bearing them as just another part of their lives. That is the real purpose of my family, Micasa: to find a way to loosen those chains.”

What she said made me remember something said long ago. Was she lying to me, even now?

“Fern had said the family was thinking of expanding into slavery, back when I first met him.” I could feel the anger seeping into me. “Do you expect me to believe that's what you're really doing?”

The Goodmother looked at me, blinking rapidly, her mouth falling slightly open. Then she clicked her tongue and scowled, though not at me. “Fern. That boy is always half a ruple short of the right price.” She looked at me, her expression softening.

“I think you misunderstood what he meant, or more likely, he misunderstood what I meant. We've been using the family to buy out slaves and set them free for quite some time now. We send them on to the gypsies, who keep them safe and give them a place to recover until they're ready to forge their own path, if they choose.”

I watched her carefully. I knew she could use her charm to try and make me believe anything. Yet the way she carried herself, hands tense and eyes pleading, made me want to believe her. Almighty, but I didn't know what I could trust in anymore.

“And that brings me to the point I needed to discuss with Hawke,” she continued. That got my attention. “See, not all slaves in Astra are homegrown, if you will.”

I didn't understand quite what she meant. She raised an eyebrow, questioning, and my silence answered her.

“Do you think,” she asked, “that there are no humans in Grankul?”

I didn't know what to think of that. I hadn't even known the name of the place until a few weeks ago. Certainly, I had never given the grinel homeland much thought until then either. I assumed that I was given the answer to her question, though, just by her tone.

“You may be surprised to learn that there's quite a lively market in goods from overseas,” she said. Her hand ran across the cover of the book she had been reading. “You never know what sorts of things might be hiding on those ships that brave the journey.”

“So you needed to talk about illegal smuggling with Hawke?” I asked.

“Of a sort. My family has a hand firmly placed in nearly every corner of Astra. Those businesses are no different. But there's been a disturbing trend over the last couple years.” The Goodmother stood again and returned to her desk. She rifled through the stack of papers there for a moment, picking out about a half dozen sheets, then turned and gave the stack to me.

“Those are a ship's manifests, rough lists of everything they had with them when they docked.” She tapped the top sheet pointedly. “See if you notice a pattern there.”

I gave them a cursory glance, a question playing on my lips. I had no idea how I was supposed to know how to read a manifest, as she'd called it. As it turned out, I really didn't need to.

“These are blank,” I said. I flipped through each page, and every one was the same as the last: a name of some business, a date set sometime in the last two years, and the same looping signature at the bottom of every one. Not a single item was listed.

“Now, ask yourself this,” the Goodmother said, leaning over my shoulder. She pretended to study the strange documents, but her lips were right next to my ear, and her question was barely above a whisper. “Who would bother risking a dangerous voyage across the ocean, just to bring an empty ship to our shores?”

It did seem a stupid thing to do. I was no stranger to the risk-reward life of smuggling, but I doubted that anyone in their right mind would make such a trip just for pleasure. Unless…

“These weren't empty ships, were they?” I asked. The Goodmother chuckled in my ear.

“You are sharp, aren't you, hon?” she said. Both she and Uraj apparently didn't have a high opinion of my logic.

“Then these were full of slaves?” I ventured a guess. It made sense that they wouldn't be so dumb as to declare they were holding captives onboard.

“They were supposed to be,” she answered. She gently pulled the papers from my hand and tossed them absentmindedly back onto the desk. “Human slaves, however, are listed on shipping manifests as 'expendables.' ”

“Then why are they—” I suddenly realized what she had just said. “Wait, what do you mean, 'human' slaves are? As opposed to what?”

The Goodmother's eyes glimmered, dancing with anticipation. She knew I almost had it.

“You can't be serious,” I said. “You're telling me those ships had…”

“Grinel.” She stated it so certainly, so sure of herself. “The only time a ship claims to carry no cargo is when it's full to the brim with demons.” I didn't want to believe her, but neither could I believe she would say such a thing in jest.

“Who would even do such a thing?” I said.

“Do you think all grinel see each other as equal?” She laughed dryly. “They're not so different from us. They have their own lords and ladies, their own merchants and artisans. Their own thieves and murderers.” A shadow passed over her face. “Now, imagine you're a powerful figure in the grinel world. Your lessers look to you for protection and safety, in exchange for their loyalty.”

She returned to her seat and flopped down. She leaned in close, and she spoke quickly and quietly. “Now, let's say you've taken a load of those murderers and thieves off the street. They're crowding jails and eating up resources to keep alive. You could kill them, but there's so much hassle involved with that. You should know firsthand how dangerous the grinel are.”

I nodded. Hawke and I had more than one encounter with a grinel in our time together. They were stronger than a wild beast, so fast the eye almost can't follow, and too cunning by half. I suspected even the grinel didn't relish the idea of confronting their own.

“Now, what if there was a way to rid yourself of that burden and make a profit on top of it?” the Goodmother asked, her eyebrows arching.

“But who would want to buy grinel?” I asked. The Goodmother snorted and gave me a hollow smile.

“And that's the question I put to King Morau. Who indeed?” She backed away from me, and I realized I had been tensing up something terrible. I tried to relax while she casually picked her book back up and began thumbing through it again.

“For all the information I have at my fingertips, I can't find anything on who's been receiving these mysteriously empty ships, or what they're doing with this nonexistent cargo. My family is searching day and night, but so far nothing has come up. Though it pains me to admit it, I'm afraid something far larger than I could possibly deal with is looming just out of sight. The only ones with the kind of power to face that are the Old Kings.”

This wasn't the type of news I wanted to hear right now. We had enough on our plates trying to somehow cobble together a party that could face the Conclave. Now we had to worry about the threat of a possible army of demons lurking somewhere in Astra, ready to strike whenever they felt like it.

“If there's anyone who could deal with that,” I finally said, “it's Hawke. We'll muddle through somehow.”

The Goodmother gave another sad smile, not looking up from her book. “I can only hope your faith in him is as well placed as you think.” She bowed a little toward where I had come in. “Knock on the wall, and Vance will take you back.”

I thanked her and stood to leave. “I would think with everything you've just told me, you'd have better things to do than be bottled up here reading.”

This time her smile was more genuine. “When you've seen as much as I have, hon, you find time to enjoy the little things when you can. Elsewise, you're likely to go mad.”

“I'm surprised you can even read that. It just looks like scribbling to me.”

“Oh, reading grinel is even more a chore than speaking it,” she said. “They do have a certain flair for storytelling, though.”

I didn't want to ask, but my curiosity got the better of me. “What kind of story is it?”

Her laugh was so light and carefree, it made her look ten years younger. “Maybe when you're a little older, we can talk about it.”

I shook my head, puzzled, and decided it wasn't a great idea to press any further. The wall slid open almost immediately after I knocked, and Vance stood on the other side at attention. He looked straight ahead, not quite at me, and beckoned with a hand toward the darkness. I gave a brief farewell glance over my shoulder at the Goodmother, but she was thoroughly absorbed in her work, a slight tinge of red on her cheeks.

I quickly stepped into the passage, unable to make heads or tails of her.

* * *

Hawke was bouncing on the balls of his feet with impatience when I stepped out of that claustrophobic nightmare again. He all but sprang forward, fussing over me as if I'd been out all night without leaving a note. To be fair, I had lost all sense of time down in that tomb-like getaway. For all I knew, I had been away all night.

Once I convinced him that I was in one piece, we quickly talked about our respective meetings with the Goodmother. Just like she'd said, he had been made aware of the likelihood that someone was hiding a small army of grinel somewhere in Astra. Besides that, she had apparently been fairly tight-lipped with him. I decided not to mention her somewhat forceful attempt at recruiting me; knowing Hawke, he might have tried smashing through the wall to have stern words with her.

“So what do we do, then?” I asked. “Do we put the Conclave on hold and try to hunt whoever's been sneaking around?”

Hawke pursed his lips, lost in thought. After a moment he shook his head. “I don't think that'd be wise. I might not be wild about the Conclave, but Uraj was right when he said that we won't get another chance at it. Besides, there are too many variables out of our control with this situation.”

“What does that mean?” I said. I was surprised Hawke wasn't frothing at the mouth at the thought of innumerable grinel hiding just under his nose.

“We don't have any clue where this horde of grinel might be, and we don't have the luxury to spend months combing the country to find it. Even if we had an idea, we would need to muster our own forces to deal with it, which would eat up even more time. Time we can't afford, if we truly plan on going to Grankul.” He gave me a serious look. “I've made the trip before, Micasa. Believe me when I say we'll need all the time we can to prepare. And that's assuming we can get our hands on those nullstones. We still have no idea where they are, remember.”

“But we can't just ignore something like this,” I argued. Hawke bit his thumb, his eyes refusing to meet mine.

“I know, but there's so much we don't know right now.” His voice dropped, making it sound like he was talking more to himself than me. “Whichever direction we take, we take a terrible risk.” His expression hardened, and his voice grew more certain. “So, we keep looking for Bojangles and the Giant's Shadow.”

“Are you sure?” I asked worriedly.

“Until we know more, there's not much we can do. We can send word to Uraj and have him ready Damkarei for any sudden movements, but we can't afford to let the nullstones slip away.”

I still wanted to go out and hunt for the grinel. They might have been the same ones that had attacked the Mad Riders and hurt Blake. But I knew Hawke was right. We had no way to know where they were. Reluctantly, I agreed.

“If that will be all, would you please remount and blindfold yourselves so I can lead you out?”

I'd nearly forgotten that Vance had been standing there the whole time. Hawke gave him a withering glare, but kept his tongue to himself. We quickly saddled our camels up and mounted. Once I was well seated, I pulled my scarf over my head to spare myself from Vance's irritation. It didn't take long before I felt my steed urged forward, being led back out to the surface.

My stomach lurch as we ascended whatever hidden passageway we had taken to get there, and I was barely able to brace myself when the arid wind whipped into me unexpectedly. I waited for a good quarter of an hour before I decided for myself that we were far away enough to keep the hidden location sufficiently hidden and removed the blindfold. I tugged the reins from Vance's hands. He stopped and turned, looking like he wanted to say something, but Hawke cut him off.

“You've been quite a help, sir. I think we can make our own way from here.” His tone was friendly enough, but it was clear he wasn't up for whatever argument Vance wanted to make. Hawke took his own reins in hand, giving our guide a pointed stare that dared him to retort. Vance swallowed and settled for a scowl. I gave him one last friendly wave, then urged my camel after Hawke's, following our compass to make our way back to the Mad Riders' camp.

The sky was a velvet blue by the time we caught sight of the forest's edge, and I breathed a little easier. The reputation of the Mad Riders kept most outlaws from hunting within sight of the trees. Still, visibility was poor, and I didn't let my guard down for a moment, my essence stirring just below my surface and ready to call forth at a moment's notice.

Hawke conjured a ball of fire from his hand, startling me for a moment. The burning orb simply floated into the air and brightened until it resembled a tiny sun, casting light for hundreds of feet around us. It would make us easier to see, but there was no way anything could sneak up on us.

We had barely entered the forest proper when we heard the hoofbeats of several mounts. Hawke drew Symphony in a single smooth motion, and my own hand rested on the hilt of my short-sword. A few shadowed figures could be seen darting through the trees, but the thick shadows cast by Hawke's light made them impossible to make out.

A lone rider darted out into view, his hood drawn over his face. I prepared to summon my essence, but I caught sight of their ratty, pine needle-littered cloak. It was one of the Mad Riders. I relaxed a bit until I saw how lathered their camel was, how heavily the rider was breathing. They had been riding hard for some time.

“It is you two!” he panted. The rider turned and shouted into the trees, “I found them! Here!”

“Is something wrong?” Hawke asked. “Another attack at camp?”

My heart seized. If something happened to Blake…

“It's not the camp,” the rider said, shaking his head, “but there's been news of an attack. Liturgy has been annihilated.”







Chapter 12: Ruined

Luke. Winter.

My mind raced with panic, even days after we had set out from the Mad Riders' camp. Restless and Sir Brown Horse were fast, but we dared not push them too hard. They were our quickest way back to Liturgy, and we couldn't risk injuring them or having them die from exhaustion.

Still, Hawke and I both rode harder than when we had left. When we stopped, it was only to rest the horses, and our worry made it nearly impossible to sleep. Both of us only snuck in a couple hours a night, just enough to get the horses ready for another long stretch of riding.

Hawke in particular looked far worse off than me. I could tell he felt responsible for whatever happened, and it was eating at him every moment. It didn't help that the information we had gotten was vague. A lone rider had arrived at the Mad Riders' camp, one of Uraj's couriers that travelled the country to spread news around. They only knew that something had hit Liturgy like a storm, supposedly razing the town to the ground. The death toll was still unknown.

So we ate in the saddle and stuck to the Astral Road to make the best time, damning caution altogether. By the fifth day, Hawke and I were close to passing out in the saddle, and our horses were heaving their breath in steaming puffs, but we reached the crucial sideroads that would take us to the town. We risked slowing the horses to a trot, and traded off napping in the saddle. As worried as we were, we knew that we'd be less than useless if we showed up only to keel over.

Before we even caught sight of Liturgy, I was already noticing things that made my gut clench. The sky was growing gray and acrid with smoke, and every breeze carried the scent of ashes and blood. I steeled myself for what we would find.

When the first buildings came into view, I could already see the report hadn't been exaggerated. The once gleaming white houses and businesses had been reduced to charred husks, at best. Some of them had completely collapsed in, leaving little more than blackened frames and piles of debris in their place. The gentle spring winds kicked gusts of flaky ash down the road, leaving me squinting and spitting as we approached.

There were people hustling through the streets, but at a distance I only made out a couple of the stark white robes of the believers. The rest were clad in leather armor and sandy colored tunics I found all too-familiar. A few of them caught sight of us riding up and turned, their hands straying towards the swords at their side.

“Halt! No one enters here without permission from Lord Uraj!” one of the soldiers declared.

“I'm King Hawke Morau,” answered Hawke. “In the name of the Old Kings, I demand you let us through.” His tone was sharper than necessary, but I couldn't blame him. The way I was feeling, I probably would have shouted at the poor man.

The soldiers looked at each other, murmuring to each other. They'd likely heard Hawke had returned to Damkarei recently, but I doubted any of them had actually seen him. We'd be lucky if any of them recognized him.

“It's fine, men. They're with me.”

A familiar baritone cut through their discussion, and I looked up to see Uraj striding down the road. He was fully suited in his armor, the plates the same color as the ashes still fluttering around us. The soldiers snapped to attention, and Uraj dismissed them with a gesture.

“Uraj, what's happened here?” Hawke asked. His voice was strained with exhaustion and a healthy dose of fear. Uraj didn't look terribly well himself. Judging from the bags under his eyes, he had probably slept about as much as we had these last few days.

“Come with me. Micasa, you too.” There was no familiarity to Uraj's tone. He was playing his part as King Kuznetsov now, the immovable force that fought for the people. Hawke started to argue with him, but Uraj held up a single hand and silenced him.

“You three, tend to their horses,” he ordered to the soldiers. They saluted, and once we dismounted, they whisked Sir Brown Horse and Restless away towards a makeshift stable erected nearby. I hoped that we hadn't pushed the poor animals too hard.

“Walk with me,” Uraj said, his voice losing some of its edge. He beckoned with his hand and started walking down the road he had come from. Hawke was right behind him, and I fell in half a step behind Hawke.

“Luke and Winter are okay,” Uraj said as we walked. I felt the breath whoosh out of me in relief. I wasn't sure how I would have taken it if things were otherwise.

Still, looking around I could see that things were far from okay. Most of the town had been burned, and what few buildings hadn't been gutted by fire were streaked with cinder and scorch marks, blackened streaks scarring the perfectly white walls.

Even worse were the red smears that painted the cobblestone roads, too many to count. The few white robed figures we came across rushed from building to building, only taking time to carefully tread around those gruesome markers.

All this death and carnage. It looked like an army had massacred the town.

“Who did this?” Hawke said in a hoarse growl.

Uraj pointed ahead of us, where the church loomed. My heart sank at the sight of the building; it hadn't been spared whatever befell Liturgy. Most of the walls had caved in from fire damage, the paint blackened and peeling off what still stood. Shards of stained glass were scattered around it, the only remnants of those dazzling window murals I had seen just a fortnight ago. The interior was exposed to the outside and had been cleaned out completely, everything inside undoubtedly destroyed.

A small group of robed citizens were inside, making pious gestures over a number of lumpy white tarps that filled most of the floor space. I knew all too well what was covered by those tarps. I was surprised to see that some of the figures praying for the dead inside wore black robes, the white robes for once not seeming to care.

But there was something else just ahead of us as we drew close to the church. A lone black tarp was stretched out in the central square, weighed down with stones to cover some lumpy object in the middle. Just the shape of whatever was under there made my insides squirm.

“What's this?” Hawke asked. We stopped at the edge of the black tarp, and Uraj eyed it like it might jump up and bite him.

“Ricard Valentine von Bojangles the Third,” said Uraj, “or what's left of him.”

Hawke's eyes widened, his lips pressed into a thin line. “Bojangles? He did all this?”

“We think so,” said Uraj.

“What do you mean, you think so? Isn't this his body?” said Hawke. Uraj shuddered and swallowed hard.

“We…aren't one hundred percent sure. The description from the survivors fits, but the body is…well,” Uraj nodded towards the tarp, “unrecognizable.”

Confused, Hawke peeled up an end of the tarp and stuck his head under. I couldn't see around him to catch a glimpse, but after a moment Hawke made a choking noise and dropped the cover back down. His face had gone deathly pale, and he looked like he was trying his best not to vomit.

“Micasa, don't look,” he urged me, gagging a few more times as he tried to compose himself. “Uraj, you're telling me that was a person?”

Uraj shrugged. “The body parts and organs confirm it was definitely human. Whatever did that, though, could very well have not been.”

“I've seen a lot of horrible things in my life, but that…” Hawke blanched once more. I had been wondering just what was under there, but the more they talked, the more I decided to fight my usual curiosity for once.

“So how do you know it's Bojangles for sure?” I asked Uraj, trying to give Hawke some time to recover.

Uraj reached into a satchel at his side and pulled something out, holding it between his fingers. It looked to just be a rock at first glance, but there was something familiar about that muddy color, that glassy sheen.

It was a nullstone.

“They found this on the body,” Uraj said. He turned it over again and again in his hand. “Everything else they found on the body they burned, but they were unable to destroy this. It's the genuine article. This, along with the descriptions I've been given, means it was Bojangles without a doubt.”

I looked around at the wreckage of Liturgy. The damage looked far beyond the power of a single man. Then again, I knew that Uraj or Hawke would be able to do the same, if they got it in their mind to. A person with enough essence and the right power - or wrong one - was as dangerous as a whole army, That made me wonder something else.

“How did they stop him then?” I asked.

“I don't know,” said Uraj, “but I think Luke and Winter do.”

Hawke finally managed to find his tongue. “I figured you would have asked them already,” he said.

“I did when I got here two days ago,” Uraj assured him. “Neither wanted to talk to me, though. I don't think they like me very much.” He wasn't quite able to keep the hurt from his voice.

“Let me talk to them,” I said. More than anything else, I wanted to make sure they really were okay.

Uraj nodded in agreement and beckoned us to follow. He led us through the ruined streets, more than once forced to make a detour when wreckage blocked the path. Twice more I saw a group of white tarps covering innumerable bodies, and I shuddered. If there truly was an Almighty, it didn't seem to have been watching his believers very closely.

We cut through an alley, and Uraj led us to the Kamsons' front door. Their house had held up better than most of the other buildings, by the virtue of being one of the few that hadn't been burned to the ground. Other than a few scorch marks, it looked little worse for wear.

Uraj knocked on the door, stepping back and urging me to step forward. I guessed he hadn't been warmly treated during his last visit. I walked up to the door just as it creaked open.

A familiar pair of brown almond eyes peeked out, squinting suspiciously, but when they landed on me, the door flew open. Winter stood there, wide eyed, still wearing a white robe and holding her hands over her rounded belly protectively. I breathed a sigh of relief. I had feared that, even if Winter was safe, something might have happened with the baby.

“Micky!” she cried, rushing forward to hug me. I returned the embrace and let her drag me back inside the house. Uraj and Hawke followed right behind us and closed the door. Winter shot Uraj a dirty look, but didn't say anything.

“I'm sorry to barge in uninvited, but we need to talk,” Uraj apologized. I stepped lightly out of Winter's arms and quickly locked the door tight with a tap of my hand, just to be sure of our privacy.

Winter ignored Uraj, instead turning to Hawke. “I'm glad you were able to make it. Luke's in real bad shape. You have to help!”

I took a good look at Winter, noticing a few details I had missed before. Blood stained the sleeves of her robe, and her eyes were shot with red and puffy. I had never seen her so distraught in all the time I'd known her.

Hawke seemed taken aback by her plea. “I don't know a lot about medicine, but I'll do whatever I can. He might not be so happy for my help, though.”

Winter made a hissing noise and waved her hand. “I'll bind and gag him if that's what it takes, or Micky can lock him up. It doesn't matter.” She turned and stormed to the back of the house. Hawke looked at me, shrugged, and followed reluctantly. I looked to Uraj, but he had taken a place by the door.

“Looks like I'm still not wanted here,” he said, trying to feign indifference. “Go on, I'll keep things held down here.” He smirked, and I gave him my best sympathetic smile before leaving to join Hawke and Winter.

The Kamsons' bedroom had been tidied like the rest of the house, the usual papers and books moved elsewhere and the smoky odor I used to associate with the Kamsons only lingering faintly. The only documents to be found were heaped into a pile on a polished oaken desk on the far side of the room to the right of the entrance. Between the door and desk was a king-sized bed, heavily stuffed and layered with plush blue quilts.

In the bed lay a mummy.

At least, that's what it looked like. Luke had been wrapped in so many bandages I could barely make out his shape. Blake's bandages I thought a bit overdone; these were grotesquely excessive. I could just make out a nose, pair of eyes, and mouth peeking out from the depths of the gauze around his head. His eyes were closed, and his breath sounded labored.

Winter sat at the edge of the bed next to him, her face tight with worry. Hawke had circled to the other side of the bed, near the desk, and was looking at Luke disapprovingly.

“We'll need to get these bandages off and see the full extent of the damage,” he said. Winter nodded and pulled back the covers covering his torso, revealing the rest of the patchwork job. Hawke clicked his tongue and started working on finding a place to unravel him. With Winter's help and a pair of scissors, we peeled the bandages off layer by layer.

“'Ey,” croaked a raspy voice. I looked up to see Luke's eyes fluttering open. It looked like that alone took him considerable effort. “Who asked you for help?” He looked at Hawke with what was probably supposed to be loathing.

Hawke didn't bother looking up. “Winter did. What kind of injuries do you have?”

Luke grumbled, refusing to reply. Winter was quick to answer, however. “A couple deep cuts across the chest. Stab wounds to both legs. Bruised ribs at the least, possibly cracked.” She rattled off each one in monotone, like reading down a list. Her eyes seemed far away.

“Has he gotten stitches for the lacerations yet?” asked Hawke. Winter shook her head a little. “We'll need some needle and gut for that, then. Can you find us some, Winter?”

She nodded, a bit of life returning to her eyes. “I'll go snag some from the medical supplies in town. Be right back.” She bent forward and placed a feather-light kiss on Luke's forehead, stood, and strode from the room in one smooth motion. I'd never seen such fluidity from anyone, let alone a woman heavy with child.

Hawke had worked non-stop to cut away the bandages and reached a layer that was crusted with blood and pus. Together, we both carefully peeled them away from his wounds. Luke sucked air through his teeth, his face tight with pain.

Finally, we pulled off enough gauze to see what we were dealing with. The cuts on his chest weren't as bad as I was dreading; three long, raw red gaps had been slashed across his front, but they didn't look to go deep enough to damage his organs. They were bleeding, but they hadn't putrefied yet. It was better than I'd hoped.

The stab wounds in his legs were a different story. They had punched all the way through his thighs, right above each knee. They bled much more than the cuts, to the point where Hawke quickly reapplied the bandages to stem the flow. With the covers removed, I could see the dark splotches that already stained most of the bed.

“Micasa, we need to disinfect the wounds,” said Hawke. He sounded normal, but his face betrayed his concern. We might have come too late.

I nodded and turned to Luke. “Do you have any wine in the house?” I asked him.

“Funny time to want a drink, Micasa,” Luke said. His speech was slurring; not a great sign.

“This isn't a time for jokes,” I snapped. That seemed to sober him a bit.

“Yeah, bottom cupboard on the far right.”

I rushed to their small open kitchen and flung the cabinets open. A few dark bottles rested in an alcove, and I snatched the one that looked darkest. Uraj raised a questioning eyebrow as I rushed back. I let my silence tell him how bad the situation was.

In my hurry, I almost ran right into Winter. She was sitting where she'd been before, passing a spool of stitching gut and a thin silver needle to Hawke. I hadn't even heard her return.

Hawke took the stitching supplies in one hand and reached toward me with the other. “Micasa, the wine.”

I handed him the bottle, and he snatched it, staring hard at its mouth. I suddenly realized I had forgotten to remove the cork in my haste, but before I could say anything, the cork ripped free as if on its own. Then, still focusing on the bottle, Hawke's hand began to glow the sullen orange of angry coals.

Soon, the wine started bubbling over the lip, accompanied by a healthy dose of steam. The burning liquid trickled down the side and onto Hawke's hand, but he didn't so much as flinch. He looked over Luke's wounds, his jaw tightening.

“Winter, you might want to hold him down,” he said. “This is going to hurt a lot. Micasa, help her.”

Winter looked like she might argue, but settled for glowering at nothing in particular. I hurried to take hold of one of Luke's arms as she took the other.

“Hold up, what are you—” Luke started to protest. He didn't have time to finish the thought, as Hawke tipped the boiling contents of the bottle onto his cuts, and I found myself fighting to keep the writer from ripping himself free as he thrashed in agony. He was much stronger than I expected, but Winter and I managed to keep him still enough.

Even as Luke screamed, the hot wine dribbling down his sides and staining the bed, Hawke quickly moved to his legs and gave them the same treatment. His feet kicked out in spasms, but Hawke leaned over and pinned them down himself. Winter and I had to put our whole weight into keeping him from ripping free. The wine flowed through his wounds, dripping out the other side a brighter crimson than it had going in.

After a few moments, Luke stopped thrashing. His eyes had rolled back into his head, their lids half-closed. He had passed out.

Winter let out a shuddering breath. “Please don't make me do that again.”

“Hopefully, there won't be another need to,” said Hawke.

He handed me a towel, and I worked on cleaning the runoff from Luke while he got to work on the stitches. For a man who claimed to know little about medicine, his sutures were nearly immaculate. I had studied a bit of first aid under the Medicine Man, and probably could have done the stitching too, but Hawke's work was comparable to a practiced surgeon. After just about a quarter hour, all of Luke's injuries had been neatly sewn up. It was a bit of fortune that he had passed out. I didn't relish the thought of trying to hold him still through the whole thing.

“Will he be okay?” Winter asked, her eyes never leaving Luke.

“I'm not sure.” Hawke sighed. “I did the best I could to disinfect the wounds, but I'm not nearly experienced enough to tell if infection has already set in. The tools aren't ideal, either. If possible, we need to get him to a proper doctor. Are there any in town?”

Winter shook her head as she carefully tousled a loose strand of hair from Luke's face. He had always been a rather pale man, but his face had taken on an unnerving milky tinge.

“The closest Liturgy had was a priest who knew some basic first aid,” she said. “He died in the attack, though. Otherwise I would have gone to him right away.” She choked a little. “I didn't realize how stupid it was to live in a town without a proper doctor until I needed one.”

“Winter, about the attack…” Hawke started saying. She cut him off with a shake of her head.

“Not right now. I don't want to think about it.” Winter pulled her legs up into the bed and lay next to her husband, oblivious to the soggy patches and crusty dark stains. She gently closed his eyes the rest of the way with a brush of her fingertips. Luke's breath came slow and steady. He looked like he was sleeping peacefully. I hoped he was sleeping peacefully.

“You two can stay the night, if you'd like,” said Winter. She sounded more exhausted than she had just minutes ago.

“I think we'd be happy to take you up on that offer,” said Hawke, looking to me.

“Of course,” I agreed. Winter smiled a bit, the first time since we'd arrived.

“Good,” she murmured. “There's some spare blankets in the closet. Help yourself to anything in the kitchen if you're hungry.” Her eyes started to flutter shut. We knew our cue to leave and slunk away as quietly as we could manage.

Uraj was still standing by the door, arms crossed, as we eased the bedroom door shut. His eyes met ours, and he gave us a pointed look.

“It was worse than I thought,” said Hawke, “but I think he'll at least make it through the night.”

Uraj cursed under his breath. “This is my fault.”

“How so?” Hawke asked, confused.

“Silvia was the strongest defense this town had. If she had been here, she might have been able to stop Bojangles before it came to all this.” He grimaced. “In trying to protect her, I got all those people killed. I might have gotten Luke killed.”

“There's still a chance he'll pull through. We really need to get him a doctor, though,” said Hawke.

Uraj looked surprised that Hawke was trying to console him. His expression grew determined.

“I'll send out some messages, see if I can't get a doctor out here with all speed.”

I still expected Hawke to make some biting retort, but instead he just nodded. “Thanks, Uraj. Luck to you.”

Uraj's eyes widened, just a bit. I shared his surprise. This was the most civil discussion I had seen the two have up to now. The Forge returned the nod, and only waited around long enough for me to release my lock. Then he was out the door and into the darkening twilight.

With the door closed and locked again, the quiet of the little house pressed down around us. I couldn't think of anything to say, so I chose to busy myself with making up some beds for us with the blankets Winter had mentioned. Hawke dug through the pantries, making a show of trying to find something to eat, but ultimately didn't touch anything. That was fine by me. My stomach was too twisted to keep anything down.

Hawke offered me the couch, choosing to plant himself against the wall near their bedroom door. I curled up and pulled the blankets to my chin. They were soft and clean, though there was the faintest scent of smoke still clinging to them.

I thought of Winter and Luke, laying in puddles of blood-soaked wine just the next room over, and felt a twinge of guilt mesh with the fear knotting inside me. As I lay awake, wondering if Luke would make it through the night, the silence of the house grew heavier. That only made it easier to hear the faint whisper that came from the back room every so often. It was the barest breath of a sob.







Chapter 13: Deeds Over Words

I didn't think I'd be able to sleep at all that night, with all the thoughts whirling in my head, but the week's worth of exhaustion I'd been building up hit me all at once. Before I knew it, I was opening my bleary eyes to a handful of sun rays creeping through a window. I yawned and stretched. I had been coiled like a spring all night on the couch, and the kinks in my limbs bit back in protest.

Hawke was already in the kitchen, working with an iron skillet over the Kamsons' potbelly stove. He hummed an aimless tune as he flipped eggs and peppers into the air over and over. It smelled divine, especially considering it overpowered the acrid odor of the house.

“Good morning,” he said with a smile. “I just checked on Luke a little bit ago. He still seems to be doing okay.”

That pulled a smile from me. I was afraid of the news I was going to wake up to. Of course, I doubted that Hawke would be making omelettes if things had taken a turn for the worse.

He pulled out four plates from a cupboard and doled out the contents of the skillet onto them with deft flicks of his wrist. The power of the Scholar made Hawke a terrifying warrior, but it also gave him the most peculiar set of skills I'd ever seen in a single person.

He brought me a plate, as well as a mug full of steaming tea. I thanked him and downed both in just a few minutes. When you live most of your life off of hard rations, you don't waste the chance to enjoy a hot meal when you can take it.

“Would you mind taking those plates to their room?” Hawke asked. He was working on his own food much slower.

“Sure,” I said, eager to get up and work the knots out of my legs. I lacked the required number of arms to carry two mugs of tea and two plates all at once, but I managed to work around that by locking the plates to my arms, freeing my hands to grasp the mugs. Hawke looked at me funny, and I stuck my tongue out at him. After all, what was the point of having a power if I couldn't use it?

I hadn't thought about how I was going to open the door, though. Thankfully, it was slightly ajar, and I nudged it open with a bump of my hip. Winter was standing by the desk, tidying up the stacks of papers and books that cluttered it. I looked at Luke, relieved to see that a bit of color returned to his cheeks. Now he only looked like his usual pale self.

Winter turned as she heard my footsteps, and she gave me a grin. It wasn't her usual impish one, but it was more than she had given the day before. “Micky, good morning! Ooh, did you make us breakfast, you little sweetheart?”

“Morning,” I said, walking over so she could help relieve me of my burden. She sat on the edge of the bed to eat her breakfast while I placed Luke's on the bit of desk not covered in mess. “No, you can thank Hawke for this.”

“That guy has too many talents,” she said, spraying a bit of food on the floor. “Nobody likes a man who's too perfect.”

That got me to laugh. “If there's one thing I'd never call Hawke, it's perfect.”

“Still,” said Winter, “cooking, first aid, and who knows what else. He'd make a fine trophy wife for someone.”

The smile dipped from my face. “I don't think he thinks about finding someone, after…”

“Oh.” Winter swallowed her food and flushed. “I'm such an idiot. Sorry, Micky, sometimes my mouth moves faster than my brain.”

“It's certainly louder than your brain, that's for certain,” said a raspy voice.

We both startled a bit, whirling to find Luke looking around the room. He tried to pull himself into a sitting position, but that only made him wince, and he resigned himself to where he was. Winter gasped and tossed her plate aside, barely giving me time to catch it before it smashed to pieces on the floor. She squirmed up next to Luke and wrapped her arms around him.

“I would have slashed myself to pieces a long time ago, if I knew I would get breakfast in bed with a beautiful woman for it,” he said. He still sounded weak, but I took his jab as a sign he was feeling better. He looked at me and added, “At least, I hope that food is for me, yes?”

I snorted and handed him his breakfast. Winter gave him a look that was half-playful pout and half-scowl.

“You jerk! I was scared out of my wits all night, and the first thing you do when you wake up is ask for food?” she said.

“You're right,” he said. “I should be doing this.”

He brought his arm around her shoulders and pulled her into a kiss. Her false anger fell away immediately, and she closed her eyes to return it tenfold. I felt my face grow hot, and hurried to turn away. It didn't help that Luke wasn't wearing a shirt, and though he wasn't in his prime, it was still obvious he was far from out of shape. I felt like a voyeur.

“Oops. Sorry, Micky,” said Winter. The impishness crept back into her tone. “Didn't mean to go all mushy with you standing there.”

“Oh, crap,” said Luke. “Winter, find me some damn clothes before I die of embarrassment here.”

I heard Winter stand and shuffle around for a minute, with the sounds of drawers opening and closing. Luke made an indignant noise, and Winter replied with something that sounded like a growl. Then some rustling, and finally Luke cleared his throat.

“Alright, Micasa, I think I'm as decent as I'm going to get,” he said. I didn't like the sound of that, but cautiously peeked anyway.

He had slipped into a fluffy bright pink bathrobe tied loosely at his waist. I did my best to turn the laugh that erupted out of me into a convincing series of coughs. Luke turned an astonishing shade of purple.

“Yes, yes, let's all laugh at the infirm man with a wife with a cruel sense of humor,” he said, though for once he didn't sound all that chafed.

A snort came from the door. Hawke stood there, holding a fresh set of bandages with one hand while his other fought to cover his mouth. Luke's face contorted into something that could curdle milk.

“Can I at least have my hat?” said Luke, obviously trying not to shout. Winter quickly scooped it off the ground and planted it on his head, pausing only to tilt it at a jaunty angle. Luke tugged the fluffy robe tighter around himself with all the dignity he could muster.

“Well, if you're this lively, it's safe to say my treatment did some good after all,” said Hawke.

“Could be worse, I suppose,” said Luke. Coming from him, that was the closest I'd heard to a compliment about Hawke. My companion smiled.

“We will need to change those bandages soon,” said Hawke. “Best to tread lightly, at least until Uraj comes back with help.”

“Both of you here again,” Luke muttered. “I'd hoped I had seen the last of you two for a long while when you left.” He sighed, and some of his grumpiness deflated out of him. “Ironic, though. If you two had stuck around a while longer, all this might not have happened.”

Hawke and I looked at each other. This was what we came to learn in the first place. He looked reluctant to ask, undoubtedly nervous he might prod Luke's temper and silence him. I took a deep breath and decided to do the hard work for him.

“What happened here, Luke?”

He wrinkled his nose, staring determinedly at the wall. Winter fidgeted a bit, and Luke's hand moved to hold hers without him looking. We all stood there for a while, not moving, not speaking.

“That man was a monster,” said Luke at last. He glanced at Winter, then to me, then to Hawke. He didn't look away, this time. “I thought I had seen the worst that essence could do. That…beast proved me wrong, though.”

Hawke nodded and knelt beside the bed. Luke waited to see if he'd say anything, but Hawke looked content to let the writer say his piece.

“It was, what, about a week ago now?” Luke said, unsure. He looked to Winter for confirmation.

“Week and a half,” she said. “You've been drifting in and out of consciousness.”

“Week and a half, then,” he agreed. He turned back to Hawke. “We heard some commotion coming from the central square. In a town like this, any sort of loud noise other than the church bell is a sign something's amiss, so Winter wanted to go check it out.”

Luke frowned. “She's damn good at sneaking, but I didn't want her wandering around alone if something was going down. So, I threw on a white robe, too, and we headed out together.

“We saw immediately, things were horribly wrong. A whole lot of buildings were on fire, and nobody looked like they were trying to put them out. It was time for midday prayer, so most of the people on the streets were like us, just peeking their heads out to see what the fracas was all about. Some people were running away from the square, and we heard more screaming.

“So, Winter helps me sneak around through some of her favorite dark alleyways. On our way, we see some of the white robes in the streets, hurling lanterns into the buildings. They were torching the cities themselves! Neither of us could figure out what the hell they were thinking. We avoided them as best we could and crept right up to the square. That's when we saw the first body.”

Luke shuddered on reflex. “He was in the same way I am, only in a much more mortal way. Just a mess of bloody gashes and holes. And that was just the first one.

“There were at least a score more just like him in the square, scattered all over the place. Everything reeked of smoke and blood. And standing in the center of it all was him, cackling like a madman, a bloody rapier clutched in his hand.”

“What did he look like?” Hawke asked. I flinched, expecting Luke to get upset, but he didn't mind in the least.

“Tall and thin, grossly thin.” Luke pursed his lips as his mind worked. “Wispy white hair, like a corpse's. Pale bluish skin, gross watery eyes. He was wearing soiled rags instead of clothes. Oh, and that stupid nose.” He put the tip of his thumb to his nose. “It was at least this long, I swear. I would have laughed myself to tears if he hadn't clearly been on a murder spree.”

Hawke nodded. “That definitely sounds like Bojangles,” he said.

Luke's mouth dropped open. “Were you looking for this guy all this time?”

“He had something we were looking for,” I said. I didn't want to derail Luke from his story too long, and I didn't know how much Hawke was willing to tell about the Conclave.

“Well, we all had shit luck then, didn't we,” Luke said, running a hand through his hair.

“So, what happened? Did he find you?” said Hawke.

“Well, not exactly,” said Luke. “One of those mangled bodies wasn't dead. The nose guy - what did you call him, Boyanglee? - Well, he sees the guy squirming and starts screaming something about dirty peasants ruining his kingdom.”

So somehow Bojangles got the idea that Liturgy was built over the ruins of Ravoso. That got me curious. “Luke, do you know if this town was built over an old ruin?”

He looked at me and shook his head. “Up until about nine or ten years ago, this land was all unsettled wilderness. It's why the folk built here. They didn't want to risk some lord coming in and trying to reclaim an old keep or whatnot.”

“But he seemed certain this place was his kingdom?” I asked. Luke nodded. “Then what got that idea into his head?”

“Who knows?” said Hawke. “He seemed certain that the other ruin we found him in wasn't Ravoso. Luke's probably right: he was just insane.”

“Well, whatever it was, he kept ranting that he was going to purge the place and start anew,” Luke continued. “Then he tosses the rapier in his hand to the guy bleeding out and leans in. I saw his mouth move, but I couldn't hear what he said. The guy on the ground picks up the rapier, and I expect him to try and attack Mr. Nose. Suddenly, the guy shoves the blade through his own chest!”

Luke looked at us pointedly, expecting some sort of reaction. When neither Hawke nor I so much as batted an eye, he looked almost disappointed.

“I'm guessing you know how he could do that?” he said.

“Bojangles had the power of suggestion,” Hawke explained. “He probably told the man to kill himself with the sword. We had firsthand experience with his power before.”

Luke's eyes widened. “No shit? Well, that might explain the arsonists…”

“So, what happened then?” Hawke said eagerly.

“I'm getting there! Anyways, Winter knew he had a power, as she's trafficked with those kinds before.” Winter punched him in the arm, but he ignored it. “She tells me this, and I start saying we need to get the hell out of town. That's when I notice that she slipped off in the second I looked away.”

Winter looked genuinely regretful. Luke glared at her from the corner of his eye, but it was the kind of look that said, 'You had me scared out of my mind.'

“So,” said Luke, “I figured the only reason she'd done it was because she planned on having a dagger make acquaintance with this crazy man's heart.” He stopped for a second and looked at me guiltily. I'd forgotten that they didn't know I had been informed of Winter's old occupation.

“Hawke already told me about that,” I told him, “though I don't know why you kept it a secret.”

“Sorry, Micky,” said Winter. “I don't like to talk about those days a lot.” She crossed her arms in front of her chest and refused to meet my eye.

“Don't worry about that,” I said hurriedly, “but did you really try and take on Bojangles by yourself?”

She shrugged. “I've killed people with powers before. I can do that thingy that makes weapons sharper, like what Hawke does with his sword. Even the strongest fighter goes down from a knife in the ol' ticker.” She made a stabbing motion with her hand.

“Right, and I knew that's what she was going to do,” said Luke. “But I panicked. Winter's way stronger than me, I won't lie, but she's not invincible, and there was the double risk of the baby. I assume she thought she could just creep in, give him a tap on the back, and that's that.”

“So the idiot walked right out onto the street and called out the lunatic,” Winter chimed in. She gave Luke a taste of his own glaring medicine, and even though he didn't see her looking at him, he visibly wilted under her stare.

“Well, what kind of man would I be if I cowered and hid while the love of my life - carrying my child, no less - went to face a killer!?” he blurted. Her eyes narrowed, but by the blush creeping up her neck I could tell she was pleased with her description.

“Yeah, I called the guy out,” Luke said. “I figured, if nothing else, I could cause enough distraction that Winter would have time to do her work. The guy looks at me and gives me this sneer like I'm some crap he just found on the bottom of his shoe. I think, that's good, let him underestimate me. I start trying to talk to him, but he holds his hand up. I went quiet, hoping to get him talking to distract him more.”

Hawke's face went rigid, and he swallowed hard. “You stopped to listen to him?”

Luke seemed confused by the question, but after a second his face lit up, then immediately darkened.

“Well, after what you told me, of course that sounds like a stupid thing to do,” he said. “But seeing as how I didn't know, it's not fair to act like I was stupid.”

“Of course it was stupid. In a fight against a power user, not knowing their power is practically suicide,” said Hawke.

Luke glowered at that. “No matter what you say, I don't regret my decision. I wasn't going to let Winter take him on alone, and I never would. Anyways,” he stressed the word to indicate the matter was closed, “he pulls his sword out of the dead guy and points it at me. Tells me that a dirty vagabond has no right to approach their superiors. I'm letting him ramble on, but that's when the situation went sour fast.

“He…” Luke paused, trying to collect his thoughts. “He said something along the lines of, 'You're so beneath me, you haven't even noticed I already stabbed you through the legs in the time we've been talking.' I thought he had gone completely out of his head, but then my legs exploded in pain.” He tapped just above both his knees, where those terrible puncture wounds were.

“Bojangles moved faster than you could even see?” I said in awe. Essence could certainly make a person faster and stronger, but to make them so fast they couldn't be tracked by the eye sounded terrifying.

“No,” said Winter, “the guy didn't move at all. I was watching the whole time. I would have noticed. His essence did something weird, though.”

Hawke's mouth dropped open. “No, that's ridiculous,” he said. Luke was about to chew him out, but it was clear that Hawke had been muttering to himself, not us. “Yet with his power, it just might be…”

“Wait.” I had an idea what Hawke was considering. “You're thinking his power did that?”

“It seems absurd, but if he can convince someone to fall on a blade willingly, what's to stop him from believing their knees burst out from under them?” he said.

Luke gestured towards his legs again. “Convinced me nothing! You just cleaned these wounds out last night! They're as real as real gets!”

“He didn't convince you in the normal sense,” Hawke said. “He convinced your body itself that it had been damaged, to the point where the wounds became real.”

“You're saying my legs tore themselves open because I believed he did it?” When Luke put it that way, it did sound like the most absurd thing I'd ever heard.

But I'd seen a man catch on fire and come out unscathed. I'd seen a person absorb wounds from someone else to take on as their own. I'd seen enough madness in my life to believe just about anything.

“So how did you get away from him?” asked Hawke.

“I didn't,” said Luke. “After my legs gave out, he came up to me and started carving up my chest. He was enjoying it, the sick bastard. I couldn't hear my own damn screams over his laughing. Then he stopped and turned. I'm laying there, gasping for breath, and I manage take a look to see what stopped him.

“And there's Winter, standing, frozen like a deer cornered by a wolf. She's got her dagger held up, ready to strike him, and she's not moving.”

“I'm sorry,” whispered Winter. “I got careless. I saw him doing those things to you and I rushed too much. He probably felt me coming, that's why he turned. When I saw just how bad you were hurt, I sort of lost it.” Rage and guilt bloomed over her face.

“That monster turned on her and pointed his sword,” Luke growled. “He pointed his sword at Winter, and I saw the gleam in his eye. He was going to do the same thing to her that he did to me - no, probably worse. He was an animal full of lust and hunger. Then I…”

He fumbled, eyes narrowing. “I snapped. Something inside me broke, and I grew unbearably hot. That heat rolled through my whole body, and the only thought on my mind was that no punishment was too severe, no horrors too brutal for anyone who would threaten Winter and the baby. I heard someone cry out, but my vision was going red. I couldn't see anything clearly. There was a wet sound, and something splashed across me. When I came to,” he looked around the room, “I was here. Winter had bandaged me up and wouldn't talk about what had happened out there.”

I looked back to Winter, only to see she had disappeared. I wondered where she had run off to, but after only a few seconds she walked back in through the door. She held a few sheets of paper in her trembling hands.

“Hawke, can you look at this for me, please?” she asked, holding out the papers to him. He snatched them, his eyes flying over the pages. I crept over and started reading over his shoulder.

It looked to be some sort of letter. I recognized the handwriting as the same one I'd seen on all the documents around the house, so it had to have been written by Luke. Most of the letter was a rambling mess, filled with accusations leveled at someone I didn't know.

Hawke let out a sharp breath and placed his finger over one of the last passages on the last page. I leaned in close and took a good look. It read:

 

DO NOT TRY ME ON THIS. IF YOU, OR ANYONE ELSE, EVER SO MUCH AS THINKS ABOUT HARASSING OR HARMING MY WIFE, I WILL MAKE YOUR LIFE AS SHORT AND PAINFUL AS POSSIBLE. THE MESS I MAKE OF YOUR BODY WILL LEAVE YOU UNRECOGNIZABLE. THEY WILL BE PICKING PIECES OUT OF THE STREET FOR WEEKS. OF THAT, I ASSURE YOU.

 

“What are you reading over there so intently?” asked Luke. Winter gave him a guilty look.

“It's that old letter of yours I kept. The one to that skeezy guy we met before we moved here,” she said. I had to give Luke credit: his face could go from pale to purple faster than anyone else I'd met.

“You still have that old thing!?” he moaned. “You're always telling me to get rid of this mess, but you keep the one thing I actually wanted to burn!”

“I thought it was sweet,” she said with a hint of defiance. “But that's beside the point. You noticed it too, Hawke.”

My companion nodded. “I assume you brought this to my attention for a reason.”

“When the killer whirled on me, I felt a surge of essence. A really strong one. I was sure it was killer using his power on me,” she said. “Then he gurgled and turned into…ugh,” she winced. “You saw the body, right?”

“If it could be called that anymore,” said Hawke.

“Well, I was too shocked at the time to make heads or tails of it,” she continued. “Luke was passed out behind him, covered in blood, and I managed to drag him home. We didn't get seen, by some miracle. After I treated him as best I could, I started trying to figure out what had happened. That's when I remembered this letter.” She eyed the papers like they were a dangerous weapon. “I've read it a dozen times, at least. I couldn't get that part out of my head.”

Hawke stared at the letter for a long time, then at Luke. The writer shifted uneasily in bed.

“I don't like the way you're acting, Scholar,” he said. “Come on, say something stupid. Say anything.”

Hawke ignored his request, handing the letter back to Winter. “We'll be back soon,” he said, starting towards the door and waving for me to follow. I trailed hot on his heels, back out onto the soot covered streets of Liturgy. The haze of smoke still clung to the air, dampening the sunlight.

We retraced our steps from the day before back to the square. I asked Hawke what he had figured out, but he kept silent.

When we reached the main square, we found Uraj speaking to a soldier that looked to be some high-ranking officer. He saw us approaching and dismissed the man, rushing to meet us.

“Sorry I haven't been by, the cleanup effort is still a mess,” he said. “I already heard back from a rider. There's a caravan about two days out that's heading this way, doctor in tow. How's Luke doing?”

“I think he'll manage two days,” said Hawke. Uraj look pleased, but Hawke cut him off before he could say anything. “I think we have a major problem, though. It looks like Luke has awoken.”

“I would think him being awake is a good thing,” said Uraj.

“Not like that,” said Hawke in a low tone. “He's awoken to his essence. Luke is a savant.”







Chapter 14: The Best Laid Plans

Hawke and I spent the next couple of days taking care of Luke and Winter, helping them until the doctor could arrive. Neither of them seemed keen on staying in Liturgy and announced they were going to pack up and head out with the caravan to look for somewhere else to lay low. The sanctity of their little hideaway had been compromised, and they didn't want to stick around when the town's delegators started investigating the town to assess the damages.

So, most of our time with the Kamsons was helping them pack up what few of their belongings they were going to take along. I was surprised that they were going to leave most of their possessions behind, but Winter told me it was hardly a concern.

“I've got a lot of money set aside from my old job,” she explained, “and Luke holds stakes in every publication company in the country. He doesn't write much anymore, except for when something's really bothering him, but he basically helped build modern journalism in his heyday. He makes quite a tidy sum without having to do a thing.”

It was his writing that bothered me. I had gathered that Luke manifested a power when he told us about his encounter with Bojangles, but I hadn't been able to figure it out myself. It was only after Hawke told Uraj and me about his suspicions that I grasped what Luke had done, and it chilled me to the bone.

* * *

Hawke, Uraj, and I ate dinner together the night the Kamsons told us their recount. Uraj was a simple man, but as a king he had to make a show of things (against his will most times, he claimed). So, in spite of the state of the town, our meal was practically a small feast. It made for a good excuse for Uraj to dismiss his retainers and soldiers, giving us ample privacy to talk in his personal pavilion.

“So, you think Luke killed Bojangles himself?” Uraj started as soon as we were reasonably alone. He dove into his plate of baked ham and potatoes, likely to keep himself from the temptation of interrupting Hawke.

“I'm almost certain,” said Hawke. He hadn't taken a single portion of anything. He had looked like little was on his mind other than our talk with Luke ever since he saw that letter.

“What's his power?” I asked around a mouthful of potatoes. I was glad not to have the same anxiety as Hawke; the food was superb. “I figured it had something to do with the letter, but I can't quite place it.”

“Well, let's look at the facts,” said Hawke. “Bojangles threatens Winter, and Luke's rage boils over. In that instance, his essence awakens.”

Uraj nodded and took a sip of wine to clear his throat. “It happens fairly often with savants. A surge of strong emotion can bring out latent power.”

“Exactly,” Hawke agreed. “So, his power manifests, and in that moment, Bojangles is reduced to a pile of jelly, to be generous.”

Uraj froze with a forkful of ham halfway to his mouth and put it down. Apparently, just the thought of what had been hidden under that tarp was enough to dampen his appetite. I thanked the Almighty that I hadn't taken a peek as I helped myself to some more ham.

“Now, let's go back to the letter,” Hawke said. “There was a line in that letter that matches the description of Bojangles's fate disturbingly well. Basically, anyone who threatens Winter in any way would come to a short and bloody end.”

“So, you think his power is like the one Bojangles had, except he can control someone by writing about them?” said Uraj.

“I think it's something far more dangerous than that,” Hawke said gravely. “Bojangles could only affect people who listened to him. Luke had written that letter years ago, addressing someone who had nothing to do with Bojangles. Yet it still came to pass, just as he wrote.”

“Then…Luke's power is to make what he writes come true?” I asked.

“It makes sense. Luke wrote for decades, all of it informational articles. He was always a man trying to get the truth out to people,” said Hawke.

“A person who can make anything he writes the absolute truth.” Uraj contemplated that for a bit, his face growing even sicker than it had before. “I see why you're so concerned, Hawke.”

“Indeed,” Hawke replied. “Who knows what he's written over the years? What secret thoughts he's misplaced? What might happen if his power comes unbidden again, bringing them to fruit? What if he realizes his power and starts trying to make active use of it?”

I could see what he was getting at. Inexperienced though he might have been, Luke's new ability was potentially the most dangerous power ever known.

“I'll need to talk with him,” said Uraj. “If he can harness that power for our cause, he would be an ally without peer.” He chuckled darkly. “Hell, if he learns to control it properly, I dare say he'd be stronger than either of us.”

Hawke didn't seem as amused at the thought as Uraj was. I wasn't either, for that matter. Luke had always been a staunch friend to me, and a loving husband to Winter, if nothing else. I didn't want to see him pulled into the world of violence and mistrust I'd grown so desensitized to.

* * *

Luke was thankfully looking better over the couple of days since we arrived. I talked to him when he was awake, telling him about what Hawke and I had encountered after we left Liturgy. He wasn't pleased with Hawke “throwing me in peril's way,” but he did laugh when I described how I subdued the soldiers. He found it fascinating that a talent as simple as toying with locks could lead to clamping two people's heads together.

I was careful not to discuss his own possible power with him. Winter looked terribly worried, even with his steady recovery. I guessed she had an idea of what happened to him, or else Hawke had already talked about it with her. Best to save that discussion for after he was properly treated.

The caravan rolled into town on a frigid morning, four days after we arrived. Four large, canvas-topped wagons were pulled through the cobblestone streets by pairs of massive horses with shaggy coats. The soldiers, with Uraj's direction, steered them right to the Kamsons' front door.

The drivers were a peculiar lot, decked out in mismatching clothes of vibrant color. The driver of the leading wagon was the oddest, a young woman with flowing light brown hair wearing several layers of satin scarves draped all over her body. She seemed terribly familiar.

I was waiting by the door with Winter as they reined up. The woman looked at me, her face deadpan.

“Micasa?” she said, her tone flat. That's when I recognized her.

“Chestnut!” I exclaimed. She was one of the first gypsies I had met, a member of Rouge's old troupe.

“I didn't expect to find you here. What a pleasant surprise,” she said. She didn't sound pleased at all, but she never sounded like anything affected her. Not until she got a few drinks in her, at least.

“Li'l Chestnut!” Winter cried, shuffling forward with her arms outstretched. Chestnut stepped off the wagon and into Winter's arms with casual grace. “Did Grandpa come too!?”

Chestnut stepped back, though kept her hands on Winter's shoulders. “Nope. I set out from Mirth's a ways back to start my own troupe. Got a message from the Mother saying you and your prince were in trouble.”

She had to mean the Goodmother. The old lady had said she worked closely with the gypsies, but apparently, they held her in higher regard than I thought.

“When the runner came looking for a doctor, we got worried. Sorry we're so late.” Chestnut looked at Winter's belly and blinked. “That's definitely new.”

“The baby isn't the problem,” said Winter. “Well, this baby isn't. My other baby has some nasty scratches, though.”

Chestnut nodded. “I'll get Sawbones to fix that right up.”

I didn't like the sound of that.

We had been treating Luke's cuts regularly with boiling wine and frequent rebandaging, and they'd already started to close a bit. When I led a pair of burly wagoners to the bedroom to get him, he tried to insist that he could walk to the wagons himself. Neither of them appeared to have heard him, and hoisted him by his shoulders and legs outside. He spun curses like gold the whole time.

Winter was still talking with Chestnut when I got back outside. “Are you sure? I don't want to put you guys out,” she said.

“Gypsies are family for life,” said Chestnut. “We go where we will. And we will go where you will.”

“But I don't know where we want to go yet,” said Winter.

“Perhaps I can make a suggestion.”

Uraj arrived, Hawke close behind him. They'd been talking all night and refused to let me in on the discussion. I was still irritated for that and brushed off Hawke's greeting with an icy shoulder.

Winter gave an icy stare of her own to Uraj, one worthy of her namesake. Still, she answered. “Fine, I'm listening.”

“You know what's happened to Luke, I take it,” Uraj said. Winter said nothing, but her refusal to meet his eye was as good as a confession. “Well, I thought it'd be best if you two would be my guests in Damkarei. There are a lot of things I'd like to discuss with you and your associates.” He nodded towards the caravans.

“I don't think Luke would like that very much,” said Winter. “For that matter, I wouldn't be thrilled either.”

“Would you do it for me, then?” said Hawke. “I'd feel safer knowing you two were someplace well protected. Plus, Uraj insists that his stewardess is one of the best midwives in Astra. That alone would be worth having on hand.”

Winter bit her lip. “Okay, if you really insist,” she agreed. “But only because I owe you for all the help.”

“Thank you,” said Hawke, smiling.

“Hey, you guys aren't talking about me out there, are you!?” Luke shouted from the back of the wagon. “I can't hear what you're saying! You better not be planning anything funny!”

“I'm sure Luke will be thrilled with our plans,” said Uraj. “The beach is lovely this time of year.”

That perked Winter up a bit. “I suppose a little time away at a cozy beach house would do wonders for us,” she said.

Uraj chuckled. “I think that can be arranged.”

We finished loading up the last of the few possessions they couldn't bear to part with, and Hawke took some time to catch up with Chestnut and her fellow gypsies. Winter came to give me a last farewell hug.

“I'm guessing I can't convince you guys to join us?” she said.

“Sorry. No rest for us. We still have to hunt down that last nullstone,” I said. I wouldn't have minded a little beachtime myself.

“Oh, Hawke showed me that ugly rock from Mr. Crazy Nose. A journey to demon country sounds like fun. I kinda wish I could go.”

“I wish you could too,” I said. “But first we have to find this Giant's Shadow guy before we can think about who we're bringing.”

Winter blinked. “Giant's Shadow? You talking about my buddy Snaggletooth?”

I was caught dumb. “I don't know,” I said. I waved Hawke over from where he was talking with one of the gypsies. He jogged over to join us.

“What's up?” he said.

“Hawke, what is the Giant's Shadow supposed to look like?” I asked.

“Huh?” He looked confused. “Never met him, but Uraj says he's about a foot taller than me, with tan skin tinted greenish. Two big tusks in his mouth.”

“Yeah, that's Snaggletooth, all right!” piped Winter. Hawke rocked back.

“Winter, you know the Giant's Shadow?” he said, aghast.

“Of course. He's an assassin. We all liked to get to know each other. You know,” she lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “gotta make sure we didn't cross each other's paths on the job. Bad for business if two of us ended up getting the same target.”

“I don't suppose you'd know where he is, then?” I asked, half-joking.

“Oh, he came to visit just last year. He said he was still prowling his old stomping grounds,” she said. She furrowed her brow, looking around, and eventually pointed northeast of town. “Some city called Happay or Hadday or something like that.”

“Hafwei?” Hawke suggested numbly.

“Yeah, that's the one!” Winter said. “If you see him, tell him I say hi!”

Hawke and I looked at each other. I had said before that we should use a thief to catch a thief. I should have at least thought to try the same with assassins.

“That's a huge help, Winter. Thanks,” I said. I gave another last farewell hug, and she gave one to Hawke. Then, she returned to the wagon where Luke was, and a few gypsies helped lift her into the back.

With everything loaded up, Chestnut climbed into the driver's seat of her wagon, flashing us a salute. She didn't so much as touch the reins, but with a single whistle, the caravan started rolling out. I caught one last glimpse of Winter poking her head out of the back of the wagon, waving. Then the horses rounded the corner of the street and trundled out of sight.

We made our way back to the square to meet up with Uraj. He waited for us, alongside a few soldiers who had brought out Sir Brown Horse and Restless for us. Another familiar horse with a glossy black coat waited by Uraj's side.

“Need to head out too, or else they'll leave me in the dust,” he said. I wanted to talk with him a bit, but we'd already spent too much of our limited time in Liturgy as it was. We all had tasks to get to.

“That's fine, we just got an unexpected lead,” said Hawke. “We know where to look for the Giant's Shadow.”

Uraj raised an eyebrow. “How did you—wait. It was Winter, wasn't it? I'm an idiot. I never even thought to ask her.”

“Neither did I,” said Hawke with a shrug. “I'll take what I can get, though. Hold things down on your end. Hopefully, we'll be back in Damkarei in a couple weeks tops with the nullstone. Then we can start figuring out what to do with our lordly friend.”

Uraj smiled and clasped Hawke's arm. He gave me a small nod and swung himself into his horse's saddle. Looking at the way he handled the mount, I almost found it impossible to believe this was the same man who was nearly falling off his horse just weeks ago.

With a snap of the reins, Uraj urged his horse off down the road, following the trail the caravan left behind. We gratefully took the reins of our own horses from the soldiers, who rushed off to tend to their tasks. Uraj had already prepared ahead for us, and our mounts were loaded with plenty of provisions for our trip.

“Oh, shoot,” I muttered as I was saddling Sir Brown Horse. “I completely forgot to say goodbye to Luke.”

“If all goes well, we'll be seeing him soon enough,” said Hawke. Restless was giving him a hard time, and Hawke looked ready to punch the poor horse. Eventually, he managed to wrestle the saddle on him and mount.

I took my seat and gave one last look around the town of Liturgy. It would be awhile before it got back on its feet, and I had no idea how long it would take to heal the wounds the believers had suffered, both on their flesh and in their hearts.

To my surprise, many of the houses already had new frames erected, and a few even had the first boards placed up for the walls. Those hadn't been there the day before.

“I wish I'd been able to get more done, but a single night just wasn't enough time,” said Hawke when he caught me staring.

“You did all this by yourself?” I said in awe.

“Not completely, but my talent for building certainly did speed things along.” He nudged Restless to a trot and started down the road. He looked back to see if I was following and said, “After all, what's the point of having a power if you don't use it?”







Chapter 15: A Home for Thieves

For once, we had a solid direction for our quest. With Winter's tip, we had an actual chance to hunt down the Giant's Shadow before our time was up. Unfortunately, time was still ticking by faster than we'd liked.

With our return visit to Liturgy, we were looking at just three weeks to gather the last two nullstones. It was a sheer stroke of dumb luck that we managed to get our hands on Bojangles' stone, and one of the others was safe behind the walls of the most powerful military city in the land. We would need all the time we could afford to figure out how to get that one.

Hopefully, the Shadow wouldn't prove too difficult. I kept telling that to myself in my head over and over.

“You seriously never met him before?” I asked Hawke one day after we stopped for a lunch break. He polished an apple on his shirt and appraised it.

“Nope,” he said, taking a bite. He savored the fruit for a moment. “I had thought he was just a rumor when we first heard of him. You know, one of those urban legends like Callos the Winged, or Bronco Ballard, or the Vagrant Knight. The Giant's Shadow was just another story I'd picked up someplace or another.”

That wasn't good. Hawke had a good memory for faces, and I'd expected him to remember someone as distinct as what Uraj described the Shadow to look like.

I tried to hide my unease by digging out my old map. I unfolded it carefully, making sure not to tear it where it had been creased hundreds of times before, and pored over it to find roughly where we were. With the help of the early noon sun, my compass, and some local landmarks I'd penciled in years ago, I found that we only had maybe another day and a half before we reached Hafwei.

“Funny,” I muttered, “we've been to Hafwei before, but I can't for the life of me remember what it was like.”

“I'd be surprised if you could,” said Hawke. “Hafwei is up there with the most unremarkable of all towns in Astra.”

I frowned. “I can remember all the other towns, though.”

“It's probably for the better,” said Hawke. He gripped Symphony's hilt and gave it a squeeze, the bindings creaking under his fingers. “Hafwei is a sort of hub for thieves from all over the country.”

“Wait, what? You mean, like, what the family does?” I didn't recall ever hearing about this town when we worked with the family.

“The family does a little business out of Hafwei, but even they don't have absolute power there.” Hawke shook his head. “It's basically the capital of the Astral underworld. Anything you might need or want that requires unsavory means, you can find in Hafwei.”

“I hope that won't make finding the Giant's Shadow difficult,” I said.

“Why would it?” said Hawke.

“You don't think they'll try to protect their own?”

Hawke stared at me for a moment, then burst out laughing. “It's a city of liars, conmen, and murderers, Micasa. We can probably buy his location from the first person we see with a pair of ruples. That does remind me, though, make sure you keep anything you value tucked tight in your clothes. There are more pickpockets on the streets than average passerby.”

We packed up and rode for the rest of the day, and most of the night, too. When sunrise was just a few hours off, we stopped to grab a bit of sleep. Hawke guessed we'd reach the town before midday, and neither of us felt like infiltrating a thieves' den without our wits about us.

I took first watch as usual. Hawke often said he could get by with little sleep, though I knew that he'd pass out for half a day if we weren't in a hurry. Sitting by the smoldering remains of our fire, I found myself on edge more than usual. Maybe it was the thought that we were so close to such an infamous location, but I ended up jumping at even the most innocuous sounds and seeing skulking bandits in every shadow. My sword lay bare by my side the whole time, ready for anything.

The first peep of daybreak was blotting black sky with blue when Hawke woke and relieved me for my rest. As I settled down and pulled the blankets over my head, I felt a wash of power as Hawke extended his essence all around us.

It was a basic technique called scrying that let someone with enough skill sense anything that passed into the user's field of essence. To me it was barely noticeable, but anyone else stepping into it would feel that same weight I'd experienced from the Goodmother. With Hawke's strength, he could probably hold a field like that stretching thirty feet in every direction with ease, letting him notice anything approaching us instantly.

I suddenly felt stupid for being so jumpy earlier. If I'd kept my cool, I could have done the same thing and saved myself a lot of grief.

With the reassuring press of Hawke's essence protecting me, I managed to catch a good few hours' sleep. Hawke shook me awake some time before noon, insisting we should get back on the road if we wanted to make it to Hafwei before sundown. He made it very clear that it would be a bad idea to arrive in town after sundown.

I shook off the sleep as best as I could and insisted that we had time for me to change. I'd finally been able to launder my clothes in Liturgy, and I didn't want to miss the chance to wear some clean clothes for once. I grabbed a fresh tunic and breeches I'd dyed my favorite plum color, and a bottle of water to wash up with, and scooted off to a small grove of trees nearby for some privacy.

Splashing some water on my face made me feel loads better. Almost good enough to brave these mean streets Hawke kept harping on about. As I peeled off my old clothes, caked with sweat and road dust, I wondered idly if there was a decent locksmith in the town. Surely, there'd be a good business in town for someone that could make a device even the most determined lock charmer couldn't overcome. I smiled at the thought of the look on such a person's face when they met me.

The bush to my right shuffled.

I was halfway through pulling on my tunic, but I was still just barely able to grab the hand that shot out from the leaves towards my face. The person on the other end tugged and tried to pull free, but I let him pull me along and used the momentum to crack my free elbow into their nose. They let out a manly grunt of pain, and I let go of their hand. As I expected, my attacker stumbled from the bushes, both hands pressed to his face, and I took the opportunity to stroll up and lock both his hands where they were.

He struggled for awhile, grunting in confusion as he tried in vain to pull his hands away, and I took the time to get a good look at him. He wore a leather jerkin and threadbare cotton breeches, a pair of sturdy leather boots on his feet. It was hard to make out his features, but I could see his greasy black hair and the coating of stubble on his chin well enough. He looked every part the storybook bandit.

“You come from Hafwei?” I asked, pacing a slow circle around him. I doubted he'd be much of a threat in his condition, but I didn't want to make it easy for him to know where I was.

“What the cockamamie 'ell did you do, witch!?” the bandit blurted. He tried to rise to his feet, but a swift kick in the back of his knee sent him sprawling awkwardly to the ground again.

“I can do worse than that if you don't talk,” I said. I tried to make it sound threatening, but I always found my voice a bit too high to come across as dangerous as I wanted it to sometimes.

“Alright, calm down love,” he said. He stopped struggling and took a second to catch his breath. “Aye, I'm from Hafwei. 'S a beautiful li'l getaway. I just wanted to show a sweet thing like ya the sights, I swear.”

I blanched a little. “I'm sure you did.” I gave him a kick to the stomach. Not as hard as I wanted to, but I didn't feel like beating a helpless man too badly so early in the morning. “So, you say you know Hafwei pretty well, then?”

“Yes, yes,” he said with strained enthusiasm, “Lived there me whole life.”

“Sorry to hear that,” I said. “I'm looking for someone they call the Giant's Shadow. Do you know him? He might go by Fasketel, too.”

“Fasketel?” The bandit went stiff. “Oy, please, don't tell 'im I tried to rough ya up. I wouldn't last a day if he knew I was eyein' one of his old flames.” There was genuine fear in his voice, but his accusation caught me more off guard.

“I-I never even met the guy!” I said. I could feel the heat rising to my face. Why was I getting embarrassed over something some flunky was saying?

“No need to be coy 'bout it,” he said. “Past conquests of his roll through all the time, tryin' to get back at 'im. I'll gladly tell ya where to find 'im, if ya just let me hands free and promise not to rat me out to the ol' ogre.”

I wanted to argue against his assumptions, but the free information was too good to pass up. I grabbed him by the elbow and hauled him to his feet.

“Fine,” I said. “Come tell what you know to my friend, and I'll let you go if we're satisfied. Try anything funny, though, and I'll lock your feet to your ass and leave you here.” He let out a whimper and graciously let me lead him blindfolded back to camp.

Hawke caught sight of us, and his face went rigid and purple. I only then realized that my clothes were skewed from my interruption, and my face felt ruddy from the short fight. I hastily straightened my tunic with my free hand and sped up a bit, almost pulling my captive off his feet.

“Who's your new friend?” Hawke said. Even I nearly flinched away at his tone.

“A simple traveller out of Hafwei,” I said. I tugged the bandit's elbow and deposited him on his knees in front of Hawke.

“Oh? Do tell.” Hawke drew Symphony free with more force than needed, making a sharp metallic keen. The man shivered, doubtless well acquainted with the sound of naked steel.

“Don't worry, dad,” I said. I had the satisfaction of watching the color drain out of the bandit. “He's as harmless as a deer.”

“A deer, eh?” Hawke crouched down and brought himself face to face with the bandit. Of course, my captive couldn't see Hawke, but he could feel Symphony slip under his throat. Hawke said, so quietly I could barely hear, “Deers are good. I love the taste of venison.”

I snorted. Any other time, I would have found it impossible to believe anyone would be frightened by such a cheesy line. Instead, I got to enjoy watching the bandit begin to cry.

“Please, sir,” he managed to croak. “I done nothin' to yer sweet daughter. Sh-she said she needed to find that no good womanizin' Fasketel, yeah?”

(Womanizing?) Hawke mouthed at me in confusion. I shrugged and motioned for him to roll with it.

“Yeah,” Hawke growled, “that scumbag has a lot to answer for after what he did to my sweet little flower.” I suppressed a groan.

“Of course, sir! Of course!” The bandit sniffled and did his best to nod. “Th' no-good chump owns a place in town named Last Call! He's there almost every day! Now please, please don't kill me…”

He devolved into a weeping mess, and Hawke started looking uncomfortable. Even I almost felt bad for the poor sod. Almost.

“Fine, get going.” Hawke pulled Symphony away and sheathed it. The bandit let out a gasp of relief.

“Oh, thank ya, sir! Thank ya, miss!” He stood shakily and bowed his head. “I swear I won't ever bother ya two again!”

I picked my sword up and drew it quietly. I put a hand on the bandit's shoulder and spun him towards the road.

“Remember,” I hissed in his ear, “if you bother us again. Your feet. Your ass.” I swung my blade with all my strength, smacking the flat side of it on his rear. “Locked!”

He stumbled forward, and at that moment I released my locks on him. His hands flew away from his face, and he used his newfound freedom to flail them in the air as he ran off as fast as he could, shrieking in terror. He didn't look back even once.

“I always feared the day you brought your first boy home,” said Hawke, “but that wasn't what I was expecting.”

I elbowed him in the gut, hard. He sputtered and doubled over a bit.

“We're not ever speaking of this, ever again,” I said heatedly. “And for the record, that was for that 'delicate little flower' remark.”

Hawke rubbed his stomach and winced. “Hey, you were the one who wanted to play the father card, not me.”

“Did you expect me to play you off as my lover? Gross.” I shuddered at the thought. “Let's just get going. Is there another road into town? I don't want to ride past that guy.”

There was another road, but we would have had to cut across several miles of wilderness to reach it. As much as it irked me, we didn't have the luxury of wasting time; we'd have to take the main road.

We packed up and rode off, setting a decent pace. I expected to see our new acquaintance pretty quickly, but even after a half hour there was no sign of him. I breathed a sigh of relief, hoping that he'd decided he didn't want to risk running into us, either, and hauled himself across the countryside to find a more private way home.

It was only a few more hours riding before we caught the first glimpses of Hafwei. It looked from a distance like most of other towns Hawke and I had traveled through over the years. As we rode into town, we passed under a simple arch boasting the town's name on a simple wooden placard. The streets were simple cobblestone, lined with simple wooden cottages. A few stone masonry buildings broke up the housing, their signposts calling out the businesses they housed. It truly was the picture of an underwhelming, plain city.

My hackles rose the moment we stepped foot into it.

For one, the road into town was nearly deserted, yet just within the city limits, the streets were crawling with activity. Hundreds of people swarmed the streets, jostling each other to and fro. They weaved between street vendors who cried their wares, though if you watched closely, you'd notice they never took their eyes from their stock for a second.

The other thing that disturbed me was how cheerful everyone seemed. There was hardly a face on the street that didn't have a smile, or at least an air of ease about them. They happily exchanged pleasantries with each other, even as they all bustled past to get to wherever it was they were hurrying. Nobody even seemed to mind as we rode Sir Brown Horse and Restless straight down the street, the crowd opening to let us march through without pause.

And all the while, a furious game was being played among the throng.

From my vantage point, I could see just what Hawke had warned me about. Every few seconds, I saw a couple of people bump into each other, and in that instant a sly hand would dart into a pocket. Before I could even register it, the pickpocket would vanish among the throng. At one point I saw, amusingly, as two people picked each other's pocket at the same time.

“I don't know how I didn't see it before,” I muttered to Hawke from the corner of my mouth. It was hard to make myself heard over the chatter, but nobody seemed to pay us any mind.

“You weren't looking for it. Most visitors don't,” he said. “By the way, watch your belongings better. Someone just rifled through them.”

I startled, turning in the saddle and rummaging through my bag. Sure enough, about half my rations and two of my spare blankets, as well as my favorite blue dress robe, had disappeared. As angry as I was, I was thankful I'd already stowed my most precious possessions in the folds of my tunic.

“I'm surprised there are any visitors, considering,” I grumbled.

“Oh sure, there are tons. To the average person this place is considered a plain village, but those in the right circles know Hafwei as a tourist location where you can find the most unique of pleasures and distractions.” He tapped the side of his nose and smirked.

It took me a second to understand what he was hinting at. “Those 'unique pleasures' are just a ruse?” I asked. His smile widened.

“You do get it! Though that's only half true. This place does certainly have everything it offers,” he swept his hand over the town and people, “otherwise people would catch on to the little game. But when those rich and powerful people show up, who's to stop someone from helping themselves to some of that wealth? What are the victims going to do, confess that they were swindled while enjoying some forbidden pleasures?”

A sour knot grew in my stomach. “You sound too comfortable with this. What if some of those activities are things like purchasing slaves, or torturing people?”

Hawke's smile faded. “No. Uraj and I have an accord with those who run Hafwei. We don't allow anything along those lines. If we find out those lines are crossed, we would wipe the town off the map.”

His essence flared for a moment, and the crowd around him backed off like he'd just grown horns. Restless snorted in fear, and the people stared at him uneasily for a second. He was dead serious about what he said.

“And how do you know if these rules are broken?” I asked slowly as I rode Sir Brown Horse past him and further into the city. He fell in behind me, and the people on the street moved aside as business picked back up.

“My contacts in the family keep an eye out for me,” Hawke said. He pointed to an inn down the road that looked like a small fortress, fitted together from hefty blocks of quarried stone. “That's the family's safehouse in Hafwei. We can hole up there while we pursue Fasketel.” A porter stepped out of the door as we pulled up, and took Restless and Sir Brown Horse to be stabled while we entered the establishment.

The inside was sparsely furnished but comfortable, with a pair of sofas situated by a quaint fireplace that had already been lit to fight off the oncoming night's chill. A man stood behind the help desk, eyeing us with a look of well-practiced suspicion. He looked suspicious enough in his own right, with arms like tree trunks and a barrel chest straining against his homespun robe. He certainly didn't look the part of a kindly innkeeper.

“Good evening to you, friend,” said Hawke. He scratched his left cheek, and the burly man narrowed his eyes for a second.

“And to you,” the innkeep said in a gruff tone. “How're the roads?” He shot a glance at me, and I realized he was expecting me to say something.

“No worse than usual,” I said, scratching my own cheek. It was a common call-and-response between family members who had never met before. He nodded, and some of the hostility faded; not all of it, but some. He reached to his own cheek and scratched, his fingers brushing over the faint black line tattooed there. I vaguely wondered what the Goodmother was up to.

“You're Hawke, right?” said the innkeep. “I'm Talas. Just came into the family a couple months ago.”

“Thought I hadn't seen you here before,” said Hawke. “Kal still here?”

“Nah, he scurried off the moment I got the job here. Couldn't take the pressure, the little mouse.” Talas cleared his throat and spat a phlegmy glob into a nearby spittoon. For someone of his size, I suspected a lot of people seemed like mice to him.

“Takes a certain kind, I suppose,” Hawke said slowly.

“Yep. Me, I like a little danger. Nothing spices the dish of life better than not knowing who on the street's liable to bury a dagger in your back.”

“Charming,” said Hawke. “You got a room for two?”

“Sure, take your pick.” Talas nodded jerked his head toward the ceiling. “Few visitors this time of year. Most of the marks in the spring prefer the more posh places.”

“Wonderful. Hopefully, we'll only need it for a day or two.” The porter came back in, and Hawke and I handed our bags to him. “Put them in one of the two beds, please,” he said. As the porter scurried off, Hawke called after him. “And not room twelve!”

Talas raised a brow, but didn't ask further. “Got some work for us, then?”

“Actually, just a personal matter,” said Hawke. “You know how to get to the Last Call from here?”

The innkeep's expression tightened ever so slightly. “You must have some serious problems, if you're heading there.”

“Rough place?” said Hawke.

“They don't call it 'Last Call' for nothing,” said Talas. “Some smartass usually gets offed there once a night. Only those with a serious pair frequent that place.” He shrugged, and pointed towards the road. “Keep heading down the way you were going, make a right at the next cross street, and keep on for a few minutes. It'll be the three-story shack that looks ready to fall in.”

“Thanks,” Hawke said. He started up the stairs, with me on his heels, but Talas hollered and got our attention.

“One more thing,” he said, and he looked at me. “Probably shouldn't take the lass. The boss of Last Call is a real horndog, so I heard. Might not be safe for her.”

For all his rough exterior, Talas was more of a gentleman than I thought. I smiled at him gratefully. “Thanks, but I'll be fine.”

The innkeep shook his head. “Don't say I didn't warn you.”

We found the porter just leaving one of the rooms, and he held the door open, beckoning us in with a sweep of his hand and a bow. I checked the number on the door as we entered and saw he'd taken Hawke's request seriously. We didn't have room twelve.

He'd given us room thirteen. Lovely.

The rooms were simple: just the two beds, a nightstand between them, and a brazier full of fresh potpourri for after dark. Just like the foyer, though, the accommodations were comfortable in their simplicity, and the beds were top quality. I hoped we'd have time to actually spend the night, though considering we were about to accost an assassin, it looked doubtful.

Hawke had dug up, of all things, his guitar case. It sat open on one of the beds, and he pulled the instrument out and started tuning it.

“You plan on serenading the guy?” I said. Hawke looked up and flashed a wicked grin, strumming a soft chord.

“Something like that,” he said. “Talas' warning gave me an idea. You ready to go tonight? I'll explain on the way.”

I shrugged and made a mock bow toward the door like our porter had given us. “You're the maestro. Lead on.”







Chapter 16: The Giant's Shadow

We waited until just before the sun completely disappeared and the night swallowed town to start our trip to the Last Call. At Hawke's insistence, I'd swapped my tunic and breeches for one of my dress robes. It wasn't my nicest one; that had been the one that got nabbed earlier in the day. The one I donned was a soft lilac with trace silver filigree along the cuffs and folds - fairly plain compared to some more elaborate dress robes, but excessively extravagant for the dive bar we were heading to, if the rumors were to be believed.

Hawke had swapped his usual long shirt and kilt for a plain woolspun tunic and rough leather trousers, capping his head with a wide-brimmed hat. He had also removed his glasses, but that mattered little; they were purely cosmetic. His guitar hung from a strap over his shoulder, and he walked with the casual amble of a wandering musician, his back slightly hunched. It helped hide the fact he was hiding Symphony under his shirt, just in case.

I followed close behind, holding my chin up slightly and my shoulders straighter than usual. I tried my best to give off the air of aloof superiority only nobility could muster as we turned down the street Talas had mentioned and made our way.

Hafwei was the first town I'd ever seen that seemed more alive with the coming night. If anything, the streets were more crowded than when we'd arrived, with groups of merrymakers (and doubtlessly thieves) standing in clumps under the freshly lit streetlamps. No longer on our mounts, Hawke more than once had to shoulder his way through the throng as I did my best to keep pace.

Just as we were told, we caught sight of the Last Call long before we arrived at it. The rickety wooden building stood a full story above the other residences and businesses on the street, sticking out like a splintered thumb. In place of shutters, planks of wood had been nailed across the windows, and feeble yellow light could be seen filtering through the uncovered spaces.

The sounds of shouting and cursing wafted to our ears as we approached. A pair of drunken patrons wrestled on the ground outside the entrance, the door torn completely off its hinges and laying forgotten a few feet off. The sickly yellow light spilled out from the doorway, like a pungent spotlight that put the brawlers on full display.

A pair of massive figures clad from head to toe in hooded black cloaks glided out of the building and peeled the two apart, even as they continued to try and rain kicks and insults on each other. Hawke grabbed me by the arm, and with his guidance we slipped around the altercation and into the building.

The place reeked of poverty, in every sense. The tables, chairs, and bar were all as shoddily built as the rest of the building, looking ready to fall apart at the slightest mistake. The only thing that wasn't made of wood was the brick chimney. I thought it was made of some strange black stone, until I realized it was just caked with untold years of soot. A small fire fought for life in its heart, though it pumped more smoke than heat into the room.

Even so, almost every table was filled with people smoking, drinking, gambling, and bawdy suggestions aimed at anything even faintly resembling a female. That made me a little uneasy. Most of the women sitting around were built and armed like mercenaries, trading back insults with twice the vitriol. Standing there in my lilac robe, I felt like an overstuffed lamb in a den of wolves.

“Ha! What do we 'ave 'ere?” drawled a brusque voice. A group of roughnecks playing cards at the table nearest the door stopped their game, eyeing us, or maybe sizing us up. The outburst caught the attention of most of the rest of the room, and I felt the weight of dozens of pairs of eyes settle on Hawke and me.

This was a huge mistake, I thought, and started summoning my essence for the inevitable fight. Without missing a beat, though, Hawke swept the hat from his head and gave the humblest bow I'd ever seen.

“Ladies, gentlemen, and everythin' in between,” he started rambling in some thick dialect, “a pleasure ta meet y'all. May I have th' honor of introducin' the most honorable and generous Lady Mica, straight frum th' kingdom o' Ravoso!”

Hawke had already discussed the plan with me, but his sudden change in tone still caught me off guard for a second. Quickly seeing that everyone was still watching me, I pulled together all the quiet dignity I could salvage and nodded sagely. A few eyebrows went up, but everyone seemed curious where Hawke was going with this.

“I'm but a lowly servant an' musician. Name's Falk.” Hawke doffed his hat once more. “The Lady has come to speak with the owner o' this fine place about some possible business that goes way over my empty head.” A few people chuckled at that. “As a show of her generosity, Lady Mica has demanded I make sure y'all are soused to the nines, or even the tens, if ya choose.”

In a few swift paces, Hawke crossed the room and slammed his hand on the bar. When he removed it, a bag spilling over with ruples was left behind. A buzz of excitement started to rise in the room, and some patrons outright cheered, raising their glasses. Judging from their ruddy faces, they probably didn't need any more help getting sloshed.

As the bartender scooped up the money and started sending the servers out to get orders, Hawke made a seat for himself by the fire and made a show of removing his guitar from its case.

“While yer all gettin' comfortable,” said Hawke, “milady also told me to make sure y'all are well entertained. Assumin', course, I'm not stealin' someone else's job?”

That made the room roar with laughter. I got the feeling that they rarely, if ever, got live entertainment. With no further motivation needed, Hawke struck a few notes and launched into a raunchy drinking song. Before long, most of the room was singing along and banging on the table in time to the tune.

A serving girl approached me and beckoned towards a table near the back. “The owner thanks you for your generosity and said they'd be glad to speak with you at your leisure.”

I thanked her quietly and let her lead me to the table. I ordered a watered glass of wine, not wanting to risk losing my wits during the meeting, and watched the room as she scampered off. I hadn't expected things to go so smoothly so far, but Hawke had them eating out of the palm of his hand. Funny how far a purse of cash and an ear for music could take you.

I got my drink, and tipped the server more than necessary. Even watered, the pink wine felt bitter on my tongue. I couldn't understand how other people stomached drinking it regularly.

My seat placed my back to the wall, so I saw the man approaching me long before he helped himself to the chair opposite me. He was a squat little toad, only about as tall as my own modest height and nearly as wide. The dress robes he had squeezed into would have been nicer than mine, if they weren't blotched with food and alcohol stains. He looked at me with wet, rubbery eyes and ran a hand over his bald head.

“Lady Mica, is it?” he asked in a surprisingly smooth tenor. I nodded, not wanting to break the illusion of a disinterested minor noble. “I'm honored to have your presence in my business. I am Liebert, and the Last Call is my own little slice of heaven.”

“I'm sorry,” I said, refusing to meet his eye. That was more from the disgust he instilled in me than any act on my part. “Perhaps the help here misheard me. I wanted to speak to the owner of this…charming establishment.”

I glanced at him, just in time to see the confusion blossom on his face. “But, milady, I assure you—”

I held up a hand to silence him, and he clamped his mouth shut immediately. It was sort of intoxicating, having someone act on my whims just because of my supposed stature. Or maybe that feeling was just the wine in me.

“I've heard many tales of the Last Call,” I said, my voice stiff in my best approximation of royalty. “More importantly, I've heard of the services of its inscrutable owner, one with a gift for…making people disappear.” I last part as slow as possible, as if my meaning wasn't clear enough.

Liebert swallowed hard, making his jowls quiver. I resisted the urge to retch and decided to sweeten the deal for the little man.

“All I ask is for you to see if such a man might be spending this fine evening in your establishment, and send him my regards.” In a smooth motion, I ran my hand across the table, leaving a trail of coins in its wake.

Liebert seemed to become livelier all at once. “I will, ah, inquire with the staff and see if anyone has seen such an individual.”

“That's more like it,” I cooed, giving him my most patronizing smile. I danced a ruple across my knuckles, in the same way Hawke had shown me. “Believe me when I say, those who serve me well do not go without reward.” I flicked my wrist, sending the coin tumbling through the air. His pudgy fingers snapped out and caught it mid-flight.

“Of course, milady. I live to serve.” Liebert jiggled to his feet, sweeping the ruples off the table and into a purse at his waist. I watched with amusement as he waddled off towards the back, stopping just long enough to hiss something at a nearby serving girl.

Hawke had finished his song, and the cheers and jeers rained down on him from the audience. Not a single patron was without a glass or mug now, and the servers were running double time to keep them filled. Hawke started in on a new song, an old ditty about Bronco Ballard, a legendary gambler and hero to shysters everywhere. It was a jaunty tune, and I found myself tapping my foot in time as I sipped at my drink.

That's why I found myself jumping in surprise as a monstrous frame slipped into the seat across from me, shrouded in a pure black robe with the hood pulled over their head. Only years of practice keeping my head level in tight situations saved me, but it was a near thing. I hadn't even seen them approach.

The shadowed depths of the cowl were fixed on me, and I could feel eyes deep within it boring into me. I realized then that my new guest was one of the bouncers I'd seen breaking up the fight outside. The room was filled with ruffians that would start a fight at the drop of a pin, but there was no doubt that this one was of a different magnitude. This was someone who would kill without hesitation, and sleep like a baby that night.

“Hm, young.” He sounded like he was chewing gravel as he spoke. I'd heard such a tone before. Just thinking about it sent a shiver across the surface of my skin.

“Nobody told me you'd be a grinel,” I said, crossing my arms. I wanted to look intimidating, but the stranger towered over a foot more than me, while sitting at that. His shoulders were broad enough that I doubted I could put my arms all the way around them. I must have looked like a sapling next to him.

“Half-grinel, to be precise,” he said. He reached to his hood and pulled it back just a bit, just enough to catch a glimpse inside.

The only other half-grinel I'd ever met was Hawke's old friend Char, and if there was one thing both of them shared, it was their lacking of resemblance to anything human. My guest's face was a rough, pebbled mess of leathery skin somewhere between tan and forest green. His lower jaw jutted out from his face, held there by two canine teeth large enough to deserve being called tusks. Any regular person would consider him a grinel, a demon.

But I'd seen enough full grinel to see the differences. The stranger clearly had ropy black hair, where a grinel would only have horns. Grinel also usually had either blank eyes or slitted pupils like a cat's, but his had irises and pupils. It was little comfort, though, when those pupils were an unnatural shade of grey bordering on white, and they were constantly dilated to the point that his irises nearly dominated the eyes. I was left, quite literally, staring into pits of darkness.

“I hope you won't consider my lineage a deal breaker,” he said, and his smile sent another chill through me. “I assure you, I'm quite good at what I do.”

This was no time for me to be quailing. I straightened up and worked up all the insufferability I could muster. “I have no problems with someone who can get the job done. Assuming, of course, you have no problem being hired by someone you consider, what was it, 'young'?”

He blinked a couple of times. Then, chuckling, he leaned back in his chair and draped an arm over the backrest. “I'd take a job from a toddler if the pay was good,” he assured me.

“Then, what was that you were talking about before?” I asked.

“I don't usually take girls your age to bed,” he said with a shrug.

Some women would have slapped a man for saying that. I like to think I'm more civilized than that. I punched him in the face, instead.

His head snapped back, and I suddenly felt my chill from before set into my blood. If he truly was the Giant's Shadow, I'd just assaulted a master assassin, and on his own ground, no less. I almost felt like cringing away and letting him get it over with.

Instead, he laughed.

“A woman with some real fire!” he said. “If only you were a few years older, you'd be worth more than all the other mewling pansies I've known put together.”

I resisted the urge to punch him again. It took all my patience, and most of the patience I'd have for the rest of my life. “I guess it's safe to assume you are the Giant's Shadow, if you took that hit,” I said. In my anger, I'd put some essence into that punch, yet he didn't show so much as a bruise for it.

“The Shadow is a fairy tale, the kind only found in songs like the one your friend is singing.” He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder at Hawke. His song was just finishing up, to the raucous applause of the ever-increasingly drunken crowd.

“Then may I call you Fasketel?” I said.

“I suppose, if you tell me who gave you my name.” There was a rumble to his tone that noted his displeasure of being found out.

“The Forge.”

“Gacht!” he spat in the grinel tongue, turning his head away. “I thought that guitarist looked familiar. Then you must be the little lady they say follows the Scholar, like a lost puppy.”

“We're friends and partners,” I corrected.

“You're a little girl hanging onto the remnants of a forgotten era,” he corrected me in turn. “I'm not interested in getting swept up in their insane plans. If you're here to take my ticket to Grankul, then maybe I should just kill you both right now.”

“You think you could? Hawke has survived for centuries, and you have no idea what I can do.”

Fasketel chuckled. “Power users always think they're invincible. Makes it all the funnier when they die without an idea of how I did it.”

The air thickened around us. I'd made the blunder of my life provoking him. I knew he had a power, Uraj had said as much, but I had no idea what it was. My locks would do nothing unless I could get ahold of him, and even with my essence I doubted I could overpower him.

Hawke chose that moment to start another song. I knew what it was four notes in: Waltz of Final Days, a macabre little piece that told the story of the end of the world. His voice rang out, low and urgent.

 

Skies of blood, sea of sand,

Step by step, hand in hand,

We trudge on towards that last endless night.

Hear their screams, can it be

Dearest friend, enemy

Do you know what's the point in this fight?

 

Hawke had told me it was a song soldiers often sang when they thought they were marching to their deaths. I didn't know if he could tell how fast things were going south with Fasketel, or if he just thought the room full of lowlifes would find it funny. I certainly wasn't.

 

One by one, we expire

One more log on the fire

Who will mourn us when all's said and done?

Dear Almighty, I plea

Find some mercy for me

That I may see the new world of none

The dawn of an era of hope yet to come

 

Fasketel looked ready to draw our negotiations to a close, and my life with it, so I went with the only move I had left: non sequitur.

“I forgot to mention,” I said as calmly as possible, “Winter says hi.”

Some of the venom drained from his face, replaced with puzzlement. “Winter? I don't know…wait, you must mean little Ice Princess.”

I would have laughed if I didn't think my life was riding on my next choice of words. “Well, actually she said to say hi to 'Snaggletooth.' ”

He was caught short at that. “You must know her, then. Nobody else knows that nickname for me. No one alive, at least.”

“I hope I get to be the second, then.” I forced an innocent smile onto my face.

“Hmph,” he grunted, and then he gave a smile of his own. “I wouldn't dream of hurting a friend of hers.”

Hawke's voice rose in a desperate crescendo:

 

At the world's final turn,

Even ashes will burn

From our soul fires snuffed by their scorn

All the things we despise

Celebrate our demise

As our cries echo out to a future unborn!

 

Hawke probably had no idea how narrowly I avoided making his song truly prophetic. I let out a relieved whoosh of breath and figured I should keep Fasketel talking to stay on his good side.

“I've never heard Winter call herself Ice Princess, I must admit,” I said.

“Probably because she wouldn't,” said Fasketel, “no more than I'd call myself the Giant's Shadow. Those were nicknames people came up with due to our reputation. Assassins like to use them amongst each other; safer than throwing our real names all over the place.”

He leaned back in his chair, his face taking on an odd, almost wistful look. “Ice Princess, though, she was unlike anyone I've known. You have some fire in you, but that woman was an inferno locked beneath a glacier. She'd stab a man with all the passion of staring at a rock, but you could just tell there was something under all that, something that'd set the world aflame if it got loose.”

“Are you sure we're talking about the same Winter?” I couldn't associate anything he was describing with my cheerful, bubbly friend.

“No. That woman is long dead. That ragged prince of hers cracked the ice, but snuffed out the fire underneath when he did.” He grew quieter the more he spoke.

“You loved her.”

His shoulders twitched. He might have been shrugging, or maybe he was surprised I guessed it so easily. “The closest thing I've ever felt to it, I suppose. I'd have tried harder, but she scared me shitless. For more reasons than one.” A corner of his mouth twisted upwards. “I saw her not too long ago.”

“She told me about it. That's how we found you.” I sipped my drink, hoping I hadn't sold her out.

“I figured. My own damn fault, telling her where I was. Guess I always hoped she might come back one day. The way she clung to her man, though, the way she looked at him, talked to him. That was the only time I saw a spark of that old fire in her.” He stared into my eyes, and the pain there was palpable. They were eyes that had sought to replace an emptiness in his heart, and failed.

“You can still be there for her,” I said. “You can still help. We need someone with your strength.”

His lips curled back in a silent snarl. “Don't you dare try to use my feelings to get me to do what you want.”

“I don't want you to do what I want. I want you to take a chance you might regret passing up.” It was do or die for me. I was using his feelings against him, but we were out of time, and the stakes were much higher than my own safety. “Could you at least tell me what you go to Grankul for?”

His grimace didn't disappear, but it lessened. “I get cheap stock out there for my bar. Grinel have fewer problems dealing with half-breeds than with full humans. The stuff I get out there is twice as good as anything you get on this side of the pond, and half the price. That wine you bastardized there,” he said with a nod to my glass, “is worth more per glass than the most expensive bottle out of Vinas.”

I appraised my drink, and felt ashamed that I'd wasted something so valuable without a second thought. I chugged the rest in a single gulp and slammed the glass down.

“I'll tell you what, then,” I said. “Have them bring me another glass, unwatered, and I'll meet the price you set as an apology for what I already wasted.” I slammed my other hand on the table and dropped a purse with enough ruples to buy a small house. I was glad Hawke had insisted on bringing so much coin with us, in spite of the danger it'd welcome.

He stared at me for a second, then raised his hand and summoned our serving girl. He gave her the order, and she practically ran back to the bar. In less than a minute, I had another glass, this one brimming with unadulterated liquor the color of bloody roses. The waitress also brought him a wooden tankard with an ale so dark it looked part of the mug.

I reached for the glass, but I caught Fasketel's gaze and realized, somehow, that wasn't the move to make. He still expected something of me, more than the small fortune I'd coughed up.

“You were talking about chances and regret,” he growled. “Explain.”

I had him. “I've never been to Grankul, never met the grinel and spoken to them, but even I know that this is no simple pleasure visit. You know that the grinel leader is dying?”

“He's been dying for decades. So what?”

“Uraj told us that things are worse than ever. When Origin's own subjects think the end is coming, that's cause for alarm. What do you think will happen when he does die?”

“What's it matter to me?” Fasketel said. “I'll just do what I've always done: lay low and play the hand I'm dealt.”

“You think it'll be that simple?” I asked. “What if whoever takes over decides to start a war with Astra?”

“Then I'll have plenty of work.” He chuckled darkly. “All the more money to put into this hobby of mine.”

“And if they don't care about what you want? If they decide they don't want half-breeds in their new world any more than they want humans? What then?”

“That's a lot of what-ifs,” he said.

“Then let me ask you,” I said, “do you like the way things are now?”

“Sure,” he said slowly. “My pockets are full, my business does just fine. Not much to complain about.”

“Well, everything you have now is thanks to the peace we have with the grinel. It's why you can get your stock, why you don't have to worry about a bunch of demons running through town and ruining what you've got. You might be half grinel, but you live amongst humans. If this fragile peace breaks, everyone will suffer for it. You'll be no exception.”

I grabbed the glass of wine and held it over the table.

“All that Hawke and Uraj and I want is to make sure what peace we have isn't ruined. If that means dealing with demons, I'm willing to take that risk. So, Fasketel, you have two choices. You can risk doing nothing and hoping nothing will happen as you stand by. If that's your choice, I'll waste this wine, just like you wasted my time, and I'll take that nullstone by force.” I shook the glass just a little, the wine threatening to slosh over the sides.

“Or,” I snapped before he could interrupt, “you can join with us. I don't want to fight you, and I think you want the same thing as us, even if you don't realize it. We need all the strength we can muster, if we want to protect what little we have. If we want to protect those we want to keep safe.” If you want to protect the woman you love, I almost said, but I knew I'd already probably said too much.

He stared at me, incredulous. My arm started shaking, and not just from the strain of holding the glass up. I thought I might have just sealed my own death.

Fasketel reached forward, and I assumed it was to throttle me. Instead, he grabbed the tankard's handle.

“We've only just met, but you ask a lot,” he said. “How can I expect to trust you?”

My shaking got worse, but it was from the thrill in my chest. I might actually pull this off. “How about we show each other our powers, then?”

That took him aback. “So forward. A man doesn't show his power lightly.”

“Nor does a lady,” I retorted. He cracked a smile. “But I'm not much of a lady. Gents, first.”

His eyes crinkled, and I caught a glint of mischief. “How do I know you'll keep your end of the bargain?”

I returned the grin. “How else? We drink to it.”

He cackled. Raising his tankard, we clacked our drinks together, spilling alcohol all over the table. At the same time, we both pulled back and downed our beverages in a single draught. The wine spilled over my lips and trickled down my chin, even as it ran down my throat. It was almost thick enough to be syrupy, full of the taste of cloves and cinnamon and apples and a dozen other flavors I couldn't place. It truly was a drink too good for my unrefined palate.

Fasketel lowered his empty tankard, belching in satisfaction. “As you will,” he said. “Keep an eye on the girl that's been serving us.”

I caught sight of her weaving between tables with a tray of drinks, and the wine soured in my mouth. Was he going to hurt her, just because of me?

Fasketel brought up his hand, slamming it on the table hard. Or, at least, it appeared he did. A blow like that should have crushed the flimsy wood, reducing it to flinders. The surface didn't so much as shiver.

At the same moment, the waitress hopped forward and shrieked in surprise, the tray she was holding dropped to send glasses and spirits clattering across the floor. The room exploded into laughter. The waitress, holding her backside with one hand, turned angrily and glared at a man sitting at the table behind her. Her free hand flew up and slapped the patron, hard enough to send a crack echoing through the room. The laughter only grew louder as the man was sent tumbling out of his chair.

I stared in confusion at Fasketel's hand, still sitting on the table. “That was you?” I asked.

He grinned like a predator. “Yep. Just sent my little lovetap through the table, across the floor, and up to meet her personally. Of course, if that doesn't satisfy you, I can show you what happens when I do the same thing with this.” He let go of his tankard and with a flick of his wrist produced a gleaming dagger.

“Please, no, I get the picture,” I said hastily. Maybe trying to recruit him had been the real mistake.

“Well, it's your turn, milady,” he said. I noticed his hand still resting on the table and let a smirk creep onto my face.

“As you wish,” I said, sliding my fingers across the table to rest on his. I let them stay there for a moment before pulling away. He looked at me, his lips pursing as best they could around his tusks.

“You have the power to hold hands?” he said in disbelief. “Lady, if that's something special, you should see the powers some of the girls I've—” He was caught short as he shifted his hand and the table came with it. I made sure to smile wide enough that I felt my face crinkle up.

The look on his face as he tried to pull himself free was worth more than the wine I had just downed. It only took a few seconds before he set the table back down and sighed.

“I assume you can undo this?” he said in defeat. “I'd rather not have to smash my table apart to get loose.”

I made sure to widen my smile as I reached over and gave his hand a tap with a single finger, releasing the lock. He pulled his hand away and rubbed it protectively.

“So, now that we know each other, do we have a deal?” I said.

The room erupted into cheers. Throughout our whole meeting, Hawke hadn't stopped playing for a moment, and the crowd had fallen in love with him. As he stood and bowed, his eyes met mine across the room. His humble musician disguise didn't reach his expression, one of a man ready to leap into a fight at any given moment. Fasketel turned and looked at Hawke, then back at me.

“I'll think about it,” he said finally. “Now get out of my bar. You two make things too rowdy here.”







Chapter 17: Legends

Hawke and I walked back to the family's inn with higher spirits than expected. We might finally have a strong ally to depend on for Conclave, and almost as important, someone who would be a huge boon in recovering Othenidus' nullstone. The idea that we would probably have to resort to force against the self-appointed Lord didn't cheer me, but my hopes were high for Fasketel. Hawke and I even found ourselves cheerful as we constantly swatted the hands of pickpockets away on our return trip.

I had just finished explaining Fasketel's power to Hawke as we came back into the inn. He had been listening with rapt attention, and he was lost in thought while we ascended the stairs to our room.

“Amazing,” he said. “I can't imagine how he gained the power of kinetic transference.”

The wine had kicked me a bit harder than I had hoped. I was in the process of figuring out how to open the door to our room, only to freeze to gape at him. Sometimes I got the feeling he liked throwing around strange terms just to make me look at him like I was an idiot.

“His power to take force and move it somewhere else,” he explained.

“You could have just said that from the start,” I said, closing the door behind him. I turned around, but the room didn't stop spinning around me right away. I managed to stumble to my bed and flop onto it, avoiding a possible meeting with the floor.

“I wish I'd been watching when he showed you,” said Hawke, oblivious to my drunken state. “A power like that would be useful.”

“Well, if he comes with us, it won't matter,” I said. I burped and tasted cinnamon and bile. Almighty, I was going to hate myself in the morning. “I'm going to sleep. I'll need to be up early if I don't wanna talk with Fasketel as a hungover mess.”

Hawke had started saying something in reply, but I sped along into the darkness of sleep with the wine's help. It was going to be a rough day tomorrow.

* * *

I awoke the next morning to the sound of silence.

At first, I couldn't quite place what was off. My head pounded, distracting me as I fumbled for the nightstand and the pitcher of water we'd left there. I quaffed a glass and smacked my lips, trying to wash out the grimy taste filling my mouth. Slowly, the room came into focus. Hawke was sitting on the edge of his bed, shoulders tensed, head cocked to the side.

“You're awake, good,” he said. “Pull yourself together as quick as you can.”

“What's the matter?” I stretched a bit, trying to encourage my blood to get pumping.

“You can't hear it?”

I strained my own ears for a second. There wasn't so much as a peep.

“Not a thing,” I said.

“Exactly.”

It took my foggy brain a moment to catch up to his meaning. Hafwei had been bustling from the moment we set foot in it. Even the night life had been filled with people carousing and shopping. I had taken the background noise of hundreds of people for granted the whole time, but something had made the town go quiet.

“I heard some screams earlier this morning. The noise grew louder for a few minutes, then…this. It's been this way for about half an hour now,” said Hawke.

“You haven't gone to check on things yet?”

He shook his head. “I didn't want to leave you alone here. You think you'll be okay?”

“I'm fine,” I grumbled, feeling very not fine. “You should have woken me up when you heard the screams.”

“And have you stumbling around groggy and hungover?” Hawke looked at me sternly. “You needed all the rest you could get. Shake it off as best you can. We'll go investigate as soon as possible.”

I helped myself to another tall glass of water. It was stale from sitting out all night, but my dry throat welcomed it all the same.

“Ugh,” I muttered, “I wish I had your healing right now. Probably stops you from dealing with this.”

He smirked. “Yeah, but it keeps me from getting drunk, too. I haven't gotten to really enjoy alcohol in centuries.”

“I wouldn't mind laying off the stuff for a few hundred years myself, after last night.” I spent a few minutes doing some light exercise, anything to help shake off the feeling. Eventually, my headache weakened to a dull throb.

“I think I'll manage,” I declared. I picked up my sword belt and buckled it on. I didn't want to waste any more time, so I refused changing my clothes. My nice dress robe was wrinkled from spending the night in it, but it wouldn't hamper my movement, so it was good enough.

Hawke grabbed up Symphony and tucked it into his belt, leading the way out of our lodgings and into the inn's common room. Talas was hunkering down behind the front desk, tightly gripping a warhammer with a head bigger than my own.

“You know what's going on?” Hawke asked him.

“No clue, but I've never heard a commotion like that around here,” said Talas. “Care out there.”

Hawke threw open the door and peered into the street. There wasn't a soul to be seen; no vendors, no passerby, not even a beggar to be found. The cobbled way was completely deserted.

We braved a few steps out from the inn, both of us listening for any sign of trouble, any sign at all, really. The quiet seemed absolute, but then we heard it: a distant sound something cracking or breaking. It was coming from the direction of the Last Call.

Hawke and I looked at each other, then tore down the street as fast as our feet would carry us. I drew my short sword with a steely hiss, and Hawke already had Symphony in hand. We rounded the corner and caught sight of the shabby bar just down the way. With the town all but deserted, we could clearly see the building even at a distance.

We could also see the bodies strewn about the outside. From the crimson blotches covering the cobblestones around them, I got the sick feeling that they weren't just a bunch of passed out drunks.

The crashing got louder as we approached. Something was going on inside, on the second floor, by the sounds of it. I approached one of the bodies on the street and took a peek. They were quite dead, and very recently. A single bloody gash had opened the poor victim from collar to groin. A quick glance told me all the dead had suffered the same fate.

Hawke was making his way carefully towards the door when one of the second-floor windows exploded outward, raining broken glass and wooden shrapnel down on us. Something large came flying through, landing in a crumpled heap a few feet away from me. I recognized the black cloak immediately.

“Fasketel!” I cried, rushing to check on him. He moaned and rolled over, leaving another red smear on the street. Splinters and shards of glass covered his body, but when I tried to help pull them out he jerked away and surged to his feet. He had turned pale, or as pale as his green tint would let him, and he eyed me with terror for a second.

“You.” He blinked a few times as he slowly recognized who I was. “Help me, please. He's a monster. He killed my workers, all of them, he'll kill me too. By the Lord Ordained, you have to—”

He stopped rambling, his gaze locked with abject terror on the upper floor of the Last Call. I turned to see a man standing at the hole caused by Fasketel's fall.

He was tall, possibly as tall as Hawke, though I couldn't tell with the way he stooped over. His dark ebon skin was wrapped in a tattered beige cloak, and he leaned heavily on a strangely shaped wooden cane. His head was covered in a half-helm, and it looked like blood poured over his shoulders from underneath it.

The man took a single step out of the hole, falling ten feet to the ground. He landed as lightly as a cat and casually started walking towards Fasketel.

The assassin grunted and thrust his fist into the road with enough force to break his hand. Instead, his attacker staggered backward a few steps. After a few moments, the flame-haired man raised his head, grinned, and started forward again.

Sweat sheened on Fasketel's skin. He turned and ran, faster than I'd expected someone of his size to move. I could feel the assassin drawing on his essence to make him swifter, swift enough to outrun his attacker.

In the blink of an eye, the newcomer was in front of Fasketel, his grin replaced with grim determination.

“Now, now,” the man said softly, “time for this unseemliness to end. You didn't expect to be able to run from justice for the rest of your life, did you?” Fasketel cowered away, his whole body visibly shaking.

The man just then seemed to notice Hawke and I were watching. He only spared me a passing glance, but when he saw Hawke he sucked in a breath.

“Well, wouldn't you know it,” he said. “What's the Scholar doing in a cesspool of scum like this?”

The warrior removed his half-helm, holding it in the crook of his arm. Now I saw that the red spilling out from it before wasn't blood, but wild ropes of hair, as dazzling red as a drop of blood and flame.

“You're…Anonce, right?” said Hawke. I knew I had recognized those features before; Anonce was just one of the many people Hawke and I had encountered when I was younger.

“Then that must mean you're Micasa.” Anonce turned to me and smiled, genuine and warm. “Goodness, it has been some time since we've met? You're such a lovely young lady now.”

“Uh, hi,” I managed to stammer. His casual attitude in the face of everything we just witnessed was more than a bit unnerving.

In the midst of our short conversation, Fasketel saw his chance. He turned back towards me and bolted, flying past at incredible speed.

“Hold on, we can talk more in a moment,” said Anonce. He slammed his helm back on his head, crouched a bit, and leaped into the air. To be fair, leaping is a bit of an understatement. He shot up so high and so fast, I would have thought him to have the power of flight, if I hadn't seen Hawke do the same thing before.

Fasketel was already several hundred feet away, but again Anonce landed right in front of him. With a cry of desperation, the half-grinel whipped out a dagger and stabbed at his attacker. It was lightning quick, and with Fasketel's strength I wouldn't doubt him able to easily punch through even chainmail with so much force.

The steel blade shattered against Anonce's chest like it had struck solid stone. The useless hilt slipped from Fasketel's numb fingers. He turned to flee again, but in his panic, he tripped on a cobblestone and fell hard enough to knock the wind from him.

Anonce raised his cane high over his head, the tip of it pointed straight down. Fasketel raised his head and looked at me, tears shining in his eyes. His mouth moved, a plea for help I couldn't hear. He raised a hand towards me, reaching for me.

Then the cane shot downward. It struck through Fasketel's heart, quicker and deadlier than the sharpest blade. The assassin's eyes bulged, his extended arm twitched for a few seconds, and then he fell limp all at once.

I didn't know what to do. I looked to Hawke, but he looked just as confounded as I felt. What was Anonce doing here in the first place? What urged him to hunt down Fasketel like he just did?

I caught a flit of movement out of the corner of my eye. I turned, just in time to see a face disappear behind the curtains of a window. It was only then I noticed the dozens of faces peering from windows or narrowly cracked doors all up and down the street. At least that answered where the usual Hafwei crowds had gone.

“It's good to see you again, Scholar,” said Anonce as he slipped the half-helm off and tucked it into a cloth wrap tied to his belt. He approached Hawke and shook his hand with gusto, a beaming smile on his face. “I've been wanting to talk to you for ages.”

“I'm sorry, what's this about?” said Hawke.

“I owe you an apology!” said Anonce. “All those years ago back in Nostromos, where I called you out as a coward. I saw what you did to that demon that was terrorizing the town.”

He must have been talking about Hawke's fight with Killer Mapta, a bloodthirsty grinel who had been leading a band of brigands out west. I had seen what Hawke had done to it too, and I still wished to this day I hadn't succumbed to my curiosity.

“I'd been heading out that way to take care of that monster when I met you,” Anonce continued on. “Hoped that you would have joined with me. I should have known, someone of your ability didn't need my help.” He chuckled a bit. I couldn't take my eyes from the blood still coating the tip of his cane, a cane that looked more like a wooden sword the harder I stared at it.

“Why did he have to die?” The words came out of my mouth on their own. Anonce turned to me, his smile faltering a bit.

“You were there in Nostromos, Micasa. You saw why that demon had to die.”

“Not Killer Mapta,” I said. I pointed to where Fasketel still lay. “Him. Why did you kill him?”

Anonce looked at Fasketel, then back at me. His eyes grew sad. “Sweet child, you have no idea what that monster was, do you?”

“He was an assassin, a killer, a womanizer,” I said without hesitation. “He was also a friend of someone I care deeply about. He was going to help us.”

He looked like he couldn't believe what he was hearing. “I assure you, that beast has never helped anything but itself in all its miserable life. I did the world a favor destroying it, just as I always have.”

“You've done this before?” asked Hawke.

“Of course,” said Anonce. “Whenever I hear of a demon's whereabouts, I set out to kill it, or die trying.” He gave a knowing smile. “You do the same, don't you, Scholar? Protecting the people from the creatures that threaten our existence; a noble goal. You were the one who inspired me to do the same, to throw aside my old life in pursuit of true justice.”

“You're the Vagrant Knight, aren't you?” said Hawke.

“Ah, I'd hoped you wouldn't have heard that embarrassing name,” Anonce said with a shrug. “What can I do, though? People so enjoy their tales, and if it brings them hope to discover the heroes of their stories are real, then I'm certainly not the one to let them down.”

The wanderer looked back to me. “I've seen its type so many times in my life, child. A demon will make any promise to avoid what's due to it. Whatever it said to you, it was naught but honeyed words in your ears.”

Anonce was wrong. I knew that I had reached Fasketel, even if just a little. If I just had a bit more time to talk, I might have given him a chance to find something worthwhile to work towards. Now, he would never have that chance.

“I'm impressed you two can even stand to be here,” Anonce said. He painted the town with a loathing glare. “This place is a hive of decadence and deceit. Just coming through the gates, three different people tried to rob me. I ask you, what would I, a humble wanderer, have that's worth stealing?”

I remembered what Hawke had said after I'd woken up, and I dreaded the answer to the question on my lips. “What did you do to them?”

“I made sure they'd never steal again,” he said plainly. His hand tightened on the grip of his cane. I knew exactly what he meant. “The throng ran before me afterward. Undoubtedly, most were just as guilty. They fear the wrath of righteousness, even now.”

He looked around again, meeting the peeping eyes filling the windows and doors around us. There was a ripple of movement through the buildings as curtains were dropped and doors slammed shut, desperately trying to avoid catching his attention.

“Speaking of righteous paths,” Anonce said, “I found something interesting in there, Scholar.” He reached into the small rucksack tied to his belt and pulled something out, holding it towards Hawke. Hawke glanced curiously and sucked in his breath. I rushed over to see what it was and was caught flat footed.

It was Fasketel's nullstone.

“Your reaction tells me this is what I believed it to be, then?” said Anonce. There was a mad hunger in his eyes.

“You know about the nullstones?” said Hawke.

“I've seen these tokens, yes. An old acquaintance of mine once used it to go to the demon lands.” Anonce looked at it with glee. “This is the opportunity of a lifetime for me. I can walk straight into the heart of darkness that blackens the world and finally destroy them all myself.”

He was speaking madness. Anonce was planning on marching into Grankul by himself and killing the grinel off utterly. Surely, he wasn't so delusional as to think he could actually pull it off?

Yet I'd seen his strength firsthand. He had killed Fasketel so effortlessly, without suffering even a scratch. I couldn't even begin to imagine the depths of his power.

“Will you join me, Scholar?”

His question was so unexpected I rocked back a step.

“You understand, much better than that fool, the Forge, that these demons must be destroyed.” A fevered zeal gleamed in Anonce's eyes. “Our strength combined should be more than enough to eradicate them all. I assume that you will be going?”

Hawke was at a loss for words. “I-I suppose I am,” was all he could stammer.

“Splendid!” Anonce pulled up Hawke's hand and clasped it in his own. “Finally, we can put an end to all this horror and free the people once and for all!”

I wanted to tell him off, to scream at him, but to be honest, I was frightened. This wasn't the same kindly man we had met on the road to Nostromos; Anonce was a warrior of incredible power, and he looked to be just as mad as Bojangles had been. He was someone with no scruples about murdering pickpockets, and if he thought I was going to stand between him and his goal, he might very well try to murder me, too.

What was worse, though, was that Hawke had yet to object to anything he had said.

“Gah, look at how much time I've wasted,” Anonce mumbled to himself as he looked skyward. “I need to get going. I've got some business to finish before I can think about preparing for that great undertaking.”

“Business?” Hawke said stupidly.

“Yes, I'm afraid. There's another demon I've heard about that I need to exterminate. Been hunting it for years, but I finally got a solid lead. If I could bother you, do you know which direction the Ururu lies in?”

“Uh, it's about six days south by southwest here on horse. At least, I think it is.”

“Much obliged,” Anonce said. “Not much for riding, but I'll get there one way or another. When I'm finished, I'll await you in Damkarei. We have much to discuss, my good Scholar, much to discuss indeed!”

He patted Hawke on the arm genially and gave me a deep bow, then set off down the road, whistling merrily. When he rounded the corner and disappeared, I felt safe enough to turn around, grab Hawke's shoulders, and proceed to shake him.

“What is wrong with you!?” I said as loudly as I could without shouting. I didn't want Anonce overhearing me and coming back. “How could you even think about dealing with that loony!?”

Hawke didn't even try to stop me. His eyes met mine, full of shame and chagrin and disgust. I shook him far longer than I needed to, but I eventually relented to give him a chance to try and explain.

“I wanted to do something, Micasa, I really did,” he insisted.

“Then why didn't you!?”

“He's just like I was.” He looked to where Anonce had disappeared. “The same sense of justice, the same desire to see humans free from the grinel. I was pretty much the same person, before my soul broke. To be honest, he's a lot like I am now, too.”

“No,” I said forcefully, “you are not that. You wouldn't do this.” I pointed to Fasketel.

“Wouldn't I, though?” he said. “I never talked to Fasketel. I never saw this side of him that you saw. I was ready to kill him and take his nullstone last night, at the first sign that he might hurt you.”

As much as I hated to admit it, he was right. Even I was ready to do the same thing, to fight Fasketel tooth and nail for that damned nullstone. Almighty, was that what I was becoming? Willing to murder someone for my own gains?

The nausea of the situation joined with my hangover, and I ran off to a nearby alley to be violently ill. When I was well and certain that my stomach had been emptied, I walked to Fasketel's body and tried to carry him back to his bar. It was tough going; Fasketel far outweighed me, and the best I could do was drag him by his shoulders inch by inch.

I'd only made it halfway back to the Last Call when Hawke strode up and hoisted the remains of the Giant's Shadow over his shoulder. The blood from the body's wound still ran fresh, staining dark rivulets down his shirt, but he paid it no mind as he carried the body indoors.

The building was torn apart from the fighting, and the rest of Fasketel's gang lay motionless all over the place. I saw the body of the girl who had served me just last night slumped across the bar, her eyes wide with terror.

“All this in the name of justice,” I muttered under my breath. Hawke didn't seem to hear me, instead laying Fasketel's body gently onto the floor.

With his help, we were able to bring in the other bodies that had been left on the street. We arranged all of them, as well as all those killed inside, side by side on the floor.

“We should go,” said Hawke. “With Anonce gone, people will start showing up and asking questions.”

“I didn't think there'd be police in this town,” I said.

“No, but somebody has to keep the peace when things get out of hand. I don't want to deal with whoever finds this mess.”

We stepped out into the still deserted street. I could feel the eyes from the buildings watching us again, but I didn't have time to worry about them. We had an even bigger problem on our hands.

“We need to get going now, Hawke,” I said. I started jogging back to the inn. Hawke fell in next to me.

“What's the sudden rush for?” he asked.

“We need to get to the Ururu before Anonce,” I said angrily. “I can't believe you just told him how to get there, after what you saw him do to Fasketel.”

“I don't get the—” he gasped mid-sentence. “Oh Lord Ordained, what have I done?”

“We can talk about your stupidity later.” I stopped at the inn's door just long enough to glower at him. “Get the horses ready. We need to find Char before it's too late.”







Chapter 18: Demon Hunt

In the middle of the Old Kingdom, in the land of Astra west of the Madness, there is a lone mountain that stands monolith in the middle of an arid plain. The Ururu has stood the test of time since before the Pilgrimage, unchanging and unyielding. It was there that our friend, Char Nazval, had chosen to live in solitude, away from those that would persecute him for his half-grinel heritage.

And Hawke had pointed a murderer straight in his direction.

I couldn't let it go, as we rode as fast as we could to warn Char of the danger that was coming for him. A part of me felt bad for pushing Sir Brown Horse and Restless so much over the past several weeks. It was a wonder that they still had the strength to carry us, after they'd brought us over hundreds of miles in such a short time.

Most of my attention, though, wouldn't turn away from my anger with Hawke. At the least he had the humility to look properly ashamed of his thoughtless actions. He barely slept, tending to the horses and all our needs whenever we set up camp. Still, all I could think about was Fasketel's lifeless body and what we might find awaiting us atop the mountain if we didn't make haste.

Hawke had said it would take six days by horseback to reach the Ururu. By the fourth day of hard riding and only the scantest amount of sleep, the Ururu had crept into sight, a modest blemish on the otherwise unmarred horizon.

We slowed down once we caught sight of it. Even at a slower pace by horse, we would make it by the next day. I had feared that we might end up passing by Anonce in our haste, tipping him off to our plans. However, we'd yet to see any sign that he had come by this way. Perhaps he had decided to take his time in hunting his quarry? I wanted to believe it, but until I saw Char safe and sound, I expected the worst.

A longer night's rest than usual later, we were in much better shape to face whatever may come the next day. We set out early, pushing the horses only a bit, yet the mountain loomed over us and obscured the sun well before noon.

Unable to relax, my worries switched over to if we could still get up to the summit. The Ururu was sheer faced, impossible to climb without specialized gear or the ability to fly - and even if we had met two legends of Astra in just the last week, I wasn't hopeful on Callos the Winged swooping down to give us a hand.

Char had built a series of rickety-looking, yet sturdy, ramps that led directly to the summit. They had still been there the last time we visited, but that had been years ago. He might have pulled them down to secure his privacy, or they might have fallen into disrepair. Or maybe Anonce had already gotten here first and destroyed them to make sure nobody could interfere with his mission.

Before I could jump to conclusions, we had to try and find the walkway. There was only one set of them, and the Ururu could take days to circumnavigate. We had no other options other than riding around the base and hoping we'd come across it soon.

We spent most of that day just circling around it, hoping that we'd catch sight of it any minute. We had to stop to rest the horses twice, and eventually night descended on us, forcing us to light lanterns and slow our mounts lest they twist an ankle.

The crescent moon had risen well overhead before an unnatural shadow loomed against the velvet blue of the night sky, jutting out like a growth on the Ururu.

Hawke and I both let out a sigh of relief as our lamplight illuminated the walkway. It looked to be intact, though since it was mostly made from wooden planks and poles lashed together into a haphazard scaffold, I always feared that it would come down at the slightest disturbance.

Hawke, as if hearing my thoughts, dismounted from Restless and grabbed two of the thin support beams. He gave them a hearty shake, and my heart leapt into my throat as the entire construct creaked and shuddered. Somehow, it stood fast.

I knew what came next, and my heart dropped from my throat and into my stomach.

“You can stay down here if you want, Micasa,” said Hawke. He knew full well about my fear of heights, and normally I'd appreciate his show of concern. I was still rankled with him, though, and my worry for Char pushed aside my uncertainty. I dismounted and tied up Sir Brown Horse to one of the struts, giving him a bag of feed to keep him complacent.

“Let's just hurry,” I said, managing to keep my voice from shaking too much. Just to prove my resolve - to myself as much as to Hawke - I took the first steps onto the ramp. For how flimsy it looked, the boards didn't buckle in the slightest. They had to be sturdy, I knew, to support Char's mass.

I marched up about eight or nine ramps with no problems, keeping my eyes focused upwards. It would be a long trek, but I was certain that the rampway was as safe as ever.

Then the scaffold shifted a bit as Hawke stepped on. I glared down at him. That was a huge mistake.

I hadn't gone very far, only about twenty feet up; nothing, compared to how tall the Ururu was. At that moment, though, I felt like I was twenty-thousand feet up. My knees buckled, and I found myself clinging to the scaffold for dear life.

“Micasa, you can still head back and stay. I promise I won't be long,” Hawke assured me. I thought about the safety of the ground, the affirmation of solid earth under my feet.

I thought about Fasketel's lifeless corpse.

“Th-this is nothing,” I said, and with some effort I managed to rip my hands off the safety of the support poles. I fixed my eyes skyward once more, and one step at a time, continued the journey upward.

Every step felt like I was ascending a mile, and I knew that another glance down would paralyze me for sure. I kept my mind focused on Char, reminding myself I was doing this for his sake. Somehow, my feet kept moving, one after the other, and I continued to climb.

Hawke started to hum at one point. There was no particular tune to it, no song hidden in there. It was the same trick he had done when we first ascended, and in spite of my frustration with him, it wasn't long until I joined him. As the aimless notes came to my lips, my feet moved a little faster, a little surer.

Then, suddenly, we were at the top.

The moon had made quite a bit of progress during our climb. It must have taken us at least two hours to make the climb, yet it felt like we had only just started. I breathed a sigh of relief as I set foot on the hard, unyielding summit of the Ururu.

“You did better this time,” said Hawke, stepping beside me.

“Hmph.” I didn't want to let him know I was pleased with his praise. “Let's just find Char.”

Up so high, even a sliver of moon gave us ample light to search the mountain's surface. I was hoping to see a campfire lit against the cold, a beacon assuring me of Char's safety. There was no fire, but I could clearly see the darkened remnants of a camp towards the center.

I rushed over and turned the place inside out. Char was nowhere to be found, but his camp already had the look of being rummaged through. Pans and lamps and blankets had been strewn everywhere, and a cot big enough to hold an entire family had been upturned and ripped to shreds. The remnants of a campfire stood outside the tent, full of blackened coals. It looked like there hadn't been a fire there in days, if not weeks.

The wind picked up, sending a prickling sensation crawling over my skin. I belatedly wished I'd brought up a cloak with me.

When the wind died, the sensation remained. It was a feeling I had just learned recently, and one that did not improve my mood.

“Anonce has been here,” I said. I'd felt his overwhelming essence in Hafwei and could tell this was the same feeling, albeit much fainter. “We might be too late,” My heart sank.

Hawke had been giving the camp his own inspection and was looking intently at a ceramic mug. “I think Char's alright,” he said.

“Really? Don't toy with me.”

“Well, there's no body here,” he pointed out. “I don't think Anonce would bother himself disposing of it, if Fasketel was any indication. I doubt he could even lift Char if he wanted.” He tossed me the mug. “Plus, Char has like twenty of these, but this is the only one I can find. His usual coffee kettle is missing, too. He's a coffee junkie, and even if he was running for his life, he would make sure he could still have his cup.”

“So, you think he ran off?” I asked.

“Probably. Anonce certainly has been here, but there's a chance Char felt his power, too, and got away. There's only one way to find out. We need to check his usual hidey-hole.”

“He has one?”

“Sure. He showed me it a long time ago. He goes there when someone finds his little home here. Kind of a getaway from his getaway. We need to hurry, though.” I looked at Hawke, and was surprised to see him shaking. He sounded composed, but it was plain from the look on his face that he was worried about Char as much as I was, if not more.

“We still have to get back down,” I said. I swallowed the lump in my throat as I thought of trying to run down over a mile of ramps. “Unless you have a faster way down.”

Hawke's eyes lit up. “Maybe I do.”

“I was only joking,” I said.

“Well, you definitely won't like it,” he added.

“If it'll skip a stroll down in the darkness, I'll give it a try,” I said. He appraised me for a second.

“Okay, then.” He walked up to me, and to my surprise, hoisted me over his shoulder like a sack.

“What in the world are you—” I started to argue. Then it hit me. “Oh, please, you're not going to do what I think you are, are you?”

He gave me a sad smile. “Sorry, but I really don't feel like using the ramps again, either. Just keep your eyes closed.”

My protest turned into a scream of raw terror as he bolted towards the scaffold. His feet hit the edge of the mountain, and without breaking pace he strode right off the edge.

My eyes clamped shut, more out of reflex than Hawke's suggestion. The air howled around us as we picked up speed. I could feel the ground rushing up to greet us, at a rate that would leave us little more than skidmarks on the dusty ground.

Hawke's essence welled up and surrounded us, and the wind lessened. I knew we were still plummeting, but my stomach didn't lurch as much as before. I could feel us slowing, slowing, and then all at once, we stopped. I was jolted a bit from the change, and it took me some time before I felt brave enough to open my eyes.

Peeking through my lids, I was met with the solid wall of the Ururu's side. I chanced a glimpse down to see Hawke's feet planted firmly on the ground. We'd made it. I wanted to sigh and scream and vomit all at once.

Hawke tried to set me down. It was a harder job than it should have been, considering I had his cloak locked in my fingers in a death grip. With a little gentle shaking, he coerced me to let go, and I fell to the ground in an unceremonious heap.

“I'm going to kill you for that, you know,” I managed to wheeze out when I stopped panting.

“There'll be time later. Let's get going.” Hawke untied the horses, gave them some water, and saddled up Restless again. I had some more I wanted to say, but he was right. Char's safety was more important, and we had no idea how close behind him Anonce might be.

Hawke led the way, shooting west as fast as his horse would carry him. I kicked Sir Brown Horse to a gallop and struggled to catch up. Our mounts' breath came out in great steaming heaves, and their coats were already starting to lather. I worried that this would be the straw that broke our horses' backs, but they still managed to keep the grueling pace.

After just an hour of riding, Hawke slowed his horse to a trot and conferred by lamplight with a map and compass to get his bearings. I pulled up beside him, grateful for the chance to give poor Sir Brown Horse even just a little rest.

“We shouldn't be too far,” Hawke muttered, looking off towards his left. “A bit more that way.” He nudged Restless to a canter, guiding him through a copse of trees we were just passing around, with me right behind him.

The wind had died some time earlier, and the small forest sat in dark and deathly quiet, the only noise the steady clop of hooves on the hard-packed earth. The trees started growing thick together, and the footing too treacherous to risk the horses. I forced Hawke to stop and tie up our mounts, taking the time to give them a bit of a brush down and unsaddle them. For all the work they'd done tonight, they deserved to rest while we carried on.

Once they were situated, we plunged onward again at a full run. There had been no sign of Anonce, thank goodness, but I still felt that lingering prickle of his essence, and all I could imagine was finding the Vagrant Knight standing over our fallen friend.

The trees opened up into a small clearing suddenly, a cluster of small boulders jutting from the ground and forming a sort of small cave. Hawke skidded to a halt, so quickly that I almost barreled right into him. The smell of smoke filled the air, and nestled within the mouth of that cave I could see the glowing coals of a dying fire.

I stepped forward to take a closer look when I heard a low rumble. I froze, thinking it the sound of some predator nearby, until I realized it was coming from behind the fire. I strained my eyes, and could just make out a shadow lurking behind that sullen glow. I might have mistaken it for another boulder, if it didn't start to shuffle and grow.

A giant of a man stepped into the dim light of the glowing coals, the sullen orange light making it look like he was burning. He had been tall when sitting in the darkness, but standing at his full height, he almost passed over the top of the rocks he had been hiding under. His beady eyes, too small for his head, glimmered as they stared at the two intruders that had disturbed him. His nose, like an overripe tomato squashed in the middle of his face, twitched like he was trying to catch our scent, and his swollen lips pursed in thought. I could hear the stitches of his threadbare poncho creaking as they strained to hold against his girth.

The giant stepped forward on two legs smaller than my own, so comically thin I marveled how they could support his weight. My breath caught in my throat as I waited. If I made a wrong move, there was no telling what he might do, and there was no guarantee I'd live through it.

He stopped when he caught sight of Hawke illuminated by the lantern he still held.

“Hawke?” said Char, his voice as coarse as a piece of sandpaper. “Wha' the 'ell are ya doing 'ere?”

Hawke stepped forward gingerly, his eyes scanning our surroundings. “Char, are you alright?” he asked when he looked sure the coast was clear.

“Aye, not really, truth be told,” said Char with a grunt. He looked back to me, his dirty bloodshot eyes narrowing. After a second, he broke out beaming. “Li'l Micasa, ya managed ta tack on a few more inches!”

“It's good to see you okay, Char,” I said. I rushed to him and wrapped my arms around him as far as they'd go, which didn't even reach his sides. He brought down his own arms for a hug, and even though they were as laughably small as his legs, even just a soft embrace felt like he was crushing the air out of me.

“Char, did anyone try to attack you recently?” asked Hawke. Char loosened his grip on me as he looked at Hawke.

“Naw, but ah had a bad feelin' earlier today,” said Char. “Felt sumtin' comin' muh way, di'nt wanna stick around ta see what it was. Ah'm guessin' ya know sumtin' about it?”

“We met a man in Hafwei who was looking for you. He headed off towards the Ururu, right after he killed Fasketel.”

“Fasketel?” said Char in the grinel tongue. “Heard o' tha bloke, but ne'er met 'em. One o' them grinel hunters, ah take it?”

“I'd wager so.” Hawke's voice dropped. “This makes no sense. I can still feel Anonce's essence, like he's just passed by recently.”

“Wait, did ya say Anonce?” Char started trembling and took a step back from me. “Ah thought that power felt familiar. Ah haven't seen 'im, though. Ah'd know if 'e was…” Char trailed off as the tingle of energy I'd been feeling the last several hours became sharper.

And I realized we'd been damn fools. Of course, we hadn't seen or overtaken Anonce. We were never on his trail in the first place.

“It saddens me that I was right to follow you,” came a soft voice from the trees. Hawke spun around, the light from his lamp casting over Anonce's placid face. His expression was sad, his cane tapping against the ground. Power began to radiate from him as his eyes fell on Char, his brows knitting together.

“Regardless, thanks for showing me the way, Scholar,” said Anonce. “I'll make this quick.” He lifted his cane, brandishing it like a blade at Char, and exploded forward with deadly force.







Chapter 19: Weak Point

I cried out as Char shoved me out of the way. I stumbled a few steps, expecting to fall. In a flash, Hawke appeared by my side and caught me, carrying me further away as I heard a terrible crashing sound like ringing steel. We retreated a dozen feet away or so before I tore myself from Hawke's grasp to see what was going on.

Anonce moved in a blur, swinging his cane in wide arcs towards his target so fast that I could barely catch the movement. Char moved just as quickly, though, his hands darting out to stop every attack. With each blow, there came that ringing sound, and the air vibrated with energy. I could feel their essence pouring from them as they clashed back and forth.

I focused my senses and could feel just what was going on. Anonce's cane was coated with his essence, just like Hawke did with Symphony, and likewise made his wooden cane sharper than any real sword. His energy flowed through the weapon and his body, connecting them like they were a part of each other. Anonce was powerful, possibly as much as the Goodmother, but Char's energy deflected his assault every time. I had never seen Char call upon the full might of his own essence, but I could tell at a 'glance' that his own power was just as immense as his stature.

“Hawke, we have to stop them!” I said. I drew my sword, but the intensity of their fight made me pause unwillingly. I had come a long way with my own essence, but before those two, I knew deep down I would just be a leaf in a hurricane. Hawke was the only one who had the power to stop them, and that frustrated me to no end. I tasted blood, and realized I had been biting my lip.

Hawke watched the fight, his face twisted in pain. His hand hovered near Symphony's hilt, trembling.

“I…I can't…” Hawke muttered to himself. He was lost in his own head, not even noticing when I shook his arm and yelled in his ear for him to do something.

“HAWKE!”

The air crackled around us, and on instinct, Hawke and I jumped back a few paces. A surge of energy rocked the area, enough to make the ground tremble. The sounds of fighting stopped, and when I got my bearings back, I saw that Anonce had retreated several feet from Char. The giant stood tall, the epicenter of that small explosion. All eyes were trained on him, save his, which were on my companion.

“It's okay, Hawke,” Char grunted. “Ah got this.”

“But Char,” Hawke said, “this is my fault. I can't let him kill you.”

A few low grunts came from Char, an approximation of a chuckle. “Nah, this is muh fault. Ya jess got caught up in tha mess.”

Anonce cast his own glance at Hawke. “You can't seriously care about its fate, Scholar,” he said. Even with his soft voice, I could hear the rage simmering below it. “Aren't these the monsters that ruined the world? The ones you've been fighting against nearly your whole life?”

Hawke's eyes wandered to his sword. At some point, his fingers had snaked around the hilt. “I do hate the grinel,” he admitted. His eyes turned up to Char. “But Char is as human as anyone I've ever known. He's been my friend for ages. I won't let him die.”

Anonce's lip curled. “You're really going to defend this thing? Maybe I was right about you before, after all.”

“Shaddup!” Char roared. I flinched away, and even Anonce jumped a little. “Hawke won't do nothin'. He'd never raise his weapon 'gainst someone tryin' ta make the world a better place. It ain't in 'im.” Char looked at me. “Micasa, don't go tryin' ta save me, neither. Ah couldn't forgive muhself if ya got hurt cuz o' me.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but he gave me such a glare that the words were forced back down. “Ah mean it,” he said. “This is about more'n me bein' part grinel, anyways. Ain't that right, Matthas?”

Anonce stiffened. “You have no right to call me that.”

“An' ah have no right ta ask yer fergiveness,” said Char. “Wha' happened with Jerem was an accident, though, ah swear on muh life.”

Anonce's expression cracked. Even when he had been upset before, there was always placid undertone in his eyes, a softness to his face. That all crumbled away, leaving behind a mask of pure hatred.

“Don't you dare speak his name.” There was a crack like a whip, and the wind roared to life around Anonce. Sparks of electricity danced through the gale, responding to the energy pouring out of the Vagrant Knight in hot, angry waves. “You stand here and use the techniques you stole from him, to defend the life he gave to you. The life you repaid with his death.”

Char looked away guiltily. In the moment he averted his eyes, Anonce bellowed and charged again, faster than the first time. For half a breath, it looked like Char would take the attack head on and let himself be gutted. When Anonce was just a blink from striking range, though, Char locked eyes with Anonce and scowled.

The cane, sharp enough to cleave stone, crashed into my giant friend's chest and stopped. With a beastly roar of his own, Char thrust his hand out, fingers curled towards his palms. Anonce nimbly stepped back and avoided the blow, only to be thrown back as invisible force slammed into him. The knight slid, feet digging into the ground for purchase, until he finally stopped several yards away.

“Ah, I thought there was something familiar about Char's movements,” Hawke murmured under his breath.

“What are you talking about?” I snapped at him. There was another burst of energy as Anonce attacked again, and the two battered against each other. Neither seemed able to hurt the other, with each of their clashes ending in one repelling the other.

“I didn't get it until I saw Anonce attack, but their abilities are remarkably similar. They both fight in the same style as the Disciples.”

I knew very little about the Disciples, but most people knew even less. Nobody knew where they lived or what they worked for, not even Hawke or Uraj. Occasionally, someone claiming to be one would show up in Astra and provide services in exchange for raw goods. Aside from that, their lives were shrouded in mystery. I had only met one in my life, and that was one more than many could say they'd met.

“It looks like they're just using those basic reinforcement techniques you taught me,” I said. Char and Anonce exploded together again, each with enough power to shatter a regular person, and once more they both didn't suffer so much as a scratch.

“Where do you think I figured out how to do that?” asked Hawke. His eyes never wavered from the fight, and his irises had begun to consume the whites of his eyes. His pupils contracted, and I knew that his own power was beginning to awaken. “It's true anyone can learn them, but the Disciples have perfected them. I've only been privileged to watch a Disciple fight once, and it was over in the space of a breath. Their martial art is without peer in this world. To see two people who know that art against each other is something else.”

Certainly, they were fighting at a level that surpassed anything I could do. I was good enough to stop a blade with my bare skin, but it took an absurd amount of concentration and effort. The power those two were throwing against one another was enough to tear me apart like wet tissue.

They clashed a handful more times in the space of a minute, neither one yielding to the other, and I gained a whole new perspective into the danger the grinel presented. I'd seen so many people with strength and powers beyond my wildest dreams, people who could stand like gods among men, and yet still humanity struggled to carve out a niche for ourselves in this world. Did we stand a chance against those who towered over those gods? Could we ever make peace with such unfathomable creatures?

Would they want to make peace?

Char and Anonce separated again, moonlight casting a sheen over the sweat that had coated their skin. Their breathing had grown more labored, but neither seemed to be terribly winded. At this rate, they probably could have gone on for hours.

“You fraud!” Anonce spat. “Death is the least you deserve, yet you keep clinging so desperately to life! No decent person would do that after what you've done.”

Char squinted at him. “Aye, mebbe ah've done things ah should've been killed fer. But ah think jess dyin' after all the chances ah've been givin' would be an insult ta those who gave 'em to me.” He stole a glance at Hawke, a smile flitting across his face.

Anonce's breath slowed. His stance loosened, his shoulders squared, and he twisted his neck a couple of times, making it pop.

“Well, you certainly put up more of a fight than those other demons did. I'll give you that much,” he said. “I didn't expect your skills to match mine. At this rate, I might actually be in danger.”

Then he began to laugh. It bubbled up in a chuckle, growing louder and louder, his shoulders heaving. He threw his head back and opened his mouth as it crescendoed to a maniacal cackle. For the briefest instant, I caught a glimpse of Bojangles in him. My shudder had nothing to do with the cold.

“I never thought I'd have to resort to this,” he managed to choke out as his laughter died. “I suppose Jerem would be proud, knowing that the skills you stole from him pushed me this far.” He leveled his cane towards Char. “Be honored, beast. I was saving this power for the demon lands, but you'll be the first to taste the wrath I'll unleash on your kind!”

The air around him grew eerily still. His essence had been flowing around him freely, throwing things into constant tumult, but I could feel as his power started to recede back into him.

No, not recede. It was collecting.

Anonce's body began to shimmer. I thought for a moment that it was just his sweat again, until the glow started to effuse his clothing as well. It grew in brightness, casting a pale light over the clearing. The glow flowed down his arm onto his cane, and still it became more and more brilliant until I almost had to look away.

Then all at once the glow hardened and shaped around his body. Where he had once only worn a threadbare tunic and breeches, Anonce now bore a suit of plate mail similar to Uraj's own, from neck to toe and bright as a torch. The cane he had been pointing at Char had transformed into a sword of shimmering moonlight, a crackle of energy rippling through it every few seconds.

“Damned and Almighty,” Hawke swore, “he's made his essence tangible.”

I had never before seen a power even close to this, and by the way Hawke's mirrored eyes drank it in, neither had he. He had taught me long ago that the energy of the soul was invisible to the naked eye, yet now Anonce's essence was lighting up the entire clearing.

The Vagrant Knight smirked when he saw the look of surprise on Char's face. His blade still held at the giant, Anonce took four great strides and swung. Char's arms snapped up to block, but the sword bit into his flesh this time, accompanied by a flash of light. With a cry of pain, Char jumped back. He looked at where he was struck in disbelief as fresh blood trickled down his forearms, but Anonce didn't give him time to recover. Another great step, and he was on his foe again, his sword now raining blows.

Char grunted with each impact, the strain obvious on his face. Each slash was accompanied by a flash, and each one left a red weeping wound on Char. I could only assume that the reason he'd yet to lose a limb was his own essence managing to blunt the attacks, hence the light displays.

Hawke averted his gaze, closing his silver eyes. “It's over,” he said solemnly.

“That's all you have to say?” I said. “I don't care what Char says, we can't just let him get killed! I'm going!” I stepped forward and started drawing my short-sword.

Hawke grabbed my arm and stopped me. I tried to pull free, but his fingers were as good as an iron vise.

“Just watch, Micasa,” he said. His head pivoted back to observe again, and I noticed his eyes had returned to normal. I fumed, but I knew I couldn't break free even if I wanted to. My hand still clutching my sword's pommel, I did as he told.

I'll give Char this much; he was impossibly spry for someone of his magnitude. He had apparently understood the futility of trying to block the ephemeral blade, and chosen instead to retreat from Anonce's onslaught. I could feel the burst of energy he gave off as he empowered his speed at the last possible second, skipping awkwardly out of harm's way. Each time, he would flick out his fist and land a few quick jabs. They bounced harmlessly off of Anonce's spectral armor, though, without even slowing the knight down.

“Stop playing around,” said Anonce as he pressed forward. He smiled ghoulishly, and the light cast from his armor added shadows to his face that only further enhanced the illusion. “If you're waiting for me to burn out my power, I assure you that you'll tire long before I do.”

“Aye, then tire meh already!” Char taunted. He brought his left fist up again, throwing out another pair of punches to screen himself. Anonce, in turn, brought his blade up and knocked the blows aside, each one scoring a gash across Char's knuckles.

For some reason, though, Char kept attacking. I noticed that he kept his right fist coiled in next to his body. I also noticed that the surge of energy I'd felt from Char's footwork had yet to subside. Curious, I reached out with my senses to get a better feel.

Power. An absurd amount of power. All of it channelling straight into his balled fist.

His lefts were a feint. Char was banking on the haymaker to end all haymakers. It was enough power to rival an explosion. Would Anonce notice what he was doing?

As if sensing my thoughts, the Vagrant Knight lowered his weapon and stopped. “You think you can penetrate my armor? You are a fool indeed.” Anonce spread his arms in invitation. “Go ahead, I'll give you a taste of this ultimate power, the one that will bring an end to demonkind.”

Char obliged. His right arm pulled back and snapped forward. It was a slow punch, much slower than his others had been. Even a child could have moved out of the way in time.

“The fool,” Hawke breathed.

Anonce could have stepped out of the way if he wanted, but I understood why he didn't. As much essence as Char had gathered, the energy radiating from Anonce's armor was still much greater. He didn't move because he didn't have to.

Char's knuckles rapped on the cuirass, forged from Anonce's very soul, and in that moment, there was a radical change in pressure. I felt as the energy stored in Char's fist tightened, and tightened, and tightened, to a degree that should have been impossible. The energy was no less, but he'd forced his essence into a point like a stake.

All of that power, focused into such an absurdly small point, exploded into the soul armor. Anonce barely rocked back, and I let out a groan; the attack had failed. Sensing his victory, Anonce let his smile widen.

Then his armor cracked.

It was only a tiny fissure, no longer than my little finger. I hoped for it to continue spider-webbing out, shattering the armor totally perhaps, but that was all the damage that Char's greatest blow could muster. I'd seen armor used for years that bore worse scars.

“That's it,” Hawke said. His eyes had taken on their pure silver luster again. Before I could ask, there came a heart-wrenching scream that broke through the night, like steel cracking under duress.

Anonce fell away from Char, his back arched in a rictus of pain. His face froze in a silent wail, his breath all spent and unable to be regained. His sword slipped from his grip as his hands scrabbled at the innocent-looking crack as if to buffer it away. The spectral weapon and armor began to flicker like a candle, sputtering as they wheezed their last gasp before collapsing completely. Even then, he shuddered in the throes of agony, helpless.

Char drew a few ragged breaths, his fist still hanging extended. Blood dripped from the end of his arm, and bright red blotches were still growing on his poncho, but he didn't seem to care. Slowly, Char approached the grounded knight and appraised him. Anonce managed to work his eyes open, looking up at the giant man with a mix of fear and resignation.

“I don't get it,” I said.

“Really? I thought you, of all people, would understand,” said Hawke. “The soul is a difficult thing to damage; it's intangible by nature, and normally yields to anything that might cause it harm. It's why the gypsies are so feared, because nobody else can break a soul. Usually.” He gestured towards Anonce. “That fool went and hardened his soul, so much that it became an object. A ridiculously tough object, sure, but even the toughest armor can be broken.”

Then Anonce had been subject to the same experience Hawke had been through. The gypsy leader Mirth had told me long ago that there was no pain as great as that caused by a damaged soul. Thinking about it like that, the damage from Char's attack was far worse than any broken bone or torn flesh.

“Yer a real piece o' work, ya know that?” Char said to his fallen foe. Anonce tried to spit at him, but only managed to slaver over his own jaw.

“Be done with it then, beast,” the Vagrant Knight panted. His eyes closed “Do to me as you did to Jerem.”

“Aye, if that's what ya wish,” said Char. He raised a fist again, a surge of essence pouring power into it. In the blink of an eye, it descended towards Anonce's face and crashed with a thunderous boom.







Chapter 20: Old Memories

The ground tremored, nearly knocking Hawke and me from our feet. The trees bowed away from Char's display of power, and birds alighted to the night sky to escape, shrieking danger and dismay. Fissures rent the earth as they spiraled away from the devastating blow.

The impact kicked up a cloud of dust that washed over everyone and blinded me. I shielded my face with my arms, waiting for the area to clear, and dreading what I'd see when everything finally settled.

Slowly, the earth returned to where it belonged. Hawke was the first one who appeared from the detritus. He had moved forward expectantly, his eyes still a radiant silver as they scanned in earnest for the results of the explosion. As more of the dust settled, Char's form loomed into view, a grim mountain in the wake of his own outburst. His fist was still buried into the ground, and I fought back the urge to look away from the carnage waiting underneath that judgment.

As the last remnants of the shockwave faded, I gasped. Anonce's head, and the rest of his body, emerged from the smokescreen in their entirety. Char's hand rested next to the knight, a small but deep crater embedded where all of the giant's energy had been disgorged.

Anonce looked at a loss for words. His eyes remained fixed on his target, following as Char slowly drew himself up and drew a deep breath. It was only when Char started to walk towards us that the knight managed to find his voice.

“You're toying with me,” he said. Char stopped, sparing a glance over his shoulder.

“That's what ya asked fer,” he said plainly. Anonce's breath came in ragged gasps as his rage flared again.

“I told you to kill me!”

“Ya told meh ta give ya the same as Jerem,” Char corrected him. “He…wasn' supposed ta take the hit that killed 'im.” His eyes glossed over, the moonlight dancing across them. A single tear streaked down his face. “Ah dunno why he stepped in th' way. Ah never will. Ya may not believe meh, but that's wha' happened.”

Hawke stepped forward and put a hand on Char's shoulder. His eyes had returned to normal, and they regarded Anonce with cool contempt. “I've known Char for a long time, Anonce, and if there's one thing I know he isn't, it's a liar,” he said. Char choked back a sob.

“Then you're more a fool than I thought,” said Anonce. He started struggling to his feet, but every movement looked as if it took colossal effort. I was astonished he could move at all, after having his soul injured and being in such close proximity to Char's final blow. “You claim to fight against the grinel, yet you continue to defend this monster time and again.”

The knight managed to find his cane with a trembling hand, and with its aid he rose to his feet. Only its support kept him from collapsing again, so badly were his legs shaking.

“He killed my fellow Disciple. Jerem was a fool for believing he could be friends with something with demon's blood flowing through it, but he did anyways. He even taught the monster the secrets of our people.” Anger clouded Anonce's expression. “And death was what he got for his compassion. Death is all that awaits anyone who sympathizes with these devils.”

Hawke stepped away from Char and drew Symphony with a flourish. His own essence hummed down the blade, and though his was unseen by the naked eye, there was enough terrible power there to shear through stone and steel and flesh in a single stroke.

“The grinel may be demons,” he said, “and I can't deny that I wouldn't be sorry to see every last one of them drop from the face of the world. But I would never condone the death of a good man like Char, and make no mistake - he's a good man.”

Symphony was almost vibrating with the disgust and malice Hawke was feeding through it. “You, on the other hand, are a mad dog without a leash. If I leave you alone, it's only a matter of time before you kill an innocent in the name of your 'justice.' I can't risk that.”

Hawke's sword pulsated with hate as he advanced on Anonce. His face may have still been calm, but I knew that, as good as he was at hiding his feelings outwardly, his emotions ran clearly in his soul. Each step he took thrummed with barely-contained rage. The knight, still fighting just to stay on his feet, could only watch with heavy-lidded eyes as his death approached.

Suddenly, my guardian was stopped in his tracks by a titanic form that crossed his path.

“Move, Char,” Hawke said. He refused to meet our friend's eye. “It's my job as a king to keep people safe from monsters like him.”

“Bullshit,” Char said, and he gave Hawke a small shove with a single hand. A push like that from me would have been less than nothing, but with his outrageous girth, Char forced Hawke back a couple of steps. Now he was willing to meet Char's eye, his eyes confused behind his false lenses.

“The man just tried to kill you. Micasa and I saw him kill other people that didn't warrant it. Why do you defend him after all this?” he asked.

Char snorted. “Aye, those people he killed in Hafwei were saints, ah'm sure. Face it, Hawke, if ya'd been in Hafwei another time, ya might've been th' one ta kill 'em. Thing is, Anonce is muh problem, and ah'm the one who gets ta pass judgment, if any.”

He looked over his shoulder at the injured knight. “So, listen up. Ya get back on tha road, an' keep goin' til we can't see ya. Not ta th' capital, either. Ah figure Hawke'll be headin' that way soon enough.”

Anonce looked at him, his jaw dropping a little. “This is some trick. You're just trying to toy with me before you kill me.”

“Shaddup with that!” Char snapped. “Ya really don't know meh if ya think ah'd do such a thing! 'Sides, ya might die even without mah help.” He prodded Anonce with a single finger, a tap even lighter than the shove he gave Hawke, but it was enough to make the knight almost keel over in pain. “Yer soul's not broken, but it is cracked. Takes a long time fer sumtin' like that ta heal. If th' pain don't get ya, any bandit or grinel ya come across would make quick work of ya.”

Anonce continued to stare dumbfounded at Char. His eyes flicked towards the trees a few times, like he was considering making a run for it but afraid he'd be struck down, regardless of what his foe said. Ever so cautiously, he started to shuffle off. Each step made his face screw up, but he managed to haul himself slowly with liberal help from his cane.

“Wait,” said Hawke. He moved towards Anonce, and this time when Char reached out to stop him, he knocked the hand aside with a casual swipe of his own.

“It's okay, Char, I'll let him go,” he said. He sheathed Symphony to emphasize his promise. “I don't like it, but I will. However, he has something he has no right to.”

Anonce eyed him warily, but Hawke stopped a safe distance away and held out his hand.

“The nullstone,” Hawke said sharply. “We need people with strong minds as well as bodies to face the grinel. In your state, it would be useless.”

Anonce scowled, or maybe winced, and dug through his travel-stained tunic. He ripped the dirty stone from its depths and flung it at Hawke with all the strength he could muster. In his condition, it flew just far enough for Hawke to snatch it out of the air.

“For all the good it'll do you,” muttered Anonce. “The demons are poised to take over everything, and you're all but ready to hand it to them on a platter.”

Hawke, to his credit, chose not to retort. Both of us and Char watched as the Vagrant Knight hobbled into the trees, step by painful step, until the night sky and foliage enveloped him, and he vanished from sight.

“Aye, is that what ah think it is?” Char said. Hawke turned and held up the stone for his inspection. Char clicked his tongue.

“So, this is what's got both of ya runnin' all over tha place.” Char leaned in and examined the nullstone in uneasy wonder, like it was an exotic snake that might decide to bite him at any moment.

“We've been through hell and highwater to track these down,” said Hawke. He appraised the nullstone for a bit, casually tossing it in his hand as if it were some coin he'd just found lying about. His eyes drifted towards Char, and he nodded.

“Catch,” said Hawke. With a flick of his wrist, he tossed the nullstone at Char. More from reflex, our giant friend caught it. Realizing what he did, he almost dropped it on the spot.

“No, Hawke, ya can't be serious—” The weight of Hawke's implication seemed to be pressing down on Char. It was as if he was shrinking before my eyes, the way he cowed away from the relic.

“I'm afraid this is quite serious. Do you think I'd be going back to Grankul if it wasn't?” said Hawke. Char hefted the nullstone in his hand. For as light as it was, he still looked like he could barely stand to keep his grip.

“That's true,” he said slowly. “Ah dun really wanna go back, muhself.” He swallowed hard. “But why meh, anyway?”

“Why not? You know more about that place than I do. Plus, your half-grinel heritage would make them less likely to be hostile to you.”

“Aye, or more hostile, dependin',” argued Char. His eyes unfocused, and suddenly he looked a thousand miles away, in another life altogether.

“Please, Char,” I said. He looked at me, shocked and perhaps a bit hurt. I didn't know what Grankul held for Char, but it was true that he was as qualified as anyone we knew to make the trip. I knew we could trust him, and that alone was worth as much as his strength or knowledge. Plus, I'd feel better with a friendly face there besides Hawke.

He weighed the nullstone again, and sighed. “Yer askin' a lot,” he said to Hawke, though his eyes met mine for a second. “Dammit, fine.”

Hawke smiled and patted Char on the arm. “Thank you. I know we're asking a lot.”

Char snorted again. “If ever there was an undahstatement…” He shook his head and stuffed the nullstone in his poncho. “Well, if we're gonna do this, ah suppose ah need ta get caught up ta speed.” He turned and waddled back to his meager camp, trying to navigate without tugging on his wounds too much.

“Not gettin' much sleep tonight, so ya both get ta keep me company with a story,” he called over his shoulder with a grin. “Now get muh fire started again, Hawke. Ah need a cup o' coffee or three if ah'm gonna deal with whatever yer about ta lay on me.”

* * *

It's amazing how much a good fire and something hot in your belly can wash away the stress of a friend almost being killed. With Hawke's attendance, we had a bonfire roaring with far more energy than the wood should have allowed, fighting against the dim moonlight for dominance, and winning.

We took some time to cook up an early breakfast and fill ourselves to bursting. Char kept a steady flow of boiling coffee at the ready, filling Hawke's mug regularly and his own constantly. I even took a cup, despite how tepid I was to the beverage. After all the stress of the last couple of days, it was the first bitter taste I welcomed.

We ate in companionable silence, leaving the talking for after we were full and recharged. When we couldn't put if off any longer, Hawke launched into the story of how we had ended up there, starting all the way from Uraj's letter. Char was the perfect audience, gasping at the tense moments like our meeting with Bojangles, and laughing at the lighter ones such as Uraj's bizarre midnight escape with us.

When Hawke got to the part about the destruction of Liturgy, Char's face grew taut and pale.

“By tha Lord Ordained, ah had no idea,” he said. His swear seemed inappropriately funny to me, after seeing just what Silvia was actually like. “Jess visited Luke and Winter a few months ago. Heh, she was already blowin' up like a balloon.” He smiled, but it was strained. “Yer sure they're alrigh'?”

“We saw them off with Uraj personally. By now they're in Damkarei, probably staying in the castle as guests. They're as safe as can be.” Hawke said it with an air of assuredness that even made me feel better. With all the death and destruction we'd seen in just the last month, I wasn't sure anywhere was truly safe these days.

“Well, that's a load off muh mind,” Char said. A bit of the tension drained from him, as he drained the last dregs of his fourth cup of coffee. “It'll be nice ta see them when we get there, then.”

We lapsed into silence, watching the bonfire dance and twist. There was a question that had been buzzing in my mind for a while, and I saw there wasn't likely going to be a better time to bring it up. I took a sip of what remained of my cold coffee to steel my nerves.

“Char,” I said, “could I ask you who Jerem was?”

“Hmm? Ah…” Char slumped a bit.

“You don't have to tell me if you don't want!” I hurriedly added. He waved it off with a hand large enough to fit around my head.

“Nah, might be good fer meh ta talk about it. Been a long time since 'e died.” His gaze drifted around restlessly. “Ah met him a few years after ah came 'ere from Grankul.”

“You used to live there?”

“Aye,” he said, nodding. “Pop owned a li'l plot o' land he tended to with a bunch o' slaves.”

He must have noticed the horrified look on his face, because he sputtered a bit in his haste to explain. “Mebbe slaves is the wrong way ta put it. In Grankul, most humans work fer grinel in exchange fer food and shelter. 'Smore like servitude than slavery.”

“They're forced to work with no hope of freedom,” Hawke said harshly. “If that isn't slavery, I don't know what is.”

“Ya'd think so, but ah tell ya, it's better'n what those who dun have an owner have.” He shook his head. “Free humans in Grankul 'ave a harder life than most slaves, ah promise ya that.”

He turned back to me. “Mum was one o' pop's workers. Pop always treated his servants well, an' mum better'n the rest put tagether. She ended up takin' a likin' ta him, too, and ah was tha result.”

Char took a shuddering breath. For a man so large and imposing, I never saw someone look so vulnerable as he did in that moment.

“She had problems when ah was born, though.” His words were thick. “No wonduh, really, seein' how big ah am. She lived, but she couldn't work anymore. Pop took care of us as best he could, but the other workers didn't like how we were treated special. Course, muh dad coulda killed 'em all and nobody'd throw a fuss, but he wasn't that kind o' grinel.”

“By tha time ah was old enough ta understand what was goin' on, ah started takin' on work around tha place. With mum bedridden, ah had her share o' chores as well as muh own. Ah could do twice as much as any other servant when ah was jess six years old.” Char chuckled at some well-aged memory.

“Mum passed on eventually, when ah was about yer age, Micasa. It near ta killed me, but it hit pop a lot harder. He really loved her. Ah expected him ta hold it against me, but instead he did somethin' unexpected: he set meh free.”

“Well, good!” I said. Hawke looked dubious.

“I thought you weren't a slave to him,” he said.

“Aye, mebbe free's the wrong word,” said Char. “He helped meh set of on muh own. No, tha slavery came after.” I didn't think it was possible for him to grow any more despondent, but he managed. “In a way, I kinda wish he had wanted me ta stay. Ah know he was tryin' ta give meh a better life, but he couldn't have known what would happen.

“Ah'll save ya tha dirty details. Let's jess say, a free half-grinel ain't seen in much better light than a free human in Grankul. First city ah showed up in, ah got cold-clocked in broad daylight and dragged away. When ah came to, ah was already chained up on a boat headin' ta Astra.”

The fire had died down, casting long sullen shadows over the camp. In the distance, an owl cried out for someone it didn't know.

“As it turns out, half-demons pass fer a higher price than human slaves.” He tried to make it sound amusing, but it came off more bitter than his drink. “Stronger workers that can double as freaks ta entertain guests. Ah was bought right away. That's when ah got mah new name, Nazval - garbage. Spent tha next twenny years o' muh life toilin' fields in tha Fertile Lands as a piece o' trash.”

“Twenty years!” I blurted out. “How old are you!?”

His eyes shifted as he wiggled his fingers, trying to calculate in his head. “Dunno, seventy-something ah'd guess. 'Sbeen a while since ah got free.”

I gaped. Char was very unusual looking, but he didn't look old in any sense to me. His face was singular, but unmarred by wrinkles, and his auburn hair didn't have a single silver strand hiding amongst the unruly mop.

“Ah, ya dun believe me, do ya?” Char said, noticing my stare. “Ah'm actually older'n Hawke, if ya dun count him cheatin' and all!” He managed a genuine chortle, and even Hawke smiled a bit.

“So, was Jerem the one that set you free?” I asked.

His good humor grew a bit somber. “Yeah, well, him an' Hawke both.” He smiled appreciatively at our mutual friend. “If not fer them, ah might've still been plowin' them damn fields.”

“What?” Hawke shook his head a little. “There was no Jerem there.”

Char chuckled. “Of course he was there. That's where ah met ya both.”

Hawke's brow furrowed. He seemed to be trying hard to remember, which struck me as off. He could rattle the most inane things off the top of his head at a moment's notice. Char took it as a joke and continued on.

“Hawke had run off shortly after ah woke up, but Jerem stuck around ta help me find supplies so ah could make it on mah own. Problem was, ah had no idea what ta do with freedom. Mah first time free, ah was made a slave within a week. Ah mean, ah was pretty big back then too, but ah was too timid ta make use o' that strength. Ah was afraid ta be hurt. Jerem an' Hawke were was so scrawny, yet they'd killed all tha overseers and masters by themselves. Ah could barely believe it could be done. That's prolly why ah ended up followin' him.

“He didn't care much fer me tailin' him, but after some time he started talkin' ta me. Thankfully, ah was as much a curiosity ta him as he was ta me. When he realized ah wasn't any good at defendin' meself, he started teachin' me a few fightin' tricks. We kept movin', and he kept teachin', and pretty soon it became jess the way things were.”

Char's eyes lingered off towards the forest, and one spot in particular. “Then Anonce showed up one day, though he was still Matthas back then. That's when ah learned Jerem was a Disciple, and apparently hadn't been back home in a long time. Anonce wanted him ta return, but Jerem didn't wanna go. They argued and fought, and Jerem got his way in tha end. Ah thought that was tha end o' that.

“We travelled fer a few more years tagether. Ah met Hawke again durin' that time, an' got ta know him then.” Hawke's brow knitted even tighter, but Char paid it no mind. “It was sometime after that time when tha…accident happened.”

“Did you really kill him?” The words spilled from my mouth before I thought about them. Cursing myself an idiot, I rushed to apologize a dozen times over, but he put a finger over my mouth halfway through.

“No, it's alright. Ah did, an' ah dun think ah'll ever be able ta live it down.” He sighed heavily enough to stir the air. “Happened durin' a trainin' bout. Y'know, type o' thing where we spar without actually makin' contact. Ah was tryin' out a new move he'd just taught me, an'…shit, maybe ah put too much power into it.” He ruffled his hair in agitation. “Ah still can't figger out how ah managed ta hit him. Ah thought ah was bein' careful.”

I didn't know what to say to that. What could I say? I couldn't even begin to imagine what it'd feel like to be in a situation where a misstep on my part cost someone I cared about their life. With Hawke, that wasn't even a concern; I was uncertain if he could even die. Maybe I'd just come to take it for granted, that my actions could endanger someone close to me.

“Anonce showed up shortly after ah buried him,” Char said, breaking me from my thoughts. “Ah get the feelin' he'd been tailin' us fer some time, hopin' ta convince Jerem ta come back still. He didn't wanna listen ta my excuses, and tried ta kill me on tha spot. Basically been runnin' from him ever since.”

“I'm surprised he never found you before tonight,” said Hawke. “You've lived on the Ururu for as long as I've known you.”

“Sure, but ah don't stay there all tha time. Every time ah went out ta help ya or Luke with somethin', it was usually cuz Anonce was sniffin' around muh home.”

Hawke nodded, looking intently at the fire to avoid meeting Char's eyes. “I'm sorry, then. If I hadn't come here tonight, you would have been safe.”

“Aye, but mebbe it was good fer me ta finally put that ghost ta rest.” Char reached over and grabbed Hawke's chin, forcing him to look over. “Besides, ah can't get mad at ya fer tryin' ta keep me safe. Even if ya made a helluva botch of it.”

I chuckled at that. Hawke reddened a bit and tried to push away from Char, but the giant was much too strong for even him to overcome. That made me laugh harder, which got Char to laughing too. Hawke looked about ready to start a fight before our overgrown friend relinquished his grip. Since he had still been struggling to free himself, Hawke's sudden release made him overbalance and topple over. Char and I were breathless by the time he straightened himself up.

“Ah'm glad ya came, Hawke. An' Micasa, too.” He gave me a toothy grin. “Wish it were under nicer terms, but still, ah'm damn glad. Guess we'll be spendin' a lot more time tagether soon, too.” He pulled out his nullstone and turned it over in his fingers a few times. Considering his digits were the size of small logs, it made the fist-sized stone look like a chip of dirty glass. “Never thought ah'd see Grankul again. Who else is goin'?”

I rummaged through my pack for a moment and managed to find the nullstone Hawke had given me. “Well, I'm in for sure,” I said, flashing the bauble. Char's mouth quirked, somewhere between a smirk and frown.

“Aye, thought so. Can't say ah'm thrilled at tha thought, but yer not tha same li'l lass from so long ago, neither. Who else?”

“Well, Uraj has one, and Silvia has one, and we have the one we got from Liturgy.” I counted them off on my fingers. “Counting the one you have, we just need one more.”

“Blimey, jess six is gonna be rough. Dunno who this Silvia is, but ah hope they can keep up. Guessin' the other one is yers, Hawke?” he said with a nudge towards my companion.

“No. I gave mine to Micasa. Uraj took the one Bojangles had to find our sixth. I'm taking the one Othenidus has.” He said it with a grim certainty that matched the shadow creeping over his face.

Char whistled through his teeth. “That'll be a hell and a half ta get, ah reckon. Doubt someone like Mr. Bighead in Val'Hala will jess hand it over.”

“I'd wager you're right. That's why we need to get back to Damkarei as quickly as possible. We have less than three weeks to gather that last nullstone and make it to the ship for Grankul, and we'll need all the might we can muster to break Val'Hala.”

“Civil war in Astra,” Char muttered. “Ah knew it'd happen eventually, with a crackpot like Othenidus gatherin' power, but ah'd always hoped ta be wrong.”

“We should try to get some sleep,” Hawke declared. “It's going to be a long ride, and we'll need all the rest we can get.”

Yet we didn't even have time to start unpacking our sleeping rolls before I noticed the soft azure tint of daylight pushing the stubborn black sky away. We had been so absorbed in our discussion, we'd burned away our whole night. I marveled that I didn't feel tired, until I remembered what we had spent all our time drinking.

“Huh, whaddya know,” Char said, sidling up next to me to take in the firstborn rays of the day. “Time really does fly, don't it? That's fine with meh.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Ah'm too wired ta sleep anywho.”

I sighed. I would have gladly spent the day sleeping, but what Hawke had said was too true; we were running out of time and needed every scrap of daylight we could spare. Our overnight excursion to find Char had been a dangerous gamble, but trying the same thing all the way to the western coast was too much to risk.

Hawke was already gently waking Restless, brushing and feeding him to make sure he was ready for the day's ride. At the least, I thought, the horses managed to snag some rest. Hawke was well acquainted with sleepless nights, and I could always try to doze in the saddle, but our steeds had been pushed too hard already. I could only hope they'd hold out a little longer.

“Will you be okay without a ride?” I asked Char as I started Sir Brown Horse's morning routine. Our giant friend gave me a wolfish grin.

“Aye, dun worry 'bout meh,” he insisted. He hurried to his camp to start packing essentials. It was good to see him in decent spirits, especially after everything he told us about his history with Anonce and Jerem.

Come to think of it, Char had said that Hawke knew Jerem, and even worked with him. My curiosity started bubbling to the front of my mind, and I rushed to finish my preparations. Fortunately, Char was still trying to sort out what he wanted to bring when I was done. I didn't want him to hear me bringing up that sore subject with Hawke again.

My scholarly friend was still trying to get Restless to calm a bit. Apparently, the steed wasn't happy with being woken so early after such a hard night of running. I almost reconsidered asking, but I knew there probably wouldn't be a chance once we were on the road.

“What is it, Micasa? Is everything okay?” he asked. I realized I'd just been standing there quietly. I had to stop doing that.

“Oh, I was just wondering if you remembered anything else about Jerem?” I asked. “Char didn't talk about him much, but you must have known him okay if you worked with him.”

Hawke looked at me like I'd asked him if we could eat frogs for breakfast. “He was Char's friend. You heard his story.”

“Yeah, and he said you both freed him. What was he like?”

“I…did save Char. But I was by myself when I did. Wasn't I?” Hawke reached for his forehead and massaged his temple. “I never met a Jerem. I'm…sure of it?”

He had never acted like this around me before. Hawke was the type of person to either definitely know something or not. More than that, it was the basis of his whole power. There was something unsettling about his uncertainty.

“Hawke?” I said quietly. Before he had a chance to respond, though, Char's voice boomed from the camp.

“All set!” he cried. “Let's get on tha road! If yer not careful, ah'll leave ya both in muh dust!”







Chapter 21: Reckless

I'd worried about how Char would keep up with Hawke and me both on horseback, but I had given our voluminous friend too little credit. With his essence pumping through him as steadily as the blood in his veins, he was able to set pace that would be the envy of any destrier. The air was filled with the subtle thrum of his soul energy, but it had a gentle, reassuring mien to it, not unlike what I was used to feeling from Hawke.

With time in short supply and heavy demand, we kept to the Astral Road, hoping our haste would help us avoid any unwelcome deterrents. Considering how we must have looked - two riders cantering alongside a ten-foot tall whale of a man keeping up at what could have passed for a casual jog - I expected that any hopeful bandits or others lacking scruples would think twice before hindering our progress.

With our disregard for caution, we made much better time than we would have trying to avoid unwanted eyes. Rolling plains of grass belonging to unknown lordlings and fields of wildflowers melted together as seamlessly as the fused stone beneath hoof and foot as we sped on. The occasional ruin crept over the horizon to watch our passage, and some bolder ones lounged alongside the road, their crumbling mortar sneaking across the path like probing granite fingers. The sheer girth of the road let us skirt around their reach and thunder past without a second thought spared.

We camped right on the roadside, sparing though our stops were. Even close to the most powerful of fiefdoms, few would consider such reckless behavior. It was practically begging roving highwaymen to partake of an easy mark. Yet with the Scholar and our friendly colossus by my side, I slept as easy as I had in any inn.

Of course, travelling a causeway as prominent as the Astral Road, we encountered traffic on multiple occasions. Most were no more conspicuous than a merchant driving his cart with the help of a pair of donkeys as sullen looking as their master, or a group of vagabonds bound for whatever city might spare them a scrap of kindness, or barring that, food.

We did pass a procession of some lesser noble, his ornate carriage pulled by a team of nobler Clydesdales. A retinue of soldiers surrounded their charge, the type whose armor was so decorative it had more place in some collector's showroom than on the battlefield. Among them, I spied a figure clad in a vest the color of forest moss and baggy satin pants, the telltale garb of a Disciple. Not wanting to draw attention, we made sure to slow down just long enough to show the proper obeisance to appease them and send them on their way before we picked up our own pace.

We kept the chatter to a minimum, at least amongst ourselves. We already knew the nigh-impossibility of our task. As swiftly as we progressed, it would take at least a week before we'd reach Damkarei. That would leave us with less than two weeks to mobilize an army capable of assaulting the walls of Val'Hala, the most heavily fortified city built by man. Even if we were successful, we might run out of time to reach the boat for Conclave.

What strength we did spare for speaking, we saved for talking to those we met along the road who didn't immediately shy away or outright run from our approach. When those sources were hard to come by, we tried the denizens of the small hamlets that occasionally popped up along the main road, protected by the name of Damkarei or Val'Hala or some other smaller but sufficiently potent liege.

The news was always the same, though. A small vacation town out east had been attacked by a cutthroat bandit group led by some hulking green beast. Damkarei was preparing for war. A hideaway of blasphemers had been burned to the ground and slaughtered to a man. Demon sightings were on the rise in the Old Kingdom, and many of the more affluent nobles were considering migrating across the Madness to the safety of the Fertile Lands.

The last one was disquieting, especially to Hawke. We hadn't seen hide nor horn of a grinel in all the time we'd been galloping back and forth around the Old Kingdom in the last month. With all the military strength the Kingdom had, it was uncommon for people to worry about just the odd sighting. For people to be discussing it so much, it had to be a recent trend.

That's why we weren't too surprised when we saw a contingent of about fifteen soldiers on horseback heading east one day as we rode. Hawke and I had both been growing uneasy the last couple of days. We were perilously close to Val'Hala, ready to turn off the main road at the first glimpse of its battlements.

However, the soldiers approaching us were clad in the beige uniform of Damkarei. Considering the two kingdoms were only a few days apart by horse, it wouldn't be unusual for a patrol to be out on the Road. But I remembered our fight outside the Madness. Those savages had been wearing the Damkarei colors, too.

It was too late to consider turning off road and letting them pass. They'd already seen us and started hailing for us to halt for inspection. I could feel my gut tighten, and I fought the instinct to clutch for my short-sword. Hawke held no such scruples, and let his hand rest on Symphony's hilt as we reined up in front of the blockade the soldiers had formed.

“Hold!” cried one soldier, positioned slightly in front of his peers. “What business have you?”

“The Astral Road was free for everyone to travel, last I checked. What business do I need?” asked Hawke.

“None usually, as you say. There's been a number of demon sightings in the area recently, however.” The soldier's flint gaze locked onto Char. “One might wonder why two travellers would be moving in the company of…someone so suspiciously unique.”

“You can't tell by our accoutrements?” Hawke gave a slight shake of his sword. “Me and my young apprentice here are bounty hunters, taking this uniquely suspicious someone to Damkarei. We've heard Lord Uraj and Lord Hawke have placed quite the sum on his head.” He gave them a warm smile. “It's lucky we found you fellows on the road. Perhaps you'd be willing to escort us the rest of the way to the capital?”

The soldiers had started muttering to each other in low tones, their eyes flickering between us with growing unease. I couldn't keep myself any longer from grasping my hilt.

“That's odd,” said the lead soldier. “Lord Hawke hasn't been seen in Damkarei for years. If you're going to lie, you should be better informed before you do so.”

My fingers immediately closed around the hilt and jerked. I heard the rasping hiss of Symphony being freed, too.

“You should, too,” said Hawke. “I was just there a little over a month ago.”

The armsmen had started fanning out the moment we drew steel, but Hawke's proclamation made them freeze. It was just for a second, a quick lapse of disbelief, but it was more than what we needed. Hawke kicked Restless to a charge, and at my urging Sir Brown Horse took up the rear.

They were well equipped, with lances in hand for charging, and short-swords and maces belted to their saddles for any enemies that drew close. They weren't ready for our sudden rush, though. In a blink, we were in their midst, our blades whirling through their ranks and scattering them. Their polearms were more hindrance than help at such close range, and they had no time to switch to a more favorable weapon as they desperately struggled to stop our attack.

My short-sword lashed out and caught a fumbling soldier in the chest. It would have been a lethal wound, if I hadn't struck with the flat of the blade. Instead, I locked the weapon to his chest and tugged as hard as I could. His mouth made an 'O' of surprise as he was pulled from the saddle. I undid the lock just before the sword was ripped from my hand, bringing it up to parry a strike from a horseman who had managed to drop his lance and draw a mace.

Hawke, meanwhile, wielded Symphony with furious precision, every arc it made disarming a man or cleaving through the leather armor beneath their uniforms to deal shallow but stinging wounds. A few had managed to back off enough to make use of their lances, but Hawke lopped off the heads of the weapons as easily as trimming leaves from a branch. It hardly mattered whether he disarmed them or not; with his essence coating him like armor, any blows that managed to find purchase were turned away without so much as scratching him.

Still, they outnumbered us almost eight-to-one, and started to rally into a circle around us. Hawke was at home on any battlefield, impervious and indestructible, but I was decidedly less so. The soldiers realized this too, as their attentions turned to overwhelming me. My own essence shielded me, but I was far less practiced than my teacher. Countless potentially deadly blows rained on me, reduced to merely battering and painful. Hawke tried to intervene, but they'd managed to interpose themselves between us. I could see the panic on his face, and could tell he was a hair's breadth from resorting to killing to get to me.

There came an unearthly bellow from behind. The battle froze, and everyone turned to watch a quarter-ton of lumbering, half-demon fury descend on the skirmish. Char's expression was enough to make my hackles raise, and a few of the soldiers flat out turned their mounts and rode off at the sight of him.

I had to give credit to those who held their ground, some going as far as to make a few feeble attempts at harming the giant. Char didn't even notice them. He began plucking the armsmen from their mounts and tossing them aside with indifference, the soldiers raining to the ground like overripe apples from a tree. One foolishly bold young soldier thrust her spear towards Char's face, prodding for some weakness to exploit. The giant lazily snatched the weapon from her hands and, for some reason, bit it in half. Her face went white, and she made the decision to join those who had already fled.

I flung myself from the saddle and started to lock the arms of those who fell together. With the intervention of our most cumbersome of comrades, the fighting had all but ground to a standstill. Hawke dismounted, his sword still hanging from his grip. He paced the growing line of captives, Symphony poised at just such an angle that Hawke could snap it up and take a life with but a twitch.

I had secured about half of them when Char spoke up. “Aye, lookit that one beat feet!” he guffawed, pointing towards the south. I looked over my shoulder, seeing one of the soldiers running as fast as their feet would carry them. They must have been one of the fools Char had dumped from the saddle, though that didn't stop them from trying to make a break for it.

They hadn't made it terribly far, though. I could easily outpace them, and every captive would mean one less enemy down the road. There was no doubt in my mind these soldiers worked for Othenidus, and we would need every edge we could take if we were going to be successful.

My feet were already moving before I'd made the decision. It wouldn't take me long, especially with my essence granting me speed. I heard Hawke shout, and then a clash of steel, but my adrenaline was pumping, and I was focused on my prey.

The ground ahead of my target dropped off just ahead of them, and I slowed, knowing I could easily corner them. They didn't stop at the edge, though, opting to hop right down it. For a wild moment, I had thought I'd driven them to suicide.

Reaching the ledge, I saw it was nothing of the sort. It dropped off at a steep incline, plunging down for several hundred feet of dusty rock and stubborn brush. The runner was sliding down the face of the bluff, a cloud of disturbed dirt trailing his descent. I should have turned back. It would be nearly impossible to drag them back up, even if I caught up now.

But I didn't want Hawke to see that I'd failed. He would have caught them. I could do it too. So I stepped off in pursuit.

My feet scrabbled for purchase as I picked up speed and raised my own cloud of dust in my wake. I kept one hand behind me for extra traction, hoping it'd be enough to stabilize me. I could still see the soldier about fifty feet below me. The foliage thickened into a tangle of wiry bushes and low, gnarled trees. They were almost to the bottom, and if they reached the undergrowth first, I would probably lose them. I leaned forward to accelerate.

I bumped a shrub. It was only a minor scuff, but I was going too fast, and my balance wasn't perfect. I tried to correct myself and overbalanced. The ground flew up to meet me face first, the impact rattling my teeth. The warm taste of copper filled my mouth as I careened out of control the rest of the way down, the world blurring before me between blue sky and unyielding earth.

I stopped, eventually, deposited in an unceremonious heap at the foot of the ridge. I coughed a few times, trying to catch my breath. Each heave sent a fresh jolt of pain up to greet me. I tried to count the likely bruises from the throbbing, but gave it up after only a second; at the least, somehow, it felt like I hadn't broken anything. I quickly ran my tongue around my teeth, seeing if I'd knocked anything loose, but aside from the tang of blood, everything seemed in order there too.

Convinced that my wounds were manageable, I tried to get my bearings and find my escapee. Unfortunately, my tumble had made me lose sight of them, but I did spot a clearly disturbed patch of brush. Someone had pushed through there recently.

I pushed through in pursuit, common sense screaming at me louder every moment that I was being reckless and should cut my losses. I was just about to listen to it finally, when my arms got caught in the brush.

Then the brush tightened around my shoulders, and I realized that I had made a huge mistake.

The two soldiers that had been hiding in the growth stood together, lifting me off the ground by my armpits. I tried to struggle against them, but my battered body screamed at me and I fell limp. As if to destroy any notion of escape, my captors pressed in on either side, tightly enough that I could barely wiggle.

We didn't have far to go. In less than a couple of minutes, I was being hauled into a small area that had been cleared out of encroaching plant life. In the clearing was another squadron of beige-clad soldiers, at least as large as the one that had stopped us on the road.

One of them was still catching their breath, speaking hurriedly to a blonde woman whose face was a cold mask. They stopped speaking and looked at us as we came into view, the eyes of everyone focusing on me with curiosity. I met the woman's gaze, and something struck me as terribly familiar about her.

“That's the girl!” said the soldier who had been talking to the woman. I recognized him as the runner I'd taken off after. Of course, he'd been running to reinforcements. I was an idiot to believe that patrol was all there was.

The woman, clearly a superior officer, strode forward and brought her face down to my eye level. She was taller than me, but not by much. I couldn't shake the feeling I'd met her before.

“She was travelling with someone who claimed to be the Scholar,” the man explained while she examined me.

“So you've said,” the officer responded. Hearing her voice, I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I had seen her before. The last time I had, though, she'd been wearing an iron helm that hid most of her features.

“You're…Diane, right?” I managed to choke out. Even speaking hurt. “Sergeant Farhel?”

She straightened up and away from me. “Have we met?” she asked. Then her eyes widened, and her mouth set into a thin line. “Of course. If you really were travelling with the Scholar, then you would.”

“You know this captive, Captain?” asked one of the soldiers restraining me.

“Yes,” said Sergeant Farhel. Or rather, Captain Farhel. “This lend some credence to your claim, Judd. We'll be taking her back for questioning, then. Rawlins,” she addressed the soldier to my right, “bind her and gag her. I don't want her giving our location away, especially if the Scholar is close. We move out immediately.”

Rawlins moved with professional swiftness, sliding a leather bit into my mouth before I could even think of trying to call out. Not that I would have, with so many armed soldiers nearby. They wanted me alive now, but there was no guarantee that would last if I made things difficult for them.

The other soldier holding me quickly and efficiently bound my hands behind my back, taking the opportunity to relieve me of my short-sword. With my power, the bindings wouldn't be a problem, but I would have to pick the right moment for my escape. I half-expected Hawke to come charging through the growth any moment, but the only sounds I heard were the soldiers shouldering their gear and the stomp of the light tread of their feet over the ground as they started back.

Farhel turned back to my chaperones and me one more time, her eyes darting over me. “Oh, I should add, if you two hurt her again, you will receive whatever you give her twice over.”

“But, but Captain, we didn't do this,” argued Rawlins. She cut him off with a sharp gesture.

“I shan't repeat myself. Move out.” She turned on her heels and marched towards the head of the column. My captors, muttering under their breath, prodded me forward, and we took our place near the back. I kept waiting for that crucial interruption, for Hawke or Char to storm in and help me.

I waited for hours. The sky began to darken, and we kept our light but steady pace. Not once did the soldiers waver in keeping watch over me. We kept marching until my legs were rubber, and I had to be partially dragged along by my arms. Still I waited, until the sun started shuffling back into the sky to bring a new morning. Help never came.







Chapter 22: The Great One

For nearly two full days we marched, without once pausing to rest. After a whole day and night of constant travel, I expected them to set up camp for a respite, however brief. But they kept moving, sure and steady as the tide. All meals were taken on the march, curt courses of dried fruit and jerky, washed down with a perfectly rationed gulp of water. Nothing was wasted, not movement nor munitions.

I had to admire the tenacity of my captors; not once did they complain about the grueling pace, nor having to force me along non-stop. Eventually, my poor legs couldn't take the forced exercise any longer, and my energy waned. It didn't help that I was only given very brief water breaks, poured through my gag. They didn't risk removing it to feed me, less I got the urge to cry for help. I resented them for it, even if it was a wise move on their part.

They had no qualms of lugging me like a human-sized sack when I couldn't move under my own power anymore. Whenever the pair carrying me grew tired, another pair would rotate in and take their place. Hardly a word was ever traded between the squad, and they clearly didn't need it. Whoever trained them, they were someone who must have commanded great power and respect.

I considered using my essence to bolster my waning strength, but there were too many risks involved with that. If anyone was sensitive to such things, they might realize I was more of a threat than I looked. For now, I was just a young woman who traveled with Hawke. If they had any inkling what I might be capable of, it would make escape later that much more difficult.

So I weathered the march, the pit in my stomach growing more angry as we entered our second night of marching. The stress and exhaustion started weighing on me, the incessant drone of the procession's footsteps not helping matters. I drifted in and out of restless sleep, jerking awake every time my holders jostled me too hard or a particularly bad stomach pang ripped into me.

At some point, I managed to drift off longer than usual. When I awoke, it was to the creak of wooden wheels and the sight of canvas stretched over my head. I'd passed out long enough for the squadron to commandeer a wagon, or perhaps they'd met with allies that had one waiting. It did look like the number of soldiers had increased, or maybe I was just dizzy with hunger and counting some of them double.

However many there were, they had all changed out of their false Damkarein uniforms and into thick cotton tunics and breeches dyed a blue deep enough to be mistaken for black in the dead of night. A single lantern hung just outside the front flap, to shed light for the driver to guide by, but only casting a faint, fuzzy glow inside the canopy.

Captain Farhel was watching me, her face as impassive as ever. She let me take in my surroundings until I was ready to meet her gaze.

“Would you like something to eat?” she said.

I was tempted to remain stubborn and shake my head. My stomach, though, went wild at the mere mention of food. By the Almighty, the Lord Ordained, and everything else that's considered holy, did I ever want something to eat.

“You can eat, under the condition you do not speak.” Farhel grabbed a piece of hardtack and jerky. “A single word out of you, and the gag goes back on, and your meal is over. Understood?”

Every part of me wanted to throw her offer in her face. Without my strength, though, I'd have no chance of escape even if a chance presented itself. I nodded once.

She returned the nod. “Rawlins, the gag.”

Her subordinate removed the strip of leather from my mouth. I took the opportunity to take a few deep breaths and work my jaw a bit, sore as it was from being forced open for so long. I was hoping they'd liberate my arms too, but instead the Captain proceeded to hold the food to my face so I could eat. Figures they didn't trust me that far.

I ate slowly, taking bites out of the jerky and tack alike at once. It was typical marching rations, dry and salty and tough. My jaw ached as I worked to chew the mouthfuls down to something I could manageably swallow. It was the best thing I'd ever tasted.

I used my time gnawing at the rations to gather my surroundings. A group of soldiers blocked most of my view out of either side of the covered wagon, but I could see a great blackened shadow imposed against the night sky ahead of us. Even in the dark, I recognized the great walls of the Lonely Kingdom, Val'Hala. I'd already assumed we were going there, but seeing it looming ahead was near enough to steal my appetite, ravenous as I was.

Even if we'd been traveling for near two days straight, most of that had been on foot. Hawke, Char, and I couldn't have been more than a day of riding or so from the city when we were accosted. There was still hope that they might come across our duplicitous caravan and free me.

Even as I thought it, I knew the chances were almost nonexistent. We were almost to the gates of Val'Hala, and Hawke would likely steer well clear of the city that so openly despised him. Even if he did dare venture close, maybe even guess that I'd been taken hostage, there was nothing suspicious about the wagon we were in. Dozens of wagons made the trek to the city every day for business or pilgrimage, along with hundreds of hopeful immigrants and refugees from bandit or grinel attacks, or victims of the sporadic civil wars that cropped up in the Old Kingdom.

As if on cue, the low murmur of countless voices began to rise ahead on the road. Even the barest glimpse out the front of the wagon revealed a throng of hopeful new citizens and prospective merchants already forming up for a day of waiting, their noise rising like a swarm of agitated bees.

I managed to catch sight of a well-armored soldier that approached the driver. The two exchanged hushed words and a smattering of hand gestures. Finally, the guard took a peek inside the wagon itself. When his eyes landed on Captain Farhel, he gave a curt salute, which she gave back. He only looked at me briefly, accompanied by an equally brief scowl.

Looking satisfied with what he saw, the guard turned to the throng and started barking orders for room to be made for the wagon to pass. Soon, other voices joined the first, all of them demanding the way to be cleared. There was a general buzz of anger from those gathered, but soon the wagon started creaking forward again.

I could just make out a pair of bronzed gates set in the towering curtain walls high enough to blot out the sun come midday. Guards stood at attention on either side of it them as they slowly creaked open, presenting just enough space for our vehicle to pass. The sounds of the crowd rose as some of them clamored to try and slip in, but I'd seen enough before to know they were probably already being rebuffed by butts of spears and mail clad fists. The moment we had crossed the threshold, the gates began to groan back into place, the guards on the other side ready to drop the sturdy crossbar that secured it shut back into place.

No sooner did I hear the crash of gates shutting was I swept to my feet and blindfolded. It was done so swiftly, so expertly, I found myself more impressed than angry at my handling. It was too bad for them that I had already seen the city. As uptight as everyone seemed here, I doubted the decor had changed much in the years.

Once again, I found myself being forced to march, though this time without the benefit of even knowing where I was stepping. My handlers wasted no time in picking me up and carrying me by the arms anytime I wasn't going fast enough for their liking, or whenever there were sudden raises or drops, like stairs. And from the feel of it, there were a lot of stairs involved.

It didn't take long to realize that wherever I was going, it was down, down, down. My captors' footsteps echoed off unseen walls close enough that I could feel every reverberation, and each moment longer we descended brought with it a stronger and stronger smell of decay and filth. I knew the telltale signs of a dungeon, even if I couldn't see them.

I lost track of how long I was dragged along in blindness, but it felt like at least a half-hour. When at last we stopped, I was surprised as they suddenly removed the bonds from my wrists. I got less than a second of enjoying my freedom before two strong pairs of hands grabbed my arms and hauled them over my head. There was a tight, binding snap, accompanied by the friendly kiss of cool metal around my wrists.

My blindfold was ripped off, and I got to appreciate my new accommodations in full. It was as uncreative a dungeon as I could have possibly imagined; rows of cells stretched down the hallway we undoubtedly just came from, built with inch thick bars spaced just far apart that their occupants could maybe fit a limb or two through, but narrow enough that it would do nothing other than tease the prospect of freedom.

I was expecting such a room for myself, but they had opted to chain me to the corridor's dead end. The only light afforded was a pair of weak torches that did little to fight off the shadows, and nothing to fight off the cold.

There wasn't so much as a door barring my way from the rest of the dungeon. Either they heavily underestimated me, or their security was beyond anything I could imagine: I assumed the latter. I considered taunting my two escorts as they turned and swiftly strode from the hall, maybe even just slipping my shackles off and following them back up. Then I felt a sudden thrill up my spine that had nothing to do with the lack of heating.

Maybe it was the lack of food and rest over the last few days, but some primal part of me was whimpering in the corner of my mind. Why was I left at the end of the hallway, when there were so many unoccupied cells I could have just as easily been thrown into? In fact, looking around, I saw that I was the only prisoner down here. No enemies of the state sleeping huddled in a corner. No flippant soldiers begging for clemency.

Even stranger still were the cells themselves. As normal as they appeared at a glance, there was something about them that felt terribly off. I squinted, peering into their dark depths to see if I could make out what it was, and then it hit me. I was peering into their depths.

The cells had no back to them.

It was impossible to tell from my position how far they plunged, but it was deep enough that I doubted I could see the back even if I tossed a torch in as far as I could. More than that, I had to wonder, why in the world would Val'Hala use holding cells that might well stretch for miles? What could possibly need that much space?

I swallowed my initial urge to undo my manacles and explore the area. My wall was just far enough from the closest cells that nothing would be able to reach me through the bars. At least, I hoped so.

My body still ached from my tumble the other day, and my brief naps on the march and in the wagon had done little to slake my exhaustion. At the least, my wardens had given me enough slack on my chains to kneel on the ground. With wrists bound and my bed consisting of a hard slab of mortared stone I had to lean against, I remembered all the nights I'd gone to bed with just as bad - if not worse - in my earlier years of life. How odd it was, to think back on the treatment I'd received from the squat plantation master who had stolen Hawke's name, and reflect on them fondly. Thanks to all that time, I fell into an easy sleep.

My wakeup call was a steel-toed nudge to my ribs. I jerked to my feet on reflex, the chains containing me rattling as I reached for a weapon that wasn't there. Captain Farhel stood a few steps away, holding a tray of mush that looked questionably edible. Her eyes flashed around wildly, whites prominent, and when she spoke it was a breathless whisper.

“Eat quick,” she said. “Your audience is soon. You'll need your strength.”

“Going to be a little hard with these on.” I shook my manacles, letting the chains play again. She winced.

“I'll feed you. Keep it down.” She continued to cast anxious glances around as she lifted the spoon of gruel to my mouth. As strange as the scenario was, it had been a good while since my last meal. I took the bite; not as flavorful as I'd hoped, but my stomach grumbled in excitement nonetheless. She winced again.

“Do Val'Halan captains always make a point to hand feed prisoners?” I asked. I kept my voice low. From Farhel's twitchiness, it felt like the proper thing to do.

“Nobody's supposed to be feeding you, honestly. Don't tell him I did this, or it'll end badly for both of us.”

“And who is 'he'?” I asked, though I already had a good idea.

“Lord Othenidus,” she said. She was practically shoveling the food into my mouth. I couldn't tell if she was trying to keep me quiet, or she was in that much of a hurry to get away. Likely, it was both.

“What does the fraud want with me?”

She cuffed me over the head with the spoon. It surprised me more than it hurt me. When I opened my mouth to argue, she silenced me with another spoonful.

“Whatever you think, he is still my Lord. Watch your tongue around here. Especially with him.” The plate was near empty, and Farhel was already scooting backwards. She looked ready to bolt at the slightest noise. “When he comes, the other prisoners will come out too. Whatever you do, don't upset them. And by the Lord Ordained, don't upset him.”

She shoved the last spoon of gruel into my mouth and was heading toward the door before I could swallow to retort. My tongue stayed, even though I wanted to shout after her. She'd said there were other prisoners. I felt the crawl of dozens, maybe hundreds of imaginary stares watching me suddenly. Whether they were real or not wasn't something I was eager to test.

I waited up for a while, expecting my visitor to come calling soon afterwards. The minutes dragged on like hours, and the hours slunk past unbearably slow. Every time my mind started to wander, I had to stop myself from unconsciously whistling or fiddling with my manacles. That only made the wait more excruciating, to the point where I slipped out of consciousness from sheer boredom.

* * *

“Rise.”

I heard the voice before I felt the foot. This time, it wasn't my ribs but my stomach, and it wasn't a nudge so much as it was a kick. Half-groggy as I was, the pain woke me up faster than any cup of coffee. I fought for breath, each gasp twisting my stomach and stirring my other aches afresh. My eyes swam with tears, but with some difficulty I managed to blink them aside to see my visitor.

I'd seen portraits of Othenidus Gottfried before, mostly when Hawke and I last visited Val'Hala. In many ways, he had hardly changed from those picturesque personas: his face was locked in a creased grimace so firm it might have been carved into leather, his military-cropped hair heavily grey with only a scarce few streaks of the original blonde. From the shoulders down, he was suited in bronzed mail that had started to green with age. He even stood with his arms crossed over his barrel chest, the exact same pose I'd seen in all his simulacra.

It was the details that couldn't be captured by canvas that disturbed me more. Shiny scars and gouges that criss-crossed his armor, bragging of its regular use. The tension his body displayed, even in rest, like he was ready to lash out at the most minor provocation. His eyes, the pale green of frosted grass, seemed to be staring through me more than at me.

“You look too small and young to be the Scholar's lover. You're not the one who tried to curse my wife.” He spoke with the rumble of thunder, a voice that would easily roll across a battlefield to command troops. He grabbed me by the chin and turned my head one way, then the other, examining me.

“You're looking for Rouge? Good luck with that,” I said.

“I don't care about the names of the ants crawling beneath my feet. My soldiers said they'd captured the Scholar's companion.” His grip on my chin tightened, the merest flex, but it was enough to make my jaw creak and pop. I fought the urge to cry out.

“What do you care about Hawke? Are you going to join with Uraj and Hawke for Conclave, after all?”

His fingers twitched again, and I was certain he'd dislocate my jaw. Then he let go, straightening up to his full height, his eyes weighted with judgment. He couldn't have been any taller than Hawke, but his presence and posture made it feel like he was towering over me.

“You speak of things no commoner would know about. Your familiarity speaking about King Morau and King Kuznetsov is abnormal, too. It seems my men have found the right person.”

I felt a tick of annoyance at that. The only people who referred to Hawke and Uraj in such a manner were people who were considered close to their equals. Very few had the right to claim that honor.

“You think an awful lot of yourself, don't you?” I said.

“I 'think' nothing. I am what this country needs. I am the power to save humanity from the demons. I am greatness. It's time the relics of a failing kingdom were thrown under my boot. What the Scholar's little whore thinks means little to me.”

I spat at him. I was aiming for his face but only managed to reach his collar. I did get the satisfaction of watching it dribble down into his armor. For the first time since I saw him, his face trembled a bit.

“You're pathetic. Compared to Hawke and Uraj, you're the ant beneath their shoes,” I said.

I couldn't follow his hand. Like brushing away a fly, the back of his mailed glove brushed across my face. I thought for a terrible moment that my head was going to be sent spinning away. As fresh pain piled atop my other injuries, I fought to keep my head up. His voice floated in from somewhere far away.

“The Scholar's taught you well in disrespecting your superiors. Be grateful I need you alive, at least for now. Dead bait would be worthless.”

So that was the big reason for keeping me here. He was hoping Hawke would rush to my aid. I wanted to laugh at his foolishness, but I knew he was right. Hawke would probably do it.

I heard something scrabbling across the floor. It reminded me of the sound a rat makes darting to safety, claws scratching frantically in haste. But it was too loud to be any ordinary vermin, and there were too many of them. It would take hundreds of rats to make such a racket.

“Bother, they should have learned to leave me be by now,” muttered Othenidus over the rising noise. It was coming from every direction, and my mouth went dry when I realized that it was coming from the depths of the empty cells. Then there was a burst of violent movement all around us, and the cells were no longer empty.

Grinel. Tens upon hundreds of grinel flooded to the bars, spitting and clawing and biting and cursing in their twisted language.

I tried to back away instinctively, forgetting that I was already pressed against the wall. Countless clawed arms lashed out as far as they could reach, some lanky and corded, others bulging with barely contained muscle, red and green and orange and blue limbs flailing in anger. In the flickering torchlight, an army of pale blank eyes and slitted pupils shone with crazed rage and the desire to be free. The only comfort I could find was that their wrath was aimed squarely at the Lord of Val'Hala.

Othenidus hadn't moved a muscle. Even when a few twisted hands managed to stretch far enough to skim their claws against his armor and strike sparks, he simply watched them behind an unreadable mask. All the while, the grinel continued to screech at him. Most of it was grinel-tongue, incomprehensible to me, but the horrible ones were those who spoke in a tongue I could understand.

“Free us!” “Bastard!” “Food me!” “Child! Where mine child!” “Food!” “Food!” “Food!”

One of the grinel managed to squeeze its head through the bars, razored teeth gnashing fiercely. It might have been trying to bite him out of pure spite, or it might have been trying to eat him, if their cries for food were an indication to their conditions.

With a calmness I've yet to see surpassed to this day, Othenidus reached out with one arm and wrapped his fingers around the demon's head. His hand closed into a fist, and a macabre crunch drowned out the sounds of the bloodthirsty mob.

It had happened too fast for me to look away. I caught a brief glimpse of dark ichor and fragments of skull running between his knuckles before I was able to turn and empty what little I had in my stomach on the masonry floor.

I expected the dungeon to grow even louder, the grinel inflamed by Othenidus' casual killing. I couldn't bring myself to be surprised at the immediate silence, save for the shuffle of nails on stone. Like a multicolored wall of claws, teeth, and insanity, the grinel slipped back into the safety of the cells' depths.

“The beasts task me. They still think they hold any power,” said Othenidus.

“You're the only beast here,” I choked out, the fresh memory of the grinel's fate still making me retch. I didn't want to look at him anymore, preferring to fix my stare only my own vomit. It was a much more comforting sight.

“That's where you're wrong. I am the most humane person left in our world. King Kuznetsov is the fool who would consider making peace with such filth.” I heard him spit. “I would never stoop so low as to ally myself with demons, or their half-spawned bastards. Tell me, have you heard of the Giant's Shadow?”

I didn't expect the question. I turned to look at him, surprised. He watched me, hands behind his back, perhaps as an odd show of compassion. His face tightened, almost giving him the impression of smirking.

“Ah, the name means something to you. A name befitting something much more than that worm, hiding in the dark, lest he come up against someone with real might. The news from Hafwei was some of the best I have heard in ages. Then again, no backstabbing thief would last a moment against a real knight.”

The meaning of his words sank in like a stone. “You sent Anonce to kill Fasketel.”

He rolled his shoulders. “So, you know Anonce, too. A useful tool, that one. I can't say the same for that fop, Ricard. Now that I think about it, he mentioned meeting the Scholar and his young lady friend on the road.”

“No,” I blurted. Could he really be that ruthless? “Then Liturgy was your doing?”

“I only pointed him in the direction of a possible lead on his beloved Ravoso. Of course, he failed in even taking a fake kingdom back. I was hoping he would have relieved me of that nuisance of a Lord Ordained, but at least I am rid of his incessant screeching. Would you like to know something amusing, though?”

I didn't want to hear one more word from his mouth. He took my silence for approval, though.

“The madman had already been in his homeland before. Multiple times, in fact. While I am at it, allow me to welcome you properly. Behold, the last remnants of Ravoso!” He threw out his arms, sweeping them to accompany the dungeon. “The only useful part of it, at least. I tore down the rest for building materials when I overthrew Bojangles the Second.”

“I take back what I said about you being a beast,” I said. “There isn't a word to describe the filth you are.”

“I am a man who can get things done. Which is more than can be said for the incompetent one who sits the throne, and the less competent one who ran away. They chase pipe dreams while the people they claim to protect live in fear of monsters. I've held strong against their campaigns to depose me, and more of the masses side with me every day. Astra seeks a cure, and I am the medicine they crave.”

He really did love the sound of his own voice. Every second I spent listening to him convinced me more that Hawke and Uraj were right to distrust him.

“There is a reason I have come to talk to you,” he continued on. “As impotent as they have been, the Old Kings still hold sway as symbols in Astra. If they were to concede their rulership publicly and give me full reign, the country would finally be united under a single, powerful governing body.”

“And, what, you want me to convince them to do it?” This time, I had no qualms about laughing right in his face. “What the hell makes you think I'd even consider it?”

“This, for one.” He reached for a cord around his neck and tugged it out from underneath his armor. A charm was tied to the end, a muddied crystal that seemed to drink the little light in the dungeon. I didn't have to ask what it was.

“I really have no use for this. My business in Grankul was finished long ago. Talk sense to them, and you can take this worthless dirt clod and run off with the Old Kings and whatever other lunatics you can persuade to follow you to hell.” He ripped the cord free from his neck and held it toward me. “Agree right now, and I will give this to you on faith. You will be released, and treated as a guest of Val'Hala until the Scholar or Forge arrive, at which point we can discuss terms.”

Honestly, as much as I was loathe to admit it, it didn't sound like a terrible deal. Neither Uraj nor Hawke seemed like they enjoyed their positions as rulers. Hawke had abdicated that responsibility long ago himself. If Othenidus was willing to give us the last nullstone and send us on our way, it would save a lot of bloodshed trying to take it by force. After all, our ultimate goal was peace with the grinel. What did it matter who sat the throne?

“What happens to me if I say no?” I asked.

Othenidus blinked. “You stay here, and while the Scholar works to free you, I will protect the people from the demon horde that will soon descend upon Astra.”

“The demon what? There's hardly been a grinel sighting around here in—”

Only there had been a rash of “demon” sightings in Astra recently. All of them had been near Val'Hala, come to think of it. Then there was the matter of Othenidus' other prisoners.

“No,” I said.

“I assume you are saying you will not help me, then,” said Othenidus.

“No,” I said.

“Then you will?”

“No,” I said. “No, no, no.”

He stared at me, his face tightening again. From between his lips, I saw a flash of perfectly white teeth. It was the single most shit-eating grin I've ever had to see.

“I see you need some time to collect yourself. I will be back shortly for your answer.” Started as if to leave, but paused mid-turn.

“Oh, yes, there is one other thing we must discuss.” He whirled around and pointed at the vomit I had recently deposited on the floor. His voice hardened. “Tell me who gave you food.”

I froze. I couldn't deny I had been fed, not with the evidence lying right there. For as much as I disliked the Val'Halans, though, I couldn't just rat out Captain Farhel after she risked herself to help.

“I ate my sandals waiting for you,” I said.

This time, I saw the hand coming, but I couldn't move to avoid it even if I wanted to. My head cracked to the side again, another fresh bruise to join the rest of them. My head lolled around on my shoulders as he spoke.

“No matter. I have an idea of who it is anyways. You think hard about my offer. In the meantime, I have to see to some disciplinary measures.”

He turned on his heels and began to walk back towards the stairs, hands still clasped behind his back. One of them was dark with crusted blood.

Othenidus had to die. I'd already come to that decision before he finished speaking to me. No matter what choice I made, he would wreak havoc on Astra. Everything that Hawke and Uraj had ever worked for would be undone if he had his way. There was no other option.

Oddly, I felt perfectly calm. It would be simple, but I had to act fast. He had come alone, but it was doubtful I'd be so lucky again. This was likely the best chance to strike.

My eyes landed on the remains of the grinel he had destroyed. A long, jagged fragment of skull lay among the pulped remains of the creature's head. Yes, perfect. All I had to do was shrug off my shackles, grab the bone shard, and lodge it right in his throat. If I used all the essence I could muster, I would be able launch myself down the hall fast enough to attack before he knew I was free. I hoped I would be fast enough.

He was already halfway down the hall. Time was running out. I took a deep breath, knowing that any mistake would mean my death. My arms tensed, and I called upon my power, shaking my shackles to fling them off my wrists.

Nothing happened.







Chapter 23: The Essence of Perfection

It took me a few failed attempts to confirm my fear. Try as I might, my power wasn't working. Ever since I had learned how to use it, I'd never experienced a complete failure like that. I kept shaking my shackles, expecting them to come free, but each time they rattled against the chains, mocking my attempts.

My mind raced to find a reason. Was I too tired? I'd used my power while sleep-deprived before. Had I used too much essence? It was possible to drain it - it was a finite resource - but I'd been careful not to exert any of my energy since my capture.

There was only one explanation left that made sense to me: someone was using a power of their own to stop me from using mine. I tried to think of any incident that might indicate when it happened, but I gave that up. It could have happened any time from being caught to when Othenidus showed up.

The Lord of Val'Hala was already climbing the stairs. My best chance, if not my only chance, to stop him by myself had slipped away. Of course, he was the one most likely to have some ability to nullify my power. He could have used it on me any time he had touched me during our conversation. Or, even worse, it could simply work if he was close enough.

I tried unlocking my manacles a few more times. When they still refused to budge, I decided to try a different tack. I tried concentrating my essence, pulling from my store to enhance my strength. Perhaps I could simply rip myself free with brute force. It would be noisy, but I was getting desperate, and was willing to take the risk.

But the familiar feel of my essence pouring through me refused to come. I'd practiced countless hours to learn how to do it, and I had been able to do so even in the heat of battle. Whatever had happened to me, it stopped me from calling on any of my energy.

I had run out of ideas. Without my power I felt, well, powerless. Weren't situations like this the whole reason I had chosen to learn from Hawke? So that I would never have to feel helpless in the face of a crisis? What good was everything I learned, all those years of drilling the basics endlessly, if they disappeared at the eleventh hour?

A strong foundation of the basics is necessary for true mastery.

Hawke's lessons echoed in my thoughts. He was always going on about making sure I practiced the essentials, even after I learned how to tap into my essence at will. It was the reason he had gotten that special padlock for me in the first place, insisting I play with it long after it stopped being a challenge.

The padlock…

I felt like a thunderous fool. Of course I could still free myself. Hadn't I been undoing my shackles to watch the stars long before Hawke freed me? I had grown so dependent on my power, I had failed to realize the lesson he'd been hammering into me all this time.

With some difficulty, I managed to twist my arms around so I could reach to my head and pluck a hairpin out. I gave silent thanks that I had kept up with the habit of pinning my hair in place, and a not so silent curse as I struggled to figure out how to reach the keyhole.

I was just barely able to fit the tip of the pin in, only by holding it between the tips of my index and middle fingers. While I was well versed in removing shackles, I'd never had to remove them from my wrists before. Trying to get a feel for the pins and springs that held the lock tight with such a tenuous grip proved harder than I had hoped.

Still, I had toyed with enough locks in my life to parse out roughly what I was working with. It was a well-crafted piece, but any lock that used just a key for the mechanism was much the same as the next as far as I was concerned. It would only take a few minutes tops for me to get free.

Those minutes burned away quickly as I tried to work the subtle nuances required to pick the lock with my tool barely in my grasp. I managed to get a few of the tumbler pins where I wanted them when I slid one of my fingers a bit too far. The result was my hairpin jumping from my grasp, landing a few feet away from me. I held back the desire to rant, investing the energy instead into getting another hairpin off my head and starting again.

Twice more this happened, the impromptu key slipping from my fingers just as I started to make some progress. My patience was running on fumes, but I knew that this was the best bet I had to free myself. I tested my power each time my picking attempt failed, but the results were the same as the first time. It was my talent, or nothing.

I was about out of hairpins, though. It was so frustrating, especially since I knew that if my hands were free, I'd be able to undo the manacles in a snap! I needed my manacles off to remove my manacles - I almost laughed at the absurdity of it. I missed my old leg bindings from the plantation in that regard, how simple they'd been. I found it ironic that my feet were free when my hands needed saving this time.

The gears in my head turned a few times, and that irony gave birth to a stupid idea. Why couldn't my feet do the work now that the shoe was on the other hand?

I had been thrown in the dungeon without my sandals, so my toes were already free to grasp at one of the hairpins that had spilled from my previous attempts. Awkward as it felt, I somehow was able to maneuver it between my big toe and long toe. With my foot clenched tightly, I felt more assured that the pin wouldn't slip from this unlikely grasp.

Now, to deal with the problem of reaching the lock.

Needless to say, it took some unusual folding and positioning. I wanted to lay on my back, but the chain didn't stretch quite far enough to manage that. I had to resort to letting my entire body dangle by my wrists from the fetters, curling into a fetal position while suspended in midair. It hurt, and I probably looked like a fool, but I was able to get the hairpin to the lock.

There were a tense few moments as I popped the lockpick in place and couldn't make heads or tails of what I was doing. I was afraid I'd just wasted a lot of time for something as worthless as it was demeaning. But then I felt one of the pins move, and all at once I knew exactly what to do. I'd picked locks like this my whole life. As long as I could reach it, I could probably pick a lock with my elbow.

When that final glorious click filled the stale dungeon air, I didn't even care that I was dumped on my back with a painful thump, or that the sound was echoing up the corridor. I was just damn glad to finally be unchained once more. I rubbed my sore wrists, giving them a few celebratory kisses, and threw a few towards my foot, too.

Maybe it was something ingrained in my subconscious from my youth, but simply having freedom of movement emboldened me. Suddenly, I didn't care so much that I was in the bowels of enemy territory, without a weapon and surrounded by ravenous monsters.

Strangely enough, the grinel didn't make an appearance during my escape. Aside from the motionless corpse Othenidus left behind, I hadn't even heard them skulking in the darkness. Perhaps they only showed up when they sensed the mad Lord of Val'Hala was near?

Whatever it was, I was glad for their absence. I had enough to worry about as I rushed up the corridor towards freedom.

I paused at the base of the stairs, listening for anyone who might have heard the racket I made in my struggle. The only sound was my own labored breathing, which I fought to control before starting the ascent.

The stairwell only went up a short distance before curling the opposite direction. I had to cautiously peek around the corner to make sure no guards lurked just around the bend, but all I saw was a faint glow coming from somewhere above. I crawled up slowly, ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble, though the only place to retreat was back into the dungeon's depths.

The stairway opened up to another floor directly above the prison area, with about the same dimensions as its lower counterpart. Where the barred cells had been below, stone walls stretched along the length of the floor, with sturdy oaken doors bound in steel spaced regularly. Brackets of torches filled the hall with light, much more than my previous holdings.

As much as I wanted to check if there were any supplies I could use in the rooms, it was too risky. For all I knew, this was the sleeping quarters for the wardens, and any number of them could be inside. I forced down the urge to check and slunk my way past each one, holding my breath lest any stray noise call undue attention.

I had to stifle a gasp when I heard voices coming from one of the doors in passing. I froze, expecting someone to barrel out and catch me any second. The voices continued on, back and forth, in undisturbed conversation, and I let myself breathe a bit. I couldn't make out the exact words, but one of the voices was high and soft, a mature sort of feminine.

The other one was deep, the low thrum of distant thunder. I'd heard that voice all too recently. Othenidus was on the other side of the door.

Part of me wanted to run as fast as I could for the exit, but the other half was gripped by my damned curiosity. If he was talking about something that might help Hawke and Uraj defeat him, it was worth the risk to listen. My more sensible side was quashed, and I sidled to the door as quietly as I could manage and pressed an ear to the wood.

“—always working, dear. You need to relax every once in awhile,” said the higher voice. I'd heard it before, and from the way it referred to Othenidus as 'dear,' I assumed it had to be Lady Lheona, Othenidus' wife and co-ruler. She spoke on, saying, “It's so rare for you to be home for so long.”

“The work I do over the next few days is more important than everything from the last ten years, honey,” said Othenidus. If anyone called me honey the way he spoke to his wife, I would have run for my life. “That little runt down below is the straw that will break the Old Kings' backs. I need to be ready for them”

“Hmph. I remember that little brat. I've half a mind to go down there and make sure she's clear on her position. There won't be any miracles like last time,” said Lheona. “But this is the first time we've gotten to be alone in so long. Won't you put that pen down for a bit?” Her tone grew husky as she finished her plea, and I heard the shifting of fabric.

Othenidus let out a strange grunt. “I suppose I could step away for a bit to tend to other duties,” he purred. He purred. There was the sound of a chair sliding back, followed a few moments later by heavy metallic thumps, like pieces of armor being discarded onto the floor.

Horrified, I started to back away, but then I paused for a second. No, not to listen! I knew it was my best chance for escape, with the leaders of the country, ahem, preoccupied. At the same time, I knew that if they found out I escaped, they'd be more than a little angry at me for the interruption.

So, in my magnanimity, I hastily shoved a hairpin in the lock and worked some magic of my own. Unlocking something was second nature to me, but breaking a lock was even easier than that. Hopefully, they would understand that I was just thinking about their privacy.

Knowing that my most dangerous obstacles were wholly absorbed in their work, I felt safer hurrying up the stairs and putting as much distance as I could between myself and them. The staircase wound upward without interruption after that, save for the occasional sharp bend. It took me a good ten minutes before I finally made it to the top.

Another door barred my way. In my haste, I almost barged right through it, only barely catching myself in time. It was unlikely that a military state like Val'Hala would just leave such an important entrance unguarded. I was only armed with the clothes on my back, badly scuffed and torn from my handling during my capture. I didn't even have a pair of shoes to kick with.

First things first, I needed to see if the door was even locked. I crouched down to try my hairpin, and by reflex started calling on my essence. This time, I was met with a familiar tingle up my arm. Not expecting my power to so suddenly return, I dropped the pin.

“What was that?” said someone on the other side. Dammit, I was right.

I needed time to think. I grabbed the doorknob and worked my power. There was a jangle on the outside, and I heard a key put into the keyhole and turn with a click. My locks held, though, as I heard the strained grunts of whoever was on the other side trying to pull the door open.

“Damn thing's stuck,” someone else cursed. So there was at least two of them. I could probably handle two with my power back, but any more might prove fatal.

“You jam the key or something?” said the first voice.

“The key's fine! Probably just moisture swelling or something. Help me with this.”

The first voice joined the second in their exertions to rip the door free. It sounded like just two of them. I could do it. I just needed a good opening gambit.

And the best one I could think of was to tap the handle and remove my power.

The door jerked open immediately, accompanied by the surprised cries of the guards on the other side. They had both been tugging on the knob, and promptly fell into each other. Considering that it would have happened even if the door were truly stuck, I briefly wondered why they didn't expect it.

I wasn't one to look a gift horse in the mouth. In the small window of opportunity I had, I stepped to their tangled bodies and applied a few well-placed locks to them. The two became a single ungainly mass of armored limbs, incapable of moving or speaking (thanks to an extra couple of locks on their mouths). They fought in vain to stop me while I helped myself to one of their short-swords, but it didn't take long for them to realize they'd been outclassed by a slip of a girl half their size.

The weight of steel at my side was reassuring. I wished that I could have found my old sword, until I remembered that my first short-sword was also stolen from a Val'Halan guard. I doubted I'd have much trouble with this one. Armed again, I assessed my surroundings.

I had stepped into the main audience chamber, where Hawke and I had treated with Lady Lheona. I didn't remember a door here the last time, but it had been a long while since I'd been in here. The important part was, I knew exactly where the exit was, and nobody had answered the cries of the guards during our scuffle. At the least, there was no one else in here.

I still had the problem of how I'd make it through the city without raising alarm, or through the gates for that matter. Every able-bodied citizen in Val'Hala was conscripted into their military. If one person caught on to my ruse, I would have the entire city hunting for my whereabouts. All it would take is one look from anyone to tell I didn't belong here. What I needed was a disguise.

Looked like I had a bit more to confiscate from my prisoners.

It took much longer than I wanted, but I somehow was able to wrestle a half helm, breastplate, shin guards, and boots off the soldiers. I kept expecting someone to walk in on the most bizarre thing they'd probably ever see in their lives, but my luck held out a little longer. The armor was loose-fitting and shuffled uncomfortably on me when I moved, but it wasn't threatening to fall off. It would have to do.

I was already starting to get a bit winded. Using so much essence so rapidly was draining me quickly. Despite my hurry, I forced myself to take my time as I marched toward the entrance to the keep. I would need my power a lot more before I was done.

My new steel shod boots sank into the carpet that lined the hallway leading out, helping to muffle their desire to clang loudly with every step. Set in regular intervals on the walls were portraits of Othenidus, looking much the same as he did in person, save for more blonde in his hair. High crystal chandeliers and wall mounted candles lit my path, but their light added an angry fiery glow to the oil-based portrayals of Val'Hala's lord. I could feel their stares following me, but all it took to ignore them was the reminder that the real one would give me worse than scowls if he caught up.

The hallway ended in a foyer identical to the hall, save for the pair of doors of studded, dark iron that blocked my way. Opening them wouldn't be an issue, but the guards certainly would. I couldn't pull the same stunt I did in the audience chamber; I lucked out that it was just two guards, but just outside was the training pavilion. There could easily be hundreds of armed Val'Halans out there, ready to jump to their land's defense at the slightest provocation. Hawke had blasted his way free with sheer force when we escaped before, but I lacked the control and raw strength he possessed.

I needed to know how many guards were outside the door, without them knowing I was looking. I reached for my essence, calling on as much as I could gather without losing control. Rather than channeling it into my power or through my body, I imagined it forming a bubble around me and expanding outward, through the walls and doors and into the unknown.

My scrying range was much less than Hawke's, but I still knew how to “feel” for people with my essence, and I only needed to check right outside the doors. I extended my essence as slowly and gently as possible. Too much force would make anyone waiting outside feel the pressure of my energy, and that could easily blow my cover.

I didn't feel any disturbances. I kept pushing outward, all the way towards my absolute limit, but I couldn't feel anything like a person out there. Drawing the energy back into my body, I tried the door. It was locked, but popped open with a little help from me. I hazarded a peek out the crack, and couldn't see anyone, or much of anything, for that matter. I took a deep breath and stepped all the way through.

Dusk had just fallen, from the looks of it. From the top of the keep, hundreds of feet in the air, I could see almost all of Val'Hala spread out before me. Even as I watched, points of torchlight flared to life around the city to ward off the night. I could see tiny figures, many armored, bustling about the streets on some business or another, but none watched the doors to the keep itself. This wasn't the same Val'Hala that I remembered, bristling with guards everywhere. Something big was going on.

The pavilion lay spread below me, with not a soul in sight. Empty of people, it seemed to balloon in size, becoming a small desert plain of worked stone. I would be horribly exposed the whole way through, but there was no other way out to the main city. First, though, I had to get down the stairs.

Lord, why did there have to be so many stairs?

The top of the keep was at least ten stories up, the only access a flight of hundreds of the damn steps. It was so much easier when Hawke was there to carry me all the way down. Then again, he was carrying me down when we dropped off the Ururu. I had to do it myself.

Somehow, I forced myself to take that first step, fighting the urge to close my eyes. It would have been an ignoble ending, to fight all this way just to die tumbling down like a ragdoll.

I almost didn't believe I'd made it when I reached the bottom. I'm fairly certain I blacked out at one point, and when I reached the last fifty or so I vaguely recall leaping down like Hawke was wont to do. He probably didn't have so much bile in his throat when he did it, though. I wiped my mouth off on my sleeve and hurried out of the pavilion.

Where the training square had been devoid of life, the streets were more lively than Hafwei had been. Hundreds, if not thousands, of people thrummed about with the air of urgent efficiency. Most of them wore gray tunics, well faded with use, while small squads of armored soldiers rushed from one place to the next. I did my best to blend into the current of human traffic, letting myself get swept up in their activities.

Freedom was so close, but the last hurdle would likely be the hardest. There were only three gates in and out of Val'Hala: East, North, and South. All of them were heavily guarded at all times, and I doubted that I'd be so lucky as to find them as lacking as the keep's defenses.

“You!”

Someone shouted, at the same time a heavy hand gripped my shoulder and spun me around. I almost lashed out on instinct, but the fear of having the army surrounding me on all sides turning against me stayed my hand.

A guardsman glowered at me from behind their half helm, the decoration on their breastplate suggesting they were someone of station. I expected them to call for reinforcements and haul me back to my prison, but they didn't make any move to apprehend me.

“What are you doing just milling about, soldier? Who is your superior officer?” they barked.

I held back my sigh of relief. In such a large army, it wouldn't be likely that every soldier would know every other soldier's face. I just needed a convincing lie. There was only one I could make, in this situation.

“C-Captain Farhel, sir,” I said, praying he wasn't part of her squad. “I'm a new recruit, and I lost track of—”

“Figures. Diane's always going easy on the newbies.” He leveled a finger at me. “She's at the Northern Gatehouse. You find her and tell her you've volunteered for night watch. If I see her later, and you haven't done as I say, you'll get worse than that.”

“Y-yessir,” I said, making every word drip with regret and humiliation. Likely, night watch was a scrub job that nobody wanted. He puffed up a bit, and I knew he had bought it.

“Get going, then! On the double!” He whirled on his heels and left before I had to figure out if I needed to salute him or not. Bless the negligence of the overworked. And bless my poor reflexes on that one. If I'd struck him, I'd be lucky to be alive. As it was, I now had a useful alibi to fall back on. If I could convince a ranking officer that I was a Val'Halan, there might be some hope for me yet.

I started working through the flow of people again, now with a destination in mind. I didn't want to meet with Farhel directly; she'd identify me on sight. However, if word got around that someone looking like me was shirking punishment, they might start a manhunt. I'd rather try to avoid one person than the whole city.

A few other important-looking soldiers stopped me, asking the same questions as the first, but armed with my “orders,” they let me go much more quickly. Just mentioning Captain Farhel was enough to cause some of them to dismiss me. Apparently, she held a certain amount of prestige amongst her peers.

The battlements of the Northern Gatehouse stretched high enough that I could see them from several blocks away. They linked the curtain walls of Val'Hala together, another cog in the gearworks that made the Lonely Kingdom a fortress without peer. From the outside, they were all but unassailable; somehow, I'd have to find a way to break them from within.

The door to the gatehouse loomed ahead, a penultimate challenge to my escape. As long as I didn't run into Farhel immediately, I could figure out some way to slip away unnoticed. There had to be a way.

Then there was a boom, the roar of some fell beast. Like a cannon shot in a quiet room, it broke the night and halted the city in its tracks.

“WHERE IS SHE!? WHERE HAS THAT VERMIN CRAWLED TO!?”

I jumped, my head swiveling to look back at the keep. From where I was, I could just barely make out the top of it, and standing at the apex was a shining speck that had to be Othenidus. By the Almighty, how did he manage to make himself so loud?

“A PRISONER HAS ESCAPED!” he bellowed. “A YOUNG WOMAN WITH TAN SKIN AND BLACK HAIR! BRING ANY WHO FIT THIS DESCRIPTION TO ME IMMEDIATELY! WHOSOEVER FINDS HER WILL BE PROMOTED ON THE SPOT!”

Crap.

I pulled my half helm as low as I could to try and hide my features. The city was already beginning to buzz with excitement as everyone started to examine those nearby, looking for the telltale signs they'd been given. I made a show of examining around, while in reality I was beelining for the gatehouse door as quickly as I could short of a full out sprint. The other citizens were too busy scurrying further into the heart of the city to pay notice to a low-ranking soldier who was probably running some trivial errand. I threw the door open and slipped inside, slamming it shut and putting my lock on it, just to be safe.

Relieved that I made it, I turned to find a score of guards sitting in the common room. They had frozen in place, and all eyes on me. Maybe they hadn't heard that deafening announcement just now…

“Looks like we just hit the jackpot, fellas,” said one standing near a weapons rack.

Double crap.

A rickety staircase climbed up the inside of the gatehouse just to my left. I lunged for it, but one of the guards standing near it was able to cut me off.

“Goin' somewhere, love—” he tried to quip. I cut him off with an essence-charged fist across his face. I heard the crack of bone and the clatter of armor as he sailed halfway across the room and into his fellows. I took to the stairs three at a time, trying my best to ignore the drumroll of feet right behind me.

The second floor was almost as crowded as the ground was, several sets of confused stares meeting me at the top of the stairs. I bolted up the next flight, the footfalls behind me growing louder. A few angry voices floated up after me, but I was already stepping onto the third floor.

The walls closed in tighter here, only giving enough room for two people to walk abreast. There was no way this was the highest floor of the garrison, but there were no more stairs to climb. I wasn't even sure why I was climbing higher. It was doubtful that I'd find a door leading outside anywhere around here. If I stopped moving, though, everything was over.

Someone grabbed my arm. I'd paused too long in my indecision. Cursing, I tried to knock him loose, but he pressed close and slipped my arm behind my back in a submission hold.

“I got her!” the soldier cried triumphantly. The more I struggled, the more my arm twisted and groaned, but I didn't want to give up without a fight.

“Nice one there, Bax! Hand 'er over, I'll take 'er to Lord Othenidus,” said a soldier behind my captor.

“What, and let you take the credit? I caught her, she's my prisoner!”

The two started to argue. Other soldiers showed up and joined the argument, trying to decide if they'd get shared credit for turning me in. When the one holding me made it clear that he wasn't sharing anything with anyone else, the others ganged up to try and wrestle him off me.

He lost his grip on me as he attempted to push his comrades away. It was all the opening I needed. I shoved him with my shoulder, putting all my weight into it. He might have been able to keep his balance, but the soldiers behind him were still trying to pull him away, and my added push resulted in him tumbling directly into his comrades.

Still on the stairs, the soldiers had nowhere to move to avoid as they crashed into each other one at a time like a human string of dominoes. I shot down the corridor, hoping that stunt would buy me some time.

My vision was starting to swim, and all the bruises and strains I'd been collecting the last few days were starting to catch up with me. I was hungry and exhausted. Adrenaline would only get me so far, and I didn't want to think what would happen when it ran out.

The passageway was filled with bins full of crossbow bolts, spaced evenly next to arrow loops set in the walls. The spacings were wider than others I'd seen, probably to allow cannons to be fired on attackers from the walls as well. Stopping a moment to try and catch my breath, I chanced a glimpse out one of the arrow loops. The countryside sprawled just beyond them, teasing me. I could slip through one of the slits in the wall, but what good would it do if I broke my legs? If only I could use telekinesis to float like Hawke, instead of just locking things.

An idea sparked in my mind. An idea that made picking locks with my feet look reasonable in comparison. But the other option was to keep going up and hoping for a convenient stairway leading outside. Might as well wish a giant bird to spirit me away, while I was at it.

I was out of time. If I was going to try, I had to go. If they caught me making my break, I'd be defenseless. With a deep breath to steel myself and make me thinner, I squeezed through the arrow loop and dropped down.

For a fleeting moment, the open air tried to suck me towards the ground. Even expecting it, I was just barely able to grab the edge of the arrow loop and cling to it for dear life. The sudden stop felt like it was going to rip my arms from my sockets, but I was able to hold my grip. Already I could hear armored footsteps rushing down the hall I'd just been in. They would see my hands soon. I needed to move.

I pressed my shins against the wall and called my essence, fighting through my growing fatigue. With a sudden snap, they locked to the walls. Quickly, I let go of the lip of the opening and slammed my palms against the wall, locking them in place too. For several seconds I waited, suspended in midair by my power alone. My locks held.

Then, slowly, I unlocked my right leg and arm and moved it downward as far as I could. Locking them back in place, I did the same with my left side. My heart raced with that intoxicating mix of fear and excitement. I was going to make it. I was going to be alright.

As much as I wanted to rush, I could hear the guards still searching just above me. Any slight noise might draw their attention over the edge. I forced myself to keep a snail's pace, just creeping down inch by inch.

Even with my power holding me in place, my arms and legs ached at holding my body up. Bright spots started to float in my vision, and I grew dizzier every time I used my power. Just a little further, I told myself, just a little more. Then you can relax.

I released the locks to move again, and felt a curious lurch. The castle wall started drifting away from me, and it took a second for my fuzzy thoughts to catch up with what that meant. My energy was spent. I had completely disconnected from the wall.

The air rushed up past me. A scream welled up in my throat. I was sure I was going to die.

Before the scream could escape my lips, I landed hard on my back. The impact forced the air from my lungs all at once as a loud grunt. I struggled to draw breath, afraid that I had broken my back. But the fall had been much shorter than I expected. I hadn't made that much distance so quickly, had I?

Finally managing to suck down a few gulps of air, I gritted my teeth and tried to sit up. I was able to do so with little difficulty, aside from some new aches added to my growing list. My fingers laced through the grass underneath me. I made it. I wanted to laugh and cry and scream all at once.

A crossbow bolt sprung out of the ground next to me. Snapped out of my joy, I looked up to see a guard pulling his head inside one of the crenellations and shouting something to his comrades. He probably heard my exclamation when I touched down.

I was dead exhausted, my essence drained and my body pushed to the breaking point, but I forced myself to stand. My legs wobbled and almost collapsed when I tried to take a step. I heard a twang, and just managed to throw myself to the side as another crossbow quarrel buried into the ground right where I had been standing. They really didn't care if they took me alive anymore.

Half stumbling and half crawling, I moved as quickly as I could away from the damned city. It wasn't quick enough for my liking. Soon enough, they'd probably send out some riders on horse to collect me up, and I no longer had the strength to stop them. That was, assuming, they didn't kill me from the walls first.

The cadence of hoofbeats reached my ears, coming straight for me. Their reaction time was better than I had expected. For some reason, though, I only heard the sounds of a single horse. Surely, they weren't sending out just one person to try and take me back? I drew my sword, thinking maybe I could overpower just one attacker and maybe even steal his steed. The hoofbeats stopped, and I heard the horse snort.

…I knew that snort.

Afraid to believe it, I looked up. An aging horse with a coffee-colored coat creased with gray looked down on me. There was no rider on its back.

“Sir Brown Horse?” I said, disbelieving. My faithful companion stamped his hooves a few times and shook his head, sending his mane tumbling about. He looked back towards Val'Hala, then to me, and stamped again. It was like he was urging me to hurry up and climb on.

He didn't need to tell me twice. Sir Brown Horse had somehow lost his saddle, but I didn't care. I was so desperate to be out of there, I threw myself across his back like a roped-up bandit. No sooner was I on his back, Sir Brown Horse took off at full gallop, outstripping the wind itself.

A small rain of crossbow bolts chased after us, but Sir Brown Horse outpaced them effortlessly, weaving out of the way of any that strayed too close like he could see out of the back of his head. In spite of my awkward riding form, I clung to his back easily, even as he twisted and turned.

My horse continued at its breakneck speed, eschewing the main road for a hill that rose about a mile outside the city. As we approached the small but dignified summit, a figure rose from the opposite side, holding a lantern. Her brown hair stirred in the late evening breeze, twisting beside her multi-colored scarves.

“Excellent work, as expected,” said Chestnut in her usual flat tone. “Truly, you are a knight of great deed.”







Chapter 24: The Gathering Clouds

My old friend from the gypsy troupe was well prepared for receiving me in my condition, bringing a fresh change of clothing and some blankets to help me fight off the cold. I hadn't even realized how cold I was until I changed out of my ripped, stained traveling clothes and into the roughspun Chestnut provided. The undyed gray trousers and long-sleeved tunic were a bit baggy, but their warmth was more than welcome. The sturdy leather boots fit better, and my sore feet felt like they wanted to groan in relief.

Once I was more comfortably clothed, Chestnut helped me onto Sir Brown Horse's back before climbing on behind me. I was unaccustomed to riding without a saddle, and there wasn't even a bridle or reins to hold, but Sir Brown Horse cantered off the hill with such languid ease that I didn't fear for a moment that I'd fall. I knew Chestnut had a gift for working with horses, but I had no idea just how far her power extended.

She offered me some bread and cheese she had brought along, and I inhaled it without pausing to taste. It felt like it had been years since I had eaten anything.

“I don't know how you knew I'd escape or that I needed the clothes and food, but I love you for it,” I said around a mouthful of food.

“Your affection is appreciated, but undue,” said Chestnut. “I was simply on watch on the off-chance you managed to break free. The fact I found you was pleasant happenstance.”

“How'd you know I was there in the first place?”

“Hawke told us he had a hunch you were here. We set our patrols keeping that in mind.” She whistled twice sharply. Sir Brown Horse turned and headed around the base of the hill towards the west.

“Wait, we? Who's 'we'?” I looked around, but my night vision was burned away by the glow of Chestnut's lantern.

“All of them, of course,” she said. She pointed past my shoulder. That proved unnecessary.

I didn't need my night vision to see the hundred campfires burning ahead of us.

For a minute, I thought that Hawke had somehow managed to bring the Damkarein army to bear against Val'Hala while I was captured. I had only been separated from him for maybe four days at most, though; there was no way he would have had time to reach Damkarei and mobilize troops in so little time. Maybe Uraj had moved the forces early, preparing to attack to claim the nullstone. If so, his timing was impeccable.

But the closer we drew, the more I doubted my assumptions. Hundreds of tents had been erected around the campsite, but they were scattered and disorderly, like they'd been set up in haste. Some stood dozens of feet apart from the rest, while clumps of six or seven huddled close around the fires elsewhere. I also caught the first soft notes of music and laughter, fading through the depths of the night. I couldn't imagine an army setting up in such disarray, and reveling afterwards.

Then one of the campfires flashed from its usual orange to a gaudy purple. I should have known, especially since Chestnut was the one who picked me up.

Someone caught sight of us and shouted a jovial “Halloooo!” A gaggle of heads turned to see what the cause for commotion was, along with another half a gaggle peeking out from the tent openings.

All at once, we were beset from all sides by friendly faces. Chestnut dismounted our mount with a lazy hop, but I was literally dragged off by a horde of hands. I was hustled over towards the nearest fire, unable to see much more than robes and tunics of red and green and yellow, shimmering satin and checkered motley hemming me in all around.

The mob deposited me on a log that had been converted into a makeshift fireside bench, then retreated like a tide throughout the camp. Only one remained behind, someone who had already been sitting down before I got there. His weathered face crinkled, his smile hidden behind a bushy graying mustache.

“Mirth!” I cried. I wrapped my arms around his thin shoulders and buried my face in his side for a bit. He chuckled, and he patted me on the back. Such affection after all I had to go through to get here was near enough to move me to tears.

“I'm glad to see you well and good, child.” Mirth had a way of speaking to everyone like a favorite grandpa. From him, being called child made me feel welcomed and safe.

“It's good to see you, too,” I said when I finally got my emotions under control. “You look well.”

In all honesty, he looked more tired than I felt. That didn't surprise me, considering he was the oldest person I knew. His red vest was just barely held onto his bony frame by gold buttons done up to his throat. He had traded his usual satin pants for a pair of thick woolen trousers like the ones I was wearing, kept up by a thick leather belt. His curled moccasins were loose around his ankles. The bronze streaks I remembered in his hair had finally given way to the white that had overtaken the rest of his scalp, and what hair he still owned had thinned since last I saw him. In spite of that, he still managed to hold onto his absurd little ponytail.

“I thought Chestnut wasn't travelling with you anymore,” I said.

“She isn't. I brought the troupe here for different reasons. All of us did.” He put a comforting arm around me and smiled. He was trying his best to make me feel better, but I could tell there was something he was hiding.

I missed my chance to confront him when the gypsies returned to the fireside en masse, their arms laden with goodies for me. Old Edge the knife thrower pushed a small feast of ham, warm bread, and dried apples wrapped up in a sack into my lap. Maggie and Sean, a wife and husband team who specialized in sleight of hand (especially playing with the colors of the campfires) presented me with a trouser and tunic set dyed the green of the deep forest. I didn't even need to try them on, as they managed, somehow, to redress me while I was sitting and eating. I couldn't even complain, especially considering it was warmer and fit better than the clothes Chestnut had brought.

What was more appreciated was the hood on the cloak they had draped around my shoulders. A light rain started to fall on the camp shortly after I finished my meal, and I was thankful for the cover over my head. The gypsies rushed to find tarps and cover the fires, before the drizzle turned into a proper deluge, and were just barely able to save our heat sources for the night.

When I finished eating, Mirth led me into a nearby caravan wagon, one of the many the gypsies used in their regular travels. I could tell it was Mirth's personal wagon from the lack of frivolities. A stout, well-worn bed rested against one corner below a bookshelf bearing only a few tomes on cooking and herblore. A clever designer had made the shelf with an extra wall in the front, making it more boxlike to prevent the books from spilling out on bumpy roads.

The only other furnishing was a plain-looking trunk that sat nestled in the back, long enough to reach from one side of the wagon to the next. It could have held clothes or children's toys for how simple it looked. I knew well enough what was in there, and try as I might, I couldn't keep my gaze from wandering back to it every so often.

“Micasa, are you sure you're alright?” said Mirth.

“Sure. It was bad, but I've been through worse,” I said. He grimaced a bit, but didn't comment on that.

“Good. I want you to rest here tonight. I'll share a tent with one of the others.”

“Oh, thanks for thinking of me, but I don't want to put you out,” I said, waving my hand in protest.

“Think nothing of it. I want you to be well rested when you set out in the morning.”

“I can ride as well as anybody with little sleep. You need it more than I do, if anything.”

Mirth coughed. “We're not leaving in the morning. You must go on your own.”

“Wait, what?” I had been glancing at the chest again, but my eyes swiveled to meet his fully. He wasn't smiling anymore.

“It's about to be dangerous around here. I wouldn't want you—”

Mirth was cut off as the door banged open and a spray of rain let itself in. A large figure wearing a black hooded cloak stepped inside, their frame blocking out the weather somewhat. They lingered at the threshold, refusing to come in any further or to close the door.

“We have news we need to discuss, Mirth,” said a woman's voice from beneath the cowl. “Our scouts came across some of…oh.” She paused as her hood turned towards me. I couldn't get a good look at her in the darkness of the wagon interior, but I just made out a squared jaw underneath her hood. It worked back and forth, her teeth grinding.

“Who are you?” she said. She didn't sound happy to see me there.

“This is Micasa, the one we've been on the lookout for,” Mirth answered in my defense. The hooded woman nodded.

“I see. You should probably come along too, then.” She left the doorway, allowing the rain to come pouring in again.

Mirth clicked his tongue. He spared me a glance out of the corner of his eye. “You don't have to come if you don't want. I'll make them understand.”

“Who was that?” I asked.

“Someone from the family. I'm not sure why she's so angry all the time.”

“The family is here, too!?” My questions were piling up faster than I could get answers for them. “What are the gypsies and family both doing here!?”

Mirth sighed and rubbed his temple. “Was worth a try to keep you out of this, I suppose. Come on, I'll explain on the way.”

* * *

The cowled family member had been waiting outside for us, and proceeded to escort Mirth and me to where the family had set up camp. The stranger remained silent, a specter behind us, but Mirth explained that both sides were here under the behest of Uraj.

“He made the request a few weeks ago,” he said. “I didn't know what to make of it. He wanted us to help him overthrow Val'Hala.”

Uraj made no mention of anything like that when we saw him in Liturgy. I couldn't imagine he had been planning to call on them this whole time.

“I wouldn't think you would go to help Uraj, just because he asked,” I said.

“You would be right,” he said, “but it was hard to deny the request when it came directly from young Winter.”

I stopped. “Winter was heading to Damkarei. How did she talk to you?”

The family member prodded me in the back to get me moving. I scowled at her, but she was already wearing a scowl of her own in response. There was no point in fighting, and I didn't want to spend any longer in the downpour than I had to. My cloak was already soaked through, and the water quickly made its way through my clothing. Mirth waited while I trotted to catch up to him.

“Chestnut sent me word that she was taking young Winter and her husband to the capital. We wanted to accompany her along the way. That was when she asked, on the Forge's behalf.”

“But I don't get why you accepted,” I said.

Mirth suddenly looked angry. Mirth never looked angry. “I heard about that thing that attacked Liturgy,” he said, his words snapping like brittle steel. “Those people were not accepting of us, but they were more like the gypsies than they would have cared to think. More than that, they were a haven for young Winter. The Forge told me that thing worked for the Lord of Val'Hala.” He gave me a significant look. “The gypsies are a gentle people, but we do not forgive those who threaten our kind. If Hawke and the Forge choose to put an end to his madness, we will aid in any way possible.”

It frightened me a bit to see Mirth so livid, but having the support of the gypsies made me feel much better. Aside from having friendly faces around, nearly all of them had powers. We would need such an edge against the full might of the Val'Halan military.

A great pavilion tent waited ahead of us, standing firm against the wind and rain of the storm. It had been erected right next to the Astral Road, and I tried to look down the road, hoping in vain that I would catch sight of the Damkarein army marching to join us for the mess that was sure to come. Of course, the rain made it impossible to see more than a stone's throw.

“Hurry, they're already waiting for us,” barked our escort from the family. Even against the sound of the raindrops, I could hear her jaw grinding.

“What about you?” I asked her. “Why is the family here?”

She looked me over, and I got the feeling she was sizing up whether she could safely hit me or not. It might not have been the best idea to antagonize her, but I was as close to being a part of the family as possible without going the distance. The other members would back me up if things got too rough. I hoped.

“Our Mother told us to. We don't need any better reason,” she said.

So, the Goodmother was in on this, too. Considering the overbearing pressure she had demonstrated in the Madness, she would be a considerable boon in our efforts as well.

“Is she waiting for us in the tent, then?” I asked. The cloaked woman let out a hacking sound that could have been mistaken for a laugh.

“Mother doesn't handle business like this personally. That's what us children are for. We are her eyes, her ears, and when needed, her arms.” She held up an arm and flexed, the sleeve falling back. Her bicep was as big as my head, her fist only slightly less so, and faded gray scars ran along the entire length of the limb. Provoking her had definitely been a bad idea.

She tucked her arm away just as we reached the entrance to the tent. The sounds of heated discussion were already wafting out to be drowned in the night. Mirth stepped in, just to hold the flap open while our escort and I made our way through the entrance.

Small braziers had been tucked into the corner to light the tent, washing the inside with enough light to make the interior bright as day. Whatever the tent was made of, it was thick enough to keep that brightness from leaking out and the rain from leaking in. A pair of tables were the only concession to furnishment, and a large piece of parchment lay sprawled across the surfaces of both.

Around the table was a group of family members decked in black, an array of brightly garbed gypsies, and a few people in worn and dirty clothes that look scavenged. A few of those shoddily dressed people stood a distance off, brandishing weapons and flanking a pair of soldiers wearing the armor of Val'Hala. The soldiers had dark purple bruises covering most of their exposed skin, and were only semi-conscious of what was going on.

The discussion petered out as we made our entrance. One of the speakers looked at us, their tattered cloak unable to hide the bandages covering their face. I gasped when I saw their dreadlocks.

“Micasa!” said Blake. “Thank the Almighty, you're alright!”

Abandoning whatever they were talking about, ze rushed forward and wrapped their arms around me. I returned the embrace, and then some, my relief only matched by my confusion.

“Blake, what in the world are you doing here?” I asked. “I thought it was just the family and gypsies here.”

Ze leaned in close and muttered in my ear. “The family told us they were coming this way and wanted a little company, make sure they got here safe. When we heard it was to help Hawke, we decided to stick it out. Damn it, but I nearly lost it when I heard you might have gotten captured!”

I took a quick look at the Mad Riders in attendance. They kept their distance from the other groups, lingering closer to the family than the gypsies. The only one who stood at the table was Jo, who offered me a relieved smile and nod in greeting. I returned the gesture before turning back to Blake.

“I'm fine,” I assured them. Truth be told, ze was squeezing a little harder than my bruises liked, but I didn't care. “What about you, though? You were at death's door when I saw you before.” I tapped the bandages on their face. “Still looks like you're thinking of knocking.”

Blake let go of me and shot me a cocked eyebrow. Impressive, considering their brow was hidden under a layer of linen.

“Nothing keeps me down long. Especially not when I have you to look after.” Blake reached behind their back and produced a wicked double-headed axe. Blake's favorite weapon, what ze called the Twins. “And right now, there are a lot of jerks who have to answer to me for what they did to you.”

Someone cleared their throat, pulling me out of my reunion with Blake. A bit embarrassed, I turned to address the rest of those meeting.

“Micasa, was it?” said a family member standing near the middle of the group, his hood hiding their features. “The Scholar had said you might be a captive, but I honestly wasn't expecting to find you. It's good to see you unharmed.”

He removed his hood, revealing a man I hadn't met before. He looked in his middling years, maybe mid-thirties, with sharp cheekbones and a pointed chin. His brown hair was cropped close on the sides and back, but grew long on the top and arched towards his brow, giving him the appearance of a gaunt quail. The tattooed line of the family stood bright against his pale skin, and his eyes were heavy with dark bags. They regarded me with suspicion.

“A pleasure to meet you, Mister…” I said, guarding my tone as best as I could.

“My apologies. I am Liore, of the family.” He swept his left hand to indicate the two other family members standing beside him. “These are my brothers-in-blood, Genzo and Vance.”

“I have the pleasure of their acquaintance. I've worked with both of them,” I told him. It was a stretch to say I'd worked with Vance, but it was close enough.

I enjoyed watching Liore's shocked reaction. “I'm sorry, you say you've worked with the family before?”

“Yeah. At least forty-six times…or maybe forty-seven,” said Genzo. His eyes hadn't lifted from the parchment since we walked in, and even as he spoke he was alternating between scribbling notes on the map and scratching his hair furiously.

“I can attest to her claim as well,” said Vance. His usual passivity from when we met had returned, and if he carried any of the strange enmity he had shown in the Goodmother's hideaway with him, he hid it well.

“My apologies, then, for my ignorance,” said Liore. He gave me a small bow, punctuated with an angry look at his comrades that clearly screamed why didn't you say anything before? Neither of them saw it.

“Young Micasa has been through quite an ordeal tonight,” interrupted Mirth. “What's this urgent news you dragged us here for?”

“Dragged you here? Rosie, you didn't mistreat them, did you?” Liore actually looked afraid. His eyes kept darting towards Mirth, never lingering too long.

Our escort puffed up indignantly. “I've been nothing if not a charming lady to the both.” She looked at me. “Right? Tell them.”

She, too, kept stealing glances at Mirth. Then it hit me: they were afraid of the gypsy curse. An old wives' tale, for the most part, but so much of their culture was already shrouded in mystery. I wasn't about to explain to them that they were perfectly safe around the wizened old gypsy leader.

“Yeah, charming,” I added. Liore breathed a sigh of relief, and Rosie seemed to relax a bit. I caught her eye, and she gave me a single nod. She knew she owed me.

“I'm curious what this news is too, Mr. Liore,” I said, trying to steer the conversation back on track. “Does it have something to do with the Val'Halan soldiers you have there?”

The Mad Riders that had been lurking in the back stepped forward, dragging their prisoners along with them. Neither of the soldiers had recovered from whatever they had been put through and were capable of little more than trying to lift their head and stare glassy-eyed at their surroundings.

“Ah, those losers,” Blake said. “We found them scouting around earlier. Managed to get the jump on them and hauled 'em in. We were arguing what to do with them.”

“Whatever we do with them, we need information first,” said Vance. “I have some excellent brothers and sisters who could make a stone tell its life story. Give us a few hours with them, and we'll know how many soldiers Othenidus has, how many horse, what weapons they have, and any other sordid details you wish.” I didn't like way his tiny smile curled upwards while he spoke. He enjoyed the thought of questioning them a bit too much.

“You would resort to torture for information that will do us little good,” said one of the gypsies in attendance. Behind him, a gypsy I recognized as Triumph, from Mirth's troupe, nodded in agreement. Beside Triumph stood Edge, his face passive, but his hands fidgeted constantly towards the belt full of knives he wore at his waist. They made up all of the gypsies in the tent, not counting Mirth, who had just arrived. They were outnumbered by the family and Mad Riders three-to-one; it was obvious why they seemed so tense.

“All information in wartime is crucial, my friend,” said Vance.

“We already know they have more of everything than we do. Ask all you want, but that's all they'll tell you, too,” barked Edge. Vance spread his hands out as a placating gesture and shrugged.

“They're right. Our numbers are woefully inadequate for this task,” said Genzo. He still refused to meet anyone's eye, but he looked equally uncomfortable staring at the calculations he was busy scratching out. “We have five hundred twenty-seven possible fighters between the gypsies, family, and Mad Riders. Five hundred twenty-eight, counting Micasa.” His eyes might have flickered to me for the space of a blink. “Even assuming our forces outmatch theirs by threefold, even if Val'Hala only has active combatants equal to the number given from their census two years ago, we're hopelessly outnumbered.”

Just over 500 fighters. In any other situation, I would have considered it a massive army. Against the strongest military coalition in all of Astra, I had to agree with Genzo - it certainly sounded hopeless.

“That may not be the worst of it,” I said.

Everyone turned to regard me. I knew that morale was probably waning already, and what I had to tell them wouldn't help things in the least, but there was no way I could allow them to lay their lives on the line without knowing what might be in store.

I told them everything I saw in the dungeon and everything that Othenidus said to me. Thankfully, nobody interrupted my tale, but I could see the fear writ across their faces. When I mentioned the number of grinel I saw, Genzo's pencil snapped in half, the tip sent spinning across the floor.

When I was done, the room stayed quiet for a long time. The rain continued to pound into the tent overhead. It sounded like the footfalls of thousands of soldiers, all of them bearing down directly on us.

“Are you certain of this, Micasa? Without a doubt?” said Triumph finally. When I nodded, he pressed his hand to his face and started pacing. He looked ready to scream at the drop of a pin.

“Where would Othenidus even find such an outlandish number of demons?” he muttered.

“I'm not certain, but I think it might have been from slaving ships,” I said.

The gypsies and several of the Riders looked at me like they thought I was making it up. That stopped quickly when Genzo pounded his fist on the table.

“Those damn shipping manifests!” he blurted out. “It was all there! We didn't dig deep enough!”

Vance's eyes grew wide, his mouth pressing into a tight line. It would seem the Goodmother had shown at least those two the same documents she had shown me. Their reactions added enough weight to my claim to convince everyone else, by the looks of it.

“Those demons that ambushed us,” Jo cut in. She held a hand to her mouth in disbelief. “Those fake soldiers Hawke an' Micasa stopped said they were lookin' fer demons. They attacked when we said we'd run them off. You think…?” She looked up, afraid.

“…they were tryin' to pick up some lost cargo,” Blake finished the thought for her.

“The Old Kings have sent us on a fool's errand,” said Liore in a hushed voice. “We have no chance for victory against the strength of Val'Hala and a mob of crazed demons. We need to pick up and leave immediately.”

It wasn't a terrible suggestion. This wasn't a fight we could win. We could still go to Grankul with just five nullstones. It didn't sound like Othenidus had any desire to return there, so running across him wouldn't be an issue. We could put the entire ocean between him and us.

If only it were that simple.

“We can't leave,” I said.

Everyone looked at me again, this time in disbelief. Even Genzo pulled himself away from his numbers to gawk at me openly.

“You must be mad,” said Liore, “especially if what you said is true. What good would it do to throw our lives away here?”

“I'm afraid I agree with the family,” said Mirth. “At the least, we should retreat and rally with the Old Kings. They actually have an army to fight with. The power of Hawke and the Forge alone would hugely tip the scales. There's no need to push this fight prematurely.”

“That would be true, if Othenidus was just going to use the grinel to strengthen his army. I don't think that's what he's planning with them, though.” The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. Everything Hawke had told me about him, and everything he showed me when we talked, pointed to one likely scenario. One we had to avoid at all costs.

“What else could he do with them?” asked Blake.

The thought horrified me. No rational person would ever consider it, but Othenidus did not come across as a rational person. “He's going to let them loose in Astra.”

The room exchanged nervous glances. They seemed at a loss for words at that possibility.

“What good would it do for him to capture all those demons just to release them?” said Vance.

“You didn't see what I saw. They were starved half to death, nearly blinded by rage at their captivity.” The memories of that dungeon were still too fresh, and I couldn't fight back the shudder that coursed through me. “They would never work under his command - he's the one who put them there in the first place. At this point, I wouldn't be surprised if the sight of any human drove them mad.”

I walked up to the table and leaned over it, staring straight into Liore's eyes. He was growing pale, but I had to give him credit for not flinching away from the ideas I was bringing up.

“Now, what would those creatures do if they were set upon civilians? How much damage could a hundred-something demons do to the country?”

“Th-that doesn't answer my question!” Liore stammered. I didn't bother correcting him that it was Vance that asked.

“The proper question is, who would take the blame for a sudden outburst of murderous demons rampaging through the countryside?”

It was like a torch lit in a deep cave, the realization dawning on the faces of those around me.

“If they spread out too quickly, even the Old Kings wouldn't be able to stop them without massive casualties,” said Edge. “They would have to mobilize the whole army to minimize damage. Othenidus could take Damkarei at his leisure.”

“Or tha bastard would move out with 'is army an' kill the demons 'imself,” said Jo. Her fist was clenched so tightly, her fingernails drew blood. “The people would think he's cleaning up the mess Hawke and Lord Uraj made. If the people were behind 'im, 'e wouldn't need to take the capital; Astra would choose 'im ta be their new ruler.”

I hadn't even thought of that. If the people turned against Hawke and Uraj, there would be no point in going to Grankul. They wouldn't leave for Conclave if those crazed grinel were released abroad, anyways. Othenidus had to be stopped, and quickly.

“That madman would sacrifice untold lives, just to make himself look the hero!?” Liore sounded like he couldn't believe the words coming out his own mouth. He swallowed a lump in his throat, his hands shaking as they braced on the table. An iron certainty crept into his expression, even as his shaking worsened. “We have to stay, then, I suppose.”

I was genuinely impressed. I didn't think Liore had the mettle in him.

“We should go warn the people!” said one of the Mad Riders.

“That would be as pointless as it is impossible, child,” said Mirth. “Small as it is, Astra is too vast to warn everyone in time. He could release those beasts at any time. Besides, we're the dregs of society. Who will listen to a mob of vagabonds, mercenaries, and gangsters?”

“We need to stall for time,” I said. As I expected, all eyes turned to me once more. “If we can hold out until Hawke and Uraj arrive with reinforcements, we can stop Othenidus from acting.”

“And how do we do that?” asked Vance. “Ask nicely? As the old man said, we're nothing but vagabonds, mercenaries, and gangsters. I don't think he'll just sit down and chat with us.”

“He will if we send him a token of good faith,” I argued. I looked at the captives, who had been all but forgotten up until now. The heads of the room turned to follow my meaning.

“You want to send them back?” said Vance. He sounded disbelieving and disappointed all at once. I couldn't decide if I hated him or really hated him.

“If we kill them, they'll be justified in attacking us,” I argued. “Othenidus may be borderline insane, but he wants to be the ruler of Astra above all else. I think he'll at least play at parley if we make a show of it.”

Vance bit his lip, trying to think of an argument. Of course, there was every chance I was wrong, and he would attack us regardless. We were the ones who had everything to lose. I was betting this whole plan on the belief that the Lord of Val'Hala would want to demonstrate his benevolence. More so, I was betting on Hawke and Uraj coming in time to help. If I was wrong, everyone here would probably die.

But doing nothing might doom the last remnants of humanity. Everyone in the tent knew that.

“Liore?” said Vance. The head member of the family was shaken out of his thoughts.

“I…suppose you have a point,” he slowly agreed. He turned to the guards. “Keep them safe for tonight. We'll return them in the morning.”

“I can take care of my own, thank you,” snapped Jo. She led the other Mad Riders out of the tent, the captives secured safely between them. Blake lingered at the opening just long enough to give me a half-hearted farewell, and then ze disappeared into the dark and muddy night.

“We all need to get all the rest we can take tonight,” Mirth spoke. “Tomorrow is going to be a very long day.”

Everyone rose silently to return to their respective camps. Nobody had to mention what Mirth had refused to say. There was a good chance that tomorrow would be the last day any of us would see.







Chapter 25: Ultimatum

In spite of my exhaustion from a combination of lack of food, lack of sleep, and having to escape a garrisoned city, I found myself unable to get any meaningful rest that night. Even the comfort of the bed Mirth had loaned me, dry and soft as it was, couldn't make me forget what lay ahead later that morning. I drifted in and out of consciousness, only stealing an hour of sleep here and there. Every time I awoke, I found myself reaching for the short-sword leaning by my side.

Slowly, a dull gray light started to creep through the shutters of the wagon. It felt like I had just laid down to try and rest when a soft knocking came at the door. I sighed and rolled out of bed. There was no point in trying to put off the inevitable any longer.

It was Mirth come calling, holding a plate laden with scrambled eggs, hard sausage, and beans. I gratefully took it and downed my meal as we walked silently into the heart of the camp.

The day was overcast, but thankfully the rain had lessened to a soft mist. The ground underfoot was a sludge of mud and trampled grass, sucking at my feet with every step. If things went sour today, the ground might be one of our worst enemies. At the least, I could hope it would work against the Val'Halans just as much.

All around us was a mill of activity. Family members rushed between tents, dropping off weapons to those who had brought none and waking anyone still lagging behind. The gypsies were breaking down the camp with a speed and efficiency born from a life on the road. People stole bites to eat as they worked, shoving sausages and breakfast sandwiches down their throats with hardly a pause to chew.

In the center of the camp waited the group we had met with the night before. The only notable absence was the Mad Riders, though I had seen a few of them riding around on camelback at the edges of the camp. No doubt they were already busy scouting; it was their area of expertise.

Triumph handed me a cup of tea, and I downed it in a single draught. It was weak, but thankfully hot, and helped a lot to wake me up. I tossed my empty plate and cup aside and turned to the matters at hand.

Liore, Vance, and Genzo had donned suits of boiled leather armor, painted black to match their usual ensemble. Each carried a longsword at their waist, but Genzo had also carried a bow looped over his shoulder and a quiver full of arrows on his back. He was the only one who didn't give a nod in greeting, as he was busy scratching something on a piece of parchment with what looked to be an arrow that had been dipped in ink.

Edge and Triumph at least gave me the courtesy of a smile when I arrived, though their usually jovial manner was as muted as the sky overhead. Neither of them wore any protective layers, and Triumph was armed with nothing more than a large wooden club. Edge, on the other hand, had covered his entire belt and two bandoliers with what might have been every knife in Astra.

“Everything is just about in order. We can march within the half-hour,” said Liore. He looked at Mirth. “Is the messenger coming?”

“He should be along shortly. Her friends can be slow to gather, sometimes,” said Mirth.

“We can't afford to wait idly. Every moment we dally is another moment Othenidus has to unleash those monsters on us all.”

A white-bellied eagle circled lazily overhead. I didn't think much of it, until it started tightening its circles and dropping lower with each turn. All of us watched as it was joined by an owl with a wingspan longer than my arm, and then a pigeon with a crest that looked a lot like Liore's hairstyle. The three great birds encircled each other in a midair dance, descending until they finally alighted on the ground between all of us.

“This is no time to be showing off, Tweet!” barked Edge. A girl younger than me by at least a couple of years jogged up to the group, her face flushing. It was clear by her colorful attire and strange name that she was a gypsy, though not one I had met. She stopped and hurried to stammer out an apology between gasps for air.

“Sorry! Hooty didn't want to wake up. I wanted to make sure his wings were stretched.” She caught her breath and ran her fingers through the gnarled tangle of straw-colored hair on her head. There was a disturbing parallel between her head and a nest, especially with the suspicious crusty stains that littered it.

The birds hopped toward her expectantly, and she fed them some seed from her pockets. While she did that, Genzo rolled up the parchment he had been working on, along with another couple he had tucked away. He scrambled over to Tweet and pressed the rolls into her free hand. She let the birds nip at her hand playfully, talking to them in cooing tones as she tucked each of the notes into a small canister tied to each of their legs. With a few soft whistles, she egged them into flight.

“Go my little tweethearts, go find them,” Tweet murmured. Within seconds, they were pinpricks in the sky, soaring away from the madness we were stuck in.

“Where are they going?” I asked.

“They're looking for the Scholar and Forge,” said Vance. “We've been sending them messages noting where we are and what we've uncovered. Those we just sent will also let them know we've found you.”

“Have they answered any back?”

“Just one. Not very helpful, though.” With a gesture from Vance, Genzo produced a sliver of parchment. There were only two words on it, but they were in Hawke's handwriting. I could almost hear him speaking through it.

We're coming

“Well, that's all the procrastinating we can afford,” said Liore. “Vance, get the family ready to move out. Mirth, I trust you can handle your people?”

“Of course.” Mirth bowed, gave a reassuring smile, and beckoned for Triumph and Edge to follow him. I watched them disappear into the bustle of the rapidly shrinking camp, until Liore broke me from my thoughts.

“Lady Micasa, if you would like, Genzo and I will escort you personally to our rally location.”

“Lady Micasa?” I repeated.

“Indeed. Amongst everyone here, you share the closest connection to the Old Kings. You also are familiar with the family, Mad Riders, and gypsies. Your presence is a lynchpin to help connect us to one another.” He tried to emulate Mirth's reassuring smile, but it came off as more of a cringe. “Now come, let's go take a look at who wants to kill us.”

* * *

Our rendezvous point turned out to be the same hill Chestnut had found me on, overlooking the north gate of Val'Hala. The clouds congealed overheard into one massive, gloomy blanket that constantly threatened to start dropping its precipitous load at any moment. A slough of churned mud paved the way between us and the city. The hill was little better, but at least from here we would have the high ground. Anyone who wanted to make it to us would have a slick and slippery struggle ahead of them.

From the top ramparts of the garrison walls, the faint outlines of soldiers could be made out. They were unmoving, and I knew that they had taken notice of our presence. Their numbers grew slowly, filling in the spaces in the crenellations. Faces began to pop out of the arrow slits, adding to the growing number of eyes trained on us.

At the same time, our own numbers swelled as gypsies and family joined our ranks in small groups. The gypsies collected to my right, near where Mirth stood, while the family filed in beside Liore and Genzo to my left. The line of people grew until it stretched for nearly a half-mile in either direction, a wall of patchwork color reaching west and a mass of black yawning east. Before I had been captured, I would have thought we had gathered most of Astra behind us. I could only wish that had been true, now.

Jo and Blake eventually joined the procession, the only members of the Mad Riders present. I still caught the occasional glimpse of a camel rider on the horizon, but so far none of them had joined the ranks.

“Any news?” Liore asked without looking.

“Haven't found any scouting parties since last night,” said Jo. “No flankin' troops, either.” She stepped up behind Liore and me to take a look at the Lonely Kingdom for herself. The walls were now packed with soldiers, all of them holding crossbows and longbows that looked like less than toys from here. “Did find some abandoned houses, four or five of them a little over a mile northeast of here.”

“Did you check them for a possible ambush?”

“O' course we did,” she said, not hiding her contempt. “Not a soul ta be found. They look brand new. Might be new land owners that hightailed it out when we showed.”

“Let's just hope they didn't run to Val'Hala to join the militia. They have more soldiers than I'd like already.”

While they talked, Blake sidled up next to me. Ze held their axe loosely in one hand, but grabbed my hand with their free one and gave it a soft squeeze.

“How you holdin' up, Micasa?” ze asked.

“Oh, you know, tired, achy, scared out of my wits,” I said. I couldn't keep the quaver from my voice. Blake looked concerned, so I doubled down on the joke. “You know, better than you, at least.”

That made Blake's mouth twist, and ze punched me in the arm. My wince was only partially faked.

“Don't try to play it tough. If things get rough, stay close to me. The Twins and I got your back,” ze said. I smiled at that.

“Thanks, but I won't stay idle. Not when so much is at stake. Besides, it might be you that needs me at their back.” Blake grinned back at me.

“Someone's coming out,” Liore said suddenly. All the idle chatter throughout the line died in an instant. We all watched, holding our breath, as a lone soldier marched out of the gate. They held something to their lips, and their voice rang out through the countryside.

“Trespassers! These are the lands of Val'Hala, ruled and protected by the mighty Lord Othenidus Gottfried! Your presence has been taken as an act of aggression, and the Lord Sovereign has demanded an explanation!”

Triumph stepped forward and cleared his throat. With a deep breath, he began to respond. His voice carried just as loudly and clearly as the herald's, without any aid needed.

“We seek a parley with the Lord of Val'Hala! Our people have been attacked, and we demand our own explanation in return!”

The herald didn't say anything, but he held his ground for a long while. After some time, the gates opened again, and another soldier hurried forth to whisper into the herald's ear. From where we were, I couldn't see his reactions, but he soon started speaking again.

“The Lord has agreed to your request. You may bring up to three representatives, who will present themselves at Lord Othenidus' discretion.” It was clear from the way he faltered as he spoke that he wasn't expecting his lord to so easily give into the demand.

“We agree to these terms,” boomed Triumph, “and will be awaiting your Lord's presence.”

The herald scampered back to the gates quickly. I hadn't dared to dream that it would be so easy to gain Othenidus' ear. I still didn't; he was playing at something. A soft breeze kicked up and made me shiver, and I realized I was sweating buckets.

“This is fishy,” muttered Liore, echoing my thoughts.

“If he wants to play at the noble lord, let us oblige him,” said Mirth. “Who shall we send?”

“Lady Micasa should be one,” Liore said without hesitation. He looked to me, as if expecting me to decline.

“Gladly,” I answered in turn. I wanted to rub my escape in his face a bit.

“I don't like that idea. Are you sure, Micasa?” Now it was Mirth looking at me with worry, but this wasn't the time to be coddled.

“I'll go, in that case,” said Blake. My heart welled with appreciation. There was a good chance Othenidus may have been laying a trap for us, but ze was willing to step into that without hesitation with me. I would feel better having them by my side.

“So be it,” said Jo. “Would you like to send one of the gypsies with them, Mirth?”

“I would like to send all of them,” he said, “but that matters little. The gypsies are mistrusted among the people, and I don't want to give them an excuse to lash out. The family holds great power in the Fertile Lands; let them send someone.”

“In that case,” Vance spoke up, “I will accompany them. It is befitting that Mother's steward represent our family.”

Liore looked relieved. No doubt he thought he might have to make himself present, as the leader-apparent of the family currently present. Given the way he swayed between cold and craven, I was glad that Vance would be coming instead. He, at the least, seemed much less likely to do something foolish.

We discussed the idea of presenting ourselves mounted, but quickly threw the idea out when Genzo brought up the terrain. The ground was still too muddy, and if we had to make a quick escape, there was too much risk in the animals twisting an ankle. Better to chance making a break on foot than being crushed beneath a horse.

While we deliberated on the specifics, a concerned buzz started to spread through our ranks. We turned our attention to Val'Hala, and our deliberations were forgotten.

Soldiers, hundreds upon thousands, poured from all three gates. They marched in double columns, their steady cadence muffled by the mud squelching under their boots. Every single one was armored head to toe, and all of them were armed for combat at a moment's notice. Bowmen took their positions at the back, with stout knights bearing sword and shield ranking up in front of them. Pikemen set themselves ahead of the swordsmen, the blackened heads of their weapons standing well above the crowd. A file of horsemen took up the front line, their lances held at the ready for a charge. Othenidus, at the least, didn't seem to be worried about the terrain.

And still they continued to issue from the gates, a never ending stream of disciplined military might. I knew we were outnumbered from the beginning, but seeing them arranged before us and ready for a fight was sombering. If they truly wanted to run us down, we would stand no chance.

From the west gate, I could see the usual refugees that gathered there hurrying down the Astral Road as quickly as their feet could carry them. At least they weren't dim enough to linger and watch.

A sea of soldiers lay before us, all of them staring forward, unmoving, unblinking. A shout went up from the northern gate, and they began to divide, moving in perfect unison like a pair of giant hands had each grabbed half of the army and pulled them apart. Ten perfect steps, and they stopped again, leaving just enough space for three horses to move between them.

The middle horse was a massive destrier, armored from nose to flank in plates of steel that hid its shining black coat. Atop the impressive warhorse was Lord Othenidus himself, decked out in his own suit of well-worn plate. Aside from the matching helm he wore over his head, he looked no different from when he had spoken to me in the dungeon. On his back, he bore a sword that, even from a distance, I could tell was nearly as long as I was tall.

To his right sat Lady Lheona herself, riding a beautifully groomed palfrey with a cream-colored coat. My only experience with her had led me to believe she was the type to hold herself like a lady of high class, prim and proper at all times. Out here, now, she looked almost as ready to ride into a fight as her husband. Her elegant dress had been replaced with a suit of chainmail and boiled leather, accented with steel plated pauldrons and gauntlets. In place of delicate shoes, she wore steel greaves with spurs. Her flaxen hair had been tightly braided and pinned close to her head, framing her lined face. It was clear she was a woman of years, but she would have been comely still, if not for the grim set to her jaw. On either side of her sat two longswords, and a longbow hung across her back beside a quiver full of arrows.

Lheona turned her horse and bellowed, in a voice belying her small frame, “PRESENT ARMS!”

A sound like a knife shearing through wheat tore through the air as hundreds of swords were drawn in unison. The pikemen and horsemen planted their weapons into the muddy soil with a dull thud, point up. The archers grabbed all the arrows from their quivers and pulled them out, holding them in outstretched arms.

“Strange, all of their weapons are iron,” said Edge.

It was true. Every sword blade, arrowhead, and lance tip lacked the familiar sheen of steel. Blackened, lusterless metal adorned every weapon presented.

“What's weird about that?” I asked.

“Iron is too brittle compared to steel. Not a great idea to make a weapon of it, much less equip an army.” He flashed a few of his daggers from their sheaths. Every single one gave the dangerous glint only steel could make.

“Maybe they don't have the means to produce it,” suggested Liore.

I drew my own sword, holding it out for them to see. While not as polished as Edge's knives, the silvery luster was unmistakable.

“I took this from a guard yesterday. All of them had swords like this,” I said.

“Then why in blazes would he bring out inferior weapons on purpose?” said Edge.

While we spoke, Lheona started moving her horse through the ranks. She removed one of her gauntlets and let her bare hand brush against the end of each weapon. As she did, I started feeling a thrum of power coming from the army, growing steadily with each weapon touched.

“I think…she's putting her essence into the iron,” I said. With her energy enhancing them, those supposedly brittle weapons would be strong enough to punch through steel like it was paper. It would seem her nickname - the Iron Maiden - didn't just refer to her usual disposition.

Othenidus left his wife to her work, urging his destrier to trot forward through the muck. To his left remained the third rider, a soldier wearing armor not unlike Lady Lheona's. A half-helm hid their features, but there was no hiding the dozen or so weapons covering their body. This didn't look like anything close to a peaceful parley.

“INTRUDERS UPON MY LAND,” Othenidus roared, his voice carrying as strongly as Triumph's, “I AM THE LORD OF VAL'HALA. I HAVE COME TO HEAR YOUR PLEA. SEND FORTH THOSE THAT SPEAK FOR YOU.”

I exchanged a nervous glance with Blake. It was too late to think about grabbing mounts of our own now. Any hesitation on our part might set off Othenidus; we had to go as we were. At least Vance didn't look perturbed, but he rarely did anyways.

“Bring us the captives,” he said. From behind us, a pair of Mad Riders approached with the soldiers from the night before. They looked much more lucid today, from the angry looks in their eyes as they struggled against the bonds that held their hands behind their backs. Gags had been stuffed in their mouths, so in place of curses they made do with venomous grunts.

Vance and Blake each took the place of the Mad Riders, grabbing hold of the captives' arms. Together, the two started down the incline and towards the mass of soldiers. I kept close behind, but not before giving the bindings of the prisoners a quick tap apiece. At the least, there would be no threat of them getting loose and attacking.

“Do you feel that strange aura around Othenidus?” said Vance, just above a whisper. I concentrated, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

“I don't feel a thing,” I said.

“Precisely. It's more than just not using his essence; it's like there's a void around him.”

I tried sensing again, reaching out with my own essence to see what he meant. As my energy drew close, though, I felt it. An almost crushing emptiness surrounded the Lord of the Lonely Kingdom. My senses couldn't penetrate beyond that bubble.

“That must be his power,” I said quietly. “We can't cross into there. If I'm right, we'd be all but powerless in there.”

“No idea what you're talking about, but getting much closer than this is inviting trouble anyways,” Blake said. I agreed, and we stopped about forty feet from where Othenidus stood. Another ten feet would bring us within that sphere of emptiness I felt. I just hoped it was enough space to react if he made a move.

“You wish to yell at me during this whole parley, then?” shouted Othenidus. His voice carried easily enough, though not nearly as loud as it had earlier.

“This is plenty close, I think,” answered Vance. “If I may, before we begin, I'd like to give you a gift in faith. Your men, who tried to steal into our camp the night before.”

Blake and Vance shoved the soldiers forward. They stumbled, but caught themselves, before trudging back to rejoin their fellows. I quietly pulled my essence from their restraints back. I would need every scrap of strength I could spare.

I stepped into the space the two soldiers left, standing in front of my escorts. Othenidus had been watching his returning soldiers with disgust, but the moment I came into view, he turned the full force of his loathing onto me.

“You!” he snarled. I enjoyed watching his neck purple under his helmet.

“I've come as a show of good faith, too,” I said. I made a bow as low as I could, though not low enough to break eye contact.

“You have some gumption—”

“I have the gumption to keep your men alive and bring them back to you, in spite of the treatment you so graciously gave you, yes.” From the way his whole body tensed, I could tell he wasn't used to being cut off. Vance gave me a jab in the side. I got the message: being flippant right now probably wasn't the best idea. Damn, it felt good, though.

“Speak your business, already,” Othenidus barked. His escort stirred a bit in the saddle, their hands twitching towards their weapons. This wouldn't end well if I kept speaking out of line.

“As you wish. I come on behalf of Lord Uraj and Lord Hawke, requesting a formal meeting with your Lordship.”

That caught Othenidus off-guard. We weren't screaming at each other, but our voices were still carrying loudly enough for most bystanders on both sides to hear. I didn't know how much of his people were in on what he was doing, but he was still a supposed lord of the realm. Unless all of Val'Hala was in on his demented scheme, he needed to keep up his charade.

“Do they?” he said slowly. His eyes scanned across the line of gypsies and family members behind us. “I don't see them here, though. If they desire a meeting, why do they send a girl, a brigand, and a con artist to deal with me?”

At least he was entertaining the thought. We just needed him to keep entertaining it.

“They're travelling from Damkarei as we speak, with all haste. Word has reached them of my…mistreatment. They're willing to overlook it, though, if you are willing to discuss matters with them.” I tried my best to pull my aloof attitude from Hafwei into my speech, anything to gain some credibility as a spokesperson. Against someone like Othenidus, I just ended up feeling more childish.

“You're playing a dangerous game, coming into my lands and making demands of me,” Othenidus rumbled.

“There are no demands being made, my lord, only a relay of information,” said Vance. “To be fair, we have not bared weapons at you. Yet you have assembled your entire force, fully armed, and brought them to this parley.”

Othenidus gave Vance a contemptuous look. “I have the right to defend my lands as I see fit.”

“And we have no qualms with your governance. We only desire to deliver our message on behalf of our own Lords, that you may know their will. Have we not demonstrated our desire for peaceful entreaty, with delivering your wayward men back to you unharmed?”

Othenidus fidgeted in his saddle a bit. I was suddenly very glad for Vance's company. He was carrying the discussion in a way I couldn't have begun to attempt. Blake was completely out of their element, but it was enough that ze was there beside me.

“And what of these others?” Othenidus said, sweeping his hand towards our gathering. “Why send so many for a simple parley?”

“Our Lords wish to discuss matters of the realm. We are a simple group of those who hold the protection of the realm as our highest goal, united under the Old Kings. In a way, we are no different than your own considerable army.” Vance's face tightened, giving that simpering smile I found so intolerable. I liked it much more when it was aimed at Othenidus.

“Are the dregs of humanity all that remain under the rule of the Scholar and Forge? Times are more troubling than I thought,” Othenidus fired back. Vance remained impassive, but I could feel Blake tense. If we didn't wrap things up soon, ze might try to take his head right there.

At that moment, Lady Lheona rode up next to her husband. She spared only a cursory glance at our party, though when her eyes met mine her lips pulled back in a silent snarl. She leaned close to Othenidus and whispered into his ear for a moment, then turned and trotted away. I braced myself, expecting him to call an attack on us any second.

“Well, it seems that I must call this parley to an end. I will consider your proposal, and call for another meeting when I've reached my decision.”

“Really?” I said, immediately feeling stupid.

“Yes, really,” he sneered. “Your, er, people will be allowed temporary refuge here until that decision is made.”

With a jerk of the reins, he wheeled his horse around and started back towards Val'Hala. His armored escort lingered a while longer, watchful for any signs of treachery. Only when their lord was a safe distance away did they urge their own mount back home.

I wanted to collapse in relief, but Blake was already tugging at my arm. We were uncomfortably exposed, and I quickly reconsidered my need to rest. The three of us rushed back to our allies as fast as we could, short of a full sprint.

Mirth and Liore waited expectantly for us, their unease writ across their face. All of the gypsies and family looked tense, but there was something more between them. Something had happened while we were gone.

“Where's Jo?” Blake said. That's when I realized the leader of the Mad Riders was nowhere to be found.

“A Rider came and demanded her attention. She rode off shortly after you headed for your meeting,” said Liore. He pointed off to north, behind where the family stood. “She went that way.”

“That's where we found those abandoned settlements,” said Blake. “You think there was an ambush being set up?”

“No,” Mirth spoke. His hands were clasped behind his back, but that didn't stop them from trembling. “I feel something terrible coming from that direction. Tremendous power of the soul. I think—”

He had no time to tell us what he thought. Someone shouted and pointed in the direction Jo had disappeared. A pair of camel riders could be seen riding as fast as they could, the mounts braying loudly enough to hear even at a distance. I could just make out the bleached white hair on the head of one of the riders; it was Jo. She was shouting something, but I couldn't make it out.

“There's something behind them,” Blake breathed.

Genzo muttered to himself for a few seconds. “At least a hundred-fifty somethings,” he added.

The figures that rose into view were indistinct, but they spread out like a rainbow racing along the ground. My stomach dropped to my knees, and I fought the urge to vomit my breakfast.

“Demons!” I could just hear Jo crying out. “Demons! To arms! Prepare yourselves!”

A mixture of deathly silence and terrified murmurs thrummed through our line. Blake hefted their axe onto a shoulder and started whispering a prayer to the Almighty. The family drew their blades in unison, faces pale but set in grim acceptance. The gypsies started to panic, but Triumph called out to them.

“STAND TOGETHER. THE DEMONS COME!” he bellowed, loud enough to carry to even those farthest away. The sound of a comrade's voice had a calming effect on them, and they too steeled themselves for the multi-hued rush closing in.

“THE INTRUDERS HAVE BROUGHT DEMONS TO OUR DOOR! MEN, READY THE CHARGE!”

I turned around, surprised at the call. It was Othenidus, standing among his soldiers. The armored escort lifted a warhorn to their lips and let out a long, mournful note. The line of horsemen cantered forward, lances raised. The shield line began their march, followed closely by the pikemen. The archers took up the rear, arrows already being notched into their strings.

Slowly, the entire Val'Halan army began their ascent towards us. Behind me, the grinel were drawing close enough to start making out their features. Haggard, otherworldly faces leered at us, contorted in pain and madness. They would reach us in less than a minute, and the army wouldn't be far behind that. We were caught between hell and death.







Chapter 26: Blood and Mud

My ears rang. I expected to hear the sound of thousands of footsteps trudging closer, the snarl of slavering monsters growing louder, terrified screams and shouting. The only thing that I could hear without fail was the ringing.

Nearby, I heard Liore saying something, but it was muffled, like he was trying to speak through a pillow. I could see the family forming up in front of the rushing grinel, unable to completely hide the terror on their faces. For some reason, they looked like I was watching them from a telescope. They were so far away, even though I knew I was standing right next to them.

Triumph and Mirth were calling out to the gypsies on the other side, but the damned ringing prevented me from making out what it was. They turned towards the approaching army, their usual smiles and mischievous expressions replaced with blank stares. Among them I saw Chestnut, the only one who wore a grin. Her eyes were lidded, and she swayed where she stood. I saw the bottle in her hand and wondered vaguely why she had brought alcohol with her. The others paid her no mind as they watched Othenidus' soldiers climb the hill.

Blake grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me, their face plastered with worry. Even right next to them, I couldn't tell what ze was saying. I noticed how tightly Blake gripped their axe, and some fuzzy thought in my mind urged me to draw my own blade. I reached for it, only to realize I was already holding it.

The grinel were just a couple hundred feet away, fighting their way through the muddy terrain with all the abandon of insanity and starvation. I could see the cold gleam in their vacant eyes, the slaver running down their maws. Claws reached out towards us, grasping, desperate to tear through us. I couldn't tell if they simply hated humans, or if they were hungry enough to try and eat us. Neither one sounded appealing.

I swiveled around and looked at the soldiers. They were struggling with the saturated terrain much more than the demonic rush. Through my fog, I watched, bemused, as the line of horsemen was all thrown from their steeds at the same time. I recall hearing Chestnut through the buzz, whooping and hollering as the riderless herd turned and bolted from the field in unison. Some of the riders pulled themselves up, trying to figure out what happened while their brothers in arms marched onward. Some didn't stand at all, their necks and backs twisted all wrong.

Between the two groups charging us, the grinel were certain to reach us first. I turned to them and held my blade up, ready to fight to the bitter end. I should have been terrified, but I couldn't focus on anything other than the throb of my pulse and the whine that refused to leave my ears.

I let my essence seep through my body and fill me with strength. It flowed through me and into my sword, making it tremble with barely checked power. My senses sharpened, and I felt the raw might of the grinel bearing down on us. Hawke had trained me well to fight with my soul's energy, but it radiated from them in waves as regular as breathing. Even half-dead, each one was more dangerous than ten of Othenidus' men.

All at once, another burst of essence hit my senses. It surged through the family, empowering each of them much as my own essence did for me. It felt like the Goodmother had split herself into a hundred to stand fast against the horde. On each of their cheeks, the family's signature tattoo shifted from solid black to a shimmering sapphire blue. Emboldened by the power running through them, the family steeled themselves for impact.

The grinel were nearly on top of us. In a flurry of motion, Blake stepped out in front of me, the Twins raised over their head. Their whole body whipped around, and their wrist snapped as ze let go of the weapon. The axe soared through the air, spinning end over end directly into the mob of grinel. Many of them were able to sidestep the flying weapon, but one was just a fraction too slow. The double-headed blade of the axe bit through its neck, sending it tumbling away.

I watched, curious, as the weapon continued to spin, and instead of slamming into the ground, pivoted in midair. It continued to wheel around as it soared back to Blake. Ze caught it by the handle an instant before it passed them. In spite of the imminent danger, Blake turned and flashed me a smile through their bandages.

Something inside me snapped. I couldn't see Blake's simple show of comfort. All I could think about was the demons that had mauled my friend nearly to death. The same demons that were about to crash into us. My grip on my sword tightened until my hand hurt. I felt a scream of fury escape my throat, and I threw myself at the horde as they collided with the ranks of the family.

Then my ears popped, and the world came crashing into painful clarity.

The snarls of the grinel mingled with the screams of the people around me. I swung my blade with reckless abandon at anything brightly colored. Had I been thinking clearly, I would have been afraid of hitting one of the gypsies, but they were thankfully outside of the fight for the moment.

My sword found a few targets, but the grinel were so tightly packed together it was difficult to land a killing blow. One of my swings managed to lob a scaled green arm off, and its former owner turned towards me in a flash of inch-long serrated teeth. I raised my sword to block, only to watch a family member bury their short-sword straight through its gaping mouth. A second later, a crimson grinel lunged onto my savior. The two tumbled into the mass of fighting and disappeared.

A stinging blow bit into my side, my yelp of pain swallowed by the screams all around me. I turned and struck at my attacker, a bright yellow grinel who still had their claws buried in my side. It leaned out of the way of my swing, a string of guttural sounds coming out of its mouth. I brought my sword around again in a backswing, and it tried to lean away again, but it just refused to let go of me. I leaned forward at the last second, and the tip of my blade sheared through essence and flesh. Its jaw dropped away in a spray of thick blood, and the grinel finally released me, reeling away.

I patted my side and winced. Its claws hadn't gone deep, but the wounds stabbed at me with every little movement. If my essence wasn't protecting me, that grinel might have ripped out my insides.

Over the sounds of fighting, a loud hiss filled the air. My eyes flickered toward the sky just in time to watch hundreds of arrows float upwards. They hovered in the air, looking like little scratches in the clouds, before descending with a deadly whistle.

We were hopelessly exposed. None of the family or gypsies had brought shields; with our essence to protect us, a shield seemed an unnecessary burden. Those arrows were infused with Lheona's power, though. They would punch through our defenses as easily as, well, an arrow through flesh. I cursed at our overconfidence.

The whistle of the arrows was drowned out by a high-pitched chittering. It wasn't loud enough to mute the shouts of battle, but it turned more than a few heads as it became louder. What looked like a fuzzy brown cloud tore through the air at tremendous speed.

Birds. Thousands of birds.

The little winged creatures danced and darted into the thick of the arrows, their taloned feet snatching projectiles straight out of the sky. Somewhere, I could hear the shrill voice of Tweet, urging her feathered friends to aid us. The birds were too small to hold more than a single arrow apiece, but they outnumbered the arrows at least three to one.

But for all their speed and numbers, even our chirping saviors couldn't stop every one. A small rain of arrows fell on the battlefield, piercing victims without prejudice. Several family members went down, alongside some of the grinel they were fighting. Some of the arrows tore through the gypsies, and their screams joined the others as they fell, the first of their blood to be shed.

An inhuman screech near me broke me from my spectating, and I just managed to fend off the grinel that had set its sights on me. The battle was drawing in tighter, as the family desperately retreated from the onslaught of demons.

We were fighting right at the summit of the hill, and I had a clear view of Othenidus' soldiers. The mud had slowed them considerably, but they had still managed to nearly reach the top. Soon, we would truly be caught on both sides.

The archers were the only ones who remained back. I could see them preparing to fire another volley. The massive flock of birds still fluttered overhead, but even if they managed to catch most of them again, there would still more casualties.

Then a cascade of arrows fell on the archers. Their attack was forgotten as they scrambled to find the source. Behind their ranks, a squad of Mad Riders rode by on their camels, already nocking their next volley. Othenidus' men tried to fire back in retaliation, but the brigands were quicker to the draw. The second volley scattered the archers' ranks. Their enemies in disarray, the Riders shouldered their bows and drew longswords, charging straight into the artillery, their camels sure-footed in the treacherous mud. Chestnut cackled while shouting obscene encouragement at the beasts.

Othenidus bellowed over the din of combat, a wordless, furious howl. The soldiers doubled their pace, and like a tide in a storm they smashed into the lines of the gypsies. The air filled with the sound of ringing steel, and the shouting rose to a deafening level.

To my surprise, many of the soldiers rushed the grinel first. Caught off-guard from the new arrivals, a dozen of the otherworldly creatures went down under the empowered iron blades and pikes of the army. But new arrivals meant new targets, and the grinel had no qualms about attacking Othenidus' men with all the vigor they had shown us.

A soldier charged directly towards me, his face set in grim certainty. These weren't like the bandits and brigands I was accustomed to fighting; these were men and women trained to protect their land and people. He would fight to the death.

I couldn't find it in myself to kill him. The grinel were invaders and demons in my eyes, even if that was the fault of Othenidus. This soldier was just doing his duty to protect his homeland and family.

He swung low, and I jumped away to avoid it. The strike was just a feint, though. He used his momentum to charge into me with his shoulder. I was knocked to the ground, mud spraying around me from the impact. It cushioned me enough that I wasn't hurt, but for the moment I was dazed. I raised my sword in a desperate attempt to block the blade I was sure would come crashing down on my head.

Rosie appeared from the thick of the battle and rammed her fist straight into the soldier's face. Teeth and blood flew every direction, and he crumpled where he stood. She wasted no time with words, grabbing me by my tunic and hauling me to my feet. Before I could thank her, she rushed into another soldier and started the process all over again.

Somehow, we were hanging in, but where our powers gave us an edge, the sheer bulk of our foes threatened to overrun us. The grinel and army may have been fighting each other, but every family member and gypsy that went down was a painful loss of strength. Even as I watched the enemy soldiers go down in droves, two more seemed to step up for each one lost.

In the midst of the gypsies, a shower of knives erupted. Edge walked the line with an eerie calm, his hands a blur of motion, each one snapping out and back in the space of a blink. Every thrown blade struck with frightening accuracy. The soldiers looked like they were sprouting blades, as knives lodged in enemy throats and punched through leather armor to seek hearts.

But one target refused to be struck.

Othenidus surged forward, the slick ground not hindering him in the least. In a single motion, he drew the sword from his back and knocked aside a barrage of daggers aimed for his face. The sword was a scimitar with a blade nearly as big as me, and Othenidus wielded it with the nonchalance only a true master could pull off.

Scores of Edge's blades fired towards him, and yet the Lord of Val'Hala refused to be so much as scratched. He marched straight forward, his sword easily swatting away any knives that threatened to hit. Edge continued attacking, undeterred, his dagger supply seemingly endless.

The hulking lord slowed his blocking, and several daggers finally hit his chest. They chimed against his plate armor, falling to the ground around Othenidus' feet. Edge looked confused, but refused to let up his onslaught. He kept retreating, his attack focused completely on Othenidus now.

A pair of grinel broke free of the carnage and sprinted towards their former captor. They leapt at the armored lord, screeching foreign curses and slashing wildly. The scimitar flashed through one, bifurcating it almost perfectly. At the same time, Othenidus' free hand snatched the other demon by the throat. A twitch of his wrist, a crack of bone, and the lifeless body tumbled from his gauntlet. He didn't even have to slow down, and now was only about ten feet from Edge.

Several gypsies fought to reach their friend, but the army pressed against them relentlessly. In three great strides, Othenidus was on him. Edge swept his arms up and lunged, knives held between each of his fingers. His fists flew towards the mad lord's face, and for a moment it looked like he would hit.

Othenidus jerked his fingers. His scimitar whirled up in a blink, slicing cleanly through Edge's arms. Daggers fell from limp fingers, and the weapons hit the ground alongside the severed limbs. Edge had just enough time to stare at his bleeding stumps and scream before a heavily mailed hand closed around his face.

Someone grabbed me by the shoulder and spun me around. I nearly ran my sword through their gut, but Blake was too quick, and shoved the tip of the sword away harmlessly. At that moment, a gut-clenching crunch filled my ears. Somehow, it was louder than all the sounds of death and dying around me put together. I fought the urge to turn around and look. I already knew what I would see.

Blake grabbed my arm and dragged me away, into the thick of the fighting. Ze kept looking over their shoulder, pulling at me more insistently each time. Was ze afraid I would try to fight Othenidus? How could I? Without my power or essence, I would be nothing before him.

Unless Blake was afraid the Lord of Val'Hala would come for me. He already showed how much he hated me, all the more for actually escaping his impenetrable city for the second time in my life. If he saw me, there was little doubt he would stalk me with more murder in his heart than he showed poor Edge.

A group of guards fell in around us suddenly. Blake let go of me and brought the twins around in a crescent arc. The wickedly sharp head cleaved through three of them, and the others scrambled to avoid its deadly wake. Before they could recover, I dove forward and locked their weapons to the ground. I didn't want to kill them, but I could still do my best to keep them from killing anyone, too.

Our path cleared again, Blake started pulling me further into the killing. The ground was slick with brown and red, growing harder to slough through with each fallen warrior, and bodies choked the areas not filled with those still fighting for their lives. Blake and I were among them, forced to stop every few steps and contend with a ravening grinel or zealous soldier.

There were far fewer grinel than originally attacked, but I still caught glimpses of their bright skin through gaps in the melee. Some were still fighting tooth and nail against one group or another. Some had stopped to feast on the casualties, succumbing to their most base desires.

The exertion was taking its toll on me. My lungs ached, my wounds from the past few days pounded with every step, and I could feel my essence starting to weaken. There was no place to rest. If I stopped, I died. So, I swallowed my exhaustion and fought and ran.

Except there was nowhere to really run. The numbers on the field were thinning fast, but it was plain at a glance that the family and gypsies and Mad Riders would be finished before the grinel could be culled, and much sooner than the military might of Val'Hala would falter. Our gamble had failed. We had lost.

Over the chaos of the fight, a voice rose. It wasn't a scream, or a plea for mercy, or a battle cry. It was a song:

 

Skies of blood, sea of sand,

Step by step, hand in hand,

We trudge on towards that last endless night.

Hear their screams, can it be

Dearest friend, enemy

Do you know what's the point in this fight?

 

The fighting didn't stop, but it slowed, so little that anyone watching wouldn't have noticed. Voices joined the first, singing out as they struggled:

 

One by one, we expire

One more log on the fire

Who will mourn us when all's said and done?

Dear Almighty, I plea

Find some mercy for me

That I may see the new world of none

The dawn of an era of hope yet to come

 

It was impossible to tell what sides were singing. It crescendoed over the clash of weapons, muffled the cries of the dying. Sometimes a voice was lost, its owner fallen, but the song would rise again almost immediately, stronger than before:

 

At the world's final turn,

Even ashes will burn

From our soul fires snuffed by their scorn

All the things we despise

Celebrate our demise

As our cries echo out to a future unborn!

 

Through it, I could hear Othenidus shouting orders, perhaps trying to quiet his men. The song had taken a life of its own, and soon even his tremendous voice was overpowered by it:

 

At the edge of madness

We cling, we clutch, we wail

For when all our blood turns the sand into mud

One must survive to tell the tale…

 

Blake and I exchanged looks. We already knew we were struggling against the inevitable. I squeezed their hand, and ze squeezed it back. With a nod of farewell to each other, we let go and raised our weapons. If we had to go, we would make them pay for every inch they took. I drew a breath to join the song, and the fray.

The horizon exploded.

It was like time stopped. The song blew away in one great burst. Every soldier, every gypsy, every family member and Mad Rider froze in place. Even the mighty Othenidus halted in his tracks. Even the grinel, insane as they were, paused to watch the incandescent impossibility.

A firestorm raged at the edge of the world, climbing into the sky until it looked like it would scorch the clouds. It didn't spread, or rampage unchecked through the countryside. Like the hand of the Almighty was guiding it, the inferno marched directly towards the battle.

In its nexus, two images flickered between the tongues of flame, more great and terrible to behold than any demon of legend. As they approached, a pair of lenses from one reflected the hellish light as they surveyed the scene. The other's body was like the fire itself, armored in glowing red rage.

The Old Kings, the Scholar and the Forge, had arrived.







Chapter 27: A King's Anger

I scarcely dared to believe it. I was so certain I wouldn't live to see him again. It was only when my eyes began to water from the brightness and heat the two fiery figures were giving off that I allowed myself to hope.

The army of Val'Hala started to back away. They were ready to fight demons to the death, but these newcomers were wrath incarnate, and all that wrath was aimed right in their direction. Hell, I was about ready to turn tail at the sight of them. Only a barked order from their lord stopped the army from collapsing in on itself.

Othenidus himself was red in the face, cords bulging out of his neck as his jaw grinded. He looked somewhere between barely contained rage and excitement. Only someone as murderous as him could possibly feel excited at the prospect of fighting the apparitions before us.

Some of the shock had worn off the grinel, but they looked torn in their decision. Fire meant nothing to the creatures, but in the fire Hawke and Uraj were consumed with there was a well of power that dwarfed everything else there. The Scholar and Forge were known by all grinel, and they likely knew what was coming.

A hot blast of wind stirred, and the flames extinguished in a brilliant spurt. Uraj started running, something clutched tightly in his armored hands.

Then the air cracked, and Hawke was in the midst of the grinel.

Symphony flashed from his scabbard and whistled around him in a rusty blur. Six grinel went down in a single swing, their vibrant limbs and heads raining down around him. The others clicked and growled in fear, and together they surged towards the threat.

But Hawke was a whirlwind of death, his blade cutting down every demon that strayed within his reach. One of them tried to skitter out of the way, and Hawke raised his free hand, beckoning towards himself. The grinel was catapulted forward by an invisible force, straight into Symphony's kiss. The others tried to come at him in twos and threes, hoping to overwhelm him, but he danced out of the way of their claws and teeth in time with a song only he could hear.

One of them managed to lunge in behind him, talons lashing at his face. He severed the offending arm, but not before it raked across his cheek. Even as he thrust his sword through its heart, the bloody gashes shrunk until all that remained was a trickle of blood on his otherwise unmarred features. He casually wiped it off on his sleeve and looked for more foes.

Uraj arrived at that moment, his face wrought like cold iron. A grinel turned towards him, hissing, and Uraj raised his weapon. It looked like a hammer, only with a handle as long as my arm and a head that had to be no less than twenty pounds of solid brass. He swung it as easily as he might have a wooden switch. The impact pulverized the upper half of the grinel into a spray of gory mist.

The grinel were beyond outmatched, and they started realizing it far too late. Many of them began to make a retreat, but none of them escaped Hawke's unreal speed and the brutal reach of Uraj's maul. Within minutes, all that remained of the grinel was their scattered bodies, or at least what remained.

Hawke was panting, his eyes searching for foes that no longer existed. He looked past the remnants of the family, the gypsies, Othenidus' soldiers, even Othenidus. He saw me, and his breathing slowed. His eyes were already wide, but somehow, they widened even further.

He strode towards me, sheathing Symphony in a graceful motion. He navigated the bloody sludge and corpse-laden battleground without faltering, sliding past the survivors like they weren't there. He only stopped when he reached me.

I was afraid, at that moment. I had abandoned him and Char in a fit of stupid pride, and gotten myself captured for it. If I hadn't, he might not have called on the gypsies and family to keep watch for me. He wouldn't have had to hurry back to Damkarei. He would have been here. Maybe so many wouldn't have had to die. Maybe all of this was my fault. Suddenly, I couldn't keep the tears from my eyes.

“Hawke,” I muttered, “I—”

He put an arm around me and pulled me against his chest. His chin rested on top of my head, and I realized he was shaking.

“Thank you, Almighty,” he breathed. “Thank you, for keeping Micasa safe.”

I wanted to stay there for a while, just to be there with Hawke again. It was like the world had been thrown into chaos, and just his presence made everything the way it should be. But there was no time for that.

“No,” I said, pushing him away. “This is my fault. I can't let you be happy about that.”

“What do you mean?” he said.

“If I hadn't run off on my own—” I started. He put a finger to my lips, shaking his head.

“That's ridiculous. This didn't happen because you got a little headstrong. We can talk about that later, but for now…” He scowled, and his gaze turned to Othenidus, “…it's time we deal with who really did all this.”

While we were talking, Othenidus' army had taken the liberty of regrouping behind their lord. Far, far behind their lord. Likewise, the family and gypsies and Riders had snuck back towards where Hawke and Uraj were. Less than half of those I had come with still remained; guilt still twisted in my gut like a knife.

“Scholar,” said Vance, approaching from among his brothers and sisters. He had taken a nasty cut across his face, but that didn't stop him from giving that insufferable smile of his. “I'm glad to see you got our message. Where is the Damkarein army?”

“We left them behind,” replied Uraj, stepping alongside Hawke. “We were attacked by grinel coming from the west. While we fought them, we felt a huge surge of essence coming from here. We knew the fight had started, so we left them to take care of that threat and came by ourselves. They're still at least a day away, maybe two.”

Vance squinted. “You managed to cover two days' travel in the time since we started fighting, on foot?”

“We can be quick when needed.” Uraj looked around. “Where's Liore? Did he run off already?”

“Ah, he lost an arm to a Val'Halan blade. A brother stole him away to recover when you arrived. The family is in my care in his absence.” Vance's eyes crinkled with some strange amusement.

“I see,” Uraj said slowly.

Hawke said nothing. His eyes didn't stray from Othenidus, watching, waiting for him to make a move. The Lord of Val'Hala glared back, but for the time he seemed content to let his army rest. Lheona, who had been absent during all the fighting, had reappeared to look over the troops. The men and women tensed under her gaze, as if afraid to show any of the exhaustion they must have felt.

“Hawke,” called Mirth, limping over from where the gypsies had gathered. His face sagged with sadness, but he was thankfully unharmed. I had no idea how someone of his age had managed to get out of that bloodbath without a scratch.

“Mirth. How are yours doing?” asked Hawke.

“Worse than I hoped, but better than I expected.” He frowned. “Our people aren't well-suited for this sort of situation.”

“I know. I'm sorry.” Hawke turned away from Othenidus long enough to clasp Mirth by the arm, staring into the old man's pale green eyes. “You've done more than I could have asked. No one would think less if you wanted to leave now. Both of you,” he added to Vance. “Uraj and I can finish this ourselves.”

“You lie terribly, young man,” Mirth said gravely. “You two are without peer among men, but even you can't take on an entire army. They would wear you down and capture you, eventually.”

“Even if I incinerated them all first?” said Uraj.

Mirth appraised him. “If I thought you the kind of ruler who would do that, I would have never agreed to help. You lie even worse than this fool.” Uraj quirked an eyebrow but had no reply.

“Mirth's right about one thing,” I spoke up. “With Othenidus around, they might be able to stop you. He can stop people's powers.”

“I can feel what you mean,” said Hawke. He looked at Othenidus again, his pupils dilating as his quicksilver irises dilated to fill the whites of his eyes. His essence surged through him, lending to his power while he observed.

“Can you copy it?” asked Uraj.

“No. It's like trying to look through a wall. I knew he could use essence, but this is the first time I've seen anything like this. He must have been hiding his power all this time, just for us.”

“If he can stop our powers, there's a good chance he can kill us within his influence,” mused Uraj. Hawke nodded.

“This is your last chance to leave, Mirth, Vance,” he warned. “This won't end until Othenidus is defeated, or everyone standing in front of him is dead. You won't have another chance once it starts.”

“My people have been wronged by this so-called lord,” said Mirth. “The gypsies do not let those who hurt us go unpunished.”

“I've already talked it over with my brothers and sisters,” said Vance glibly. “The family has no future in an Astra ruled by Othenidus. I think Mother would approve of our decision to stay to the bitter end.”

“So be it. Thank you.” Hawke looked to me. “Micasa, do me a favor and give me your sword.”

I was a bit perplexed by the request but handed over my short-sword without argument. Then, to my shock, Hawke pulled his own sheathed blade from the sash at his waist and placed it in my hands.

“Wh-why are you giving me Symphony?” I asked.

“Without my essence, Symphony is just a very old rusted sword. If I tried to use it against him, it would probably break. Can you keep it safe for me?” His eyes pleaded with me. I understood the gravity of what he was asking. That rusted sword was his most precious possession. I had never been allowed to touch it growing up with him. This wasn't a small thing he was asking.

“I'll protect it with my life,” I told him. He put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed.

“Not that far. Never that far. But I know you understand. Thanks.” He gave me a small smile that vanished as quickly as it came. He tucked my little short-sword into his sash and motioned to Uraj. “Let's go have a chat with our good lord there.”

“With displeasure,” said Uraj. He shouldered his maul, and the two of them strode forward.

Othenidus seemed to have been waiting for this and started forward at the same time. Both Othenidus' men and our own were only about a hundred feet from each other. After just ten paces apiece, all three of them stopped. Hawke and Uraj were standing right outside of the strange aura Othenidus gave off. One more step from any of them and their powers would be unusable.

Uraj raised a hand. A massive fence of flames erupted around Val'Hala's army, climbing until just their heads were visible. The blaze drew perilously close to them, burning tendrils that threatened to scorch the unwary. Even from where I was, I could see the whites of their fearful eyes. Othenidus didn't even look back.

“Is this how the Old Kings come to make terms? Threatening another lord's subjects?” said Othenidus.

“From where I stand, you are the one who started this fight, Gottfried. I'm simply making sure you aren't tempted to start it again so soon,” explained Uraj.

Othenidus' face contorted in anger. He mumbled something I couldn't quite make out. Uraj laughed at him, his deep baritone making the sound carry easily to both armies.

“You talk to me about respect while daring to call me 'King Kuznetsov,' as if we're equals?” He shook his head, his platinum hair tossing about his shoulders. “Let's make it clear once and for all, Gottfried. We aren't equals, we never were equals, we never will be equals. Your kingdom is a sham.”

From the look on Othenidus' face, I expected him to attack at that moment. My body clenched as I prepared to rush to their aid, but the Lord of Val'Hala didn't take that step, even if he was teetering like he wanted to.

“My kingdom has more support than yours! Twenty other fiefdoms pledge their loyalty to me and will come to my summons! If you think my army is formidable now, it will be all but invincible in its full glory! All you lord over is a band of two-bit con men from the boonies and a load of vagrants!”

“You probably should have summoned your invincible army before you made this idiotic attack, then,” said Hawke. “Or do you think we'll stand around and give you time to gather them? Moving your whole army outside your walls was the dumbest decision you ever made, Othello.”

Othenidus froze. “Don't. Ever. Call me that.” He barked each word like a dog straining at its leash. His patience was all but spent.

“My apologies, Lord Othenidus. Slip of the tongue,” Hawke apologized, not sounding like he meant any of it.

“And what about you, Morau?” Othenidus changed tact, throwing out his own dose of disrespect. “A disgraced king, not fit to even rule the bitch you wander around with.”

Hawke stiffened. With his back to me, I could only imagine the face he was making. Whatever it was, it gave Othenidus cause to smirk.

“I know why you're here. It's for the rock, right?” Othenidus pulled the cord around his neck out, flashing the nullstone at the two. “I shouldn't be surprised. Your peasants sided with the demons, too. I only fought back to protect Astra from those that would tear it down from the inside. Here, I'll gladly give it to you. Run off to the demon lands and cavort with your hellspawn.”

He tugged the necklace off, holding it out in offering. I had almost forgotten that this whole mess had started because of the Conclave. There was no way he was being sincere, though. The grin on his face was more frightening than his scowls.

“By all accounts, you should be begging me to take it,” said Hawke. His hand rested on the hilt of the short-sword at his waist. “I saved your worthless life when you were just a fledgling man-at-arms. I protected you when you were accused of marrying a cursed gypsy. A true accusation, don't forget.”

The grin dropped from Othenidus' face. Above the mass of soldiers, Lheona shifted uncomfortably in her saddle.

“You've both thrown my kindness in my face time and again,” Hawke kept going, “but I'm not worried about that anymore. We can take that nullstone from you when you submit to us. Assuming, of course, you remember how to kneel, Othello.”

The air stilled. Trembling, the Lord of Val'Hala only took the time to shove the nullstone back into the collar of his armor before taking a giant step forward.

The flames around his army flickered and died. Othenidus raised his blade, pointing straight at us.

“THE SCHOLAR AND FORGE ARE MINE! KILL THE REST!” he boomed. His soldiers recovered quickly from the shock of being free so suddenly and raised their weapons with a war cry. They charged, surging around their lord and his two targets.

“This is bad. We're still outnumbered,” I said. Mirth laid a hand on my shoulder.

“We must stand tall, child. I may have a way to blunt their attacks. I was hoping it could be avoided, but there is no other choice.” He turned, and called back to the crowd in a startlingly loud voice. “GYPSIES! WE FIGHT FOR OUR PEOPLE!” A roar of approval went up amongst them.

“MY FAMILY!” Vance called out, “WE FIGHT FOR OUR MOTHER!” The black-clad men and women cheered, and their essence flared to life as one.

“RIDERS!” screamed Blake, “WE FIGHT FOR OUR HOME!” The riders raised their weapons as their humped mounts reared and snorted.

I remembered the cry that Hawke told me about, the one they used often during the days when they struggled against the grinel. It rose to my lips, and in the thrill of the moment I let it fly.

“FOR THE KINGDOM!”

“FOR THE KINGDOM!” the others all chanted back in unison. Together, we rushed to meet our enemies one last time.







Chapter 28: One Difference

I had no idea what I was going to do.

The battle was rushing up to meet me, and in my burst of adrenaline I had forgotten I was as good as unarmed. Symphony was still clutched tightly in my hands, but I feared trying to draw it. The sword was much longer than I was used to, the balance all different; a single stumble could be enough to get me killed. On top of that, it was all but useless without essence, and I was unsure if I could control enough to properly use it. I considered grabbing one of countless weapons littering the ground, but I had nowhere to put Symphony to free my hands. I had promised Hawke that I would keep it safe.

In my hesitation, I failed to realize the enemy was upon us until crash of steel and iron and the screams of the wounded exploded around me. I snapped out of my thoughts in time to see a soldier rushing straight towards me. I started to panic, clutching Symphony tightly to my chest on reflex.

The sword began to vibrate. For a second, I thought it was just the pounding of my heart, but then I realized Symphony was pulsing in time with the beat. Vaguely, a part of my mind told me this was bizarre, but I only felt a strange calm steal over me. My hand reached for the hilt on its own, wrapping around the cracked cording. It was warm under my fingers, molding to fit my grasp perfectly. It felt right.

I grabbed the sheath with my other hand and ripped Symphony free. It hummed in the open air, and with barely a thought from me, my essence flowed into it. The sword drank it up, filling itself with my energy, sharpening to a deadly edge without need for guidance.

The soldier approached more cautiously, but a smirk snuck onto his face when he saw the rust and cracks covering the blade. He brought his own empowered sword around in an arc, aiming to gut me. The fool couldn't feel the raw power I had in my grip. He had no idea that I could shear through his weapon like paper, and him even more easily than that.

As thrilling as that strength felt, I still couldn't bring myself to bring it to bear against him. Instead, I raised Symphony in guard, hoping to simply deflect his attack.

Hawke's sword moved as easily as if it were a part of my arm, snapping up faster than I expected and stopping the soldier's attack cold. I didn't even feel the jolt of the impact. The soldier, to his credit, quickly regained his balance and brought his raw iron blade around, aiming for my other side. Again, Symphony flew up with my merest movement and caught the blow. I had never felt so at ease in a fight.

A memory of training with Hawke flashed into my head, a lesson of how to disarm a foe with my sword. I had never gotten the hang of it; my reflexes were always a touch too slow, the reach of my usual short-sword inadequate to get it to work. Hawke had declared me hopeless and skipped over the lesson entirely.

Before I knew I was doing it, I pressed Symphony against the soldier's blade and forced him off-balance. With a circling motion, I brought Hawke's sword around and slammed the flat of the blade against my opponent's wrist. He yelped in pain and dropped his weapon, his fingers still twitching against his will.

I put Symphony's tip to his throat, letting the edge just nick his skin and taste blood. He stood rooted where he was.

“Arms behind your back. Now,” I demanded. He complied as quickly as he could without moving any other part of his body. I slipped beside him and locked his wrists together with a quick tap. Certain he wouldn't be a threat anymore, I searched for anyone I could help.

The fighting had scattered to clusters of small skirmishes, all of them skewing towards the army of Val'Hala. The gypsies and others were standing their ground as well as they could, but the numbers advantage was just too great to ignore.

In the midst of all the fighting, one figure hobbled on his own. He had straggled behind the rest of the group, but he was almost in the thick of things.

“Mirth! Stop!” I cried out, hurrying to protect him. He was unarmed, and he was far too slow to outpace any of the warriors Othenidus had trained.

One such warrior noticed the aged gypsy all by himself and broke away from the family members he was fighting. An iron-tipped spear was clutched in his hands, and he charged with the point aimed straight at Mirth. I forced myself to run faster, struggling to save my defenseless friend, but it was no use. I wouldn't reach them in time.

With frightful ease, Mirth grabbed the tip of the spear. It stopped where he held it, inches from his heart. The soldier, still running full speed, slammed into the butt of the spear and bounced off, landing on the ground with a grunt.

Mirth looked at the spear with a strange look on his face. Even at a distance, I saw the glimmer of a tear as it trickled down his cheek. Then, he gave the weapon a firm shake. There was a cracking sound, like someone dropping a vase, but the spear looked unharmed.

Somewhere in the thick of the combat, someone unleashed a shriek unlike anything I'd ever heard. It sounded like Lheona. Her screams cut through everything else, a wail of something worse than death.

All at once, the cries of the wounded changed. A cacophony of dull thuds replaced them, and I saw the cause all around me: the soldiers' weapons were bouncing harmlessly against Mirth and Vance's people. Some of their blades cracked and splintered against bare flesh and fabric. Their attack quickly petered out, and they looked at their suddenly useless tools with unease.

It took little time for the family, the gypsies, and the Mad Riders to realize the tables had turned. Without Lheona's power in their weapons, the numbers of Othenidus' army meant nothing. The small army of outcasts swept over the trained warriors, capturing them at will. Apparently, they had had enough of the killing as much as I had. Some of the soldiers threw down their weapons and ran, some gave up with heads hung in shame, and some fought back to no avail.

The excitement from our side could be felt in the air, but at the moment, I had more pressing concerns to worry about. I ignored the gypsies and Riders trying to get my attention as I pushed through the waning battle. There was one fight that meant more than all the others put together.

And that fight was still raging in the eye of the battlefield.

* * *

Hawke and Uraj whirled around Othenidus, both of them coordinating their attacks to strike simultaneously. Their teamwork was impeccable, no movement wasted as they exploited every opening, never letting the Lord of Val'Hala have a moment of rest. Even with all the years I'd fought alongside Hawke, I didn't think I'd ever be able to reach that level of trust with him. Any lesser foe would have been overwhelmed immediately.

If their attack was a storm, though, Othenidus' defense was a bastion of stone, unyielding to the rain of blows. His scimitar deflected each heavy blow from Uraj's hammer, turning it aside long enough to swat away the slashes and stabs Hawke tried to sneak in with his shorter sword. If one of them tried to get in closer, Othenidus would step in voluntarily and try to overpower them with his superior height and bulk.

Uraj was strong, possibly stronger than any other human I'd met, but without his essence even he was having trouble controlling the weight of his hammer. He was clearly feeling the sting of Othenidus' power. And yet he managed time and again to swing the hefty weapon with enough force to shatter bone if Othenidus made a single misstep.

Hawke, on the other hand, was more hampered by his weapon than anything. Sure, he was slower, but his movements still flowed with the grace and poise Sword Tempo offered. Without the usual reach of Symphony, however, he had to move closer to try and land blows.

It was dangerous enough to come into Othenidus' reach, with his battle-honed skills and ridiculous strength. It was even worse that the short-sword was simply ineffective against the crazed lord's full plate. Hawke aimed for the joints of the armor, but Othenidus read his movements and was always able to subtly shift position so the blade would skirt off his armor.

I wanted to throw Symphony to Hawke. I knew that if he was at his full power, he would make Othenidus look like a flailing child. It took every ounce of my willpower to hold back, knowing that what Hawke had told me was true. No amount of wishing would stop Othenidus' power; they would have to do that with what abilities they still had left.

In a bold move, Hawke crouched low and swept in right next to Othenidus' legs. His sword lashed out, seeking the joint between his thigh and groin. Othenidus brought his sword down in both hands to stop the blade, and Uraj saw his opening. He jabbed the end of the hammer's handle into Othenidus' knee, making the warrior stumble off-balance. Uraj pulled the hammer back, preparing to land a decisive blow.

Othenidus turned his stagger into a step, turning with the momentum he had been given. His scimitar blew away Hawke's sword, nearly making him lose his grip on it. Hawke managed to tumble away from the curved blade, but it kept going, heading straight for Uraj.

At the last second, the Forge saw the attack and gripped the haft of his hammer with both hands to block. The weapons slammed together, the sheer power behind Othenidus' swing enough to dislodge the hammer from Uraj's grasp. The brass head rocked forward with the impact and smashed into Uraj's face with a sickening crunch. He collapsed next to his weapon, unmoving.

A depraved sneer crossed Othenidus' face as he raised his sword to deliver the killing stroke. Before he could bring it to bear, Hawke was on him, driving the tip of his short-sword for the plate mail's shoulder joint. Othenidus lowered the scimitar long enough to push Hawke away with a shoulder, but Hawke spun around his back and landed a few nimble cuts on his flank. They carved shining lines along the armor, screeching each time. Othenidus turned on Hawke.

“He's probably already dead. Let me just make sure; I'll be right with you,” said Othenidus. He sounded like he was enjoying himself. I wanted to retch.

Hawke said nothing, throwing himself fully into his assault. Othenidus shifted his body with the experience of countless battles, parrying scores of blows with his blade or else letting them careen off his armor. Time and again, he would try to catch Hawke with a swing of his sword that would cleave my friend in two, or try to grab him and crush him the same way he did to Edge. Time and again, Hawke would just barely escape Othenidus' attempts, all the while keeping close enough to continue his barrage of attacks.

A ring started to form around the fight, as gypsies and family members, some of them towing prisoners alongside, watched the two swordsmen in their dance. A few were close to Uraj, looking like they wanted to help, but the Forge was still inside Othenidus' circle of influence. Nobody looked willing to take the step into that territory, not when the one known as the Great had all the power in there. If he noticed, it would be asking for a swift death. I couldn't blame them.

Ever so slowly, Hawke was leading Othenidus away from where Uraj still lay, drawing him in with the promise that he could deliver a killing blow if he edged just a bit closer. I couldn't expect the others to risk their lives, not after everything they had been through, but if I could just reach him, there was a chance I could wake him up. The two of them had a better chance than just Hawke. But if he were truly dead…

There was a shout from outside the fight. One of the soldiers broke free from a group of family members and sprinted into the circle. He grabbed a fallen sword from the ground, running straight for Uraj as he brought the steel edge up.

“FOR THE KINGDOM!” he cried.

Some of the watchers twitched, torn in the split-second decision to try and help. All of the air went out of me, but my legs refused to move; I was as paralyzed with shock as they were. Even Hawke froze, and I screamed in my mind, knowing he was about to be cut down in his moment of hesitation.

Othenidus shot forward, hand extended.

The soldier gurgled as steel fingers tightened around his windpipe, cutting off his breath. The sword tumbled from his hand as he clawed at the armored grasp on instinct. With deliberate, painful steadiness, Othenidus lifted his subordinate into the air, leaving his feet dangling in a wild dance to break free. The soldier's face was turning blue, foam dribbling from the corners of his mouth. His eyes bulged, shiny with the tears streaking down his face as he pleaded silently with his liege.

“What did I say? DID YOU NOT HEAR WHAT I SAID?” Othenidus bellowed. “THE OLD KINGS ARE MINE! DO YOU UNDERSTAND!?”

The soldier did his best to nod, even as his face swelled and turned purple. His kicking was growing weak. Othenidus brought him close, still holding him suspended above the ground.

“If you think I have time for subordinates who can't follow simple orders,” he said in a quiet voice that shook me more than his shouts, “then you have failed as a Val'Halan.”

He could have broken the man's neck with a simple flick, like I had seen him do more than once already. Instead, he waited until the soldier's twitching had nearly stopped, and in that moment drove his scimitar straight through the man's gut. With that, he finally let go.

The soldier fell prone, desperately gasping for air, each ragged exhale coming out as a horrid wheeze as he tried to scream. His attempts to clutch at the gaping hole and stem the flow of blood were futile; he was too weak and dizzy to manage. He stopped moving in seconds, but I felt each one tick by like minutes. I couldn't imagine what those few seconds felt like for him.

Hawke had gone still. He watched the lifeless body of the soldier for a long while. Othenidus saw him and sneered.

“That's the difference between you and me, Scholar,” he said. “We both want to save humanity from the demons, but I'm the one who understands it best. Humanity needs to be ruled by something. It's our nature. If there aren't boundaries, eventually we'll rip ourselves apart.”

He nudged his former subordinate with a foot. “Hell, this battle is proof of that, if nothing else. A weak, scrawny bookworm like you could never have the strength to do what has to be done and face the consequences. But I do. I can stop the demons from ever being a threat here ever again.”

I waited to see how Hawke would react. I thought he might fly into a rage and attack head-on, or maybe argue with the megalomaniac. When he did move, I tensed, but he simply grabbed the hem of his blood-soaked shirt and peeled it off his back and over his head. His pale skin shone with sweat from the fight, his muscles taut with pain, perhaps anger. He proceeded to undo the sash on his kilt and pull that from around his waist, tossing it on the shirt in a pile. Finally, he kicked off his sandals, adding them to the heap and leaving him clad in nothing other than the thin woolen breeches he wore beneath the kilt and his glasses. Othenidus shook his head, looking befuddled.

“You finally snap? What in the world are you doing?” he said. Hawke wasn't looking at him, but he answered.

“Maybe you're right, Othenidus. Maybe there are more similarities between us than I'd like to admit. At the same time, though, there are a lot of differences. This scrawny body you mentioned, for one. I can't become any stronger than I am; my healing won't let me.”

Hawke looked far from scrawny, but it was true that he looked petite next to the raw might Othenidus bore so easily. Even a glancing blow from the Great would do serious damage without Hawke's powers to protect him.

He started walking forward, still talking, still staring at the bloody soldier. “I'll never command an army as large as yours. I probably couldn't if I wanted to. I will never be able to crush those who stand in my way like you can.”

He kept advancing, his feet squelching in the red and brown slurry, leaving a trail of footprints. Othenidus seemed keen to take the challenge, and stood his ground. His scimitar stood ready in his grip, waiting for Hawke to come into reach. Hawke didn't slow, and he didn't speed up. He just kept marching forward.

“There is one major difference between us, though. You were right about that.” Hawke lifted his eyes to lock with Othenidus'. He was just a few steps away. “I know when I can't do something on my own.”

Othenidus spat. “Sentimental rubbish.”

Hawke took another step, and the scimitar cleaved through the air, faster than I had seen Othenidus move before. It should have cut Hawke in two.

With a flourish of my short-sword, Hawke knocked the blade just far enough off course to duck under it. He darted right next to the hulking soldier, his sword a mirage of slashes. Othenidus reached down to grab him, but just as quickly as he had snuck in he slipped away, adding a few more cuts to the ones he had just delivered.

None of them fazed the Great, but before he could bring himself back on balance, Hawke darted back into the fray with a dozen attacks, then another half-dozen. He moved faster than he had earlier, and I thought maybe Othenidus' power was weakening. I still felt that void of power, though. It couldn't have been that.

Othenidus' attacks grew more frenetic, his anger bubbling to the surface as snarls and growls. He swung the great sword in one hand and lashed out with his free hand to try and crush Hawke, but every time, he was able to just evade. He seemed to almost shrink as he found holes in Othenidus' attacks to slip through.

Then it hit me; that was why he disrobed. He could move more nimbly without the weighty, flowing garb dragging at him. It also gave Othenidus less to potentially grab. He might have a chance, if he could avoid long enough for his sword to find one of those joints in the armor. He could still manage.

But Hawke was tiring, and the Lord of Val'Hala seemed to have a limitless reserve of stamina. His attacks kept coming, each one as deadly as the last, and Hawke was shining with perspiration from the effort of dodging. Each strike seemed to miss by just a bit less, a few of them brushing close enough to leave red welts on Hawke's bare skin.

Then the scimitar shot forward, too fast to follow. There was no way for Hawke to get out of the way in time. At the last instant, Hawke's sword snapped up and they crossed blades. As he fought to push away the killing edge, a massive hand crashed into his chest and flung him to the ground. Othenidus pounced on him, his blade pressing into Hawke's guard while his hand sought to crush my friend outright. Hawke fought to lift the hand pinning him, but it only budged the slightest bit. His face contorted as he used every ounce of his strength to force Othenidus back.

“Give it up, you rat!” Othenidus said, grinning. “You can't overpower me! Or do you expect one of these other vermin to come to your rescue?” He raised his head just enough to sweep his eyes over the gathered crowd. They all flinched under the madness in his gaze, myself included. He wanted us to try. We might have overwhelmed him if we all went at once, but the first ones to go would surely die. No one was eager to be the first.

“I-don't-need-them—” Hawke grunted.

Othenidus pressed harder, and the tip of his scimitar dug forward into Hawke's shoulder, drawing a great deal of blood. Hawke groaned through clenched teeth, his arms shaking as he used the dregs of his energy to keep the sword from cutting any deeper.

“After all that about knowing when you can't do it alone! I knew you were full of it!” Othenidus let loose an evil cackle. “Go on then, kill me yourself! Do it!”

“I-don't-need-to-” Hawke grunted. “I-just-need-TO-WAIT-FOR-HIM-”

“Wait for who?” For a second, Othenidus raised himself to look for Hawke's supposed savior. For a second, he relaxed his grip on Hawke.

That gave Hawke enough time to literally tear himself out from underneath the scimitar and drive his short-sword into Othenidus' shoulder.

The Lord of Val'Hala roared in pain. He stood, the blade still stuck in his left arm, blood trickling down its length. Hawke lay on the ground, a smile creeping across his tired face. He had wounded the Great at last, but he was clearly spent. His own shoulder bled even worse, and he had given everything for that one flesh wound. He had nothing left.

Othenidus ripped the sword away, his expression filled with venom. He gave a cry of rage and brought up his own sword to impale Hawke.

He never saw the brass hammer slam into his knee.

Armor crunched and bone splintered, a grisly mix of sounds matched only by Othenidus' outcry as he crumpled under his own weight. He managed to keep to a knee, but he was blinded with pain, his head lolling around to find the source of his misery.

If only he could have turned around, he might have had time to react to Uraj's fist. As it was, the gauntleted knuckles met his jaw with a jolt and the sound of breaking teeth. Othenidus swayed on one knee, as if unsure whether he wanted to fall. Gravity helped make the decision for him, and he toppled over with a clatter. He didn't stir.

The void of his power withdrew in a quiet rush, its wielder no longer able to sustain it. Like a weight was lifted off the battlefield, our forces let loose a deafening cheer. Somehow, we'd managed the impossible. We had put down the mightiest military force in all of Astra.

Without the intimidating barrier looming in front of me, I rushed forward to help Hawke. He sat up, clutching at the ragged, messy wound gouged into his shoulder. Uraj was still rubbing at the purple swelling on his face, but he offered a hand up to Hawke. My friend took it, smearing blood across Uraj's palm, and shakily hoisted himself to his feet.

Even as I approached, I could feel their essence welling up, free from the constrictions of Othenidus. By the time I reached them, Hawke's shoulder was already knitting back together, and the bruising on Uraj's face had faded to red. It only took seconds more before neither looked any worse for wear, aside from the drying blood streaking Hawke's left side.

“It's scary how quickly I came to rely on this power,” said Uraj.

“You're telling me?” said Hawke, rubbing his unmarred shoulder tenderly. “I can't remember the last time I feared for my life like that.”

Others tried to come forward and check on them or offer congratulations, but Uraj and Hawke alike shooed them away. They took the hint, hurrying off to help secure what remained of Val'Hala's army. Hawke retrieved his clothing while Uraj shouted for some chains to secure Othenidus. After all we'd seen, I doubted anything less would be able to contain him.

“I guess that means you aren't going to kill him,” I said. Uraj leveled his gaze with me.

“No. Enough blood has been shed here today. There's a lot that needs to be done, now that Othenidus has been deposed. Before any of that, though, we need to make sure we follow proper form.”

Hawke returned, fully dressed. He reached towards me, and I realized with a start that he was asking for Symphony back. With everything that happened, I had forgotten I was even holding it. The old lacquered sheath was still tightly gripped in my hands. I felt sheepish as I handed it back.

“Thanks for keeping Symphony safe, Micasa,” Hawke said with a smile. I smiled back, trying my best to hide my guilt. I doubt he knew I used it, but that just made me feel bad about going behind his back about it. I hoped he would understand, when I told him. Eventually.

Hawke sighed. “I guess we should get this farce over with.”

“You're still technically an absent king, Hawke. You don't have to do this with me if you don't want to,” Uraj explained. Hawke gave him a weary look.

“There's some unfinished business I need to attend to with him. And, whatever you call me, these are still my people, the people I'm trying to help. I need to do this.”

“As you wish,” said Uraj flatly. “The trial will commence in thirty minutes.”

* * *

“Rise.”

At Uraj's signal, Vance poured the bucket of water over Othenidus' head. The Lord of Val'Hala awoke, sputtering. His eyes were glazed as he struggled to figure out what was going on. He tried to stand, but his legs had been bound in thick chains, and a few brave Mad Riders held him down by his shoulders. The chains looped around to his arms, holding them behind his back. Blake stood behind him, the Twins poised to take his head off at a moment's notice.

Lord Hawke and Lord Uraj towered before him. The Forge kept his arms crossed, one hand clenched around the shaft of his hammer, its head buried in the mud at the moment. The Scholar drummed his fingers along Symphony's hilt, ready to draw. I stood at a distance, next to Mirth, among the gypsies and family that came to witness the event.

Othenidus scowled at the Old Kings. “So, you're going to play this game,” he rumbled. His words slurred a bit, and he still looked a bit addled.

“Othello Gottfried,” Uraj started, ignoring his jab, “also known as Othenidus the Great, Sovereign Lord of Val'Hala of Astra. You stand trial on counts of conspiracy of regicide, collusion with intent to usurp, and incitation of war, as well as over one-hundred counts of murder.” He turned slightly, still speaking. “Lheona Gottfried, Sovereign Lady of Val'Hala of Astra, you stand accused of the same charges.”

Othenidus managed to turn his head enough to see his wife kneeling beside him. She was chained just as thoroughly, not bothering to struggle. She stared at the ground with a dead look, responding to none of the accusations. Othenidus sneered at her before turning back to his accusers.

“Just kill us and be done with it. I won't grovel before the likes of you two,” he spat.

“Then you won't deny these accusations?” Uraj leveled at him coolly.

“The only thing I deny you is the hope of your laughable plans. If you actually think you can reach peace with the demons, you're insane. Now take my head already, that I won't have to listen to you anymore.”

“Normally, such charges would warrant immediate execution,” agreed Uraj, “but in this case, we are making an exception. That is, of course, unless you try to bring your power against us again.”

Othenidus laughed dryly. “I can only use my power a couple hours a day. As much as I'd love to rip you two to shreds, I'll have to wait until tomorrow. And make no mistake, if you don't kill me here, I will try.” It was no idle boast. The hunger was in his eyes, unfocused as they were.

“Oh, we never claimed that we'd keep you captive.” Uraj stepped aside, allowing Hawke to approach Othenidus. He squatted down, meeting the Lord of Val'Hala eye to eye.

“Othello Gottfried,” said Hawke in deadpan, his face unreadable, “for the crime of conspiracy, you are stripped of your title as Lord Sovereign of Val'Hala. All lands and incomes are henceforth in possession of King Kuznetsov and King Morau, until such a time as a suitable replacement can be found.

“For the crime of collusion, you are exiled from the Old Kingdom and Fertile Lands of Astra. You may reside in the Madness, or barring that, leave the country through any means you find available.”

“Don't tell me you expect me to follow you to Grankul on your fool's errand,” said Othenidus.

“For the crime of intent to usurp,” Hawke continued, “you are stripped of your right to attend Conclave.” He reached forward and ripped the nullstone off of Othenidus' neck. He slid the necklace into the sash at his waist. Othenidus rolled his eyes.

“If you're not going to kill me, I can't wait to hear what's next,” he drawled.

“For the one-hundred plus murder charges, against those you swore to protect as a Lord of Astra,” Hawke started again, before his tone suddenly grew sharp and quiet, “and for the hell you put Micasa through, you forfeit the right to your soul.”

“What?”

Hawke put his palm to Othenidus' chest and pressed gently. There was a sharp crack, like a block of ice thrown into a kiln. For a moment, no one moved, no one dared to breathe.

Then Othenidus let out a howl of the damned.

He thrashed with enough intensity to almost throw off the Riders trying to keep him still. His back arched, his muscles locked up, his eyes spun in their sockets, and his tongue flailed out of his mouth as he let out an unbroken, unending shriek.

Hawke brought his hand back, an ethereal shimmer cradled in it. With his other hand, he removed something from his waist sash and stuck it in the cupped hand. The shimmer changed to a radiant azure glow, and he held it up to inspect. It was a shinestone, near as big as his fist, illuminating his face with its light. Next to me, I heard Mirth let out a moan of anguish.

“Lheona Gottfried, you are hereby stripped of your title and status. You'll be held in confinement until further deliberation,” Hawke added, almost as a side note. Lheona didn't seem to hear him. She was transfixed on her husband, terror etched across her face.

Uraj beckoned with his hand, and a pair of Riders lifted Lheona and began to carry her back towards the camp. The remainders wrestled with the spasmodic body of Othenidus, trying to drag him to who knows where, all the while his screams filling the clouded air with a different sort of chill.

The crowd began to disperse, dark whispers and furtive glances being thrown around. There was a lot to be done by everyone now that the fighting was over. Uraj led a great number of them toward Val'Hala to begin the work of preparing it for the arrival of the Damkarein forces that would soon occupy it. Others shuffled back towards where the camp had been stowed to prepare for burying old friends.

Blake left to check on the Mad Riders. Ze had been giving a lot of orders to the Mad Riders over the last few hours, and I got the sinking feeling that Jo had been killed in the fighting. I wanted to go with them, but I didn't know what I could do to help Blake feel better. I watched, helpless, as ze marched away.

Only Hawke, Mirth, and I lingered behind. The old gypsy leader approached my friend, his face ashen. Hawke stared at the shinestone in his hand for a while, then held it out to Mirth.

“Would you do me a favor and keep this with the others?” he said. Mirth looked at him like he was being handed a scorpion.

“I will, but I must say, I'm insulted that you would do this,” Mirth told him. He pulled a kerchief from his pocket and used it to handle the stone, carefully wrapping it up before stowing it in his travel pack. “I thought you would know better than to copy this curse from me.”

“I…I didn't,” said Hawke. Mirth gave him a quizzical look, and he averted his eyes. “I've felt this power inside me for some time, ever since I regained my soul. I think…I think I somehow learned it from Rouge.” He fidgeted, as if desperate to run away right there.

Mirth's anger dropped away, replaced with overwhelming sorrow. “I see. I'm sorry, child. I leapt to conclusions.”

“No, it's alright. Really.” Hawke looked at me, something pleading in his expression. I came to his side and hugged him. I couldn't think of anything else I could do to ease the burden he must have felt. He put an arm around my shoulder.

“Mirth, have you ever regretted breaking someone's soul?” he asked.

“Every time,” Mirth admitted. “It's the only way to deter others from threatening our way of life sometimes, though.”

“I can understand. I just hope you understand why I had to do it, then. Othenidus may have been trying to save Astra in his own way, but he was willing to sacrifice too much for it. To protect what remains of humanity, everything we have,” he gave my shoulder a squeeze, “he had to be made an example, that we will not forgive those who threaten us.”







Chapter 29: The Six Nullstones

The days in the aftermath of the short but bloody civil war spun by in a haze. We may have won, but the price of victory was felt with every grave we dug for our fallen comrades. It was a grim fortune that the periodic rains made digging all that much easier.

I helped Blake bury the Mad Riders that had been slain, Jo among them, as I suspected. Ze kept quiet during the process, digging holes faster than any two others put together. When the last body was interred, we stood for a long while in silence. The impact of it seemed to hit Blake all at once, and ze collapsed into my arms, sobbing uncontrollably. I cried with them until I couldn't find any more tears.

The gypsies buried their own where they had been killed, to mark that the gypsies had crossed that land. Mirth told me that, over the long history of the gypsies, nearly all of Astra had been used as a burial site for their people. It offered them some small consolation for them, to know that they spanned the country in death as well as in life.

The family made their own plot, well away from the others, and held nightly vigils to mourn their fallen brothers and sisters. Liore had returned to stand at the forefront for each one, looking grim, the stump of his arm bandaged. Vance led them in the ceremonies, demonstrating his oration with elegant eulogies for every single family member lost. I attended as many as I could, moved by their unity. Hawke came with me to every one of them.

That isn't to say that tending to the deceased and grieving was all that we did. Val'Hala was now under the control of Hawke and Uraj, and there were a lot of complications that had to be ironed out now that the Lonely Kingdom lost its patriarch.

The citizens, nearly all of whom we had been fighting just the other day, were left questioning what all of their work had been for. The family and Mad Riders helped keep the peace, but tensions rode high constantly. A few fistfights were started, though altercations were stopped before they could escalate too far.

The Damkarein army arrived on the second day after the battle ended. Their presence helped alleviate a lot of the pressure from the family and Riders, letting them tend to their own matters while the royal soldiers kept the peace in their stead. They kept their camp outside the walls of the city to avoid crowding it, though they had patrols scouting night and day for any sign of upheaval. Uraj ran a tight ship with them, and the altercations grew less frequent with each day they were there.

I saw little of Uraj himself. He did appear from time to time to walk the streets of Val'Hala among the people, listening to the woes of its citizens and offer thanks and encouragement to those who had come to his aid. In his polished armor, striding tall, he looked the part of a noble king paying homage to his people. Even the people of Val'Hala seemed reluctant to show him disrespect.

Most of his time was spent holed up in the great keep, tending to whatever matters needed in keeping Val'Hala running as normally as possible. He had also enlisted the help of Tweet the gypsy, using her special friends to send out messages across the kingdom. A nonstop stream of birds could be seen coming and going from the top of the keep from sun up to sundown.

Hawke, on the other hand, spent his time helping the gypsies and others prepare for departure. As much as their help had been invaluable, I was glad to see them able to return to their own lives. I only wished we could have seen each other under more pleasant circumstances.

The family took its leave as soon as their own were buried and the soldiers came to relieve the need for guards, slipping away in the night. I wanted to say goodbye to them, and maybe even apologize to Vance for my mistrust, but I knew it was their ways. They hated being too conspicuous, and I think they were more than glad to return to the relative peace and quiet of the Fertile Lands. I myself had seen more of the Old Kingdom than I cared to for a while.

The Mad Riders were being assigned a special position in the Astran military. Though we had killed many of Othenidus' captive grinel, and many more had been subdued by the Damkarein army, some of them had slipped through the cracks and escaped into the countryside. Uraj had reluctantly asked the Mad Riders for their assistance in tracking them down, and Blake- now taking the reins as their leader- had accepted.

I went with Hawke to see them off at the eastern gate. It hurt to see how few of them remained in the aftermath, but Blake assured me that not all of them had ridden out for the summons.

“It's goin' to be rough for a while, but we'll manage through it somehow,” ze said. In spite of everything, ze put on a strong face for the other Riders, who had been hit just as hard by Jo's passing. I gave Blake a big hug before ze saddled up their camel.

“Scholar, it's been an honor to help you,” ze said with a casual salute. Hawke raised a hand in farewell.

“If anything, the honor's been mine. I only wish I could have gotten here sooner,” he said.

“No point in worryin' about it now. We all have to move forward, if we don't want their losses to be worth nothin'.”

“A very mature way of putting it,” Hawke said. Blake snorted.

“As if there's any other way to put it. Anyways, we have some demons to hunt down. If you'll excuse us.”

Blake gave me one last smile and snapped the reins. Their camel started down the Astral Road, the others offering brief salutes of their own before following Blake. I watched them until they passed a bend and out of sight, and continued standing there until I could no longer hear the steady beat of the hooves. All I could hope is that it wouldn't be the last time I saw them.

“We have to make sure we try our hardest, too, until we see them again,” said Hawke, as if knowing what I was thinking. He always read my feelings like a book.

The gypsies were the last to leave, and their farewell the most bizarre. We met with Mirth outside the southern gate, but Chestnut went with us to say goodbye as well. Mirth laughed when he saw how confused I looked.

“Chestnut is her own troupe leader, child,” he reminded me. “She's staying behind to help you all a little longer.”

“The Forge is still requesting help from Tweet,” Chestnut said, “and she is in my care. We will remain until our help is no longer necessary. That may take some time, considering the state I found the stables in.”

“Alas, I wouldn't mind staying a little longer to help,” Mirth said with a sad smile, “but I can tell the others need the open country to deal with what we've experienced. They're eager to live twice as hard for the sake of those who can't even live once anymore.”

“You've done too much already. Thank you for everything,” said Hawke. Mirth gave us both a fatherly hug and wandered off to oversee the loading of the wagons. Chestnut followed Hawke and I back through the gate, the Damkarein guards on watch closing it behind us.

“If you're gonna be around a while, you think maybe we could go for a ride soon, Chestnut?” I asked her. A little fresh air and open space to clear my head sounded appealing right about then.

“Let's hold off on that for the moment,” she said. “We'll have plenty of time for riding soon enough.” She wandered off towards the stables, leaving me wondering what she was talking about.

* * *

As it turned out, I didn't have long to wait.

About five days after the takeover of Val'Hala, I heard a ripple of gossip from the guards that a caravan from Damkarei was seen on the Astral Road, coming fast. I was eating breakfast in the common area of the local inn where I had been sleeping when I heard, and my curiosity got the better of my stomach. From the sound of it, the soldiers weren't expecting any reinforcements. In that case, who would be coming from the capital?

With the gypsies and Mad Riders long gone, and Hawke and Uraj running about with their own duties, I had mostly been left to my own devices. That usually boiled down to grooming Sir Brown Horse or working on my swordsmanship, but this new caravan sounded like an interesting diversion, if nothing else. I slipped on my cloak to ward against the early chill and slipped out the door.

Five steps outside, I ran into Hawke going the other direction down the street. Without looking at me, he grabbed me by the elbow, spun me around, and forced me to march with him. I made an annoyed noise, but one look at his face held my tongue from anything else. He was wearing the face of the Scholar; something serious was happening.

“Is this about the caravan?” I said.

“In a way,” he answered cryptically. I hated it when I had to wheedle a straight answer out of him.

“Who's in it? Enemies?”

“It's the others Uraj chose for Conclave. We're all meeting in the Great Keep.”

With everything that had been going on, it had slipped my mind that we were supposed to be preparing for our trip to Grankul. We finally had all six nullstones in our possession, but I didn't know if we still had time to reach the departure point.

“How much time until they leave without us?” I asked

“About six days,” he said. His brow furrowed. “It seems that's part of what Uraj wants to discuss.”

“You haven't already talked about this with him?”

Hawke shook his head. “I've barely seen him the last few days. He's been running all over the place, or locking himself in the keep. I wouldn't be surprised if he hasn't slept since we got here.”

“It's almost like he's a ruler or something,” I commented as we entered the training grounds leading to the keep. Uraj had been encouraging the Val'Halans to continue using it for drilling as they liked, and they seemed almost awed at the thought of not being forced to train on some strict regimen. Every so often I'd see some locals sparring in the yard, but today there wasn't a soul present as we approached the stairs leading up.

“I've been trying to help our friends. We owe a lot to them, more than I might ever be able to repay,” he said indignantly. He glanced at me with a raised eyebrow. “Are you saying you want me to be more like Uraj, running around and fussing over mundane tasks of state?”

“I don't think you'd have the stomach for it. You'd go crazy the first day,” I said. He clicked his tongue. With the stairs right in front of us, I added without thinking, “I'm just glad to have you here again.”

He stopped, looking at me like he was expecting me to follow up with some quip. I returned the stare, feeling stupid for just blurting that out. He broke into a grin and mussed my hair with a hand.

“You mean you're just happy there's someone to help carry you up all these stairs,” he said. I pushed his hand away and tried to look angry, though I couldn't quite keep the smirk off my lips. I'd spent so much of my life with Hawke around, I hadn't realized how much I missed bantering with him. Those few days without him had felt unbearably long.

“I'll have you know I can handle these just fine! I made it out of here by myself, don't forget!” I threw at him.

“Well, the king of Astra awaits us, milady. Please, lead the way,” he said with a mock bow. I punched his arm before starting up the stairs. I hadn't been completely lying that I was fine; my heart only plunged into my stomach twice on the ascent.

A pair of Damkarein guards watched the doors at the top. They peered at me curiously beneath their helmets, but snapped to attention when Hawke came up behind me. With no words between them or to us, they each grabbed a handle of the thick iron doors and pried them open, ushering us in with a sweep of their hands.

Uraj hadn't bothered with renovating the interior of the keep. The hallway leading to the audience chamber was still lit by bright chandeliers overhead, the carpet soaking up our footsteps as we moved through it. The only notable change was the absence of the portraits of the former leader that once adorned the walls. All that remained were conspicuous bright patches in the paint, spaced out like fresh gravestones in a cemetery.

The audience chamber was similarly untouched, though someone had moved a table in front of the two thrones that sat upon a raised dais in the back. Uraj was seated in one, dressed in a very unkingly homespun robe, scribbling across pieces of parchment and stacking them in a neat pile with mechanical efficiency. He looked up and gave us a small wave.

“Is the rest of the caravan behind you?” he asked.

“I don't know,” said Hawke, a bit annoyed from his tone. “I came as soon as I heard they were approaching, just like you asked me to.”

“Right, right. Sorry, I'm just a bit jittery.” Uraj stood and stretched, his robe straining across his barrel chest. “We have so little time, and I keep trying and failing to convince myself we haven't overlooked anything. You have your nullstones, right?”

I rummaged through my pocket to find it. Uraj had asked me to keep it on my person at all times from now on, and I made sure to always have it nestled right next to my special padlock. I'd taken to keeping that in my pocket ever since Hafwei, for fear of losing it.

The metal of the padlock was warm from keeping it so close, but the nullstone always had an uncomfortable chill about it, like it had been kept outside all night. I resisted the urge to shiver as I pulled it out and held it up. Uraj nodded approval.

Hawke produced his from a cord around his neck, the same one that had been worn by Othenidus. Nodding more fervently, Uraj dug through a pouch at his belt and held up two more.

“Good, all accounted for. I hope,” he said.

“Wait, that just makes four. Where are—” Hawke stopped short when a tremendous boom came from the entrance hall. A few seconds later, a thunderous voice echoed down the corridor.

“Uraj, ya bastard, what's tha idea!”

I recognized the voice even before the hulking frame of Char squeezed through the passageway and into the chamber. In each hand, he held one of the guards from outside by the collar, dangling them like a child's playthings. They kicked and struggled to free themselves, but they might as well have tried moving a mountain for all the good it did them.

Char set the soldiers on the ground, watching them scamper towards their lord with a disapproving glare. He turned that glare on the Forge, who flinched back a bit. For all his kindly demeanor, the giant was imposing when he wanted to be.

“These two said ah couldn't come in! Didn't ya tell 'em ah was invited!?” Char said.

“I suppose it slipped my mind to inform the guards. My apologies.” Uraj quickly informed the guards of the situation and gave them the afternoon off. They gratefully accepted, rushing from the room as fast as they could. They gave Char a wide berth as they scooted around him.

“I hope your accommodations were agreeable on the road, Char?” asked Uraj. Char spat on the polished stone floor.

“Caravan was too small ta ride in. Had ta walk tha whole way,” he said curtly. “A new pair o' shoes woulda done meh more good.”

Uraj slumped a bit. Then, all at once, Char's surly disposition was replaced with a grin that nearly split his face.

“Aye, ah'm jess kiddin'!” Char bellowed. Uraj relaxed, until Char lumbered towards him.

“Come 'ere, ya big lummox!”

Before Uraj could argue, the giant swept him into a bear hug. Even his blacksmith's muscles weren't enough to pry him free, and his protests fell on deaf ears. Hawke and I didn't bother hiding our grins.

We were saved from the awkward situation as we heard the sound of shuffling footsteps on the carpet in the hallway. A hunched figure in a dirty black robe appeared at the mouth of the hallway, looking around speculatively. She almost scampered back the way she came when all the eyes in the room turned to her.

“No, no, Silvia, it's fine!” Uraj rushed forward to help the Lord Ordained in. Hawke gasped at the name and quickly turned his attention elsewhere.

Uraj led Silvia into the room and offered her one of the thrones to sit on. She graciously declined, making pious motions and talking about the need to suffer to cleanse the soul. That didn't stop her from leaning against the table for support, her ragged breathing fogging the face mask on her cowl.

“I trust you two brought the nullstones?” Uraj asked. “Please, tell me you brought them?”

Char brought his up between pinched fingers, the stone woefully diminished in his prodigious digits. Silvia, still wheezing, produced her own nullstone from a pouch secured around her neck. Uraj clapped his hands together and beamed.

“Splendid, splendid! All are accounted for then. We're just waiting on the last of our party. Any trouble on that end, Char?”

“Eh, should be along soon,” Char said.

“Who is this sixth person you decided on, Uraj?” Hawke asked. There was no time for an answer to come, as the room was filled with the muffled echoes of a string of curses coming from the hallway. Something about them seemed familiar…

Two figures shuffled into the room. One was a middle-aged woman, dressed in plain brown homespun, her graying brunette hair done up in a bun. She was fussing over the second figure, trying to help them walk.

The second, a man from the sound of it, politely rebuffed her while he hobbled along on shaky legs. He wore loose cotton breeches and sturdy black boots that clacked as he stepped onto the stone floor. A tanned leather coat was pulled tight around his shoulders, which slumped like he was trying to escape from the woman's attention. His wide-brimmed black hat was pulled low, a wisp of smoke curling out from underneath the brim. I couldn't see his features, but I knew that hat all too well.

“Luke!?” I rushed to his side. He tilted the hat back with a thumb, his pale blue eyes narrowing for a second before he recognized me.

“Damn, I was hoping they hadn't dragged you into this mess, Micasa.” Luke sounded gruff as ever, which strangely heartened me. He looked much better than when I watched him being carted away by the gypsies. He pulled me into a one-armed hug, the other still trying to shoo the woman away.

“I already told you, I'll manage on my own,” he insisted. He took a drag on the cigarette dangling from his lips and exhaled towards her, as if to smoke her away. She shrugged, gave me a brief smile, and wandered off to admire the room, only pausing to exchange pleasantries with Uraj. I assumed she was some subordinate of his.

“I thought you quit,” I said, frowning. His teeth clamped down on the end of his cigarette.

“Yeah, well, things have been pretty stressful, and without Winter around to keep me mellow I needed something to take the edge off.”

“She didn't come with you?”

He waved his hand, cutting through the acrid cloud building around him. “Not a chance. Winter's too far along to be travelling anymore. She's back in Damkarei, getting ready to have the baby. I'm ready to have a cow myself, I'm so nervous for her.” His eyes landed on Uraj, and he took a deep drag.

“Speaking of stress, what the hell, Forge!?” He snapped so suddenly I jumped. “Why would you choose a meeting place with so many damn stairs!?” Uraj looked flustered, trying to think up an explanation. Char let out a belly laugh.

“Aye, that's what ya get fer all yer pride, Kamson!” he chortled. “Ah offered ta give ya a lift, but noooo. Ya jess had ta prova ya could do it!”

“I would sooner die than let myself be coddled about like an infant,” complained Luke. He tugged on the fringes of his coat to straighten it out.

“S-sorry,” Uraj said again. From how much he was apologizing, he didn't seem to have thought out this plan of his very thoroughly. “Honestly, I wasn't sure if you were going to show.”

Suddenly, I realized what Luke being there signified.

“You're coming with us to Grankul??” I asked. He winced a bit.

“Suppose I am,” he grunted. “Considering we're in Val'Hala without a Gottfried in sight, I assume you actually pulled it off?”

Uraj stepped up to Luke, holding out his hand. In his palm sat a nullstone. Somehow, it looked like it was sucking in color, dimming everything around it. Luke stared at it, his hand slowly coming up to take it. Before he could grab the rock, Uraj closed his fingers.

“This is your last chance, Luke. I don't want you to feel like I'm forcing you. We still have enough time to pick somebody else,” Uraj said, a hint of pleading to his tone.

Luke snorted and pried Uraj's hand open, ripping the nullstone free. He rolled it in his palms, weighing it.

“You already gave me the spiel. If you wanted me to stay, you should have made sure I didn't get on that blasted caravan.” He leveled his gaze with the Old King, and oddly enough, he smirked. “You just hold up your end of the bargain, and everything will turn out fine.”

Uraj sighed, nodding at last. Seeming satisfied, Luke let go of me and slowly made his way towards Char and Hawke.

“That settles it, then,” said Uraj. “We have our six.”

“I'm not so sure about this group, Uraj,” said Hawke. He eyed everyone dubiously, save Silvia, whom he pointedly ignored. “You, Micasa, Char, and me I can deal with. What good is Silvia and Luke, though?”

“I'll have you know, dipshi—” Luke started to argue, but Char nudged him. The gentle tap almost knocked him off his feet, and his rant died in a fresh torrent of swears. While he muttered to himself, Uraj came closer.

“Actually, I think things couldn't have turned out much better. Look at it this way, Hawke: we have both Old Kings, a man who has crossed the boundaries of man and grinel, the leader of the human world's only religion, and the most respected journalist in the land attending Conclave. What better representatives of humanity could we ask for?”

“What about me?” I asked. Uraj looked at me and grinned.

“You're of the next generation, the one that'll nurture our alliance with them, if all goes well.”

I got the feeling he was pulling all of this out of his ass, but it did sound impressive the way he put it. He left it unsaid, but the raw strength gathered there was greater than we could have hoped; Hawke and Uraj were the mightiest humans alive, Char wielded the power of the grinel itself, Silvia was corruption incarnate, and if harnessed, Luke's blossoming power may prove the strongest of them all. My little locks seemed tame, in comparison.

“All well and good that we have our group, but it's about time you tell us how we're going to get to the ship for Grankul,” said Hawke.

“Ah was wonderin' that meself,” said Char. “We got, what, a week?”

“Six days,” Hawke corrected.

“Aye, an' tha docks are at tha tip o' tha Madness, if ah remember.”

“Hell of a distance we have to cover,” chimed in Luke. He puffed irritably at his cigarette. “A journey like that would be rough to make in a fortnight. You expecting us to run that whole way or something, Forge?”

“I think you and Silvia would have a hard time making that kind of trip,” Uraj said. “Thankfully, I have a better solution: Chestnut.”

Silvia and Char looked confused, but Luke coughed at the name.

“You roped her into this mess, too?” he said, fighting to calm his fit. “I thought it was just us six. Winter won't be happy if she's dragged along.”

“No, she'll only be giving us an escort to the coast. Your wife will have nothing to worry about,” Uraj assured him.

So that was what Chestnut had been referring to. I wondered exactly how she was planning on turning a two-week's ride into a six-day sprint.

“Ladies, gentlemen,” Uraj spoke up in his deepest voice, “we stand on the cusp of a momentous event for humanity. The preparations have already been made. We set out this evening, so I suggest you rest while you can. Once we depart, there will be little time for such luxuries. You may avail yourself to the town's amenities as you wish. Please, just try not to stir trouble.” He avoided looking at Char so determinedly, he might as well have been staring at him.

“Might as well go see how the filly's doing,” muttered Luke. He flicked the smoldering butt of his smoke on the floor and started limping to the exit. Char crossed the distance between them in two steps and lifted him at the waist, tucking the writer under his tiny arm.

“For the love of—!” Luke spat. Char just chuckled, hauling away the writer.

“C'mon, Kamson, let's go find out what tha coffee here's like!” he said cheerfully, ignoring the train of swears Luke chugged out. Silvia looked uneasily towards Uraj.

“W-would you mind me giving a sermon on the streets, sir?” she squeaked.

“I don't see why not,” said Uraj. “If anything, the people might be a bit more open to some piety now, more than ever. I'll have some guards go with you, just in case.”

While Uraj led Silvia outside, I noticed Hawke staring at the woman who had come in with Luke. She was shuffling through the papers Uraj had been working on, reading them with that faint smile still on her lips. I sidled up next to him.

“What's up?” I said.

“Doesn't she look familiar? I could swear I've met her somewhere.” He pursed his lips, arms crossed.

She noticed the two of us watching, and I felt myself blushing. Her smile only grew wider, and she tapped the stack of papers in her hand into a tidy stack.

“You two could say hi to an old friend, you know,” she said kindly. She had a voice like the perfect drop of honey in tea. That's when I remembered, and in spite of the warm room, I felt goosebumps race down my skin.

“Ah, I see you've met my stewardess!” Uraj had just come back and was striding towards the woman with a relieved expression. “How do you like Ann?”

“Ann?” Hawke replied dumbly. He looked as shocked as I felt.

“Ann Nymis, at your service,” she introduced herself with a slight bow.

“I tell you, I'd be lost without her,” Uraj said, beaming. “When I was still infirm, she basically ran the country in my stead. She has a way of getting things done quick. She'll be staying here while we're in Grankul, making sure Astra doesn't fall apart in the meantime.”

“I've always wanted to visit the fabled Val'Hala. I'm afraid I'll only be here long enough to get things in order, though. Then it's back to Damkarei to check on Mrs. Kamson.” She sighed dramatically. “I wanted to see the sights, but I'm afraid there's no rest for these weary bones.”

“You're a saint and a half,” praised Uraj. He looked back to us. “You know, it was thanks to her handiwork I was able to get that letter to you in the first place. Is she a miracle woman or what?”

“Oh, stop,” she said, making a show of being embarrassed. Hawke and I were frozen where we stood.

(He doesn't know, does he?) I muttered out of the corner of my mouth to Hawke.

(Not a clue,) he muttered back. (Maybe we should fill him in.)

Uraj's smile faltered a bit at our expressions, but “Ann” just smiled at us. The crow's feet at the edges of her eyes crinkled, and somehow, I could hear what she was thinking.

Mention a thing, and you'll be sorry.

Hawke and I glanced at each other. From the look on his face, he had seen it, too.

There was no real need to break Uraj's illusion of control, anyway. I mean, things were fine as they were, right? After all, it was safe to say that Astra would be treated like family while we were gone.







Chapter 30: Beyond the Horizon

For all the weeks of riding Hawke and I had endured up until then, none of it compared to the trip Chestnut gave us from Damkarei. We rode night and day from the outset, only dismounting long enough to relieve ourselves when necessary. The task sounded impossible when the equine-friendly gypsy had suggested it. I was more worried for the horses than us; surely, riding with hardly a stop would be the death of the poor animals.

Yet they galloped with more energy than they had any right to, never slowing even to a canter at any point. Their breath steamed in the cold nights, and their coats lathered until it covered nearly their whole bodies, and still they had rushed through the countryside with reckless urgency. Even the bulky Clydesdale that bore Char's rotund frame kept pace without falter alongside its palfrey and destrier cousins.

The first night of our trip, I was terrified of the thought of falling asleep on horseback, forcing myself to try and stay awake. When I found myself waking up the next morning, still riding, my violent reaction was almost enough to throw me free of my mount. Only Chestnut's intervention prevented an untimely fall, and she spent the rest of the morning assuring me that I would be fine.

I wasn't the only one that needed reassurance. Silvia looked absolutely lost on horseback, and Char frequently voiced concerns that his own mount would give out underneath him. Only Hawke, Uraj, and Luke, to my surprise, seemed at ease with the situation. They rested often, their chins bobbing against their chests in rhythm with the beat of the hooves.

Despite the inexperienced riders and the chancy proposition of sleeping at full gallop, we didn't suffer a single mishap along the way. It was like we were glued to the saddles, prisoners to the small herd ferrying us across the land. It didn't take long for my base needs to outweigh my fears, and I allowed myself to drift off when the trip grew too tiresome.

Sleeping frequently, night and day ran together in a haze of darkness and light. One moment we were surrounded by golden fields of wheat swaying in the midday breeze, the sun touching my face. Then I would blink, and we'd be in the grip of a forest in the dead of night, gnarled branches leaning forward in the pale moonlight to try and snatch me away.

During one of my sudden wakings, I had to take a moment to steady my stomach from the sensation of falling. The horses were all but flying down the side of a steep hill, running with all the certainty of traversing a well-tended road. Emerald grass rippled around us, bowing beneath the pounding hooves. Ahead of us, a familiar evergreen forest stretched out as far as the eye could see, north to south.

In no time at all, we were plunging headlong through the thickest of it. I worried for the horses as they wended their way through, afraid they might twist an ankle or run into a tree, but even at full gallop they never took a wrong step. Whatever wonders Chestnut worked on them, it gave me a whole new respect for her skills.

Just as quickly as we had entered, the forest started to thin. The horses began to slow as the patches of light overhead grew brighter. Ahead, the trees opened to dazzling uncertainty.

When we emerged into the early afternoon sun, Sir Brown Horse finally trotted to a stop. I had to shield my eyes from the angry glare of the land ahead. It was so bright it might have been ablaze, but once my eyes adjusted, I saw that it was just the brilliant reflection of the water. It stretched on endlessly, far past what I could ever hope to see. I sighed at the beauty of it. It had been a long time since I saw the ocean.

“I swear, you were born to live near the water, the way you look at it,” said Hawke as he reined Restless up next to me. Even with his teasing, I saw the same glow in his expression, his glasses reflecting the waves as they broke on the dusty beach.

“What's not to like? We built Damkarei on the coast for a reason,” said Uraj. He sat a saddle as naturally as a Mad Rider now, a far cry from the desperate clinging when we first left the City of Two Kings, half a lifetime ago.

Char rode up to join us, his tiny legs sticking straight out on either side of his horse. He swayed a bit, fighting to keep his balance.

“Can we get off, now? Ah feel bad fer tha poor thing,” he huffed. The Clydesdale looked perfectly content holding up the giant man, but Char looked like the only thing stopping him from jumping off was that his feet didn't reach past its midsection.

Luke pulled up beside me, leaning on one arm casually against the back of the saddle. He looked almost smugly at ease riding, though the only thing his face showed was annoyance. He reached inside his coat, pulling out a cigarette and putting it to his lips. He fished out a gold plated lighter from another pocket, bringing a small flame to life with a flick of the lid.

He puffed a few times to light it, letting lazy blue streaks curl up from the end. He took a deep drag and exhaled slowly, his whole body relaxing. His horse shook its head at the smell.

“Never been to the end of the Madness,” he said, a few errant wisps of smoke escaping from the corners of his mouth. “It's like the land is being swallowed.”

I saw what he meant. To the south, the desert stretched on endlessly, as daunting as ever. Just to the north, though, the ocean cut it off, yawning to the horizon just as determinedly. I had crossed the Madness, but faced with crossing the unknown stretches of the sea, I felt a familiar rush of fear and excitement I hadn't felt in a long time.

Luke pulled the cigarette from his mouth and used it to point. “If I didn't know better, I'd say that's our ride.”

I followed his hand, noticing something jutting out of the land and into the water. It was some sort of walkway, anchored into the ground with wooden columns that disappeared below the surface of the ocean. At the end of it, a peculiar vessel rocked gently on the waves.

“That's the Shalfuria, the only ship that makes the voyage between Grankul and Astra. Well, legally, at least,” said Uraj.

A real ship. For so long, I thought of them as just pieces of stories I heard growing up. Getting to see one was treat enough; knowing I would soon be sailing on it was enough to make my heart skip a beat.

“It would seem we're not too late. That's good.”

We all turned back to see Chestnut riding up on her favorite brown palfrey, leading Silvia's horse by the reins. Silvia looked even sicker than usual, but it was Chestnut that gave me cause for alarm. Her copper skin had taken a greenish tinge, and dark circles sagged beneath her eyes. It took all she could do to keep to her saddle.

“It's thanks to you, Chestnut,” said Hawke. “Six days was stretching it, but we managed to make it in four with your help. It's more than we could have asked for.”

She nodded her acknowledgement, but her eyes kept drifting away from us.

“I apologize, but the trip has drained me more than I expected,” she panted. “I'm afraid you will have to walk the rest of the way.”

“Of course. Thank you again for all your help, truly,” Hawke said. He hopped off Restless, the others following suit. Char, unable to find a way to gracefully dismount, grunted irritably and let himself topple off the side. The ground shuddered under his impact.

I dismounted Sir Brown Horse and ran my fingers through his mane. He turned his head towards me, sniffing at my hands. Knowing what he wanted, I dug through my pack and gave him the last apple I had. He crunched through it with complete horsey happiness.

“It's gonna be weird not having you around, buddy,” I murmured to him while he ate. There was no room on the ship for horses, Hawke told me, nor any need for them in Grankul. I had spent my whole life travelling with Sir Brown Horse, and leaving him behind was almost more than I could bear.

He snuffled through my hair, tickling me. I laughed as I fought to push his muzzle away. I looked to Hawke, to see how he was handling saying goodbye to Restless. I found him swearing under his breath while trying to wrestle Symphony away from the horse, which had somehow managed to clamp its jaws onto it.

“What lively spirits,” Chestnut commented. She whistled, and Restless let go of Hawke's sword. He stumbled away, clutching at it protectively, checking for any bite marks.

“They sure are,” Hawke said dryly. “You sure they won't be much trouble?”

“They will be like my children until you return. Now, all of us are going to have a nice nap before the trip home.” Chestnut clicked her tongue a few times, jerking her head toward the forest. One by one, the horses fell into single file and retreated beyond the trees. Chestnut lingered just a bit longer.

“Be well, Micasa and Hawke. Make sure to come back, for Sir Brown Horse, for Restless.” We bid our farewells, and she finally retreated to follow her charges, disappearing into the shadows of the evergreens soon after.

We made our way down towards the beach, taking time to stretch out our legs after days of disuse. The air grew hotter and muggier with each step, but the usual dusty scent of the Madness was overpowered by the wet scent of salt on the breeze. Soon, the wind started to cool, and a faint mist peppered my skin.

I marveled at the ship as we approached. It looked so small from up high, but it was easily larger than any vehicle I'd seen in my life, and most buildings for that matter. It rested a few dozen feet offshore, tied to the end of the pier (as Hawke told me it was called).

A short, cloaked figure hopped off the side of the ship and onto the pier. They were covered from head to toe in wrappings, but as we drew close they threw back the hood of their cloak. Blue skin almost matched the sea that frothed just behind them.

“Crest Tilak!” Uraj hailed her with a hand. “I'm glad to see you haven't decided to leave without us.”

The grinel's blank, watery eyes scanned over us. All of the group, save Uraj, tensed under her gaze. I could feel Hawke's anger bubbling under the surface, but I was more surprised at my own anger gnawing at my gut. When I looked at Crest, all I could think of was Blake lying mangled in their cot, of the hundreds of crazed demons under Othenidus' keep. I thought of the uncounted numbers of them that were still loose in Astra.

“We keep our word, always,” Crest answered in her scratchy voice. “You are two days early. Cutting it close this time, Sin Kuznetsov.” She turned to Hawke, her face twitching the slightest. “I see Sin Morau has decided to join once more.”

“Origin and I have some business to finish,” Hawke said coldly. “I can't let him die before it's done.”

“So long as you behave yourself this time, your motives are irrelevant,” Crest replied in turn. They stared each other down for a second, then the grinel changed topic.

“Those present wishing to join Conclave, present your nullstones here. You may not board without one.”

We all dug the stones out and showed them, one at a time. Crest Tilak examined each one carefully, sometimes running a spindly, clawed finger over them. When she had seen all six, she nodded.

“Everything is in order. Are there any others who will be joining us, Sin?” she asked Uraj.

“No, sadly not,” said Uraj.

“Then we can set off at once. Captain Zhin is eager to be home, and so am I.” She marched back down the pier and hopped back onto the ship, clearing the fifteen-foot difference like it was a mere step.

After a few moments, she tossed down a rope ladder for us to board. Uraj had assured us that supplies were unnecessary, as all our needs would be tended to, so our baggage was thankfully light. The heaviest luggage we had amounted to Uraj's hammer and Hawke's guitar.

It still took some time to get everyone on. Silvia lacked the strength to climb the ladder herself, and Uraj had to spend a deal of time helping her up. We decided Char should go last, only to learn the ropes couldn't hold him when they snapped under his weight. Eventually, he realized he could just grab the side if he jumped, but when he did, the entire ship rocked dangerously until we were able to pull him onboard.

The sails were unfurled, the wind checked, and a crotchety old grinel with green skin and horned stubble along his chin cursed us in the grinel tongue while we tried to stay out of the way. I assumed he must have been Captain Zhin, because aside from Crest Tilak, he was the only other grinel on the ship.

Slowly, the ship turned away from the pier and towards the endless expanse of blue that covered half the world. Hawke marveled at the speed we were making so close to shore.

“I was sure the ship was too close to land to get free,” he pondered. He didn't see it, but Crest Tilak passed behind him at that moment, and something akin to a sneer crossed her lips.

I rushed to the bow, leaning over the railings to let the ocean fill my view. The salt spray and sea breeze hit my face and tousled my hair. I breathed it all in, butterflies dancing in my belly and my heart hammering against my ribs.

We were actually doing it. We were on our way to another land, a world I had never seen before. I knew that Grankul would be dangerous, but finally I felt like we were on the path that would lead to a better world for humanity, the world Hawke and I fought to create.

I was so full of hope. I was so young. I was so naive.
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