
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      HEART OF MAGIC

      



    




THE GOLDEN FOOL BOOK 3

    

    




      
        JASPER ALDEN

        D.K. HOLMBERG

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ASH Publishing]
          [image: ASH Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by ASH Publishing

      

      Cover art by Damonza.com

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Series by Jasper Alden

      

      
        Similar Series by D.K. Holmberg

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was no easy thing, raising an army.

      Talen gazed across the estate of Petar Alarkey, his father’s business partner, his eyes drawn to the flickering blue ball of light flashing over the steel gates beyond the rows of clipped hedges. He leaned against the sturdy metal railing that extended from the third floor of the enormous mansion like the paunch of a grandfather transitioning from farmer to armchair dweller.

      Below him, he surveyed Alarkey’s workforce—liberated slaves, their blue freedmen beads proudly dangling from locks of woven hair or from the curve of chains around their necks. One of the fellows, a stout, muscular man, had even fashioned the blue beads into replacement teeth.

      The freedmen and the mercenaries hired for the army mingled. Many of Davin’s old compatriots had answered the call of blade for coin.

      Nearly five hundred souls were already on Alarkey’s estate, and more arrived by the day.

      Talen’s gaze swept the courtyard outside his friend’s home and tracked the large hedges and shrubs lining the meandering dirt pathway. Below, men and women stood in uniform lines; they wore the blue armor Alarkey had commissioned from the city. The metal chest plates carried no emblem, and the helmets were designed by Alarkey himself, resembling no headgear Talen had ever set eyes on.

      Talen gnawed at the corner of his lip as he examined the unusual helmets with their flattened tops and fanned rims; the blue-stained metal glinted in the sunlight winking through the stray fragments of cloud cover above.

      In fact, all of the armor and even some of the weapons had been designed by Petar Alarkey.

      The inventor, so young he was still in his thirties, had been his father’s business partner in the Aurem–Alarkey Trading Company. The two men had quickly become two of the richest men in the entire kingdom of Newarden. When Willem had passed—or seemed to have passed, Talen reminded himself—that enormous inheritance had fallen to Willem’s sons.

      “Left!” a drill sergeant shouted from below. “Right—double!”

      It took Talen a moment to recognize the clear, crisp calls, but he realized the instructions were coming from Davin. His older brother was in his element, all suave and swagger as he strolled around the regiments, his hands clasped behind his back, his chest puffed proudly. He still wore the half- bronze mask he’d been wearing since he and Talen had reunited. Davin was twenty now—a man, by all accounts. But he had matured faster than most his age. Grief and pain had a way of playing tutor.

      Davin also wore some of the blue armor designed by their uncle. The day before, at dinner, he’d told Talen, “It’s the lightest stuff I’ve ever felt. And yet stronger, even, than steel.”

      Alarkey had replied, his lips curling, “An alloy of my making. I plan on putting it to market soon.”

      Talen had simply nodded along and listened to the exchange at the dinner table, while his brother and friend devolved into a conversation about weapons and arms (Davin’s favorite subject) and their uses, craftsmanship, and components (Alarkey’s contribution). Mostly, Talen had been distracted by thoughts of Gwin.

      Now, standing on the balcony, the recollection of his friend sent a jolt of pain through his chest. He wished she hadn’t left, but he understood why she’d had to. She had recovered her brother, Jamie, a boy trapped their magician father and used against his will for fifteen years to perform unspeakable acts; one such act had been to kill Talen’s parents.

      Talen had the hands of a thinking man, according to Davin—soft, without the callouses of swordsmen. Currently, though, his fingers tightened around the railing, his knuckles turning white, his palms prickling from the pressure of the grip.

      Hope remained for their father’s life. Or, at least, so said the faefiend mother. Talen adjusted his stone and glass bracelet on his wrist more out of admiration than comfort. It felt like an extension of his body at this point. And it served as a reminder, an aid in recollection of what had last transpired when they’d entered the Forgotten Wole.

      Talen shivered at the memories of the Claymaker, the Eyeless Host, the carnivorous Wendigo. He thought of the pain he’d endured in breaking into the magician’s tower to free Jamie.

      And now, they were going back.

      Again, he surveyed the forming army below. It would take a few more weeks—maybe a month of training—before he felt ready to march. More troops continued to arrive, and while five hundred strong was an impressive host, it wouldn’t suffice against a city of magicians.

      Right now, all Talen could think about was rescuing their father’s heart and bringing him back from the grave. Willem Aurem had provided them, through their inheritance, the means to do so.

      Hiring soldiers, feeding, sheltering, clothing, arming—all of it had taken a sizable chunk out of their wealth. But Alarkey had volunteered his funds as well. The Aurem–Alarkey Trading Company was used to hiring thousands of workers while still netting a pretty profit.

      Talen and Davin were far from broke.

      “Fascinating, isn’t it?” asked a soft, lilting voice behind him.

      Talen glanced back at Petar and smiled. He nodded once. “You’ve done an amazing job.”

      Alarkey stepped through the open door and joined Talen on the balcony. Petar Alarkey was a shorter man with a prematurely balding hairline. But unlike most people with fading hair, Alarkey refused to shave his head. Long strands of silver protruded every which way in haphazard patterns. Parts were smooth and flat; other parts stood at attention or twisted over his ears.

      Alarkey was still young, and yet all his experimenting with his various inventions and projects had exacted a physical toll. Besides the white hair, he was also missing an arm. Instead of a simple prosthetic, though, Alarkey had created an arm made of metal, with gears and levers and protrusive metal rods.

      The arm worked much like a normal arm. The metal fingers had frightened Talen when he’d first seen them, moving on their own as if possessed, but Petar had assured the boy that the arm was completely under his control.

      Talen had seen more wondrous and interesting things in Petar’s mansion than he’d ever seen—except, perhaps, for once before.

      Talen’s hand went to the bracelet at his wrist, shifting it a couple of times; he glanced back at Davin. His brother’s glowing green bracelet was visible, resplendent against the blue armor he wore as he marched around the regiments, shouting orders and putting them through drills.

      “They’re loyal,” said Talen. “The freedmen. And the mercenaries from the Black Jest are loyal to Davin. I didn’t think it would be possible to hire allegiant sellswords.”

      The silver-haired inventor moved forward, his movements slow, a sound in his throat like the creaking of an old, rusted door. And yet, every so often, his motions would speed up and a youth would come over him, harkening back to his actual age. With one of these bursts of quick speed, he did a little skipping hop to stand next to Talen.

      Talen was still growing, and already, he was taller than most men. He peered down at his friend and brushed his long, curling golden hair from his eyes. He needed to cut it soon. Light stubble had formed on his chin, approximating the promise of a beard. But he wouldn’t hold his breath. He’d seen what happened when Davin tried to grow a beard, and the results were alarming.

      “The freedmen don’t have to stay,” said Alarkey. “I think that’s why they do. No one controls them anymore, but I make sure to pay them a fair wage.”

      “It was nice of you to offer their service on our expedition.”

      Alarkey pursed his lips, though, and give a quick shake of his head. “I didn’t offer; I asked. Half of them wanted to stay here on the estate, retaining their old positions, working for me. To this, I’m more than happy to comply. The other half, though, for the pay increase, wanted to join the ranks. Either way, they’re not soldiers.”

      Talen shook his head but said, “Training in the fighting pits makes people tough and rough. Surviving Grum is a greater badge of honor, in my opinion, than any medal bequeathed on the battlefield... Once we reach a thousand strong, then I believe it will be time to head out.”

      The inventor nodded in agreement, but his gaze flicked to the pulsing blue orb in the distance, over the steel gates. He frowned. “How long has it been doing that?”

      Talen followed Alarkey’s gaze. “That light?”

      Petar nodded.

      Talen shrugged one shoulder. “Not sure. It’s been going for a while, since I’ve been up here...”

      Alarkey sighed and turned. “Annie is supposed to be answering the gates. That girl always has her head in a book.” He huffed again and began to move back through the door, into the mansion, his pace quickening.

      “Do you need help?” asked Talen.

      Alarkey waved his good hand dismissively. “Come if you like. I have to imagine it’s more new recruits, though.”

      Talen fell into step. He glanced over his shoulder as he followed Petar through the door into the mansion. The pulsing, sparking blue light over the gate—the invention of his uncle which used, in his words, electrons—continued to fizz and sputter. Whoever was pulling on the gate chain was doing so aggressively.

      A slow, quiet chill crept up Talen’s spine. He didn’t think those were mercenaries at the gate, though he couldn’t say exactly why.

      He tested the futures, probing forward with his mind’s eye. The only futures he could see were possible ones. He couldn’t imagine himself flying, or somehow magically appearing next to the gates.

      But he could imagine himself sprinting into the courtyard, stealing a horse, and racing to the gates. He could imagine shouting at Davin to race to the gates and check on who was there. He could only see a minute into the future, at best. Though a minute was often nearly impossible to track with all the branching futures and possibilities.

      Talen checked the futures, again, shivering slightly, but couldn’t reach the gates by the end of his ability to see.

      At the end of each potential vision, he did spot men through the metal bars: angry men, in crimson and black armor, the armor of guards from Grum. And, in their lead, a tall man with a helmet, the top of which was decorated with long strands of horsehair that fell past his shoulders. This man with the horsehair helmet was difficult to make out in the distant vision, but he had the air of authority as he marched back and forth in front of the gates and kept demanding for one of his men to pull on the chain, which illuminated the light above.

      Talen shook his head, snapping back to the present. He caught up with Alarkey and hastened after him. “I think we should bring backup.”

      Petar Alarkey glanced at Talen, curious, but then shrugged his good shoulder. The metal hand scratched beneath his chin and reached up to push his glasses back over the bridge of his nose.

      “If you think so. There are a few carriages that haven’t been repurposed into transports. We can take one of those.”

      Talen nodded, and then, flanking his friend, exited the mansion, heading to the gates and whatever this party of new arrivals beckoned.
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      Six men sat behind Talen, their blue metal armor rattling in tandem with the trundling wheels of the open-air carriage. Two riders set out in front of the carriage, backs straight, legs gripping the flanks of two of Alarkey’s family steeds: a chestnut mare and a black stallion. The mercenaries all stared stonily ahead, their hands gripping their shields or hilts of their weapons. All of them carried blue freedmen beads, which negated the slaver’s brands centering their palms.

      The same brand was still on Talen’s palms. If gifted Davin’s bracelet, the brand would have healed, but the magical boons from the Wole were severe respecters of person; switching was not an option. They’d tried recently, but whenever Talen put Davin’s bracelet on, he felt no effect, no matter how hard he concentrated.

      The six blue-armored men stared at the gates, their eyebrows low, their jaws clenched.

      “Fidgety lookin’ fellas,” said one of the blue-armored men, his voice low and creeping out from his mouth like tendrils of mist in a graveyard. “Bloody hells. Think we should’ve brought more men?”

      Another of the soldiers shook his head. “We’re more than a match for those bast’ads. Looky the one with the big helmet. Looks like there’s a bug in his bum—know who that is?”

      At this, all six men sharing the carriage shook their heads.

      If Alarkey was alarmed, he didn’t show it. He sat primly at the edge of the cart, rubbing at the back of his knuckles, and glancing excitedly at the coachman next to him. He kept muttering something about straps and how a pulley system rigged to an engine might make up for—what he called—horsepower.

      None of it made sense, and Talen had learned, over the last three months of living in his friend’s estate, it was usually best left alone when Petar got in this sort of mood unless Talen wanted his ear talked off for the next few hours—and, occasionally, talked at through the door of his room after he went to bed.

      “Archers,” said one of the leading horsemen, falling back to ride adjacent to the carriage, “keep your weapons at the ready. But don’t threaten our guests”—he tipped his helmeted head at the gate—“unless they make any gestures first—understand?”

      Three of the men carrying crossbows nodded, grim resolve settling on their faces. At last, with a shuddering, rattling sound, the carriage trundled over dust and dirt and came to a stop.

      The men surged from the coach, moving in perfect synchronicity, hurrying forward, two abreast, and joined the officers at the front. Every so often, they glanced at Alarkey, making sure he remained behind them, protected. Again, Talen was struck by the show of loyalty and affection. Also, their movements were quick, rehearsed—the training was paying off.

      He, of course, loved his father’s former business partner, and had always loved him, even as a child. But for these folk, who had only known Alarkey for a few years, since he’d bought their freedom, it was strange to see how a simple act of kindness had earned their lifelong support.

      Talen moved slower as he stepped from the coach and joined the others facing the metal bars. The blue sparking lights in the glass sphere above the gate had ceased with the arrival of the carriage.

      Now, as Talen peered through the bars, he wished they had brought more men.

      At least a score of black and crimson soldiers from Grum lined the road beyond. The owner of the horsehair helmet had tucked it under his arm now and glared through the gate. He had a tight, pinched face, his eyes too close over his small nose. His skin was tan and his jaw thick, but topping his head—as if compensating for the helmet—protruded the thinnest, reddest hair Talen had ever seen.

      The thin-haired leader rolled the helmet in the crook of his arm, causing the metal to glimmer, and then, in a raspy, raised voice, he called, “I demand to speak with the master of the estate!” He paused and glanced down at a scroll in his free hand. “Petar Alarkey of the Aurem–Alarkey Trading Company.”

      “Is there a problem?” asked Alarkey in a congenial tone. He hurried forward. The soldiers moved to keep pace with him, keeping themselves between him and the gate. The young inventor waved a hand airily. “Open the gate, open the gate. Let them in.”

      “Petar, I think it best we just speak through the gate,” Talen began to say, a note of unease in his voice, but two of the soldiers had already responded to the order and hurried over to the rigged pulley system Petar had built in a housing unit by the bars.

      It never ceased to amaze Talen when he saw the contraption work. An engine, his uncle called it. Talen wasn’t sure what an engine was, but Alarkey had utilized a similar mechanism to revolutionize the process by which crates could load onto a ship.

      And now, Talen could hear the engine humming and chugging as the gates opened on their own as if by magic. Science, not magic, Talen thought. Alarkey often insisted Talen know the difference between the two.

      Once the gates stood open, the eight blue soldiers faced the twenty black and crimson guards of Grum.

      Talen’s cheeks tingled with nerves, and he rapidly scanned the futures. More than he would’ve liked led to violence. But the most likely paths—in the immediate future—held peaceable interaction as far as he could tell even though the guards from Grum and their leader were, to a man, leveling scowling, furious glares on the mercenaries and their patrons.

      “You are Petar Alarkey?” asked the man holding the horsehair helmet. His narrow eyes strained over his small nose. He had very little meat on his body, and his cheeks were gaunt, his eyes depressed. His face didn’t quite match the skin tone of his hands, which were far too pale, as if he’d been locked in a cellar for years without seeing the light of day. Even prisoners released from the fighting pits, Talen thought, had a healthier blush.

      The extraordinarily gaunt leader stared unblinking at Alarkey, waiting for an answer.

      “I’m Petar Alarkey. These are my friends, and that tall one back there is my titled nephew, Talen Aurem.”

      Talen fidgeted uncomfortably in the face of his uncle’s breezy, carefree tone, but he waited, watching, checking the futures as often as possible and keeping an eye out for any immediate violence.

      Talen kept his voice low but nudged one of the nearest crossbowmen. “Keep an eye on those two on the far left,” he murmured, keeping his mouth hidden behind the nearest man’s helmet. “If anything starts, they’ll be the fastest.”

      The mercenary he’d nudged looked confused for a moment, then nodded to show he’d heard and shifted his position. His crossbow remained pointing at the ground, but the man’s squared shoulders and posture inclined in the indicated direction.

      The leader called out, “You are Petar Alarkey? Then the great city of Grum has sent me to warn you!” He unfurled the roll of parchment in his hand. He struggled for a moment, managing the scroll while still gripping his decorative helmet. With a snarl and a grunt, he beckoned wildly, his fingers snapping toward one of the soldiers at his back.

      The indicated guard hurried forward and retrieved the large helmet, then stepped back out of sight.

      Hands now free, the leader pulled on either end of the rolled parchment, scanning the contents. He cleared his throat, and announced, “I, Octavius Emblem the Third, serving as spokesperson and representative of the Cities Council in the great city of Grum, am commissioned to deliver this warning: Petar Alarkey of the Aurem–Alarkey Trading Company, and estate owner south of Grum, has no right to barony.” He paused significantly, his vague, red brows rising high on his forehead. “As such,” he continued after a dramatic pause, “the amassing of a standing army is considered an act of treason—if not one of war.” Another dramatic pause. “The city of Grum, hereby, demands that Petar Alarkey disperses forces, pay the fine as enumerated within, and subject himself and his estate and holdings to inspection by the Cities Council to determine the extent of any wrongdoing.”

      The man stopped with a swallow and one final glance of significance over the top of the raised scroll.

      For a moment, silence hung. The words settled on Talen, bringing with them a cold feeling of dread. The eight soldiers who’d accompanied them also shifted uncomfortably—even the old mare, chomping at her bit and stomping her hooves against the dirt.

      Despite it all, though, Alarkey himself seemed confused more than rattled. “I don’t have a right to barony,” he said slowly, as if unpacking a logical error. “But, as I’ve confirmed with my friends in the city, I am allowed to hire mercenaries per the Autonomous Defense Provision of Grum’s trade charter, and I am allowed to hire guards for my caravans and trading companies. Additionally, I do believe a barony is not necessary to gather that aforementioned security detail on one’s private estate.”

      Octavius Emblem the Third listened to all this, his expression darkening with each word. As Alarkey finished, he pursed his lips and shook his head once, a violent, rigid gesture. “The Cities Council has spoken. You must disperse.”

      “Or what?” demanded one of the captains, still seated on his horse. This man had spent five years in the opal mines in the south before being shipped off to the Grum fighting pits. He’d been wounded and starving when Alarkey had paid for his freedom. He still had the scars from his past life displayed beneath the collar of his shirt and across his neck and cheeks.

      “Or,” said the visitor, his voice rasping once more, “you’ll regret the consequences. Grum does not wish to war with such a paltry outfit. But we will—I repeat—will if deemed necessary. As per provisions of conquest, in a similar charter to the one you mentioned”—he glanced coolly at Petar—“children and woman rightfully gained in such suppression of rebels will come with full rights to their persons. Understand?” He raised his eyebrows again, the thin, red strands of hair curling like flames to the sky.

      “Slaves, he means,” grunted the captain who’d spoken, shifting on his horse so that his hand rested on the hilt of his sword. “Says they’ll take our families as slaves o’er our corpses. That’s what the snake means.”

      Talen fidgeted uncomfortably, his mind racing. He had considered this outcome of amassing such a large force, and he had discussed it with Alarkey when they’d first started, three months ago. At the time, the trading company’s contacts in Grum had said a force of less than a thousand would not raise any eyebrows—wispy or otherwise. Now, though, the true extent of the trouble they seemed to have found themselves in was dawning on him with slow, bleak waves of dread. As Talen stared ahead, the man from Grum dropped his arms and furled the parchment back up. He threw the scroll violently, lengthwise, allowing it to arch through the air, circling toward Alarkey.

      The freedman on the horse snarled and slapped out with a hand, intercepting and knocking the scroll into the mud before it struck the leader of the trading company.

      At the same moment, Talen spotted something glinting on the wrist of the sallow-faced leader. A jolt of shock coursed through him, and he leaned forward, still staring, his eyes widening. It couldn’t be. Could it? No... It wasn’t possible.

      A bracelet looped around the man’s thin, bony forearm, visible just beneath the long sleeve of his official crimson robes. A bracelet with scuffs and fractures and obvious tells of recent mending. A bracelet Talen recognized.
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      “Where did you get that?” Talen snapped, interrupting the conversation and stepping forward, despite the guards’ best efforts to keep themselves between him and the threat. He slipped between two of the mercenary freedmen, brushing past their blue armor, his boots scraping against the dusty ground. His chin jutted forward, and his fingers clenched into fists at his sides. “Well?” he demanded as both the groups fell silent. “Tell me where you got that.”

      He pointed, gesturing at the bracelet on the wrist of Octavius Emblem the Third.

      The man hesitated, and then his face curdled into a sneer. “I’m the one asking the questions. Quiet, boy, before you cost yourself your freedom. The fighting pits wouldn’t treat one like you kindly.”

      The guards behind Talen grumbled at this, a few of them muttering darkly, their crossbows rising ever so slightly.

      Petar held out a calming hand and the dark murmurings subsided.

      Talen gave a quick, jerking shake of his head. “I’ve been to the fighting pits.” He glared at the diplomat. “I’ve survived, as have many of my friends here. Don’t think to threaten me with your city’s cruelty.”

      He wasn’t sure why he was antagonizing the man. Normally, Davin was the rash brother and Talen was the negotiator. Now, though, seeing the bracelet on that thin, pale wrist set something quavering deep in his bones.

      This entourage from Grum was threatening Alarkey, and they were threatening Talen and Davin’s quest to rescue their father. Threatening to shut down their operations, to confiscate their army, and—most likely—to fine Alarkey an exorbitant fee in as greedy a money-grubbing attempt as opportunists ever seized.

      Rage bubbled in Talen’s gut, like hot tar rising in a pit, and he couldn’t push it back.

      He checked the futures even though he knew he was treading a dangerous line. Violence was only moments away, and it would be his men, who would suffer for it. He had paid their wages—so he was responsible for their safety. That meant he had to find a way to calm himself before the futures of violence came to pass.

      “Tell me,” he said, pushing forward. He tried his best, breathing slowly through his nostrils, continuing to calm himself. “Where did you get that bracelet?”

      An expression of scorn had shifted to one of interest, then curiosity, and then, a flash of worry at this last comment.  Octavius Emblem the Third studied Talen for a moment, shaking his head.

      “What do you know of it?” His voice trailed off and slipped down Talen’s tall form and landed on the youth’s wrist. His eyebrows flicked up, his depressed eye sockets creating shadows around his eyeballs. “I see,” he said. “You know of its nature, then? The power it bestows?”

      Talen frowned. The bracelets weren’t supposed to transfer power. The last time he’d seen that particular one, it had been smashed into the dirt, trampled by the large man who had assassinated his father.

      “That’s Willem Aurem’s,” said Talen. “My father’s. Give it back.”

      The crimson-and-black-garbed guards shifted behind their leader, their heavy, thick armor rattling with each motion. Their weapons, their helmets, their armor was much more impressive than the blue armor of Alarkey’s men. The inventor had promised that the lighter material would be twice as strong as normal plate, but looking at the two uniforms, Talen couldn’t help but feel the heavily armored knights behind Octavius had the advantage.

      “It was brought to me by a friend,” said Octavius, scratching his chin. “It’s curious that you say it’s your father’s. My friend told me it was taken from the corpse of a traitor.” The man’s voice darkened. “Is that what you are? A traitor?”

      He retrieved his helmet from the soldier flanking him. Where his fingers touched, Talen watched as the metal of the helmet glinted strangely in the light of the sun. The man shifted the helmet and placed it back on his head, Talen realizing, in stunned silence, that fingerprints of gold had appeared on the helmet.

      How was this possible? He had known his father’s bracelet could turn things to gold. By the look of it, though, the current effect was far milder than when his father had worn it.

      “I will pay you for it,” said Petar Alarkey, pointing at the bracelet. “If my nephew says it’s his father’s, I believe him. I’ve seen its kind on my partner’s wrist. What is your price? Name it.”

      Octavius sneered, shaking his head. “Whatever coin you have to offer will soon belong to Grum. We don’t take seditious rebels lightly.”

      Alarkey frowned, some of his good nature seeping from him like water drained from a rag. “I am not a rebel. I spoke to the Cities Council and have been in communication by letter for the last three months. Everything I’m doing here is perfectly legal. I’m a businessman, and Grum has an army of twenty thousand. What would they need to worry about our small, paltry force? I know for certain that some of the nobles in Grum have standing security forces in their estates and castles triple that of which you find here.”

      Octavius sneered again, and his pale face creased with lines of ill humor along his lips and behind his eyes. “I don’t know who you’ve been speaking to, old man,” he said, though, by Talen’s estimation, Octavius was likely older than the inventor. “But Grum has spoken. I come as their voice and carry the authority to confiscate what I need. You, tall boy, come here.”

      He was pointing at Talen, a long imperious finger with an overly sized nail pointing at him.

      Alarkey held out a quick, halting hand, a look of alarm on his face. One of the soldiers behind Talen reached out to steady him, tugging at his shirt to pull him back. But Talen wasn’t stupid. He knew not to step beyond the gates.

      “I said, come here!” demanded Octavius. He licked at the edges of his lips, a greyish tongue pushing through pressed lips. “How do you know about these bracelets? Do you know what they can do?”

      Talen didn’t reply, instead glancing at Alarkey. If it came to violence, they were outnumbered two to one.

      And while Talen was proud of the ability his brother and some of the more experienced mercenaries had exhibited in preparing their men, it had only been three months since they’d started their training. The crimson and black guards of Grum, while notorious for their corruption, were also well known for their ability with their blades. In a city full of violence and slavery, theft and robbery, men of violence often thrived.

      Talen didn’t like their odds if it came to blows.

      If Davin had been with them, it would have been a different story. But now, especially with Alarkey’s need for protection, Talen didn’t like their chances. He shifted nervously, balanced on the balls of his feet, wondering what to do next. He scanned the futures and glimpsed violence of many types rapidly approaching.

      “I’m afraid Mr. Aurem won’t go with you,” said Petar. The lilting, gentle way of his voice had faded somewhat, now replaced by a cold, firm iron that resounded through the air like tremors through water.

      “I wasn’t asking,” snapped Octavius. “Your treasonous behavior has not gone unnoticed. Your army will disperse. You will pay the fine. And your lands, after assessment, will most likely be seized. You only make it harder on yourself by defying me. On second thought, don’t take just the boy—take the old man too. We’ll sort this out in the interrogators’ dungeon. We’ll see if a few hours with the Cities Council’s best questioners doesn’t motivate more compliance.”

      With the glinting brim of his helmet glistening gold, Octavius stepped back and gestured at his men. “Seize them! Kill them if they try to resist!”

      Crossbows raised to attention on both sides. Men marched forward, swords and spears ready. The blue-armored mercenaries shifted uncomfortably, but they didn’t back off, inserting themselves between Talen and Petar and the enemy.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Alarkey said, his voice resonating in warning. “You’re making a mistake.”

      Octavius sneered and shook his head. “The only mistake is on your behalf, old man. You should have held your tongue when you had the chance.”

      More of the man’s helmet and armor could be glimpsed over his ceremonial robes. Now that Talen looked, the fabric of the metal—and even portions of the man’s skin—glinted with gold fingerprints.

      Talen wasn’t sure if the broken bracelet, now seemingly repaired, would have side effects from the damage it had sustained. And right now, other worries had crowded thoughts of the bracelet from his mind.

      “I’m warning you,” Petar said quietly. He fidgeted with something in his pocket and the blue metal sphere above the gates started to pulse with energy once more. It was barely discernible, and not nearly as bright as it had been when the visitors had pulled incessantly on the chain. But Talen noticed, nonetheless.

      The twenty or so soldiers who stepped forward, however, weren’t paying attention. Their eyes were for the crossbows and weapons of the blue guard within the perimeter of the Alarkey estate. The first row of five men crossed the gate’s threshold.

      Talen winced, waiting for the violence; he checked the futures and then realized, with an unhinging of his jaw, that he didn’t quite know what he was seeing.

      Magic? No. His uncle was no wizard. Science? Probably. But a terrifying form if so.

      As the thought cycled through Talen’s mind, the men who crossed the threshold of the gate froze.

      Blue sparks danced across their armor now. They tried to move forward and the lightning ball above the gate pulsed even brighter.

      There was a low humming sound and a loud snap!

      All five men screamed at once. They were blasted from their feet, knocked backward through the air, and sent tumbling with smoke singeing their armor, into the dust outside the estate.

      “I told you,” said Alarkey, “not to do anything.”

      Octavius shouted in fury and waved a hand. Six bowmen aimed and fired. But the bolts didn’t make it across the threshold, either. The moment the metal barbs of the wooden shafts flew beneath the pulsing glass sphere above the gate, they whirred off course, also sparking with lightning.

      Talen stared in awe.

      By now, Octavius was seething, his face red. “I’m warning you,” he shouted. “I’m warning you! Grum does not take insults lightly! We’ll burn your home, execute your men, enslave your women. Don’t test me.”

      His face didn’t curdle into a mirroring sneer, nor did his brow unduly furrow. But Alarkey’s voice was firm and without fear as he said, “The Cities Council gave me permission. Thank you for the message, but I’ve heard quite enough. Good day.”

      With that, he seemed to fiddle with something in his pocket for a second time, and the gates slammed shut. The electricity in the glass orb above ceased pulsing and the low, buzzing sound faded.

      Talen breathed heavily, shaking  his head. He glanced at Alarkey, eyes wide.

      Petar patted Talen on the arm. “It’s fine, my boy. Don’t worry.” In a louder voice, he said, “Come; we return to the others. Bernard, Luca, please keep an eye on our friends out there. They won’t be any trouble. They won’t be able to make it through the gate or the walls—not with so few of them.”

      The two indicated men in blue armor nodded at Alarkey and turned to face the entrance to the estate once more, their weapons raised, their eyes narrowed beneath their strangely shaped helmets.

      Alarkey waved at the others to follow him, calling each of them by name, directing them back to the carriage.

      Talen reluctantly followed, refusing to look over his shoulder. He could feel the prickling gaze of Octavius on the back of his neck, prompting goose bumps to attention on his skin. That man had his father’s bracelet, and Talen wanted it back. But, more importantly, he wanted his father back. And Grum was threatening both ambitions.

      “What do we do now?” he asked, his voice barely a whisper. Alarkey patted him on the arm again, and then, with some help from the soldiers, allowed himself to be lifted into the carriage.

      They turned and began heading back to the mansion.

      “Alarkey!” one of the guards shouted.

      Talen whirled back, expecting an attack, but instead, the armored soldier was pointing at the sky. The man was indicating a small, flitting creature.

      Talen stared for a moment but then realized it was a courier pigeon. He spotted, even from this distance, the note taped to the bird’s leg.

      “Oh dear,” said Alarkey, gripping the edge of the carriage with his metal arm. He frowned, a look of anxiety spreading across his features. “Don’t draw attention to it,” he whispered urgently. “Look away,” he said, speaking quietly enough so the men beyond the gates couldn’t hear.

      Octavius and his crimson and black soldiers were still glaring through the bars, but a couple of the men had noticed the courier bird. Alarkey grunted in frustration as one soldier pointed to the sky and cried out a warning.

      Octavius turned, following the gaze of his men, and his eyes widened. In a rasping voice, he called, “Bring it down!”

      At the order, crossbow bolts spat into the sky, darting toward the carrier pigeon.

      Talen felt like his chest would explode from the anxiety. He shifted, staring, willing the courier bird to make it across the top of the gates.

      The futures began to narrow. Talen knew what was about to happen. He cursed, reached out without explanation, and grabbed one of the spears from the man next to him.

      The mercenary tried to protest but didn’t jerk his weapon back. Talen made a mental note to thank the man later. Now, though, there was no time. He stumbled forward, racing at the gates. Two more crossbow bolts zipped over the carrier pigeon, just missing, whistling through the air.

      The bird flitted dutifully forward, following its trained instinct to return to roost. The message attached to its leg was even more visible now.

      “Bring it down! Bring it down, dammit!” Octavius screeched.

      Talen kept a close eye on the futures; he knew exactly what would happen in the next few seconds. Was he going to be too late? He hurried forward, fleeing the carriage and heading toward the gates. He needed to get close. Davin could likely make the shot from this distance. His brother had always been adept with weapons. But Talen was no soldier. And though he could see the future, he still couldn’t aim a spear to save his life.

      He surged past the two men who’d been left stationed by the gates and grabbed a shield from one of them. He jammed the handholds against the spear blade, wedging it so the shield stuck to the top of the spear. Then, still watching the futures closely, ignoring the protests of the second guard whose equipment he’d pilfered, Talen surged to the gate and slammed his arm through the bars, shoving the shield on the end of the spear up into the air as quickly as he could. He was tall, and the carrier pigeon was lowering. The spear was long enough; he’d already determined as much.

      A crossbow bolt, perfectly aimed, scythed through the air, threatening to hit the carrier pigeon in the breast. A cry of delight arose from the guard who’d launched it.

      Talen already saw the inevitable fate of the bird in every future except one. He shoved the spear forward, extending his reach. The shield intruded through the bars and Talen winced, unable to look as he was forced to twist his head to extend his reach completely.

      He watched the futures. Men charged forward, swords at the ready, preparing to cut his arm off. Desperately, he hoped and prayed that Alarkey could prevent the gate from zapping him like it had the guards.

      He felt a strange tingle along his face where it pressed against the gate, but otherwise nothing happened.

      He heard the fluttering of the carrier pigeon’s wings, the zipping crossbow bolt. The cry of the elated guard.

      And then, all the futures with the carrier pigeon tumbling from the air vanished.

      Only one future remained.

      The arrow ricocheted off the blue shield; the cry of elation from the bowman turned to one of fury and the courier bird made it over the top of the fence, now flitting down past the walls, out of range.

      Talen jerked his arm back just as a sword came slashing down, threatening to sever him at the biceps.

      He glared through the gate at the guard. The man stared impassively through dark eyes beneath a dark helmet, and Octavius shook a threatening finger at Talen. Glaring, he spat, “This isn’t the end!”

      Talen breathed heavily but didn’t reply.

      The silence only further fueled Octavius’ fury. Spluttering, spit flecking his armor, he screeched, “I have a great memory for faces! Trust me when I say nothing will prevent me from spending every waking moment of the rest of your small, meaningless life doing all I can to—”

      Talen rolled his eyes and faked a yawn. Then, no longer listening to Octavius, he turned on his heel and hurried back to Alarkey. The carrier pigeon had landed, descending on Alarkey’s metal forearm. Petar seemed disinterested in the note for the first few seconds, making sure the pigeon was okay and petting it.

      The pigeon made soft cooing noises as Alarkey tended to it, but then, seemingly restless, it began fluttering its wings.

      Alarkey leaned down and kissed the top of the pigeon’s head. Rubbing its beak a couple of times, he then removed the note from its leg.

      He lifted his hand and the pigeon flitted away, rushing off to one of the shrubs lining the walkway that led back to the mansion.

      Other birds could be seen circling this hedge, and a couple of them veered off, returning to meet their friend.

      “Oh dear,” said Alarkey, studying the note. “Oh dear,” he repeated, extending the second word into a long, ominous sound.

      He turned to Talen. “We need to speak with your brother.”

      Talen frowned and hurried over. He returned the shield and spear to their respective owners, apologizing with quick nods and cluttered comments.

      The men just stared at him, some of them stunned, others amazed. The mercenaries weren’t used to seeing his abilities in action.

      A couple of them nodded at him with looks of respect.

      “What’s the matter?” asked Talen. He watched Alarkey, his nerves rising in his chest like a bubbling vat of acid.

      “Word from Teshben,” said Alarkey, his mouth in a thin, grim line. He leaned back in his seat in the carriage, waving at the coachman to start heading back to the mansion as Talen approached. “The prince is not receiving our warnings.”

      Talen stared at Alarkey, eyes wide. “You mean the prince that the magician is hunting?”

      “The very one.”

      Talen spluttered. “He’s going to harvest his heart! We’ve sent letters every week; what do you mean he’s not receiving them?” His voice sounded high-pitched and strained to his ears.

      Alarkey simply shrugged. “The company’s correspondent to Teshben said the prince is not receiving them. I don’t have information beyond that. But princes are powerful and busy.” Alarkey’s face fell into a look of worry as Talen reached the carriage and began pulling himself in. “There’s a chance that even with my seal, he wouldn’t deem a merchant worthy of attention.”

      Talen ran a hand through his hair. “You’re joking?”

      He lowered his voice, suddenly remembering the company behind the bars, and glared. Octavius met his glare, but, to Talen’s relief, it looked like the guards from Grum were stepping back from the gates, though it didn’t seem like they were leaving.

      Talen paused for a moment and checked the futures where he approached the gates. He eavesdropped, listening to the men beyond the bars.

      He picked up the hushed, strained orders of Octavius. “...back to the city and tell her eminence what transpired. Tell her we need more men. Give me the word and I’ll burn this place to the ground. Understand?”

      Two of the guards nodded at the man’s words and hurried away to a row of horses hitched on the side of the dirt road.

      Talen snapped his attention back to the present and spotted two of the guards mounting horses. Dust kicked up, followed by the clatter of hooves as they galloped up the long, winding road back to the city of Grum. Talen gnawed on the corner of his lip and, keeping his voice low, said, “We have trouble here too.”

      Alarkey nodded. “Back to the house; we’ll speak with the captains and your brother. Don’t worry. It should all work out.”

      Talen wasn’t so sure. The magician who had used the Golden Fool as an assassin had been the one who had harvested Willem’s heart. He had stolen Talen’s father’s heart in order to resurrect some ancient, five-headed dragon, a creature so powerful and terrible that it filled even the faefiend mother with fear.

      A month ago, word of a corpse missing its heart had reached the Alarkey estate from one of the Northern cities. There were now only two hearts left to harvest. The hearts had to belong to the descendants of an ancient hero who had slain the five-headed dragon a thousand years ago.

      The lineage could be traced to the prince in Teshben. Unfortunately, the great coastal city was far from the Alarkey estate.

      They had been sending correspondence for the last few weeks, trying to counsel the prince, but if he wasn’t receiving the warnings, then his life was in immediate jeopardy. The magician and his Eyeless Host were deadly and dangerous—a threat like Talen had never heard of before.

      Chills crept up and down his spine. “We should hurry,” he said. “Davin will want to hear.”

      The carriage and the horses began to move, circling the dirt path and heading back toward the house as pigeons and other manner of birds darted around above them, leaping from twig to twig and brush to brush.

      Grum had declared Alarkey’s estate an enemy. And the Prince of Teshben’s life was in danger. Grum could crush Alarkey if they wanted to. And the magician, if he could harvest the final two hearts, would resurrect an evil, foul dragon. Then the entire nation would be put in jeopardy.

      Reclaiming Willem’s harvested heart in order to resurrect Talen’s father seemed like a distant hope at best. But Talen was determined, and he knew his brother was similarly convinced. They would succeed. Even though it seemed impossible, they would.

      The cart, almost in tandem with Talen’s will, picked up speed. The coachman snapped the reins and the wheels shuddered as the wooden frame shook; they hurried, racing back to the mansion and away from Octavius, the gate, and the guards from Grum.
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      “An engine?” asked Davin, his eyebrows raised to the ceiling of the large stable. He stared with suspicion at the carriage. “I’m not sure.” He trailed off, reaching up to scratch beneath his bronze mask.

      Davin had always been the more handsome of the Aurem boys. Even with the bronze half-mask shielding of his face, his glinting blue eyes, strong jaw, and wry grin were well defined. Talen hadn’t asked his brother about the mask. He had suspected it hid some injury from when his brother had been killed by the same brigands who’d murdered their parents. This was only a guess, as his brother’s glinting, greenish stone bracelet could heal any injury, even mortal wounds. And Talen had yet to see scars remain, even after his brother had swum in a vat of acid that had eaten his flesh.

      “An engine, yes,” said Alarkey. “I don’t see the point getting into details again.” There was a note of hurt to his voice.

      Earlier that morning, at breakfast, Alarkey had tried to explain the way the contraption worked to Davin, but the older Aurem had simply rolled his eyes and loosed a series of mock snores.

      Alarkey often liked to share how his inventions worked, but even Talen, who enjoyed studying and gathering knowledge, found the descriptions of an engine a bit too complicated to understand.

      “Are the guards still out at the gates?” Davin asked, continuing to stare at the carriage without horses. He seemed eager to latch onto a subject he could comprehend: men with weapons.

      Alarkey nodded. “I have an eye on them. More arrived last night.”

      “They’ve been here a full day now,” said Davin. “It doesn’t seem like they’re going to leave anytime soon.”

      Alarkey once again indicated the carriage beneath the low-hanging roof of the stable. Thick, solid wooden posts carved in rectangular shapes protruded from the ground around Talen, supporting the roof—and wedged between the walls of wood partitioning the various compartments of the stable, straw and hay scattered about the ground or stacked in bales at the back. There were no horses in the stable, though.

      “If we’re going to make it to Teshben quickly, we won’t be able to take a portal this time,” Talen said and glanced at his brother with a look of resignation. “If Petar says this is the best bet, then I believe him.”

      Davin shook his head firmly. “You’re not listening, are you? There are no horses. How is a carriage supposed to move without horses?”

      Talen opened his mouth to reply but found no words. As much as he loved Alarkey, his reservations aligned with Davin’s.

      He could still remember the discussion at the dinner table last night. He felt guilt that raising these mercenaries, these soldiers, had cost his uncle so much. Good relations with Grum were hard to maintain, especially for the honest businessmen of the world. But now, the ire of the city—the slaving, wretched, corrupt city—was fixated on the Alarkey estate.

      Talen had even suggested disbanding the mercenaries and complying with the demands of the men at the gate.

      But Alarkey and Davin had both protested vehemently.

      “In for a copper, in for a coin,” Alarkey had said. “Willem was my closest friend. If there’s even a chance of bringing him back, I won’t hesitate. Besides, the Cities Council is lying. They gave me permission to expand my security and now are pretending they hadn’t. This is a money grab; that’s all.”

      Talen wasn’t so sure. He had studied his plate, pushing at the food with his fork and shoveling it around, though never allowing it into his mouth. He hadn’t felt hungry. All he could do was worry. Worry about the guards at the gate. Worry about the message the carrier pigeon had brought. Worry about the fate of his brother, his father’s business partner, and his father. His mother was gone. He would never see her again. And though that thought still stung and occasionally would bring tears to his eyes during the night, he had made peace with it.

      The thought of bringing his father back had rekindled hope in his chest, but also came with tidal waves of anxiety at the prospect of failure.

      “I’m not sure,” Talen had said at the dinner table the previous night. “The timing is suspect. One moment, your connections tell you there shouldn’t be a problem with hiring these mercenaries. The next, they’re trying to seize your property.”

      Davin had frowned. “What are you suggesting?”

      Talen had tapped his silverware against his plate, the sound of metal on porcelain ringing quietly out across the long dining table. “I’m saying what if the Eyeless Host has friends in Grum? What if they caught wind of our measures and are trying to leverage the city against us?”

      “The Eyeless Host in Grum? In all my time with the Black Jest, we never encountered anyone like that,” said Davin with a snort.

      But Alarkey shook his head, his wispy, fading hair swaying like silvered wheat with each motion. “Your brother might be onto something,” Petar had said. “The trading company has had its share of enemies. Freeing the slaves from the pits in Grum has not gone overlooked by some of the more wretched sorts in that city. There are many who would like to see me fall. But, to have enough power to move the Cities Council against me...” Alarkey shook his head, a grim look on his face. “They would have to be powerful indeed. Dangerous and powerful.”

      “The magician had portals to all the major cities,” said Talen. “What if he’s got a connection to Grum as well? I didn’t have time to see back in his tower, but what if he’s influencing Grum to come against us? What if he knows we’re going to try to prevent his plans?”

      The dinner discussion had continued for a while along this track. Eventually, Alarkey had put his foot down, and Davin had backed him. The army would not disperse. Quietly, they would fortify the walls and the gates. The mountains to the east would protect that part of the estate, and the lack of roads and overgrown forests to the west would prevent entry from there. But the gate and the walls would be manned day and night. The force of five hundred men in the Alarkey estate wasn’t enough to battle a city like Grum, but it was enough to forestall any attempts at arresting the Aurems or their uncle. A couple of crossbow bolts had been shot over the wall, and one of the guards had been slashed through the gate, but otherwise, the mercenaries had yet to incur casualties.

      Talen frowned, bringing his thoughts back to the present, staring at the horseless carriage in front of him.

      It had wooden wheels with tapered spokes and reinforced steel. It bore the hull of a regular carriage and a step leading up into the back quarter. It even had the front compartment, where a coachman would normally sit. But there were no harness arrangements, no poles to guide the animals. Instead, a thick, black box had been soldered to the back of the carriage hull, placed on a metal platform jutting from beneath the axles. Talen and Davin were both staring at this black box, the source of most of their consternation and doubt.

      “You’re sure we should go to Teshben?” asked Davin, fiddling with a bridle dangling from a metal hook at the back of the stable. “Maybe there’s another way?”

      Talen grunted. “You’re just saying that because you’re scared of a carriage without horses. Obviously we have to go to Teshben. We can’t hire any more mercenaries here. We have to get to that group; what were they called?” He glanced at Alarkey.

      Petar stared at the carriage, a look of adoration stenciled across his expression. He glanced up at Talen’s comments, though, and took a moment to reply. “What? Oh, yes. The Clawed Fist. They’re reliable men. Some of them used to work in my estate. Made a good name for themselves. During the bandit raids of the previous decade, I hired them on more than one occasion. I have a good working relationship with their leader, Jack.”

      Davin nodded. “Mercenaries we can trust is good. But you’re sure we can’t just hire more from the city?”

      Talen shook his head. “Grum wouldn’t allow it. Especially not after yesterday. If they don’t kill the mercenaries on the road, they might just take it as an act of sedition. Better to hire from the outside and get them to the Wole another way. We don’t need an army outside of Grum anyway. The point is we need them in the Wole to—”

      “I know,” said Davin. “It’s all you’ve talked about for three months. But if we really could recover father’s heart, do you think an army of mortal men would be enough to stop this magician?”

      “A thousand mortal men,” said Talen. “You saw the Lost City. It might be filled with wizards, but one”—he held up a finger—“they all hate each other. And two, they’re cowards. If any amount of an army comes at them, they’ll likely flee.”

      Davin shrugged. “I feel like you’re forgetting the wendigo.” A slow look of fear crossed his face and he involuntarily shivered, rubbing absentmindedly at his wrists.

      The wendigo, carnivorous giants who never stopped growing as long as they ate flesh, lived in the sewers of the Lost City of Gold. They would eat unsuspecting travelers, and the last time they’d caught the Aurem brothers, it had nearly ended in catastrophe. Davin could heal, but the giants had found this fascinating and had harmed him, breaking bones just to watch them mend. Talen didn’t blame Davin for balking at the memory.

      “A thousand men against the city of magicians,” said Alarkey. “Sounds like the start to a ballad. It was always risky.”

      “It’s not a real city,” said Talen. “You can see it end to end beneath the lake. I know how it sounds; it’s ridiculous. But it’s true. We saw it. It’s not like Grum. They trust their own power to keep them safe. But against a good number of siege engines, catapults, trebuchets, and arrows, I have to imagine that even the Lost City would surrender. Or, at the very least, give us the magician we’re after.”

      “We can’t let his plan work,” said Alarkey. “If what you say is true, I’ve read stories about that five-headed beast; we can’t allow it to return.”

      “Which brings us back to Davin’s aversion to carriages without horses.” Talen glanced back at the carriage, licking his lips nervously. He fidgeted and squeezed his hands, feeling how clammy his palms were.

      “You’re just saying that because you want to go see your girlfriend in Teshben,” Davin snapped.

      Talen shook his head, protesting, but inwardly he knew his brother was half right. He missed Gwin.

      But also, they needed to warn the prince. To tell him, in person, under the crest of the Aurem–Alarkey Trading Company, that his life was in danger. The message on the carrier pigeon had provided even more worry. It had mentioned eyeless men and women, wearing strange amulets and dark hoods in the streets and patronizing taverns. Some of them had been sited circling the walls outside the castle.

      The Eyeless Host was in Teshben.

      But Gwin and her brother were also there. Gwin was… special. A true friend. Perhaps more than a friend?

      He felt his cheeks flush and pushed the emotion away. No. He needed to go to Teshben to get the prince—and hire the Clawed Fist to complete their army. Then, they would save a prince. If Gwin was there too, that would only be an added benefit. It wasn’t the goal.

      He shrugged, keeping his calm. “Either way, if we want to get there quickly, we have to take this. It is quick, isn’t it?” he asked on second thought, glancing at his uncle.

      Alarkey was now circling the carriage, studying it, his feet tapping soundlessly against the straw-strewn floor. He reached out with his mechanical arm and poked and prodded parts of the carriage. He was muttering to himself and taking mental notes.

      “What is it?” Davin demanded.

      “Nothing, nothing,” Alarkey said. “I was just thinking there might be a way in future prototypes to make this invincible to arrows.”

      “It’s invincible to arrows?” Davin asked. His tone brightened somewhat.

      “Not this one,” Alarkey said, waving a hand beneath his nose. “I’m saying for future reference. Every invention can always be improved. Mark my words.”

      Talen swallowed. “We’re getting nowhere just standing around. We should go get the luggage—”

      “Already done,” said Alarkey in a cheerful tone, waving a hand at the carriage. “Charles and Bethany did it this morning at my request.”

      Talen swallowed. No more excuses not to step foot in that unnatural contraption. “So fast. But it’s, er, it’s not immune to arrows. And to steer it, without horses...”

      Alarkey shook his head. “The reins work the same as if they were horses. See?” He pointed to reins that were attached to the black box with chains coupled between leather and metal.

      Talen didn’t like the look of those either. But he wasn’t about to show his distrust as much as his brother. One of them had to put a smile on this expedition.

      “It’s very innovative,” Talen said hesitantly. He glanced at his brother. “Innovative means—”

      “I know what it means, you pole-axe!” Davin snapped. “Fine. If we die or get captured by the guards of Grum amidst a wreck of splintered wood and bad decisions, on your heads be it.”

      “Look,” Alarkey said, turning to Davin and placing a hand on his shoulder, “I understand it might be frightening. But—”

      “He’s not so scared,” Talen interrupted, shaking his head. He knew his brother well enough to understand Davin’s true motive. “At least, not too scared. He just doesn’t want to leave you unprotected. He’s worried about you.”

      Alarkey paused, glancing over at Talen, then his gaze turned back to Davin. “Really?”

      Davin glowered at Talen. “I don’t want to be in a death machine is all. I’m sure you can take care of yourself. But, if you think you could use, perhaps, a little bit of extra muscle, I don’t see any harm in me and Talen staying here for another few—”

      “No,” Alarkey said. “I have the freedmen. My loyal friends. If they can’t protect me, I’m doomed anyway. But there are more tricks on this property that Grum hasn’t accounted for. They will be fools to try to take the mansion, especially with such a small force. If the council sends the army... Well, we’ll cross that bridge if we come to it.” Alarkey passed a hand over his face as if waving away a buzzing gnat. “No—for now, we will fortify. We’ll protect. And we will trust that you will be able to hire the Clawed Fist and bring us those reinforcements.”

      “We may have to meet you in the Wole,” said Talen. “It might not be safe to bring more mercenaries back this way.”

      Alarkey nodded. “It is what it is. We’ll be able to communicate by bird and courier. Either way, this carriage won’t tire like horses, and it will go twice as fast; it’s easy enough to control. You just have to trust me. If you want to reach Teshben before the prince is killed, this is your best bet.”

      “But—” Davin began.

      “Child,” Alarkey interrupted gently, brushing Davin’s shoulder with his good hand. “I’m touched. Truly. But I’ll be fine; I promise you. I want this as much as you do. Willem’s life is on the line, and, if what you say is true, the fate of the nation is in jeopardy. Sacrifices must be made.”

      Davin growled. “Don’t make any stupid sacrifices.”

      Alarkey just smiled and stepped to the carriage, opening the door with one hand, and beckoning them. “The reins can be pulled through the window here. You don’t even have to sit out in the open to steer it. That should provide some cover. The danger will be getting through the front gate. We have sally gates in other places throughout the walls, but none of them lead to a main road like this one. And, as much effort as I put into sturdiness, I’m not sure this thing would fare well on anything but a main road.”

      Davin nodded.

      Reluctantly, with much distrust and doubt, the Aurem brothers climbed into the quarters of the carriage. A brief fight ensued, where Talen and Davin both vied for control of the reins. At last, receiving an elbow to the mouth and a kick to the shin, Talen grunted in pain and released his grip so that Davin sat victorious, clutching the leads.

      “Good luck,” Alarkey called through the window. “The guards have instructions to open the gates as you come. Don’t slow. It’ll be faster than you’re used to. But trust me; you’ll be safe. Just don’t, you know, hit anything...”

      Davin began grumbling again but Talen nodded his thanks. Then Davin, with much sorrow, pulled slowly on the reins as their uncle had instructed them.

      Immediately, a low, humming, chugging sound came from behind them, warbling through the thin wall of the carriage.

      Talen resisted the urge to mutter a quiet prayer of protection. He gritted his teeth against the nerves bubbling in his chest.

      They had to reach Teshben, and fast. They needed to warn the prince, recruit the Clawed Fist, and then returned to the Forgotten Wole to save their father. Easy? Simple? Perhaps not. But the path was set in iron. Deviation was an impossibility.

      And, Talen reminded himself if he saw Gwin along the way, that couldn’t hurt.

      A small smile spread across his lips at the thought, and he felt a dreamy expression arrange itself across his features. He remembered the look on Gwin’s face when she’d seen her brother. The joy in her eyes, the way she hugged him. The way she turned to Talen, sheer gratitude emanating from her. He thought of other memories, more private ones, personal ones. He was grateful that Davin couldn’t read his mind.

      Slowly, the carriage began to move. Davin cursed, seething. He pulled sharply on the reins. And both boys jerked forward, nearly falling from their seats.

      “Don’t do that!” Talen snapped, jolting from his memories as if doused with frigid water. “You trying to break our necks?”

      “Fine, fine. Here—do you want to drive?”

      “No; I’d be worried about getting elbowed in the nose again, you brute. Don’t run Alarkey over; careful.”

      Davin cursed, emitting a string of obscenities with creative flair. But at last, gently guiding the cart with tugs on the reins, he managed to exit the stables and trundle up the road. The whirring, grumbling noise from their uncle’s invented engine behind them became louder.

      “Remember that conveyor belt?” Talen asked. “The thing Petar used to offload crates from a ship?”

      Davin nodded. “This is the same thing? Dear divines. I can’t believe I’m in a carriage without horses. It’s the devil’s work.”

      “Petar knows what he’s doing. We have to trust him.”

      Davin raised an eyebrow in his brother’s direction. “Oh? Really? Well, trust this.”

      He pulled the reins sharply. Not hard enough to apply the brakes, which, Petar had said, would stop the cart, but hard enough to accelerate. They ripped forward, the wheels whirring beneath them, dust and stones spitting into the air behind them in a cloud. Talen cried out, his back pressing against the seat as they surged forward, everything outside the carriage window a wild blur. This was far faster than anything he had ever encountered.

      They sped toward the gates; the farther they went, the more comfortable Davin seemed with the reins. A grin had stretched across his face, and he was staring through the window ahead.

      “Slow down!” Talen snapped. But Davin pretended like he hadn’t heard and pulled the reins once more, sending them surging forward again.

      Talen felt serious second thoughts swirling through his mind about this mode of transportation as they approached the gates. Soldiers in blue armor lined the walls and surrounded the entries. Many of them waved now and shouted to each other. A few sprinted over, their metal armor glinting.

      For a moment, Talen suspended his terror in favor of admiration at how quickly the guards could move in their metal armor. He still hadn’t seen the blue metal tested in battle, but if it was as durable as Alarkey said, and if the men could move as quickly as they seemed able to, it would provide a great advantage in battle. For some reason, this realization gave him a bit of appeasement regarding his current situation.

      Still, his heart felt half in his throat. His stomach turned and twisted in knots, and he stoppered a scream that was tempting his lungs, if only to avoid giving his brother the satisfaction of hearing it.

      Soldiers scattered out of the road, getting out of the way. Suddenly, the pulley system jerked, and the blue lightning zapped in the ball above the metal gate as the bars swung open.

      Beyond the gate, men in black and crimson armor perked up. They were no longer within arrow range, as they’d set up camp in the brush and hills facing the estate, but they were close enough to keep an eye on the gates.

      The group of twenty had turned into fifty. Still, they weren’t nearly large enough a force to threaten the Alarkey estate, but they were a warning all the same. More soldiers arrived by the day. Eventually, if Grum became angry enough, desperate enough, and vengeful enough, they would send enough men to take the mansion.

      Talen tried not to think this way. Alarkey needed them, but so did the prince in Teshben. And by recruiting the Clawed Fist from the coastal city, they would be able to swell their ranks of mercenaries to the necessary proportions.

      Talen glanced at the luggage on the carriage floor. Two chests, made of metal, had been filled with the gold they would use to hire the mercenaries and laid heavy against the floorboards.

      And yet, the carriage still zipped forward with a rapid pace, unencumbered by the weight of the coin.

      Davin whooped now, thrusting a fist out one window, waving it in the air in the direction of the soldiers from Grum.

      The black and crimson guards were mounting horses. Many of them shouted, waving for Talen and Davin’s carriage to halt. Looks of sheer horror were etched across many of the guards’ faces beneath their black helmets. The devilry of a carriage without horses was doubly intense in their eyes. They didn’t know Alarkey like Talen did. If the carriage horrified him, he could only imagine what the guards were feeling as they witnessed the strange contraption racing toward them.

      Davin pulled the reins, guiding it, steering the carriage along the dirt road.

      Horses broke into a trot alongside them, coming after them. Crossbow bolts spat and zipped at the rapidly moving cart. But the soldiers weren’t used to such speed and their bolts fell short. A few moments later, one bolt struck the front of the carriage, burying into the wood with a dull thunk!

      Talen winced, checking the futures. But, as he did, he felt a wave of relief. They were too fast.

      Even the horses chasing after them, swallowing the dust and dirt kicked up by the carriage wheels, were slowing. They couldn’t keep up.

      Through the dust, through the glinting armor of black and crimson, in the cloud of debris, Talen spotted the metal gates clanging shut behind him and men in blue armor pumping their fists in victory. Crossbow bolts zipped by behind them but for the most part whistled harmlessly overhead.

      “I can’t believe it,” Talen said. “Alarkey is a genius.”

      “He’s insane,” Davin said with a chuckle, his voice louder than normal, his eyes wide with delight as he pulled the reins again and they increased their speed.

      “Careful!” Talen said. “He said not to push it too hard, or we’ll burn out!”

      Davin waved his brother’s comments away and they continued to speed along the dirt path, heading up the trail that spilled out onto the main road. It would normally be a week’s travel to reach Teshben, but they needed to do it faster than that. Far faster. They couldn’t sleep, and they couldn’t wait. But their carriage didn’t have horses that tired. Their carriage was traveling faster than any carriage had before. Perhaps they could make it. If they didn’t, a prince would die, and peril would claim the fate of the nation.
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      Talen stared at the billowing black smoke pouring from the back of the carriage. “I told you.”

      Davin rolled his eyes. “I know. I know.”

      “Yes, but I kept repeating—”

      “—yes! I get it. Really, I do. I know.”

      Talen resisted the urge to yank at his hair, standing in the shade of the looming, lone tree at the side of the entry road into Teshben. “Davin, you’re so lucky. You’re so lucky this didn’t collapse before we got here. But how in three hells do you expect us to get back now?”

      He stared through the black soot and smoke billowing from the dark compartment on the back of the carriage. He shook his head morosely from side to side, grumbling beneath his breath.

      Beyond them, the great coastal city of Teshben sprawled on the horizon. It was still a few miles away, and the thought of trying to carry luggage that distance sent shivers of dread through Talen. Those two chests filled with coins would not only make them targets for every highwayman in a hundred miles, but they would be far too heavy to lift.

      “We’re going to have to camp outside the city for tonight,” Davin said, his voice grim.

      Talen stared at his brother. “You remember the Eyeless Host is here, right? And we’ve just announced our presence with a burning funeral pyre.”

      Davin muttered the words I know a few more times but then waved a hand at his brother and stomped away, circling the carriage a couple times as if examining a horse for injury.

      Davin came to a halt, placing his hands on his hips. “We just have to wait for someone to come along; we can use a couple of coins to pay for a ride into the city.” He shrugged, though Talen noticed he wouldn’t meet his brother’s eye. “Easy.”

      Talen sighed. “You just want to stand here? Miles outside of  Teshben, hoping that within the next few hours—before dark, I might add—some fleece comes along willing to rent their carriage?”

      “Exactly.”

      “What about animals? Lions? Wolves? Who knows what lives in these parts.”

      Talen rubbed his eyes. Sleeping in the carriage had been no fun. But they hadn’t had time to stop. The horseless carriage had proven to be up to Alarkey’s promises. It had made the journey from Grum to Teshben in less than three days. That was half the time the journey normally took.

      Talen didn’t even want to think about the implications for the family business. Alarkey could make a fortune by halving the time it took to transport goods from one side of the nation to the other. At least, he could make another fortune.

      But while the brothers had switched drivers over the last two days, taking turns sleeping in the carriage and eating from the small bags of dried supplies Petar had provided, it hadn’t been a comfortable or restful trip. Talen wanted a bed. He wanted a real meal. And he certainly didn’t want to hitchhike on the side of a deserted road outside a city where the Eyeless Host had been seen.

      “Hey,” Davin said, “look at this with a little bit of optimism. Maybe your girlfriend and her brother will come along. They’re in Teshben, aren’t they?”

      Talen nodded slowly. “That’s what they said. They were going to come here and stay. For some reason, they felt the city would be safer for them.”

      He shrugged. Before leaving Alarkey’s estate, he had sent a carrier pigeon to Teshben, hoping the message would reach Gwin. Magicians were not welcome in the city. Magic and anything to do with the arcane was severely distrusted and highly illegal.

      Talen had considered removing his bracelet, but then decided against it. Gwin and Jamie, her brother, would be imprisoned—if not executed—if their abilities were discovered. But Gwin had been willing to take the risk. In her mind, a city that outlawed magicians would be harder for her father to reach.

      “We have to be careful,” Talen said in a conspiratorial tone, dropping his voice, though no one else was within earshot. “If anyone sees what you can do, if you hurt yourself and heal in front of them, they’ll execute you.”

      Davin waved a dismissive hand. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “I’m not stupid.”

      Talen stretched, the muscles in his back loosening as he rolled his shoulders and extended his arms. He strolled over to the lone tree, the tangle of leaves and branches darkened by the soot and ash pouring from the back of their carriage. He leaned against the rigid trunk, the grain of the bark pressing into his back. He sighed, glancing back at the coastal city, squinting against the reflection off the enormous sea on the horizon.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve been on a ship,” he said, glancing toward the distant frigates and sloops and brigs making their way along the coast. He shook his head. “Strange thing to forbid magic.”

      Davin snorted. “Probably a good thing we didn’t drive this contraption into their city then.”

      Talen paused, frowning. His brother made a good point. While he knew there was no magic involved in Alarkey’s inventions, it would be hard to convince a superstitious city of that. And Teshben did not trust outsiders.

      Davin nodded as if coming to some silent conclusion. “So, we have a few hours of daylight left. I say we wait and signal anyone coming along. There’s no way we can carry the luggage and the chests to the city.”

      “We could bury them,” Talen said, “and come back for them later.”

      Davin shook his head. “What would be the point of that? It would take us hours to bury them, and then hours to come back and retrieve them. In that time, surely someone will come along the road. We need to talk with the Clawed Fist and warn the prince as quickly as possible. We don’t have time to dawdle.”

      “Wish you had thought of that before running our cart into the ground.”

      Davin waved a hand airily, causing some of the soot to swirl beneath his palm. “Bygones will be bygones,” he said.

      “You know, sometimes you’re insufferable.”

      “Thanks. And yes, I know what the word means. Best to make good of a bad situation. Mark my words: I’ll bet you anything that a cart comes along in the next hour.”

      Talen growled but slumped against his tree, trying to muster as much energy as he could while searching for what little patch of shade he could find. “Fine,” he said. “But if you’re wrong, then it’s on you. And you have to carry the chests.”

      Davin made a sign as if to ward off evil and nodded his acquiescence.

      The brothers leaned against the thick tree, staring past the corpse of their ruined carriage, peering through the black curtain of smoke which twisted and twirled on a darting breeze, watching the great city of Teshben, and waiting for salvation in the form of transport.

      ...And waiting.

      And waiting.
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      The skies turned dark long before Talen expected them to. He glared up at the scowling horizon, trying to pick out stars or the moon against the thick cover of cloud across the heavens.

      He could no longer see the ocean beyond and could only pick out lights from the buildings of the city. The great wall circling the city was stationed with lanterns bobbing in the night as guards carried them about their posts. Talen gritted his teeth, staring stonily ahead.

      “Well, I was right,” Davin insisted for perhaps the hundredth time in the last three hours. “There were carts. You have to admit carts did come.”

      Talen kept his teeth clenched but still managed to eke out the words, “It doesn’t count if they don’t stop.”

      “I still think it’s because of you. You scare them off. You’re too tall.”

      “You don’t think that bronze mask might be doing it?” Talen asked, still growling. “You look like a highwayman.”

      Davin shrugged. “I just think they’re not friendly. No manners in the city. It’s all the salty air and fish. Makes fools out of the lot of them.”

      Talen didn’t reply. Four carriages had passed in the last three hours and none of them had stopped. If anything, they’d picked up their pace when they’d seen the brothers trying to wave them down.

      Talen was starting to worry. The darkness was a threat. They had lights of their own, torches that had been packed in one of their bags, but it had taken them a while to light them. And now, Talen felt exposed, standing in the open beneath the tree with the useless carriage, defending chests full of coin, which would entice even the most timid of highwaymen.

      “It’ll either be robbers or wolves,” Talen grunted. “Mark my words. We should have just gone into the city.”

      “Well, we didn’t. We just have to make sure that the next cart, no matter what, doesn’t leave without us.”

      Talen glared at his brother. “What do you suggest? Should we actually rob them? That would be pretty. Oh, hello dear prince, we’re the highwaymen who burgled your citizens just outside your city gates. And we’re here to warn you that someone’s coming to kill you.” Talen shook his head in disgust.

      Davin hesitated. “Well, I don’t think that will work. The prince might suspect we’re the threat then.”

      Talen threw his hands up. “I was being sarcastic.”

      “You were being an ass. Next cart that comes, we can’t let pass. Let’s show them the coin. We don’t have to rob them. Let’s entice them.” Davin turned to their carriage and opened the back quarter door, waving a hand in front of his face at the scent of soot that fled the carriage.

      The billowing smoke and ash from the engine had died the previous hour, but the odor still clung to the air, lingering, creeping into Talen’s nostrils every time he caught a breeze from that direction.

      A line of trees, surrendering to a forest beyond, was within shouting distance of where they stood. Ten minutes of walking would give them the cover they might need in case of rain. But around them was open terrain, where trees had been cut so the city watch could keep an eye on any approaching hosts.

      Two men with torches in the dark were hardly cause for concern for the city guard, but any carriages foolish enough to brave the night might shoot arrows first and ask questions later. Talen was becoming more and more uneasy as time passed. Who knew if another carriage would even come? Who knew if—

      The sound of wheels trundling against the dirt reached his ears. For a moment, his eyes snapped back to the forest, in the direction the last four carts had come from. Merchants, huntsmen, and one dignitary from a nearby mountain village had traveled this way.

      But after a moment, he realized his mistake. The sound of the approaching wheels and horses wasn’t coming from the forest path. He turned, peering back toward the city, checking the futures but finding nothing of danger.

      In the dark, beneath the gloom of the sky, he spotted an open cart, like the type a farmer might use to carry wares into the city. Flanking the cart were four horses. And on those horses sat four figures wearing cloaks.

      “I told you!” Davin crowed in excitement. He had one of the chests in his hands and began to raise it, displaying it to the approaching group.

      Talen checked the futures, trying not to let the flooding relief fill his chest. As he did, his stomach fell.

      “Davin,” he said quietly, his skin prickling in sudden anxiety. “Davin, get off the road! I’m serious. Get off the road now!”

      His brother still held the coin chest aloft—his muscles straining from the weight—and was now shouting, “Hey! Over here! We’ll pay you to take us to the city! We’ll pay you!”

      Talen stared, stunned, at his brother. It was like strapping raw sides of beef to oneself and prancing in front of a grizzly.

      He checked the futures again and further dread flooded him. “Off the road!” he cried, surging toward his brother, and dragging at his arm. “They might not have seen us yet! Hurry!”

      Something in his tone and frantic tugging must have alarmed his brother because Davin lowered the chest, grunting in exertion from the sheer weight of the thing. It took him a while, but he managed to plop it on the ground beneath the carriage and then shove it beneath with a herculean push.

      Gasping a little from the effort, he peered past Talen at the still approaching horsemen and their cart. “What is it?” he asked. His hand, however, was now on the basket hilt of his saber. Davin had been a tournament swordsman growing up, and the sword at his hip was a gift from their parents.

      Talen missed Stormlight, his own gift. The black stallion had found his way back to Alarkey’s estate after their time in the Wole. But it wouldn’t have worked to try to bring him along with the horseless carriage and now Talen missed his steed. Especially now. With Stormlight, they might have been able to outpace the approaching horsemen.

      It was a difficult thing to tell the future in the dark. He couldn’t see that well, but the torch he held gave him enough glimpses of potential futures to know that the approaching riders weren’t friends. He couldn’t see what they looked like, not yet. Their hoods remained low, even a minute into the future. But he did see trouble.

      Talen had ducked behind the tree at this point, brushing his shoulder against the rough bark and dropping low between two upraised roots.

      Davin, a bit reluctantly, joined his brother.

      Talen grabbed the torch from his brother’s hand and doused it against the dirt, doing the same with his own. He gestured at Davin, holding a finger to his lips, and began to move away from the carriage, still low, using the tree to obscure the vision of the approaching horsemen. They still were a good couple minutes away, and though Talen had no doubt they had heard his brother’s shouting and had likely spotted the torches, he hoped they hadn’t noticed the direction they were now moving.

      Still low, still crouched, with Davin muttering darkly behind him, Talen headed to the forest. They wouldn’t have time to reach it before the horses were on them.

      And so, cursing and leaving the carriage, their luggage, and the two chests filled with coin, Talen pulled his brother behind a low row of thorny shrubs circling a small hill. He lay prostrate against the grassy, disheveled hill, pulling Davin next to him and peering through brambles and thorns as long as his fingers toward the road leading from the city of Teshben.

      Time passed and the four horses approached. The four riders came to a halt before the horseless carriage.

      Grass tickled Talen’s chin and he could hear Davin breathing heavily next to him, low to the dirt.

      Two of the horsemen dismounted, dusting themselves off and peering up and down the road. One of them looked behind the tree where Talen had been hiding, and the other moved to the carriage, peering directly at the black box attached to the back.

      Davin kept asking, “What’s happening? Can you see anything?”

      But while Talen tracked what happened in the futures, piecing together what was occurring, he couldn’t help but notice that the four riders didn’t seem to have any issues seeing in the dark. They carried no torches and moved through the dark with surefooted steps and confidence.

      Talen felt a slow dread spreading, creeping through his body once more. He inhaled and accidentally snorted some dust from the hill.

      He choked and nearly sneezed. But Davin’s hand slammed over his face, covering the sound.

      “Sorry,” Talen gasped in a whisper.

      “What is it? What did you see?” Davin was used to his brother’s premonitions. Davin was also unpredictable.

      Talen hesitated. No, unpredictable was the wrong word. Davin was very predictable. Predictable to do the reckless and dangerous thing.

      “I think—I think they’re—” Before Talen could answer, one of the riders threw back their hood and Talen swallowed, stoppering a scream.

      Twisting patterns of scars and tattoos circled this person’s cheeks and skin. Two gaping eye sockets, empty except for a void of black, stared out into the night. A strange pendant, depicting the eye of a dragon, had been loosed from the person’s collar.

      “The Eyeless Host,” Talen whispered, keeping his voice low. He swallowed a couple of times to clear the grit from his throat and nose. “They found us. It’s the Eyeless Host. We knew they were in Teshben—why weren’t we more careful?”

      But at Talen’s declaration, Davin started to slowly get to his feet. He shook his head, dusting himself as he did and rattling his sword in its sheath.

      Like wolves catching the scent of prey, four heads turned toward him.

      “What are you doing!” Talen snapped.

      But Davin just chuckled, waving his brother’s protests away. “The Eyeless Host? There’s only four of them. I thought the way you were going on that it was a bunch of magicians. These guys are freaks—but they’re useless. We got past them in that tower as easy as anything.”

      Talen gritted his teeth. The cultists mutilated their faces, gouging out their eyeballs and cutting scars up and down their bodies in some sort of ritual to the five-headed dragon. They served Gwin’s father, and they were zealots who didn’t care if they put their own bodies on the line for their cause. They scared Talen, but clearly Davin didn’t suffer from the same fear.

      “Don’t be stupid!” Talen said, trying to interrupt.

      Davin strolled out into the middle of the highway, his hand on the hilt of his sword. There was the slow, snicking sound of metal pulling against leather. And then Davin’s sword appeared in his hand.

      He whistled quietly, swiping his blade through the air with a whipping sound, and then he jammed the point into the dirt in front of him.

      He leaned on the sword with both hands like a walking stick and called out, “Well, hello! Killed any princes recently?”

      The two who had dismounted were now back on their horses. One of them had found the chest beneath the carriage and lifted it.

      Talen didn’t like how easily the woman seemed to carry the chest, as if it didn’t weigh much at all. She was strong, very strong.

      “Davin,” he began again, but his brother waved his protests away. Davin swiped his saber through the air a couple more times, warming himself up. After three days trapped in a carriage, Talen wanted food and sleep. But, for Davin, the most crucial need was combat. Talen could never understand this about his brother, and he wished that it wouldn’t manifest in the middle of the road outside a city where they had a task to complete.

      “Well?” Davin called, smirking. “Come on then!”

      There was a sound of steel against flint and Davin fumbled with something in his pocket. A second later, the torch that had been doused by Talen lit again. With one hand, Davin held his sword forward; with the other, he extended the torch to the sky.

      Immediately, the Eyeless Host seemed to stumble back a bit, alarmed. A couple of them shielded their faces, though they had no eyeballs; the fire from the torch seemed to offend them.

      Two of them pulled their hoods back over their heads, obscuring their ghoulish faces.

      Davin smirked again, swishing his sword a couple more times.

      “Davin, careful,” Talen said. He narrowed in, focusing only on his brother and the four men and women in front of him. He checked the futures where they attacked, and these were rapidly approaching. Perhaps his brother had been right, though. The cultists, even in the futures, seemed strong, quick, far too quick for having no vision. They could see, somehow. But it was only in a very limited cone of sight. Only in the exact direction they faced. Otherwise, they didn’t seem to be able to see anything out of their peripheral vision.

      Still, Talen uneasily joined his brother on the road, pulling his own borrowed sword from his sheath at his hip. The steel felt clumsy in his hand. Davin had tried train him over the last three months at Alarkey’s estate, but Talen was useless with the blade. He’d always been the negotiator of the family.

      “Come,” Talen said, his voice scratchy in his own ears. “We can reach some sort of arrangement.”

      In reply, as if through some shared signal Talen hadn’t heard, all four of the Eyeless Host spurred their horses and began to charge at the brothers.

      Talen whimpered but Davin made a deep-throated hearty sound of pleasure. He raised his sword, ready. Talen hesitated; then, in a low voice, said, “The two on the left are going to charge you; one of them has a knife in their back belt. The sword in his hand is made of strong stuff, and they’re stronger than they look. Careful.”

      Davin nodded at the instructions and adjusted his position a bit so he could withstand any initial blows.

      The horses made a thundering sound charging up the road, kicking up dirt and dust even in the black. With the torches in front of their faces, Talen couldn’t see much, so Davin held the torch behind him just a bit, allowing them an illuminated view of their approaching enemies.

      The Eyeless Host was in Teshben. Was the prince already dead? Were Gwin and Jamie still alive, or had their father’s minions found them?

      The answers to such questions would have to wait.

      Talen waited for the last moment, checking the futures. Two of the horses were charging him, and at the last moment, he surged to the side and then darted forward.

      The horses breezed past him, and he heard the sound of metal as Davin met his own attackers.

      For anyone else, the risk of darting to the side of sword-wielding horsemen would have been too much.

      But Talen’s bracelet had revealed the weakness of the ghoulish cultists. They couldn’t see well, and so their sword swipes went wild. One of them even struck the other’s horse; the stallion reared, kicking his hooves in the air, and letting out a horrible screech of pain.

      The rider of the injured steed was flung backward, her sword arcing uselessly through the air as her hands loosed the reins, and then she crashed to the dirt and the horse darted away, sprinting to the forest.

      Talen glanced at his brother and noticed Davin was faring well, too. One of the Eyeless Host was on the ground, bleeding, Davin’s sword flicking away from their neck. The other circled, trying to charge again.

      Talen shouted, “He’s going to throw something at you! Crushed glass or something; watch your eyes!”

      Davin responded to his brother’s calls and shielded his face just as a projectile smashed against his forearm in an explosion of white powder. Davin also covered his mouth.

      In the futures where his brother inhaled, shards of the strange projectile would stick in his throat and nostrils, and eventually his lungs. This way, though, he deflected the powder with his forearm. Davin snarled in pain, something about the mixture still harming his flesh beneath his shirt, but he managed to duck another scything blow from the horsemen and sliced with his sword along the man’s leg.

      Talen, for his part, could no longer focus on his brother. He had trouble of his own.

      He ducked just as a large cudgel swung at his head.

      The rider turned and attacked him again, this time connecting with Talen’s upraised fingers.

      He could see the future, but that didn’t mean he could react perfectly every time. He wasn’t Davin. He wasn’t a skilled fighter.

      Still, he had survived six months in a Grum arena. He’d survived the fighting pits. He could survive this as well.

      He dropped into a heap, not because he was in much pain but because it allowed him to once again disappear from the Eyeless Host’s poor line of sight.

      He didn’t want to injure the steed. Talen had a soft spot in his heart for horses. And so, he resisted the urge to strike out at the revealed underbelly of the animal, and instead, he sliced up, his sword slicing at the leather strap securing the saddle beneath the creature. It took him a couple of swipes with his blade because he was trying to be careful; by then, the rider seemed to realize what Talen was trying to do by sound alone. There was a clicking sound, the snap of reins, and the rider hurried away, turning for another charge.

      Talen waited, braced on the balls of his feet, jaw set. He couldn’t move yet, or he would give away which way he would dive. The futures were swimming, constantly changing; every time they met in combat, it became even harder to track what happened next. But Talen managed to keep watch, at least for now, his eyes fixed on his attacker.

      The cultist glared at him through empty eye sockets, peering out beneath an upturned hood. Then the Eyeless Host spurred his horse, shouting incoherently.

      The horse charged forward: one, two steps. Talen’s work on the saddle strap came into effect. There was a loud snapping sound and the entire saddle suddenly shifted, spilling the attacker to the ground. The rider collapsed beneath the hooves of his frightened horse. There was a cry of pain, a screech, then two thuds. A few moments later, the attacker lay prostrate, motionless on the ground, bones crooked and bent in strange shapes.

      “Good one!” Davin called. “Little slow, but impressive.”

      Gasping, trying to steady his breathing, Talen turned to his brother, his gaze flicking to the second attacker. Somehow, Davin was now seated in the saddle, patting the creature’s flank. Two bodies were dumped at his feet.

      Davin beamed at his brother. “I told you we would be able to get a ride.”

      Talen shook his head. He checked the futures, determining that the fallen attackers would stay fallen. He hurried over to the cart the cultists had brought from the city, feeling himself drawn inexplicably toward it, a frown crinkling his brow. “Something’s not...” he began, but then he pulled up short. His frown deepened as he stared into the cart.

      He wasn’t sure what he was seeing at first. “What are those?”

      Davin called, the sound of clapping hooves accompanying him as he pulled his newly acquired horse next to the cart.

      Talen peered inside again, surveying it. Armor, uniforms—but some of the uniforms carried bloodstains where they’d also been pierced, leaving holes in the leather and metal. Some of the armor was also bent and crooked as if it had survived a scuffle. There were at least fifteen helmets and another fifteen sets of uniforms.

      “I don’t understand,” Talen murmured, still staring at the cart.

      Davin pointed past his brother at a large emblem of a white ship against a blue circle. “That’s the emblem of Teshben’s royal family,” he said, his voice a murmur. “I think these belong to the city guard.”

      Talen frowned. “What would the Eyeless Host be doing with guard uniforms?”

      Davin paused and scratched his jaw. In a low, ominous voice, he said, “Maybe they were trying to get more of their friends into the city. Maybe they wanted to get close to the prince. Which means he might not be dead yet.”

      Talen nodded. This made sense. He didn’t like to think how those uniforms had collected their bloodstains or rips, and he wondered how long it had taken these four members of the Eyeless Host to hunt down the city guard—likely at night, one at a time—to steal their uniforms.

      But another thought now niggled in his mind.

      “It’s dark,” he said.

      Davin nodded. “Brilliant deduction, brother.”

      “No, I mean why were they traveling at night?”

      “Obviously they didn’t want anyone to see what was in the cart.”

      “Yes, but even for them, it was dangerous. Look how easily we dispatched them. Against brigands, robbers, wild animals—they could’ve smuggled these things out in the day. Perhaps put them in a vat or some sort of container. It’s not like guards check things leaving the city that often.”

      “Never realized you were so versed in smuggling.”

      Talen shook his head, still frowning, still trying to figure out what was niggling at the back of his mind. He glanced up at his brother. “Unless they needed to hurry out of the city because they were going to meet someone.”

      Davin started. “Who would they be meeting?”

      Talen studied the fifteen helmets and the fifteen uniforms one more time. He felt a slow chill of unease creep across his body.

      Without even checking the futures, he turned and glanced back at the port city. The lights seemed ominous now beneath the dark clouds, and the torches on the ramparts continued to move in steady uniformity. He turned again, peering at the forest. If they were heading to meet someone, the forest would provide the perfect cover for a nighttime rendezvous.

      Talen stared—and then froze.

      Cresting the hill, coming quietly, low and careful, hurrying at a rapid pace from the direction of the woods, many shadows were heading steadily toward them, giving him barely any time to check the futures.

      “Davin,” Talen said, his heart in his throat. “Davin, look!”

      Davin turned, twisting in his new saddle, the horse beneath him shifting and stamping at the ground nervously. Then Davin cursed so fiercely, it sent shivers up Talen’s arms. “Are those—”

      Talen checked the futures, then nodded. “Eyeless Host. All of them. At least fifteen. We can’t take them!”

      Davin hesitated for a moment, his hand on his blade.

      “I’m serious, Davin. We can’t! There’s too many.”

      Davin growled, but then reluctantly extended a hand to his brother. “Get on.”

      For a moment, Talen frowned at this. He glanced around, but then realized the three other horses had fled the carnage; he spotted one of them over by the carriage, but it was too far. He checked the futures where he tried to reach it and realized the creature wouldn’t allow him and would continue to flee until he gave up pursuit.

      With a growl, Talen took his brother’s hand and allowed himself to be pulled up into the saddle, stepping off the stirrup with a grunt of exertion.

      Two of them would weigh the beast down, and Talen especially didn’t like riding with two, knowing how much it hurt the horse. But right now, it was more important they survived. They wouldn’t do any lasting damage to the animal over a short sprint.

      “Davin,” Talen said, growling. It hadn’t been clear at first in the dark, especially at this distance, but now, the dark, blurring shadows became larger; there was the sound of galloping hooves.

      “They have horses too!” Talen snapped. “Hurry! To the city!”

      “What about the gold?” Davin snapped. “We can’t leave it. They’ll take our stuff. We can’t hire the Clawed Fist without it.”

      “We’ll die!” Talen retorted.

      Davin shook his head wildly. “We can’t head to the city.”

      “Davin, we will die; we can’t fight them.”

      Davin shook his head again, already guiding the steed away from the city, his voice low, fervent, the wild strain of anxiety and fear curdling every sentence. “That’s fine. I’ll lead them away from the carriage. They can’t get that coin. If we don’t hire the Clawed Fist, Alarkey will be in danger. Grum will take his estate. They’ll imprison or kill him!”

      Talen wanted to protest, but Davin was right. They couldn’t flee. Not toward the city. They had to take a path that would lead the charging cultists away from the carriage, and away from the chests of coin.

      Already, the second chest, which one of the dead cultists had taken, was crumpled against her form, clutched in her pale, motionless hands.

      They would have to circle back after losing the Eyeless Host and retrieve their coin before anyone else came. At least at night, the roads weren’t traveled much. Perhaps they would have time to lose their trackers and recover the coin.

      Shouts arose behind them, preceding the sound of galloping hooves.

      Or, perhaps they would die before they even had the chance.
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      Talen knew they wouldn’t make it. The wind whistled across his ears, ruffling his hair, and pawing at his clothing as if threatening to push him from the back of the horse.

      The stallion galloped, its hooves clapping thunderously against the trail beneath it, responding to Davin’s urgent guidance.

      They couldn’t head back to the city. Davin was right.

      But circling off the path, up the dirt and hills in the dark, was nearly as foolish.

      Talen’s fingers tightened, gripping the saddle beneath him, his legs locked, his thighs aching from holding on. Davin leaned over, trying to provide as much room for his brother as possible in the single-rider saddle. He kept whispering, spurring the horse on with muttered comments and mild praise.

      “Hurry,” Davin kept saying. “They’re gaining! Hurry; you can do it!”

      But the horse beneath them hadn’t been bred for galloping in rough terrain in the middle of the night.

      The darkness enshrouded them, threatening to swallow them whole. Trembles and chills ran all across the back of his neck. He could tell without looking that the riders behind them were gaining. In the dark, he could feel their presence drawing nearer.

      “Davin, we’re not going to make it!” he snapped.

      Davin ignored him and pressed his heels into the flanks of the horse again. But the poor creature was going as fast as it could. Talen suspected the horse wasn’t bred for riding at all. For all he knew, some cart horse had been stolen by the cultists along with those uniforms back in the cart.

      “Davin!”

      It was nearly impossible to keep track of all the futures given how quickly they were running and how many enemies were behind them. There were just too many threats to cycle through everything that could happen. Talen tried to suppress a scream, struggling to focus. His words wouldn’t matter here. He knew that before he even tried. The cultists behind them would catch up, and they would kill them.

      “Davin! We can’t—”

      They had been hurrying away from the trail, perpendicular to the trees, trying to reach the forest by circling around their pursuers. But traveling off the established road, over hills and shrubs, came with its own host of difficulties. The horse whinnied sharply and then loosed a horrible screech.

      The stallion collapsed beneath them, and Talen barely had time to realize they had stumbled into a rivet between two hills—an old creek bed had dried up, creating a small trench.

      Something shattered with a horrible cracking noise and Talen had the terrible suspicion it was one of the horse’s legs.

      But his flash of sympathy and guilt was replaced by horror as he toppled head over heels, following his brother as they both slammed into the dirt at the bottom of the creek, skittering across the ground.

      Talen’s hands tore open, and a finger cracked. He tried to cry out in pain, but swallowed a mouth of dust and mud shavings. His head slammed into something hard, and for a moment he thought he’d snapped his neck.

      Black stars danced across his vision in the black night, prohibiting him from seeing anything. He could hear the galloping of rapidly approaching horsemen and, under the sound of hooves, whispered voices and harsh commands. Some of their words were lost by the horrific screeches of an animal in pain.

      Talen’s chest pulsed, vibrating as his heart slammed wildly against its inside wall, his throat prickling with a tingling sensation of fear.

      He swallowed back the rising bile and tried again to scream, this time for help. But they were far too distant from the city. They were alone, in the dark, surrounded by enemies.

      Talen tried to push up but found his cracked finger sent a bolt of agony through his arm. He lay where he was, arm bent at a funny angle, shoulder pushing into some mud. He glanced over his shoulder, twisting his neck slowly, worried that he wouldn’t be able to move. Thankfully, his neck didn’t seem to be broken. He glanced back at the horse, with its shattered leg. It was kicking and screaming, whinnying horrifically.

      Davin was a ways off; he had slammed into a pile of boulders and rocks.

      Clearly, by the way bone was sticking out of his throat, he had broken his neck.

      Talen stared at his wounded brother, terror filling him, grief pushed aside in favor of common sense. The bracelet would work. It had to.

      He tried to sit up; the whinnying and screeching horse sent lances of pain through his head, intermingling with the headache he already had from the fall.

      A few seconds passed and he heard the sound of boots as people dismounted nearby.

      He spotted a large, cloaked figure approaching the downed horse, followed by something silver swinging in the dark. The horse fell silent. The cloaked figure with the sword stood over the horse and wiped the blade off on the beast’s flank. Then he gestured at Davin and Talen. “Bring them; we will see what the all-seeing master desires.”

      There came quiet protests from the Eyeless Host behind him.

      “May we eat their eyes?” someone asked.

      A few chorusing voices answered in giddy agreement, like chill zephyrs in the heart of night.

      “No, please. We’re not...” Talen tried to speak but stopped when he suddenly felt rough hands against his back, dragging him to his feet. He smelled body odor and urine and what had to be caked feces. Clearly the Eyeless Host didn’t consider hygiene a prerequisite to membership.

      “Their eyes are mine,” said the leader with the sword. He placed one foot on the neck of the dead horse. “Get the other one, too. No one eats their eyes until we see what the master wants. Take them to camp.”

      Fear, adrenaline, and terror all surged and swirled around Talen’s brain. He wanted to check the futures, but then thought better of it. He could only imagine the horrible sight that awaited him in his mind’s eye.

      At least he had a mind’s eye. By the sound of things, his physical ones weren’t long for this world.

      He tried to struggle in the grip of his captors, but he was too hurt. His shattered finger throbbed dully, prodding him with pain with every jolting movement. He was led toward a horse but wasn’t allowed on the saddle. Instead, his hands were roughly tied in front of him, the broken finger making him scream in pain, but this only elicited a chuckle from his captors. Then, with Davin also secured to the back of a horse, his neck slowly mending, Talen and his brother were tugged along behind the steeds, turning back to the forest.

      A small part of Talen realized that at least the cultists hadn’t seen the carriage. They hadn’t claimed the chests.

      “The uniforms?” the leader called, his voice grating in the dark.

      “In a cart,” a harsh voice replied. “I found them next to the bodies of our brethren.”

      “Good. Bring them. Hurry: we need to make camp before light.”

      Talen and his brother were dragged into the dark, carried off by the Eyeless Host.

      They would have to wait to see what the master said. That’s what the leader had told his followers. Of course, Talen could only think of one master. The magician would know who they were. The magician would show no mercy.
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        * * *

      

      Talen awoke to chanting. Slow, murmuring voices echoed across a small clearing in the woods.

      He blinked his eyes, opening them, relieved to find he still had vision. The throbbing pain in his finger had only worsened, and he doubted anyone had taken the time to splint the injury. But he couldn’t check, as his hands were tied behind his back, around a tree.

      He could feel the flesh of another hand against his. “Davin?”

      No response.

      “Davin?” he said, a bit louder.

      “I’m here. Fine. Just a light wound. It healed.”

      Talen felt a surge of relief. He glanced down at his bracelet, relieved to find it had been left on his wrist.

      “Did they find the chests?”

      He heard a shifting sound and waited.

      Davin grunted in dark humor. “Oh, wait. I shook my head. No. I don’t think so.”

      At least there was that. Talen readjusted, trying to test the ropes binding his hands, but winced and immediately gave up the effort. It was too tight, and it hurt too much.

      Ahead, he glimpsed the dark, cloaked figures of the Eyeless Host circling the campfire. They had long metal rods heating over the blaze, gripped in the hands of four of the eyeless.

      Tents and temporary lean-tos had been set up between the trees beyond.

      The chanting was growing louder. And louder.

      “Master!” a voice screeched into the night. “Hear us! The sightless do you truly see!” The others echoed the leader’s cries.

      The campfire seemed to grow, the flames creeping higher and lifting to the sky in line with the canopy of leaves.

      The chanting became more fervent. A silver cup, seemingly made of glistening scales, was passed between the cultists. They tipped and drank, allowing a strange black liquid to slosh down their necks and chins.

      Talen and Davin both muttered darkly beneath their breaths. Talen again renewed his efforts, tugging at his bonds, but again, he found his struggles fruitless.

      His legs hadn’t been tied, but this didn’t help him unless he could free his hands.

      “Can you get out?” Talen asked, his voice low.

      “I don’t think so. I’m trying. Give me a moment.”

      “I don’t think we have a moment.”

      The Eyeless Host was screaming now. The four skewers of metal glowed red hot in the rising blaze; smoke spewed, and sparks sputtered into the sky like fireflies scattered on the breeze.

      Then, suddenly, a deep, booming voice echoed from a billowing cloud of ash. The black soot twisted and turned on the air, like some sort of bird.

      “What?” the voice demanded in a curt, impatient tone. With all the pomp and ceremony, Talen had expected something a bit more rousing.

      But this single, empty word uttered from a deep, unnatural voice sent chills up his spine.

      He recognized that voice.

      “Master,” screamed the leader of the Eyeless Host, “we are in the city of Teshben! And we have found two looters. They killed four of our brethren! I wish to claim their eyes. Unless you would like them as offering.”

      The dark, billowing smoke twisted and turned, as if surveying the surrounding forest.

      “Their eyes are yours,” the voice in the smoke said, still impatient.

      Before Talen could react, the four cultists who had been holding the metal skewers screeched in delight. They began to hurry over to Talen and Davin, still illuminated by the pulsing flames. Talen could feel the heat now as the shield of bodies separated. He could also feel tendrils of fear racing down his spine as the glinting, hot shards of metal hovered in the air, hissing steam in the gloom as the four cultists approached.

      “Tasty,” one was murmuring. “Only those without sight can truly taste.”

      “Can you see! Can you?” another was shouting, jabbing his metal skewer at Talen’s face.

      There was a sudden low, growling noise.

      Everyone in the clearing paused, glancing toward the column of smoke billowing over the giant fire.

      “You fools!” the familiar voice in the smoke grumbled, like the moan of a grizzly prodded from its slumber. “Fools! You were followed!” The smoke twisted and whirred like a tornado and then vanished. It was a strange sight to see flames that large, spewing smoke one moment and then without smoke the next. The fire died, dropping to little more than a slow burn among a few scattered coals.

      The sudden change made it much harder for Talen to see.

      But, above, the clouds parted, and moonlight seeped through, illuminating the hunched forms of the cultists around the fire.

      The glowing shards of metal skewers in front of his face were also very clearly visible. Talen doubled his effort at his bonds but still couldn’t escape.

      “Followed?” one of the cultists murmured. The same fellow shook his head in disinterest. He lowered his skewer toward Talen’s right eye, murmuring delightedly to himself.

      Desperately, Talen pressed his head back, the rigid bark behind his skull keeping him from leaning farther away. He shouted in protest and tried to move his face. But then one of the other cultists shot forward and grabbed his head, holding it firm in an unyielding grip.

      “No!” Talen screamed.

      “What are they doing?” Davin cried in frantic tones from his position on the other side of the tree, facing the opposite direction. “What are you doing to him! Stop it! I’ll kill you bastards! Stop!”

      The cries of the brothers intermingled in the air, but the cultists seemed disinterested. The heat from the hot metal spike now pulsed against Talen’s skin as the cultist seemed to adjust his grip.

      The screams faded in Talen’s throat. He felt limp all of a sudden, light-headed. Fear had flooded him completely. What was it the column of smoke had said? Fools. Followed. Followed by who?

      As the skewer descended toward his eye, Talen closed them, trying to jerk his head but finding his neck wouldn’t move, his skull gripped between two firm hands.

      His eyelid glowed orange even though it was still closed.

      Thump.

      Talen blinked.

      He opened his eyes; the metal skewer had fallen. The cultist holding it was standing there, a look of surprise on his face. The arrow lodged in his throat pointed at the tree.

      The cultist gurgled and then toppled.

      A cry arose from those in the clearing and weapons were pulled from sheaths and raised from the trunks and logs they had been left leaning against.

      Another arrow spat from the dark and buried into the leader of the cultists. He screeched and was sent tumbling into the remnants of the smoldering coals.

      The leader screamed some more, and the smell of singed meat met the air. His howling, like that of the horse he’d killed, died after a few moments.

      The Eyeless Host pressed against each other. “Over there!” one shouted. “Two of them! See them?”

      “Do you truly see? Bastards!” Davin spat.

      Talen didn’t respond, too busy whipping his gaze one way or the other, trying to make sense of it. He tested the futures to see if they could get away, but the answers weren’t clear.

      The Eyeless Host all pointed in one direction and began to charge forward. There was a flash of red lightning. Pitchforks of red darted from the trees, singeing some of the trunks and scattering the leaves but mostly slamming into the cultists and sending them smoking and reeling.

      Cries of pain and shouts filled the air.

      More blasts of red lightning filled the clearing, followed closely by bolts of fire and molten lead.

      Talen had seen both types of magic before.

      “Gwin?” he shouted into the dark.

      There was another jolt of red lightning. A large hand suddenly descended on Talen’s shoulder. He yelped in surprise as he looked up, then heaved a sigh of relief.

      Jamie, Gwin’s brother, stood over him, a smile on his lips. “I never thought I’d return the favor so quickly,” he said, his voice hushed.

      He needn’t have bothered, though. Most the of Eyeless Host were now singed and on the ground. A few had managed to reach their horses and were desperately trying to escape.

      Jamie held up a finger as if to say one moment and raised a hand, extending it toward the fleeing men.

      There was a pulse of flame and smoke and one of the men screamed, his back arcing as he fell from the horse.

      Talen felt a flash of anxiety, a memory swirling through his mind: The Golden Fool had raised a palm and his father fell dead to the ground.

      Jamie no longer had metal flesh. He’d been freed from his father’s influence and was the Golden Fool no longer. Now, he and his sister had reclaimed his heart. If he ever lost his heart, he would lose his free will.

      Jamie could still influence metal and gold, which meant his heart was probably still in the golden vase. But Talen had never been sure where Gwin’s magic came from.

      The last of the cultists tumbled from a horse, caught by a bolt of red lightning. But this one got to his feet and continued limping away, scattering pine needles and detritus in clumps as he fled.

      Jamie frowned and shot a blast of his own magic. But he hit a tree instead and the cultist managed to limp away, racing off into the forest as quickly as he could go.

      Jamie cursed quietly beneath his breath but then turned away from the fleeing foe to his friends. “Hold still,” he said quietly.

      He went to work on the bonds. He didn’t use a blade, but there was a quiet hissing noise as his hand touched the ropes, the smell of smoke, and then Talen’s hands came free.

      “Thank you!” Talen said, gasping and surging to his feet. He turned, checking his brother, looking him over for injuries.

      But Davin seemed fine, except for the slight frown on his face. Davin was not as warm to magicians as Talen; they’d both grown up with their father warning them against all forms of magic. It hadn’t seemed to bother him that they had bracelets that could perform magic, but magicians like Gwin and Jamie were often seen as subhuman. Heartless. Still, Talen considered them friends—though Davin might have protested the notion.

      “Thank you,” Talen repeated again as if to make up for Davin’s silence.

      Jamie nodded in quiet acquiescence, his lips curling into a smile. He gestured toward the trees, signaling the coast was clear.

      “Was that everyone?” a voice called.

      Talen’s chest tightened and his heart skipped a beat. He realized how much he’d missed her.

      Gwin stepped from the trees, her hair even longer and less disheveled than he last remembered. Back in the fighting pits, it had been badly cut close. Now, though, it had grown enough that she’d managed to trim it evenly. She wore a loose-fitting tunic, which allowed a small white scar to be visible above her collarbone. She was also wearing a smile, which she directed at Talen.

      “Hello,” she said.

      Talen shook his head, stunned. “I can’t believe you found us. What are the odds of—”

      “Actually,” said Jamie, clearing his throat, “we were here for our father’s men. We didn’t even know you were here until we started the attack.”

      “We saw them take two prisoners on the road,” said Gwin, stalking forward and stepping over the corpses of the cultists. A flash of guilt clouded her expression for a moment. Gwen was a tenderhearted person even though she was a magician. Hurting people had never come naturally to her.

      But Talen was secretly grateful she had chosen to hurt others this time.

      He reached up, massaging his eyes, trying not to think through the futures they’d narrowly avoided. “You’ve been following the Eyeless Host?” he asked.

      Jamie nodded. “They showed up in Teshben a couple of weeks ago. There are more of them than this.”

      “They’re here for the prince,” said Talen. “The one your father is hunting.”

      “Of course,” said Jamie, nodding. “I know him well. He was to be my next target.”

      Davin snorted in scorn, but Talen shook his head, his expression grim. “We’ve been trying to warn him, but by the sound of things, our messages aren’t getting through.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Gwin, reaching them finally and extending a hand toward Talen’s shoulder. Her fingertips brushed his arm gently in an affectionate gesture. She smiled at him for a moment, locking eyes and inviting him into an unspoken conversation.

      Talen smiled back, letting his shoulders relax beneath her touch.

      As he moved, though, his shattered finger scraped against his pocket and a new jolt of pain blossomed through him.

      “What is it?” Jamie said as Talen’s features twisted.

      “Nothing much,” Talen said, gasping. “My finger.”

      Immediately, Gwin gently took his hand in hers. She frowned, a look of concern covering the regrets that had clouded her expression moments before. She whispered quietly beneath her breath and hovered one hand over his broken finger.

      Red sparks danced across his skin and a few seconds later, the pain subsided.

      Talen stared, relief flooding him. He exhaled a sigh of relief once the pain vanished. He’d been on the receiving end of Gwin’s healing before, but it had never been this fast. Clearly, she’d been practicing.

      “We should get going,” Jamie said. “Like I said, this isn’t the only group of cultists in the city. They’re still after the prince.”

      “So he’s alive?” Talen asked.

      “Yes, as far as I know.”

      Davin shook his head grimly. “Won’t be for long if he keeps ignoring warnings like ours. We need to get to him before they do. We can’t let your father—”

      Jamie grunted. “No, we can’t. You’re right. But we can’t get into the castle. They won’t allow anyone in. Not unless you’re a friend of the prince.”

      “Is that normal?” asked Talen. “Normally, don’t castles sometimes allow commoners to make a case before the king and queen?”

      “There’s no king in Teshben. The king lives in the capital to the east. But his son, Prince Casper, is a paranoid fellow. Your warnings likely would not been evoked a difference in his behavior. He’s feared assassins for most of his life. The castle is well guarded, and there are rumors that he sleeps in a windowless, bolted room so no one can creep in. He doesn’t come out and prefers to take food in his chambers. The only time he’s ever seen is at the lavish parties he throws in order to solidify alliances with the surrounding cities, and he only does those because another one of his paranoias is that they will violently rise up against him. I hear tell he hates those parties, but he has to go through with them in order to keep potential enemies as friends.”

      “We need to get in one of those parties,” said Talen. “That’s the only way. We have to speak with him. We have to protect him. He might be paranoid, but he doesn’t know what he’s up against. He is in a city without magic. If he doesn’t use magic, your father will destroy him with ease. He has to protect himself. Maybe even leave the city.”

      Jamie shrugged. “Maybe he’ll listen to reason; maybe not. But how can we enter one of those parties?”

      Gwin pointed at the brothers. “You’re the best bet. Your family’s connections go deep.”

      Davin grumbled, though, and said, “They’re ignoring warnings from our correspondent in the city; clearly the respect for the Aurem–Alarkey Trading Company isn’t enough. A coastal city like Teshben has all sorts of merchants and traders. It’s one of the few places the company doesn’t monopolize. As far as the prince is concerned, we’re likely just another wealthy family trying to get in his good graces.”

      “Well then, what should we do?” asked Gwin. She glanced at Talen and gnawed on the corner of her lip nervously. She turned to the smoke, which had once again reappeared over the fire, this time in normal, whisking strands, heading back to the sky.

      Talen wondered if they’d heard the smoke speaking, if they had known their father had been keeping an eye on this place not long before.

      He didn’t ask. It didn’t seem like the right time.

      “Well, I hate to say this, since normally this is Talen’s forte,” said Davin, slowly, “but I think I might have an idea.”

      The three others turned to him, studying him quizzically. He jerked his thumb toward the cart that had been brought along with the horses. “There are guards’ uniforms in there,” he said. “I mean, that’s how they planned to get in. Might work for us too. Don’t think they’ll have much use for them now,” he said with a dark smirk at the cultists’ corpses.

      Talen stared at the cart and then glanced at his brother. “That might not be such a bad idea,” he said slowly.

      Davin frowned. “No need to sound so surprised.”

      Jamie clapped a hand on Talen’s shoulder, sending him reeling. Gwin caught him and winced apologetically, but Jamie was already turning without noticing the effect of his gesture. “I wonder if they have any in my size,” he said.

      When he was in his form as the Golden Fool, he was at least eight feet tall. Now, he was much smaller, but still enormous for a man. Talen was nearly the same height, but Jamie was twice as broad.

      Talen reached up, wincing, gingerly touching his shoulder where Jamie had patted him.

      Gwin smiled again, a look of concern on her face, and she rubbed him apologetically on the other arm.

      The four of them made their way over to the cart and began sorting through the uniforms, trying to find armor and outfits that fit.

      First thing in the morning, they would have to gain entry to the castle. If it was true that the prince only came out of his room when there were parties, they wouldn’t have time to wait. They would have to break into the prince’s rooms, or find a way to get him to come out on his own accord. Whatever the case, they didn’t have much time. The Eyeless Host was also in Teshben.

      Hiring the Clawed Fist was also a priority.

      Talen made a mental note to remember to retrieve their possessions from the carriage before they headed back to the city.

      He fingered uniforms and chain mail, brushing against the emblems displaying the ship against a blue background. Magic was banned in Teshben, and all four of them capable of the arcane were heading into the belly of the beast in order to save a prince. Talen could only hope it would work.
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      Teshben stretched before them, introduced as cobblestones against their booted feet, and then twisting and turning into a labyrinth of crowded homes pressed up against each other and shops built on top of these homes with as many as four stories. Buildings on buildings on buildings—Talen shuddered at the architecture.

      It wasn’t particularly nice architecture, like the sorts of things one would hear about from the capital to the east. There were no marble archways or old bathhouses adorned with vines and etchings of the old gods. Rather, Teshben was a practical city filled with functional architecture intent on keeping the buildings standing and allowing more structures to be built in the confined space.

      As a consequence of trying to shove as many shops and homes into as small a space as possible, the buildings crowded the cramped streets, some of them even arching over the walkways and boulevards, connecting along platforms and plank wood.

      The streets were exceptionally narrow; in some areas, carts and carriages couldn’t make their way through.

      Talen immediately could tell that only experienced coachmen would be able to navigate a city like this.

      The smell of salt and the odor of the sea wafted in on every breeze and gust of air. The tattered sails of old sloops could be glimpsed, sprayed with sea salt, and stained with sunlight over the tops of some of the buildings, framed against a horizon of blue green. There were other sails, better maintained, taller, prouder; these belonged to ships made for war, or ships protected by the ones made for war, bearing goods and cargo from the wealthier trading companies throughout the region.

      Talen recalled that their family’s trading company had never had much of a foot in Teshben. It was a curious thing to witness a city where his father’s influence mattered little.

      Jamie and Gwin walked in front of Talen and Davin, their heads straight, their postures perfect as they marched like seasoned soldiers. All of them wore the pilfered armor from the city guard.

      Talen and Davin followed close behind, trying to keep in step with the other siblings. Talen found himself sweating beneath the metal armor and desperately trying to do anything but stare in Gwin’s direction for too long. Every now and then he would sneak a glance and devolve into another series of mutterings and uncomfortable thoughts.

      Their booted feet pounded the cobblestones and the ill-fitting armor shifted, creating patches of discomfort along Talen’s skin.

      In the distance, set on a hill overlooking the bay, Talen spotted the prince’s keep. The same blue emblem of a ship fluttered from banners dangling beneath windows and above a portcullis. Along the battlements, men and women in uniform moved in regimented precision, patrolling along the walls, and keeping an eye on the courtyards and cobblestones below.

      As they neared, though, Talen held out a hand, halting his companions with a muttered, “Wait!”

      Jamie and Gwin stopped first, adjacent to a wagon filled with hay in the shadow of an old barn with crisscrossed support beams. Davin meandered forward a few steps before pausing and glancing back at his younger brother.

      “What is it?” Jamie asked, his low voice rumbling beneath the pilfered helmet. The silver brim glinted beneath the sun, and briefly, Talen was reminded of Jamie’s other form. He felt a slow shiver down his back but suppressed the emotion as he searched futures briefly.

      “Look at their uniforms,” he said quietly, nodding toward the bridge before the portcullis.

      The others frowned, following his gaze.

      It took a moment for the chorus of muttering and askance glances to make its way through Talen’s companions.

      Once it did, however, the other three all adopted dark glowers. Jamie scowled in the direction of the indicated guards and Davin leaned against the cart full of hay, cursing beneath his breath. “Well, if that isn’t the sheer shite,” he growled.

      Gwin paused for a moment, frowning. “I don’t understand,” she said. “What’s the problem?”

      Jamie nodded at the guards lining the bridge and the ones patrolling the battlements. “Different uniforms,” he said and reached down, tugging at one of the holes puncturing his chain mail. He shifted uncomfortably, causing the blue crest on his armor to skew across his chest.

      Gwin examined the battlements again and her eyebrows flicked up. She whistled softly. “I don’t understand,” she said. “If these uniforms weren’t going to be used to enter the prince’s keep, what were they for?”

      Talen scratched his jaw, sighing softly as he did. The uniforms of the patrolling guards carried the same symbol of the ship against blue cloth, but the armor itself was different. The guards on the battlements and the bridge wore leather armor with golden trim and silver protrusions. It was a neater, more ornate armor, resonating of ceremonial intent.

      The armor they’d stolen from the Eyeless Host was of more practical fare. Their armor had seen use beyond the obvious puncture marks and scrapes from recent battle. There was no gold trim, nor silver ornamentation.

      Jamie remained still, watching the bridge. “Maybe it’s the difference between interior guards and gate soldiers,” he said slowly. “We might still be fine.”

      “Only one way to tell,” said Davin. He pushed off the cart before Talen could intercept him and hurried in the direction of the castle.

      “Wait!” Talen whispered but Davin waved a hand over his shoulder. The half of his face still covered with the bronze mask flashed above his armor as he hurried forward—the sound of his stomping boots and rattling metal chain mail heralding his approach. Some of the guards on the bridge glanced up.

      Talen stared, worry flitting through his mind in pulses. His brother had always been the more impulsive of the two, but this could end in calamity. If the prince’s soldiers decided to investigate Davin’s armor, or if they recognized it due to its absence, they would all be in trouble.

      It was uncommon for soldiers to go missing throughout the kingdom—especially in a safe city like Teshben. Perhaps the murdered guards were being looked for and their uniforms were being sought. And Davin had simply strolled up to the gates, presenting his head on a silver platter.

      The guards at the gate didn’t react at first. They watched Davin approach the bridge, their eyes glinting like dwindling coals from beneath the shadows of their own helmets.

      Talen swallowed and pressed his back against dusty stone, his left shoulder scraping the support structure of an old, unused merchant stall. From the direction of the bridge, he heard the guards clearing their throats and one of them shook his head.

      The voices were faint, and for a moment Talen could hear the sound of trundling wheels on the cobblestone streets and the distant cries of vendors and street carters. But then the swell of the city noise faded, and Talen was able to pick up a fragment of the conversation from the gates.

      “...apologies,” Davin was saying. “I must have had the wrong date. So when is this party?”

      The tide of city noise swept in again and diluted most of the guard’s response, but then it faded once more and Talen managed to hear, “...later in the evening.”

      “Tomorrow night?”

      “Yes,” said the guard, sounding impatient now. “Tomorrow night. Your captain should have the details. If this is the way your company does business, perhaps I should have a word with the Master of Keys and see if we can hire a security force more suited to the job.” The guard directed a meaningful look at Davin.

      Talen’s brother shook his head with a jerking motion and cleared his throat. “No, we can handle it, I’m sure. We’ll be there.”

      The guard leaned against his spear now, bored once more. “See that you’re here tomorrow. For today, piss off!”

      Davin’s hands went in the air in mock surrender, and he turned as if to leave. Pausing, though, as if on second thought, he glanced back and said, “I understand that we’re early. My apologies. But you haven’t heard any news from our coordinator, have you? From our guild?”

      Another portion of conversation passed that Talen couldn’t quite make out. But then he managed to snag the words, “...Clawed Fist?” from the air. The guard continued. “No, we haven’t. What sort of news?”

      Davin licked his lips, and his gaze darted back to the others, clustered near the wall. “Oh, nothing. Any mention, perhaps, of missing mercenaries?”

      The gate sentry frowned now, gesturing at a companion standing beneath the portcullis. “You’re not saying you’re understaffed, are you? Are you looking for extra coin? I can tell you right now, all prices are final. But if you’d like, I can go up to the keep and fetch the Master of—”

      Davin wheeled back, shaking his head, and moving his hands in quick chopping motions, palms facing the ground. “No, of course not. So sorry. My mistake. We’ll be here tomorrow evening with the rest of our company. Have a good evening.”

      And with that, Davin turned and hurried away from the guards at the gate. The sentries hesitated as if to call after him but then shook their heads, grumbling to each other, and resumed their positions.

      As Davin rejoined them by the straw cart, Talen dropped his voice, ducking back beyond the grey stone wall and out of sight of the bridge. “What was that about?” he asked.

      Davin frowned as he trudged back over to them. Talen guided Jamie and Gwin back behind the wall, out of view of the guards who were now looking in their direction. Davin settled in the shadow of the cart, leaning against the wooden frame, and heaving a disgusted sigh. “Did you hear any of that?”

      Talen nodded. “A bit. But not the first part. What’s going on?”

      Davin sighed again, passing a hand through his shaggy hair. It had been a while since he’d trimmed it; even at Alarkey’s estate, he’d been preoccupied with training the new recruits.

      “Apparently, the uniforms we’re wearing are special detail, hired by the prince to help guard the compound during a party.”

      Gwin frowned. “A party?”

      “Apparently the prince is as paranoid as we thought,” said Davin. “He wasn’t willing to conduct the party without tripling his security force. He went to one of the local mercenary guilds; he only trusts one of them, by the sound of it. One of his relatives recommended them.”

      “And this party, it’s tomorrow night?” asked Talen. “We did hear that part.”

      Davin grunted in affirmation, still looking disgusted. “Big use this is now,” he said, running his finger up and down some scratch marks over his breastplate. “Back to square one. We can’t get in there looking like this until tomorrow. By then, it might be too late.”

      But Gwin had paused, wearing a contemplative expression. She traced her hand along the wooden structure of the old cart. For a moment, she hesitated, fingering a splinter jutting from the wood and peeling it back. She examined the fragment for a moment, twirling it between her thumb and forefinger, before saying in a quiet, careful voice, “Perhaps this is good news. If we want to reach the prince, there’s no saying if we’d be able to gain entry into the keep itself as guards. There are likely royal guards protecting the prince from any approach, even his own soldiers. If he’s as cautious as it sounds, he wouldn’t trust most; especially not men with weapons, even if they’re in his employ.”

      “What are you saying?” asked Jamie, his deep voice rumbling.

      “I’m saying,” said Gwin, still twisting the splinter, “this might be the perfect chance. Clearly, the Eyeless Host was planning on assassinating the prince at this party. Otherwise why would they have stolen the uniforms and then ridden into the forest outside the city? They were going to plan and prepare for the day and then kill him tomorrow.”

      Talen glanced nervously back at the edge of the wall and lowered his voice even more. “For all we know that plan is still on,” he said with a frown. “They’re resourceful if anything. I can’t imagine we got them all. Your father seems to have many of those cultists working for him.”

      Jamie and Gwin pursed their lips and shared a significant, knowing glance. “My father will have a backup plan for certain,” said Gwin. “He’s powerful and dangerous. Winter’s life effort is to resurrect this five-headed beast, to give him more power. But he’s also a strategist. Cunning and clever, and wise.”

      Talen frowned for a moment and shared a look with Davin. Both brothers turned to Gwin and, in unison, said, “Winter?”

      Gwin flinched, then hesitated. “Umm—yes... My father goes by many names. But... well, we know him best as... well...”

      Jamie growled, interjecting with, “My father is not a subtle man. He sees the world as winter and believes it is his role to usher in spring. Like Gwin said, he’s known by many names—some which cannot be spoken, others which ought not be.” Jamie smirked for a moment. “Of all the titles my father claimed, Winter always struck us, when we were children, as the least threatening. It almost gave comfort to refer to our father by such a title.” Jamie nodded with each word, punctuating them with grim countenance.

      Talen couldn’t imagine his own parents carrying multiple names, but he shrugged at this and said, “Winter it is... then.” He turned back to Gwin. “But for this party, what are you saying exactly? If you think the Eyeless Host is going to reach the prince tomorrow, how does that help us?”

      Gwin glanced down at her uniform and adjusted one of the sleeves. She put her foot on the wagon wheel and shifted uncomfortably. “Tomorrow we may gain entry into the keep. We’ll be able to keep an eye on the prince, and then, when the Eyeless Host rises to strike, we’ll be there to stop them.”

      “Without magic,” said Davin in a gruff voice. “Don’t forget that. The city forbids it. The surest way to end up in a prison or an executioner’s block is to use any sort of magical ability. Especially if they can see it. If you do that red lightning of yours,” Davin shot a long look from Gwin to her brother, “or the big fella here turns all glinty and gilded, then our heads are forfeit.”

      Gwin nodded. “I know. We’ll refrain from magic. At least as best we can. But Talen has his own abilities.” She glanced at the bracelet on his wrist but didn’t comment. “He’ll be able to keep an eye on things and tell us if the prince is in danger. If the prince won’t believe your uncle’s correspondence, what better proof could we have than an actual assassination attempt.”

      “Preferably a failed assassination attempt,” Jamie said. “Otherwise this whole ruse has failed.”

      Gwin gnawed on the corner of her lip and lowered her foot from the wagon wheel. “Yes. That’s why Talen has to be there, determining nothing is coming. And the rest of us will be there to intervene when it does. It will prove to the prince that they’re after him. Understand?”

      The others all glanced among themselves; the hubbub of voices from the streets beyond the merchant stalls mingled on the cold air, accompanied by the sound of trundling wagon wheels clipping against cobblestones and the distant cacophony of seabirds crying out to each other over salted air.

      “It’s not a bad plan,” said Davin. “Delaying until tomorrow is a risk. We’ll be cutting it short. But at least this way, we’ll be able to prove to the prince his life in jeopardy.”

      “And what if the prince believes we’re in on it?” asked Jamie. “We’re not exactly the most trustworthy sort. For one, we’re wearing the armor of dead men.”

      Davin glanced at Talen, who shrugged. “He may be paranoid, but surely he’s not stupid. If we rescue him—save his life—he’ll have to know we’re on his side.”

      “Unless he thinks it’s a ploy,” said Jamie. “Never underestimate the lengths to which an overly cautious mind will go to validate its paranoia.”

      Talen sighed, but then shrugged. “I’m not sure we have much of a choice. We’re out of time, and judging by the Eyeless Host’s actions, they’re planning to attack the prince tomorrow night. We can’t enter the castle now; and even if we could, there’s no telling we’d reach the prince. I think Gwin’s right. The best way is to enter tomorrow as part of this new conscripted source of mercenaries. We can keep an eye on him while he’s in plain sight at this party.”

      Jamie massaged the back of his knuckles, but then relented with a single nod. “You may be right. It’s dangerous, and I don’t like it. I don’t like putting anyone in harm’s way like this,” he said, glancing at Gwin. Then he looked back up. “But if it has to be done, so be it. My father can’t be allowed to harvest the heart of this prince. He’s too close as it is, and things rarely work out well for those who cower in shelters during periods of turmoil.”

      “There’s another thing,” said Davin. He was staring at Talen and his one eye winked behind the bronze mask. “Uncle Alarkey told us to contact the Clawed Fist. A mercenary group, old as the docks, operating out of Teshben. Funny thing, it just so happens, it’s the same mercenary guild supplying the extra security for the party tomorrow.”

      Talen stared at his brother, his eyebrows ratcheting up. “I did hear them mentioned, but I wasn’t sure...”

      Davin shrugged. “Is it really a surprise? Alarkey wouldn’t have recommended them if we couldn’t trust them. Obviously, the prince has the same sense of their reputation.”

      “Trustworthy mercenaries are hard to come by,” said Jamie with a nod. “There are few that can maintain such reputation. You called them the Clawed Fist?”

      “Have you heard of them?” asked Talen.

      Jamie shook his head. “But that’s no surprise. I spent much of my life doing my father’s bidding. I didn’t have time among the killing and the pain to pay too much attention to the interactions of coasts to the south.”

      Talen shuddered.

      Jamie continued. “And why did your uncle want you two to approach this mercenary guild?”

      “We’re raising an army,” said Davin without batting an eyelid. “Coin buys power in this empire. My uncle’s treatment of freedmen has bought him an amount of loyalty. But we hit a bit of a...” He paused, frowning for a moment. He glanced back in the direction of the keep, which was out of sight from where Talen stood. “A bit of a setback, and our recruitment efforts stalled. So we’re going to have to recruit the rest of the soldiers elsewhere. Our uncle recommended the Clawed Fist. We planned to speak to their leader after rescuing the prince, but I suppose now might be the perfect opportunity. It might even grant entry into the keep without these uniforms.”

      Jamie and Gwin shared a look. Gwin tossed the splinter into the back of the cart full of straw and frowned, as if realizing something, and fished out the fragment from the straw, then threw it into the corner behind the wall, where no one could step on it.

      “And why exactly are you raising this army?” asked Jamie.

      In a ghost of a whisper, Gwin said, “To defeat Father.” She glanced up, searching Talen’s face. “Isn’t that right? You’re going to head into the Wole, to bring down our father.”

      Talen set his teeth but nodded once. “I’m sorry,” he said. “But if his plan is realized, it would spell disaster for the nation. We have to do something.”

      But instead of looking troubled at the thought, Gwin only nodded in agreement.

      “I’m not upset,” she said. “My father needs to be stopped. Jamie and I certainly won’t prevent you from what needs to be done. It’s just sad is all.”

      Jamie looked a lot less regretful than his sister. There was no love in his eyes as he said, “Winter needs to die; the world will be safer for it. Just tell me what I can do to help and I’m there.”

      Talen nodded graciously and Davin regarded Jamie with an expression bordering respect—a great stride, in Talen’s assessment, given what his brother thought of magicians.

      “Well,” said Talen, “no sense idling. We should go speak to the Clawed Fist.”

      Gwin pushed away from the cart and stepped onto the street, looking up and down the road. “I’m sure one of the locals will know how to reach them. Does anyone have coin for a carriage? Jamie and I are a bit behind on funds.”

      Talen raised an eyebrow at his brother, and they both nodded simultaneously. “We’ll be able to manage,” said Davin.

      Then he turned, hurrying up the street, hand already raised, preparing to hail one of the many horse-drawn carriages circling the city streets in search of passengers with pay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      The wheels trundled against the cobblestone roads, and Talen listened to the chatter through the front quarter. Jamie and Davin had insisted on riding lead, out in the wind, so they could keep an eye on their surroundings. The coachman they had hired had seemed uncomfortable, but after examining the sword on Davin’s hip and Jamie’s sheer size, he hadn’t refused. As the two large men squeezed in next to him, the coachman had even let out a little squeak before snapping the reins and setting out. The journey to the Clawed Fist’s headquarters, according to the coachman, would take the better part of an hour.

      For his part, Talen settled in the back of the carriage, his shoulder blades pressed against a soft leather, his head reclining on a pillow placed in the back. The cushion had tassels and embroidery but was comfortable enough.  The jingle of bells on the horses and the clop of hooves as they moved through the city brought back memories for Talen.

      Gwin had opted to sit in the carriage also, as there hadn’t been any more room in the coachman’s seat. She stared out the window, a contemplative expression on her face as she surveyed the buildings flashing by.

      She kept fidgeting in the seat as if it were uncomfortable, and she reached out to her own pillow and pushed it as far away as she could.

      Talen watched with idle curiosity, distracted by his own thoughts. They needed to reach the mercenary guild and speak to the leader of the Clawed Fist. For one, they needed to recruit the additional soldiers to march on the Lost City and Gwin’s father. But also, they needed entrance to the prince’s keep.

      Talen glanced at the simple trousers and tunic he wore. The group had changed clothes once more, having purchased more clothing from a local seamstress whose painted white sign they’d noticed from the street. The carriage had waited outside while they’d changed and discarded their armor into a leather satchel.

      Davin had been frustrated by the delay, but Talen had insisted it wasn’t wise to show up at the Clawed Fist headquarters wearing the armor of their dead compatriots. Still, Talen felt a flutter of unease in his gut as the carriage continued on its way.

      “You okay?” he asked Gwin, his eyebrows raised.

      She looked back at him and studied his expression for a moment. Then she smiled. There’d always been a comforting kindness to Gwin. It warmed his chest whenever she smiled.

      “I’m passable,” she said, her voice a bit rushed. She glanced at her hands and twisted them in her lap, glancing around the interior of the coach. “I’ve just never traveled like this before.”

      He frowned, returning her look. “By carriage?”

      She shook her head in short, jerking motions. Her hair was longer than normal and brushed the edges of her shoulders with the motion. In the fighting pits, all the captives had their hair sheared to prevent the spread of lice, but also for the humiliation. Now, though, Gwin’s hair had grown out again. It framed her face in a pleasant way, and Talen found himself studying how it shifted across her cheeks as she reached up, brushing loose strands behind her ear.

      “No, I don’t mean that,” she said, fidgeting for a moment. “I mean”—she cleared her throat—“I’ve never traveled in a carriage this nice. The few times I was allowed out of the tower, it wasn’t like my father wanted to spend much money on my brother or me, and the years I lived on my own...” She glanced out the window for a moment and sighed. “Let’s just say the streets and side alleys of Grum made me accustomed to a different type of life.”

      Talen felt a jolt of shame at these words, but he suppressed the emotion. He’d spent his whole life with more. Out of everyone he’d known growing up, his family had been the wealthiest. There were things he and Davin had been given which others could never have afforded. He hadn’t realized, though, as Davin had hailed one of the more expensive coaches trundling by, that perhaps even something as simple as a carriage would strike someone with Gwin’s background as ostentatious.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “We can switch carriages if you like.”

      She shook her head, glancing at the embroidered pillow pushed far across the seat and pressed beneath the window on the opposite side of the quarter. “No, it’s fine,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with a bit of discomfort.”

      Talen nodded to show he agreed.

      After a moment, though, Gwin turned from the window and glanced back at him. “Did you always live like this, growing up?”

      “Like what?”

      She paused for a moment as if searching for the right word. Finally, she settled on, “So comfortably. I’ve heard of cushy lifestyles,” she added with a soft chuckle, and then she pressed her fingers down on the padded leather around her. “But I hadn’t realized it was a statement of fact.”

      Talen nodded at her, but he couldn’t resist the flush spreading across his cheeks. He wasn’t sure why it mattered so much what Gwin thought. But it did, and he wanted her to think well of him. Now, though, he was starting to wonder if perhaps she just saw him as a spoiled brat. There were those who often viewed him that way. Many in the kingdom hated him simply for the amount of wealth he had. Most had all sorts of interesting ideas of how they would spend his family’s money. Talen felt his father had been a generous man but to some in the kingdom, no amount of generosity was enough, not even to the point of destitution.

      “I-I,” Talen stuttered, shifting uncomfortably. “I.. what was it like”—he cleared his throat—“living on your own? You said you were away from your father for years.”

      Gwin nodded. “Yes.” This time, it was her turn to look caught off guard. Her cheeks reddened and she regarded Talen nervously before looking back at her hands clasped in her lap. In a quick motion, she reached out and snagged the pillow beneath the window. She placed it in her lap. Somehow, the small gesture allowed Talen to relax. He leaned back again, studying Gwin.

      She said, “I spent three years away from my father, living on my own. I did things that I’m not proud of. But I did them to survive, and I know that’s not a justification, but it is an explanation.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t do anything too—”

      “I did,” Gwin said firmly, her eyes flashing for a moment. “Things that I should not have done, but I did them, and I’m not going to pretend like I didn’t. It was wrong, but it’s in the past. I live with it.”

      Talen was surprised by the vehemence in her tone, but he nodded and didn’t push the issue.

      “It was hard,” Gwin said, her tone softening once more as she listened to the sound of the horses and the muffled and muted din of the city outside. “I would make it as long as I could without using magic, but then situations confronted me, dangerous ones, with men who wanted things that I wasn’t willing to give. Or people pretending to be friends, but only in an effort to take what I had, as little as that was. They were just trying to survive too—I know that.” She trailed off, shaking her head. “I know I’m being vague, but I hope you’ll allow it. It’s not a part of my life I’m proud of, or like to think about too much. When I was taken to the fighting pits, it was almost a relief. At least we were fed, and we were protected in our own way. Due to my gift, the fighting pits themselves weren’t particularly dangerous.”

      She shrugged. “It’s a sad thing, but the happiest I’ve been was in those fighting pits away from my father and away from the burden of my own choices.”

      Talen studied her but didn’t interrupt. He wasn’t sure what it was like to grow up as she had. His father had been a doting one, perhaps even too much. Talen wouldn’t have known what to do if his father had been cruel. Still, he studied Gwin with a warmth in his chest. Her smile faded, and he resisted the urge to reach out for a moment, but then decided he was being silly and pushed his right hand out, putting it gently on her wrist as he leaned across the carriage.

      “It won’t be like that anymore,” he said. “You and Jamie are always welcome to come live at Alarkey’s. But if not that, we’re happy to help, in any way you need.”

      Gwin studied the back of his hand and then looked up at him. “My brother and I are very grateful, of course. But we’re going to be fine. I know that now.”

      She smiled and reached out with her other hand, pressing it over his, the warmth of her fingers causing a tingling sensation across the back of his knuckles.

      Talen lowered his hand, leaning back into the cushioned seat and closing his eyes once more.

      Gwin also trailed off and they sat together in the carriage in silence for the duration of the trip, listening to the sound of the distant city and the increasing volume of seabirds and swishing water as they neared the docks. Talen felt sadness welling up in his chest. But he pushed it away and shook his head, his eyes still closed. Gwin wouldn’t want his pity. Right now, he couldn’t afford to give it. They had a prince to save and an army to raise. There would be plenty of time for emotions later. But now, they were headed to war.
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      The enormous frigate hull spanned the length of the entire dock, its reaching shadow spreading over the surface of the white-tipped waves and the wharf. The headquarters for the Clawed Fist, it turned out, occupied the heart of this particular ship.

      Talen stood on the shore; he couldn’t help but feel as if the ship had been moored here for at least a decade. The thing clearly wasn’t seaworthy anymore. It didn’t even have an anchor, as a portion of the ship itself was submerged beneath the churning ocean, cemented to the shallows by its sheer bulk. The ship didn’t boast sails either, but the masts still reached skyward like the pointing fingers of some drowning god. Barnacles crusted the prow, and pieces of plank wood were missing up and down the hull, exposing the insides to the elements and the salty sea breeze.

      The smell of mildew and mold and the odor of salt wafted in on the air.

      Yet still, Talen could see men and women on the railing of the ship, moving about. They were soldiers, by the looks of them, wearing red uniforms, their hair dyed crimson, going through practiced motions at the back of the ship, slashing at each other with training swords under the watchful eye of a short man who Talen assumed was the instructor.

      Elsewhere on the ship, other mercenaries loaded crossbows and aimed for bobbing targets in the surf.

      Talen watched as bolts slammed into floating wicker baskets with painted red targets. He noticed the fletching on the bolts was also red. The ship itself, judging by the wood, had once been the same crimson hue the Clawed Fist seemed to value so highly. But whether due to the sea breeze or neglect alone, the elements had chipped away most of the paint, leaving rugged wood and stains of black fungus in its place.

      Davin had taken the lead already, displaying no sense of intimidation, it seemed, by the large ship and its red-colored crew.

      Talen glanced at Gwin and Jamie, shrugged, then followed after his brother, setting foot on the moldered wharf. The ground felt uncomfortably soft beneath his feet, and he tried not to imagine one of the planks of wood giving out and allowing him to fall through splintered, jagged parts of the dock into the water beneath. He could hear the swish and swirl of the waves lapping against the protruding wooden supports. The sound of the seabirds was near deafening now as they circled the sky above the other ships, sometimes diving after food, but the birds didn’t approach this particular ship.

      Talen glanced at the men and woman with crossbows on the railing and guessed they didn’t solely target wicker baskets.

      Davin maneuvered up the dock, passing a group of three crimson guards clustered at the base of the gangplank.

      The guards cast an eye at Davin, looking at his sword, but then resumed their chat, seemingly indifferent to the intrusion.

      Talen supposed on a ship full of mercenaries, any trouble interlopers might cause would be easily put down. There were no princes here; only rough men and women who knew both sides of the blade.

      He nodded at a couple of the crimson mercenaries, noting the scars on their cheeks and the calluses on their hands. The sentries didn’t nod in return; they didn’t even seem to notice him, as if discarding him as a potential threat.

      As Jamie approached, though, they became a bit more tense, and their conversation ceased. They eyed the large, hulking man as he moved past, but Jamie kept his eyes downturned, his posture docile. The Golden Fool had been a dangerous man, but Talen could still remember the regret in his eyes as he slaughtered Willem.

      Jamie, apart from his father’s control, was a gentle giant.

      They maneuvered up the jetty, moving toward the broken down, half-submerged ship which served as the headquarters for the Clawed Fist.

      “Let me do the talking,” Talen said, picking up the speed with a couple of steps. His brother was much shorter and his strides less lengthy, so it didn’t take Talen long to catch Davin and move past him onto the gangplank.

      Davin gestured toward the makeshift bridge with a sarcastic flourish of his hand and a slight bow. Talen resisted the urge to roll his eyes as he stepped onto the gangplank and moved onto the ship’s deck. For a moment, he wondered if anyone would call out to them. But the guards on the wharf and the soldiers on the ship didn’t seem to notice their intrusion.

      Perhaps they were used to strangers approaching their deck uninvited. Mercenaries were a sort of merchant, after all—and this ship a place of business.

      Talen swallowed and glanced about. The strange assortment of soldiers with their hair dyed red and their crimson uniforms gave the ship the appearance of burning with undulating fire as the folk moved about.

      Still, Talen steadied his nerves and reached out to a particularly young mercenary. He had a fresh face with fewer scars, and even a bit of baby fat still on his cheeks.

      Talen cleared his throat and said, “Excuse me. I’m from the Aurem–Alarkey Trading Company; I was hoping to speak with your leader about a contract...”

      The fresh-faced mercenary raised an eyebrow at Talen but tipped his chin and shook his head. He made a strange symbol with his hands, which Talen couldn’t decipher, and pointed toward the back of the ship where the mercenaries were going through training motions with their practice swords.

      Talen followed the pointed finger to the short man he’d taken for an instructor.

      Now that he thought about it, despite the sound of the gulls in the distance, the ship was unusually quiet.

      The crimson guards on the jetty had been talking in whispered voices, but on the ship itself, almost no one seemed to be in conversation. The only one speaking was the short instructor in the distance.

      “I’m sorry,” said Talen. “Is that the captain?” He glanced at the man.

      But the young mercenary just shrugged and pointed again, signaling with his hands in a gesture Talen still couldn’t understand, then turned and walked away.

      Talen heard a couple of shuffling steps. Then Davin called out, “Hang on! We’re speaking to you.” Before Talen could interject, Davin reached out, grabbing the young man by the shoulder.

      It happened too fast for Talen to see how.

      One moment, Davin was extending his fingers, the next, he slammed into the deck with a painful grunt, his arm twisted behind his back; the young mercenary stood over him with a glower.

      “Please,” Talen said, “careful. He didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      But the young mercenary shook his head. He glanced furtively up and down the deck, and in a whisper Talen could barely hear, the young man said, “Not allowed to speak on the ship. Lashes for breaking the rules. The captain’s over there; leave me be.”

      Shooting daggers in their direction with his eyes, the young man hurried off, his head ducked as if hoping to avoid the attention of any of the older mercenaries around. Talen helped Davin up, dusting off his brother’s shirt. Davin glared at the retreating mercenary, his hand moving to the hilt of his sword.

      “Let it go,” Talen murmured. “We have bigger fish to catch.”

      Davin growled. “Whole place smells like fish. Nasty odor.”

      He glared in the direction of the retreating mercenary again but allowed Talen to guide him, Jamie, and Gwin back to the instructor.

      Talen heard the crossbow strings being drawn and the click of bolts being fired. He heard the snick of the bolts finding their mark, but there were no shouts of jubilation or groans of disappointment. The whole ship moved in silence except for the creak of the masts and the groan of the deck.

      All around, Talen noticed the crimson mercenaries using gestures similar to those the young man had, speaking in some silent, kinetic language Talen couldn’t understand.

      Talen and the others approached the single, speaking person on the ship.

      “Again!” the short man commanded.

      Talen and the others approached a set of stairs which led up to the back part of the ship. Talen knew there were official terms for parts of a ship, but he had never been a fan of sailing; it was one of the few areas of study his father had neglected. Perhaps, in part, due to the limited influence the Aurem–Alarkey Trading Company had on the coasts and in Teshben in particular.

      “Once more! Put your shoulders into it.” The instructor didn’t have to yell, but he spoke firmly, and loud enough over the sound of the distant seabirds for the soldiers to hear. They moved in silent obedience, flowing through their motions, wooden and lumpy metal practice swords parrying and slashing, catching each other’s blows in rehearsed fashion.

      Talen watched, impressed. He supposed a couple of them could give Davin a run for his money.

      “Excuse me,” said Talen, gesturing at the captain.

      Various members of the Clawed Fist glanced sharply back at Talen, their eyebrows flicking up, but when they spotted his clothing and his hair, they turned back to each other, losing interest.

      Talen supposed the forbidden nature of language on the ship was limited only to the members of the Clawed Fist themselves. If not, it would be nearly impossible to negotiate.

      He checked the futures, briefly, feeling exposed. He knew no one could see what he was doing, but still, using magic in a place that forbade it set his nerves on edge. He’d heard stories, growing up, of what Teshben would do to those who used magic in its territory. It never ended well for the magician. The instructor barked out a couple more commands and then turned to Talen and the others.

      “Customer? Threat? Or applicants?” He rattled off the choices in quick fashion.

      It took Talen a moment, but then he swallowed and said, “We’re not here to join up. I guess that makes us customers.”

      The man nodded. He had a thick, bushy beard, and now that Talen had reached the top of the wooden stairs, carved in the back part of the ship, he realized the captain was quite short. In fact, even Gwin was taller. Still, the bearded man had a dusty tri-corn hat, trimmed with red. He wore earrings of platinum and ruby and a long crimson coat, a bit too large for his frame, as evidenced by his sleeves, which extended just a bit past the knuckles of his thumbs.

      The captain spoke with a thick accent, which Talen couldn’t place, and he had to lean in to hear, paying closer attention to the spoken words.

      “Customer? We take half up front—half at the end. Nonnegotiable terms. How many soldiers do you need? When do you need them? And what’s the duration of the job?”

      Again, Talen hesitated, taken aback.

      “My name is Talen... this is my brother Davin; these are our associates Jamie and Gwin. We’re here representing the Aurem–Alarkey Trading Company. I’m told you’ve done work with my father before.”

      A look of impatience had stretched itself across the captain’s face as Talen started, but as he continued to speak, the impatience faded, to be replaced by a big, gap-toothed smile. The captain chuckled and half closed one eye in a strange sort of squint, like a gem cutter examining a stone. “Aye, I can see the resemblance. Your father, Willem, I knew him well.” The captain’s expression darkened for a moment, and he scratched at his ear. His accent seemed to thicken. “Sad thing what happened to him. Did they ever catch the bastards responsible?”

      Talen’s neck went rigid, and he stared resolutely ahead, refusing to glance in Jamie’s direction. “It’s actually why we’re here. We’re looking to hire a good number. As many as five hundred.” Talen surveyed the ship. “I’m guessing that might be more than you can supply.”

      The captain scratched his chin and said, “We have partners: the Dragon’s Heart and Green Tower are trusted associates. We could conjure up five hundred, but the coin would be costly.”

      Talen shrugged modestly, allowing the captain to fill in the blanks.

      The shorter man paused for a moment, scratching his beard, then his eyes brightened. “Course, if you’re Willem’s sons, the coinage probably won’t be an issue. What’s the job?”

      Talen cleared his throat again but hesitated. In negotiations, his father had always said to put contracts on a personal basis. The captain had mentioned Willem a couple of times, which boded well, but Talen didn’t know the captain’s name.

      “What should I call you?” said Talen.

      The captain frowned. “Cap’n,” he said, simply.

      “But I mean what’s your name?”

      Another frown. “Cap-tain”

      Davin snorted. “Your name’s Captain Captain?”

      The leader of the Clawed Fist glanced at Davin and shrugged one shoulder, his crimson jacket rising and falling. “Can’t choose one’s name. Sired by sailor and server who worked on the docks. Want to say anything else about it?”

      His hand reached toward a small morning star that dangled from a loop on his belt. He carried no blades Talen could see, but the morning star had protruding metal spikes the size of shark teeth. Talen didn’t like to think what something like that could do if slammed into a man’s bones.

      “Not making anything of it,” said Davin. He cast a wary eye at the mercenaries who were still training. “Though, looking at these fellas, if it came to it, we’d be outnumbered...”

      “Aye—you would be at that. They’re deadly with their blades too. Not thinking of testing Nepir’s luck are ye?” The captain winked at Talen, but then resumed a somber expression as he regarded Davin once more.

      Talen’s older brother shrugged. He watched as a man with short prickling red hair set to another, swiping one way, then another. Each attack was blocked in rapid succession. “They’re all a bit slow,” Davin said, loud enough for the soldiers to hear, “aren’t they?”

      At this, the captain growled. “Slow? Pshaw! Best force in Teshben. Ask anyone!” The captain puffed his chest and adjusted his jacket importantly. “The prince himself hired us for security detail. Don’t get to places like that by being slow.” He spat, but instead of aiming over the railing at his back, the gob of spit splattered the deck a few paces away from Davin’s feet.

      Davin eyed the spit, scratching his chin, clearly still remembering the young mercenary as he stretched his shoulder. “I’m just saying, using a bait blade is simpler than most people imagine.”

      “Know how to use that fancy little thing of yours?” said the captain, glancing at Davin’s waist. “Wanna give it a try? My man Jasper and his sister Valx might have a thing or two to show you.”

      At the names, a man and a woman stepped forward, both of them slim, with bony features and the surefooted, quick movements of natural athletes. They carried wooden swords and faced each other on the deck. Talen hadn’t paid too much attention to them until now, but he noticed while they didn’t have as many scars as the others, they did seem to have the same number of calluses on their hands.

      “Perhaps another time,” said Talen delicately, stepping between his brother and the short captain. “Maybe after. But as far as the contract, we would be willing to pay your fee for five hundred strong. If you have to reach out to associates, that’s fine as long as you trust them.”

      The captain glanced back at Talen, his expression softening once again, like a beloved uncle examining a nephew who’d grown. “Willem and Petar always treated us fair. So what is it? Hunting the man who killed your father? Could give you a discount for that, as I’d like to see the end of it too.”

      Talen smiled, nodding. “Of course, we appreciate any discount. It would be a bit of a journey, perhaps three weeks, maybe more. I don’t expect to see autumn, but it could come to that. Better safe to say the whole month. The first ten days will be travel anyway.”

      The captain frowned at this, and a few of the crimson-haired mercenaries at his back shifted uncomfortably, glancing between their leader and the young boy. “Aye? And where might we be traveling for a tenner?”

      Talen hesitated, glancing back at the city on the coast, his eyes flitting from the wall circling the enclosed portion of the city center to the buildings spread across the dock and the wharf, crowded together. He adjusted the front of his shirt, smoothing it past his waist, and said, “The Forgotten Wole. We’re hunting a magician. The man who had my father killed.”

      No sooner had the words left his mouth than the captain blessed his eyes with two kisses to the backs of his knuckles, raising them across his vision. After the small ritual, the man shook his head wildly. “The Wole? I’m sorry, but you’re misled. The crimson soldiers of the Clawed Fist do not go into the Wole. It has magic in it,” said the captain. The way he said the word magic, with a chilled, ominous tone, made Talen think of the way others might say plague, or death, or graveyard. It sounded like a dirty, dangerous word coming from the captain’s lips.

      Talen swallowed. “You won’t go to the Wole?” He could feel his chest pounding.

      The captain shook his head adamantly.

      “But what if—”

      “Sorry, lad. No magicians. Teshben is a safe city, guarded from unnatural things. I won’t put the souls of my soldiers in jeopardy, not for coin.”

      “But how—”

      The captain growled quietly, shaking his head, and cutting off any further protest.

      Now, Talen’s heart felt like it had retreated to his toes. An empty vacancy seemed to swell in his chest, and his stomach twisted with a clot of anxiety. He hadn’t considered this possibility. But if they couldn’t raise the troops in Teshben, where could they go?

      Talen did his best to mask his emotions. He felt sick but managed to stammer out, “Can’t say I’m not disappointed, sir.” He studied the captain’s weathered face behind his beard. Unlike the others, the captain didn’t have any scars that Talen could see. His hair, including his whiskers, were dyed the same crimson color, and his ensemble, including the jacket, was similarly red. Talen glanced up and down the ship, passing a hand over his face.

      They needed those mercenaries. Grum wouldn’t allow them to recruit from the city anymore. Already, they were in a very tentative position. If Grum saw fit, they could send an army to Alarkey’s estate to seize his property and his company. Knowing Grum, Talen wouldn’t put it past them. Right now, they were likely deliberating all the excuses they could use to justify the forfeiture and theft of a well-known businessperson’s assets.

      Grum wasn’t stupid, and they wouldn’t do anything against Alarkey without an attempt at justifiable cause. But if they saw an opportunity, like a hyena scenting a corpse, they would pounce. They were out of time.

      “We really need this to work out,” said Talen, his teeth set. “There’s a lot on the line.”

      “Some might even say the fate of the world,” Davin added in a sarcastic tone. He was only half listening to the conversation, it seemed, and spending most of his time eyeing the brother and sister swordsman as they moved up and down the deck, having resumed their training.

      Jamie and Gwin stood silent behind Talen, like wraiths over his shoulder, watching the proceedings.

      Talen pushed back his rising sense of unease. He was only a teenager, barely a man, and he was dealing with sorts he had no business interacting with. He thought of Gwin back in the carriage—the way she had felt in the comfort of that cabin. Similarly, had the Clawed Fist been his embroidered pillow, he would’ve thrown it as far from himself as he could. This responsibility, even for a noble cause, left him ill at ease. But Talen knew if he didn’t follow through, no one would. Talen and his brother and Gwin and Jamie were all that stood between Gwin and Jamie’s father and his plot.

      Stopping the assassination of the prince at the party wasn’t enough. They had to stop the magician himself.

      “I don’t know what to say, young one,” said the captain with a reluctant shrug. “It pains me, truly. Your father and Alarkey have always been valued customers. But I have no interest in venturing into the arcane. Magic can rot. And I’ll see it stays that way.”

      “Is there nothing I can do to change your mind?” asked Talen. “What if we paid you double?”

      The captain hesitated, scratching at his beard, twisting the crimson strands in a braid before releasing them and letting them unwind on their own.

      “Tempting offer,” he said. He turned and sharply barked at a couple of the soldiers who’d slowed their motions while eavesdropping on the conversation, their ears perked at the mention of pay. “Back to it, you scallywags!” he screamed.

      The mercenaries redoubled their efforts.

      The captain turned back to Talen. “But no, as tempting as it is. I will not make bed with the arcane, and I won’t be testing Nepir’s patience—may her eyes be blessed—by opening my soul to such corruption.”

      Talen glanced at Gwin and Jamie; they were both staring at their fingertips and refusing to look in the captain’s direction.

      He felt a jolt of sympathy, but now, more important than commiseration with his friends, he needed an army. The five hundred troops they had at Alarkey’s estate wouldn’t be enough to take the magician and his city.

      “Is there anything,” asked Talen, “anything we can do? Anything you can think of. What is it you want?”

      Willem had often taught that in negotiations, discovering what a client wanted was the most important step. Normally, one was well served to gauge desires tactfully, carefully, meandering through conversation with perked ears and attentive eyes. But he didn’t have time to waste. He’d seen his father wine and dine folks over the course of weeks, getting to know them, learning more about them, discovering their dreams and ambitions. And then, at the end of this courting process, Willem would come up with the perfect proposition, coupled with a bottle of brandy or an ornate clock, or a beaded necklace of pearls. Something his father knew would entice that particular client, chosen specifically for them.

      But what little Talen could see of the crimson mercenaries only made him uneasy. The captain seemed a genial enough fellow, but one didn’t become the leader of a group of sellswords by being kindly.

      “There’s nothing,” said the captain. “No magic,” he said simply, his lips pressing against each other.

      “There’s always a price,” Davin needled. “My time in Grum taught me that. Everyone has a fee. Tell us yours; we might be more resourceful than you think.”

      The captain’s gaze flicked from Talen over to Davin, and his earlier glower returned. His eyebrows bunched up, the crimson-stained brows twisting down over his eyes. He looked on the verge of shouting and Talen winced in anticipation, but then, he glanced at the sword at Davin’s hip. He hesitated for a moment and regarded the training soldiers over his shoulder.

      “Continue until I’m back!” he shouted. “If you stop, thirty lashes!”

      And then, he turned and stomped down the wooden stairs, pushing between Gwin and Jamie without so much as a by your leave.

      Talen and Davin shared a look, watching him descend to the deck; the brothers waited uncertainly on the back of the ship, inhaling the sea breeze.

      The short man turned suddenly, his eyes blazing with some hidden fury, and he snarled, “Are you coming or what?”

      Talen shared an uncomfortable look with his brother, but as the captain turned and stomped back beneath a doorway set below the training deck, Talen and Davin moved to follow.

      As Talen brushed against his brother, descending the stairs, he murmured, “Think he changed his mind?”

      Davin pressed his lips together. “I think he’s going to raise the price.”
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      The captain’s cabin was a dark room with very few seats or ornaments, or even furniture. The only item was a large desk with an elevated chair, allowing the captain to sit at a regular height and peer at his would-be clients.

      “Shut the door!” he barked.

      Talen and Davin entered the room, but Jamie and Gwin waited outside. Jamie paused, half stepping into the quarters at the captain’s shout. The large magician glanced at Talen and Davin, and then at the captain.

      “I don’t know you, nor do I know the girl. The sons of Willem I’ll speak to, but your guests”—he flicked his crimson eyebrows at Talen—“can kindly keep their keisters out on deck. Far enough from the door so they can’t eavesdrop either. I’ll know.”

      Talen glanced past his brother, a tingle of unease across his neck, but he shrugged apologetically at Jamie. The large man raised a hand as if to accept the apology, brushing away any offense with an expressive flutter of his fingers, and then he turned, closing the door with a thump.

      The captain paused, as if listening. Above them, Talen could hear the thudding sound of footsteps as the mercenaries continued their motions. Seconds later, two similar thumping sounds suggested Jamie and Gwin had distanced themselves from the door.

      There, in the dark, with crisscrossing wooden frames allowing sunlight to creep through stained windows, Talen beheld the captain of the Clawed Fist.

      The silence would have lingered, save Davin’s unceremonious grunt of impatience. “Well?” asked Davin. “You have a price. What is it?”

      The captain steepled his fingers beneath his chin. He shook his head for a moment, causing his red beard to shift across his chest. He sighed. “We have a contract tomorrow,” he said, his lips pursed. “With the prince, as I mentioned. Extra security for a party.”

      Talen and Davin shared an uncomfortable look but didn’t volunteer anything.

      “Some men have gone missing,” said the captain. “Good soldiers—not my best. Had to order new temporary uniforms just to make up for it.”

      “You think they ran off?” asked Talen carefully, allowing no inflection in his tone.

      “I think they are missing. Only been a couple days, and I don’t know anything else beyond it. No witnesses either. Strange business. It isn’t unheard of for mercenaries to steal coin and flee. But I’d thought these were reliable sorts. Still, I might’ve missed a step. It’s been a trying few weeks.”

      At this last part, the small man’s expression morphed from one of weariness to an expression of sheer rage.

      The transition was so quick, Talen felt his chest flutter as his heart reacted to the shift in the man’s countenance. He swallowed and kept his gaze fixed on the captain’s face.

      “Trying how?” he asked. He wasn’t sure where this was headed, or why they’d been taken downstairs where no one could hear them speak. No one could hear them scream, either. Talen glanced around the room, searching for hidden assassins or blades in the dark, but they were alone with the small captain.

      “My daughter,” said the leader of the Clawed Fist, his voice rasping. “Dead. Murdered.”

      Talen winced, unsure what to say. He let the silence linger for a moment and said, “I’m so sorry to hear—”

      “Stow your pity!” the captain snapped. His gaze fixed on Talen, and for the moment, the rage fueled his glare. But just as quickly, the captain looked away, staring out one of the side windows, as if seeking the true source of his anger. “One of the nobles at that party tomorrow killed her. A baron. Close friend of the prince. Unreachable. I tried to bring justice, but there is nothing for it. The prince wouldn’t hear my case. This contract is a consolation prize. They are paying double too,” he said with a humorless smile in Talen’s direction.

      The way he said it sent a shiver up Talen’s spine. “A baron killed your daughter and got away with it?”

      “The prince wouldn’t see the evidence,” said the captain. “Three of my soldiers saw it happen. They saw”—his voice cracked—“my darling Seria leave with the baron, plied by his good looks and charm. The bastard. He’s been known to do this with young girls, barely out of their teens. Other stories I’ve heard in the recent weeks, hushed. Stories the prince helped quash. The baron has been allowed to kill, to do other ungodly things.” The captain spat again, the glob of spit spattering the floorboards beneath one of the windows, darkening the wood beneath the sunlight streaming through the glass.

      “That’s horrible,” said Talen. “I’m sorry.”

      “What’s your point?” Davin asked. “A sad story, for sure. What does this have to do with us?”

      The captain looked angrily at Davin, but then he jerked his chin, smoothing his beard against his chest, and said, “You asked my price. If you want the Clawed Fist to aid you, I want you to kill Baron Shastel. It isn’t right that I send soldiers to protect the prince and this killer while they bask in revelry. Providing protection for the man who murdered my daughter.” He slammed a hand against the table with a loud crack. “I can’t reach him myself. He’d see me coming. I’d—I’d lose everything.” Here, the small man passed a hand over his face, which had turned a sickly shade of white. He cursed into his clenched knuckles and lowered his hands, pounding them against the table once more.

      “But I’ll be damned if I just sit here and allow him to mock me with coin and contract. The blood of my daughter is on his hands!”

      Talen winced, listening but shaking his head all the same. Above him, the thumping footsteps of the mercenaries and practice continued uninterrupted. Small trickles of dust dislodged from the wooden support beams from the motion, flowing down and wafting on the still air.

      “I’m afraid we’re not killers,” said Talen. “At least, not that kind. We won’t murder someone in cold blood.”

      “Then I have nothing for you,” said the captain, a look of bitterness on his face. “I warn you, if you tell anyone—”

      “—we won’t! I promise. You have my word.”

      The captain growled but waved a hand dismissively. “A pity,” he said. “But I won’t be able to help you. It isn’t worth the risk.”

      “Is there anything else—”

      “—nothing else,” the captain snapped. “I told you my price. Bring me the baron’s head, and forget double pay—we’ll do the job for the expected fee. Five hundred strong, trained—four weeks of work. No questions asked. Forgotten Wole or not.”

      There was an earnest note to the captain’s voice now, and he was leaning forward in his chair, causing the desk to creak from the motion. But Talen, despite this, shook his head again, adamantly. “I’m sorry, but we’re not assassins.”

      “We’ll do it,” Davin said at nearly the same time.

      Talen glared at his brother. “No, we won’t.”

      Davin glared back, the bronze half of his mask caught by the sunlight streaming through the dusty windows. “Yes, we will. We need those soldiers.”

      “Davin, I’m not going to help you assassinate a man.” Talen stared, stunned at his brother. He felt a flash of discomfort, sensing the captain watching them, but he suppressed the unease. “I’m sorry,” he murmured beneath his breath with a significant tilt of his head, hoping Davin would put the discussion to bed. “But that’s my last word on it. I mean it.”

      Davin looked ready to argue further, but he paused, studying his younger brother.

      Talen didn’t bother checking the futures. His brother knew him well enough to know when he wasn’t bluffing. Davin was always the more reckless of the two, but it bothered Talen that he would jump at this opportunity. They weren’t cold-blooded killers. That wasn’t who their father had raised them to be. Talen felt a flash of anger, tinged with regret, as he studied his brother. What had he done for those months as part of the Black Jest in Grum? Perhaps it was better Talen never knew.

      Davin held Talen’s gaze for a moment longer, but then shrugged. “Fine. I guess we won’t.” He glanced at the captain. “Sorry; we couldn’t work things out.”

      The captain waved a dismissive hand, pointing toward the door.

      Taking the cue, Talen began to leave, unease and guilt and doubt settling in his gut. They had failed to enlist the necessary soldiers and now had only half the force they needed. Still, Talen was supposed to be the negotiator. And he’d failed. He understood his brother’s frustrations, but he desperately hoped Davin had only been joking, or carried away by the emotion of the moment. He wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. He couldn’t be. If it ever came to that, Talen wasn’t sure what lay beyond.

      “One thing,” Davin said, glancing over his shoulder as they reached for the door handle.

      “What?” the captain snapped. He was no longer looking at the brothers and once again stared out the window, lost in his own thoughts. The regret etched across his cheeks could be seen even from here.

      “What time is that party tomorrow? And what gate are your men going to use to enter?”

      The captain’s eyebrows flicked down for a moment, as his natural instincts seemed to take over in a spurt of suspicion. Then the expression faded, and the captain waved a weary hand. “Eight hours past noon. The party will be late. We enter the east gate. If you’re worried about us showing, don’t be. I might be missing men, but I have far more than those. Is that it?” He still wasn’t looking at them. The sun streaked his face and Talen thought he saw tears tracing the old, weathered cheeks of the leather-skinned captain. He felt a flash of sympathy and another shudder of guilt in his chest.

      “That’s it,” said Davin. “Thank you for your time.”

      The brothers glanced at each other, sharing an unspoken conversation, but Davin looked away first, opened the door, and stepped out onto the deck, leaving the captain of the Clawed Fist to his thoughts in the solitary, dark room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The night of the party came more quickly than Talen had expected.

      They were back in the pilfered uniforms, helmets low over their heads, obscuring their hair.

      Jamie had pointed it out first: None of them had red hair to match the other conscripted mercenaries who would provide security for the prince’s party.

      They faced the east gate, watching as the last row of mercenaries approached and entered, ushered in by the prince’s guards.

      Talen glanced at the others, crouched low, studying the gate from behind a pile of barrels.

      “Ready?” Jamie asked, his voice barely a whisper. “Don’t attract attention if you can avoid it. If those mercenaries see us, they’ll know we don’t belong.”

      They all shared a quiet, careful look, steeling themselves inwardly, and then they burst from their hiding spot, hurrying toward the gate the captain had told him about the previous evening. The portcullis, in the smaller, eastern gate, was already starting to lower as the last of the Clawed Fist mercenaries entered the courtyard beyond.

      Jamie, Gwin, Talen, and Davin all moved in quick succession after each other, two abreast, marching in the same way they’d seen the Clawed Fist soldiers move.

      “Hold up,” Jamie called, his voice loud enough to be heard by the prince’s gate guards lowering the portcullis, but quiet enough to not attract the attention of the snaking trail of mercenaries moving farther into the courtyard beyond.

      It was a risky gambit, and one that could go wrong in so many ways. But Talen was checking the futures desperately and had already scripted out what Jamie had to say; Talen continued studying the futures to know what actions resulted in entrance and which resulted in violence or arrest.

      He guided the others with whispered comments and gentle touches of his hand. It was a strange thing to see up to a minute into the future, studying the hundreds, sometimes thousands of interactions over the course of a brief moment.

      In many of the futures, Talen glimpsed the guards at the gate raising their weapons, shouting or threatening them. But in at least one future, Talen spotted a clear path through the gates. In the safe future, he heard the cry of a specific phrase. A passcode?

      As they clattered across the cobblestones, Talen cried out, “We carry iron legacy!”

      The words struck him as a bit sillier than they had been whispered in his mind. But the guards glanced at each other, then at him, and their weapons remained low.

      Up ahead, Talen could still see the other members of the Clawed Fist, their crimson hair poking out beneath their helmets as they moved toward the keep.

      Metal rattled and the swish of the air chilled his bones as Talen continued into the mouth of the gate.

      “Stragglers?” asked one of the guards, rolling his eyes at Talen.

      “Apologies,” Talen said, still checking the futures. “Our master sent us along behind. I don’t know if you heard, but we had some of our order go missing recently.”

      The guard in question glanced at one of his companions but nodded at once. “We’d heard. Better hurry it along; the prince won’t take kindly if his Master of Keys has to open the escort’s sally twice.”

      And like that, with no further intervention, Talen and the others hastened beneath the yawning mouth of the portcullis and moved after the rest of the crimson soldiers.

      Talen could hear the Clawed Fist muttering to themselves as they marched along, two abreast. Apparently the rule of silence didn’t apply outside the ship. But, still, if Talen and the others were spotted, the crimson guard would raise an alarm.

      They moved past a low, strangely trimmed hedge and around a curving marble wall. “What now?” Davin asked, his voice quiet.

      “Don’t say anything. I mean it,” Talen muttered back, checking the futures. The futures in which they talked, more times than not, they were spotted by the rest of the hired mercenaries only a stone’s throw ahead of them, and they’d be arrested as intruders.

      So they moved in silence, still leaving a distance between themselves and the guards ahead. But as they moved, Talen guided their group of four slightly to the left or the right, once, taking a pass low under a decorative bridge rather than over the pathway. They moved along another hedge without being spotted. Talen kept a close eye on the futures, and at long last, they reached the keep at the edge of a marble courtyard, surrounded by lush trees and fruit-bearing plants clustered in cordoned-off sections of the garden. The fruit trees had small fences around them, protecting anyone from accessing them unless they carried a special key. The small water fountain, spilling through rivets of marble, formed a pond, but it was notably devoid of any living creature or grass along its bank. A strange, chemical odor wafted over from it, almost as if the water had been poisoned, or, perhaps, treated with some substance to prevent poisoning.`

      A shudder ran up Talen’s spine as the interior door ahead of them, set in the stone wall, began to click and creak and shudder. There were rattling chains, clicking locks, and after a minute of the strange noises, the door finally groaned, pushing open, revealing a foot-thick section of wood and stone and three golden-armored soldiers framed in the entry.

      A man in long, flowing golden robes and a curling pink sash stared at them from within, beckoning. “Hurry along; we don’t have time to dawdle. Captain Ober will show you to your posts.”

      And with that, their heads ducked, Talen, Jamie, Gwin, and Davin followed the rest of the mercenaries through the door and into the keep.

      The four of them entered beneath the slab stone arch in quiet procession. Ahead of them, Talen heard one of the Clawed Fist mercenaries calling out instructions to the soldiers.

      “Three and six, you’re headed to the dais—eyes on windows. Four, eleven, fifteen—patrolling the halls. Remember—no entry into private chambers or through locked doors; break the rules and you’ll not just have the captain to answer to.”

      “Bloody Prince Casper,” someone muttered beneath their breath.

      Talen and the others waited behind the marble bust of a lion, watching as the mercenaries dispersed. Three of them, though, began to head toward their hiding spot.

      Gwin’s hand gripped Talen’s arm in fear. He heard a low, “They’re coming” from Jamie’s direction.

      Talen checked the futures. Three of the Clawed Fist were heading down the hall and would be on them within moments. They weren’t in any rush, it seemed. Their weapons were sheathed, and their expressions bored as they sauntered down the grey stone halls.

      Above them, flickering torchlight streaked their armor with orange and yellow. Talen glanced over his shoulder at the door at their backs and reached out, gripping the door handle. It was locked.

      He pressed against the marble bust of the lion, closing his eyes to focus.

      The voices of the guards drew nearer, and Talen cursed beneath his breath. But then, a second later, he snapped his fingers quietly against his leg. “Quick,” he murmured. “Take off the armor. Now!”

      The others, to their credit, only hesitated for a moment before sharing a significant look among themselves and removing the helmets, the chest plates, the chain mail and greaves. They all moved in wild, rapid motions, their shadows undulating shapes against the wall.

      The guards were nearly on them, but Jamie, Talen, and Gwin were still half in uniform. If the Clawed Fist spotted them in the armor without recognizing them as comrades, it would spell disaster. Perhaps they’d even notice the piercings and slashes along the uniforms.

      Davin, though, having practiced for months donning and removing armor while training Alarkey’s mercenaries, was back in his plain clothes. He spotted the approaching shadows of the guards stretching down the halls, glanced at his companions who were still half in uniform, and then stepped from behind the marble bust.

      Davin’s bronze mask, shielding half his face, glowed like gold in the torchlight as he stumbled forward and made a big show of laughing.

      Fingers scrabbling at the leather ties to his greaves, Talen’s attention flicked between his pieces of armor and the approaching soldiers. Through a gap in the lion’s marble paw and the rest of the statue, he spotted the three Clawed Fist soldiers pulling up sharply, glaring and pushing out with their hands as Davin made to stumble into them.

      Talen stared, heart in his throat. He managed to dislodge the last of his armor, throwing it into the shadow beneath the marble bust and shielding it with his body. He only wore thin tunic and leather trousers beneath the armor, as there hadn’t been room for more.

      “Oi,” snapped one of the mercenaries. “Whachoo doin’ here?”

      Talen stared, sweat prickling his brow, but Davin laughed, draping an arm over one of the guards’ shoulders and letting out a loud belch. “Ha!” he declared. “What am I doing? The question for you is what are you doing? You’re far too sober for a party, aren’t you?” Davin bopped the mercenary who’d spoken on the tip of his nose.

      Talen felt as stunned as the man looked. Davin was putting on a show—his brother’s demeanor was nearly unrecognizable. The mercenary, though, recovered his wits first and glared at the finger that had touched his nose. His hand darted to the blade at his hip, and he began to unsheathe the weapon.

      Talen could hear Gwin and Jamie still fiddling with their armor behind him and he could still hear the quiet sound of pieces gently tapping against the stone floor beneath the shadow of the marble lion.

      Talen paused for a moment, then swallowed and emerged from behind the statue as well. “What is—” he exclaimed, but then pulled up short in mock surprise. “Oh—hello there!” he said, smiling at the guards. “Our apologies.”

      The mercenary with his hand on his hilt stiffened, glancing sharply between the two brothers. He studied their plain clothes. Certainly not suitable garments for a party at the prince’s own keep.

      Another one of the mercenaries, though, held out a placating hand against his companion’s chest, and, in a much more polite tone, said, “Sir, the event is in the chamber beyond. The prince doesn’t want his guests to get lost.”

      Talen smiled genially, trying to keep his expression fixed. He rubbed his arm against his waist and his eyes widened for a brief moment as he realized he still wore the leather belt and sheath from the stolen uniform.

      He resisted the urge to glance down, though he could feel his cheeks heating up. The Clawed Fist mercenaries all wore the same garb and matching belts. For a moment, he noticed the aggressive soldier eyeing his waist, but Talen cleared his throat and stepped forward, hoping to lose the attention through the motion.

      “Apologies,” he said with a carefree laugh. Nothing about his inner thoughts or emotions felt anything like free of care, but he’d studied his father enough during negotiations, waiting on benches outside meeting halls, to see the incredible transformation Willem could put himself through—moving from one emotion to another depending on the moment and needs of the client.

      Talen was hardly as practiced as his father, but he’d seen enough to imitate. He draped his arm around Davin’s shoulder and leaned in, kissing his brother on the cheek and laughing out loud. “We brought our friends to see the lion,” he declared, pointing at the marble statue. “Our father had it commissioned, you know?”

      The guards glanced between each other.

      “Weren’t you on the ship yesterday?” asked the third guard who hadn’t spoken yet. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously beneath her helmet, and while she had yet to draw her weapon, her hand rested on the hilt of a short sword.

      Talen didn’t allow panic to show; he transitioned seamlessly with another nod and a smile. “Ah—of course. We had business with the captain. An old friend of our father’s. Perhaps you’ve heard of him. Willem Aurem? Of the Aurem–Alarkey Trading Company?”

      Davin stiffened beneath Talen’s arm. But then Davin seemed to relax a bit as the mercenary in the middle nodded. “Yes, the captain did mention a couple of merchants had visited. If I remember correctly—I wasn’t eavesdropping, mind—you offered a decent sum for our services.”

      Talen nodded. He didn’t recognize the man but assumed he must have been within earshot when he’d bid double to the Clawed Fist’s leader.

      The angry guard was now glancing knowingly at their outfits, a look of scorn mixed with envy on his face. It was a well-known trait in the kingdom that the truly wealthy and powerful rarely cared how they dressed. Pomp and finery was mostly for the lesser nobles. The guard who’d started to draw his sword sheathed his weapon again and coughed behind his hand. The cough had a cadence that sounded suspiciously like “Rich brats.”

      Talen and Davin ignored the comment and addressed the middle mercenary. “Yes,” said Talen, “we did speak with the captain. Unfortunately, it doesn’t look like we’ll be doing business.”

      At this, all three members of the Clawed Fist frowned. The middle one recovered quickest though and rubbed his hands against the front of his chest plate as if smoothing an outfit. “Ah, pity,” he said carefully. “Did the captain, er, happen to say why?”

      Talen paused but saw no harm in revealing the reason. “Our trip would have taken us to the Wole,” he said. “Your captain didn’t want to risk the magic in the forgotten territory.”

      The mercenary sighed. And the frowning man next to him muttered, “Superstitious toff.”

      The woman, though, wore a look of relief and she swallowed at the mention of the Wole.

      “Whatever the case,” Talen said cautiously, “we apologize if we’ve gone a bit afield from the party. You know how those things can be—stuffy, boring, et cetera...”

      The leading mercenary glanced between the brothers, an indeterminable expression on his face. Then he stepped forward, brushing past them and peering behind the marble lion. Talen felt his heart leap in his throat and Davin’s hand darted, nearly imperceptibly toward his saber.

      But as Talen turned, he saw both Gwin and Jamie embracing each other; Gwin’s shoulders were shaking as if she were crying, and Jamie’s large form nearly completely blocked the pile of discarded armor.

      Talen still glimpsed a glinting helmet beyond Jamie’s shin, barely obscured by the shadow of the marble lion and the magician’s bulk, and he stiffened in fear.

      But the mercenary’s eyes were fixed on Gwin. He stepped back, glaring at Talen and Davin. For a moment, Talen thought they were in trouble, and he began to check the futures. But before he could react, the mercenary demanded, his voice angry, “What have you done to her?”

      Talen’s jaw unhinged. “Oh—er, nothing,” he said. “She’s a friend of ours.”

      But the mercenary ignored him, still frowning. “Miss, excuse me, miss. Are you alright?”

      Gwin looked up, her face streaked with tears tumbling down her cheeks and chin. She shook her head vaguely and said, “Oh, I’m—I’m so sorry, sir... I didn’t—”

      The mercenary nodded gently and looked sidelong at Talen and Davin, then flicked his gaze to Jamie’s hulking form. “They didn’t hurt you, did they?”

      Gwin paused for a moment, still embracing her brother, but then her eyes, rimmed red, widened and she shook her head, her hair brushing against the bottom of Jamie’s chin.

      “Oh, no,” she exclaimed. “No, nothing like that. I—I just saw a man in that party is all. And—and I couldn’t be near him. I didn’t want to... Well... No, this is my brother. And the Aurem brothers are friends. No, sir, certainly not.”

      The mercenary relaxed a little and his hard expression softened in Talen’s direction. “Ah, I understand,” he said.

      “Rolo,” whispered the frowning mercenary, “no one is supposed to be back here. We should report to the sergeant—”

      But the mercenary named Rolo shook his head once and held out a quieting hand in the direction of his companions. So far, the discarded armor and helmets remained unnoticed, but Talen wasn’t sure for how much longer. The futures didn’t show it either.

      “You saw someone in the party, miss?” asked Rolo. “Someone who offended you?” He looked angry again.

      Talen paused, unsure what Gwin was going for, but the magician nodded and said, “A-a baron... he, he hurt me. Not long ago.”

      Talen’s eyes widened in sudden realization as he recollected the captain’s story about his daughter and the baron who’d murdered her. He stared in equal parts awe and intimidation in Gwin’s direction. She was a much better actor than he’d given her credit for. They had discussed what the captain had told them in private while preparing for tonight. But he hadn’t realized how useful the shared information would prove.

      At the mention of the word baron, though, even the angry mercenary and the quiet third soldier took steps forward. “Not Baron Shastel, was it?” demanded the frowning soldier. “I knew that bastard was going to be here...”

      Talen hesitated. The captain had of course mentioned the baron would be at the party. He’d been outraged at lending his hired swords to protect a man responsible for murdering his daughter.

      Davin shifted, his hand no longer on his sword. The older Aurem brother was looking past the guards in the direction of the glow coming from the room beyond. They could still hear the voices and chatter of early arrivals to the prince’s party, but Talen felt an uncomfortable tingle down his spine at the look in his brother’s eyes.

      Still, they needed to escape the attention of the guards without drawing eyes to the pile of discarded helmets and weapons behind the marble lion. If Jamie moved at all, the armor would be revealed, but he couldn’t stay put, either. The guards wouldn’t allow them to wander in an off-limits section of the keep.

      Try as he might, still scanning the futures, Talen couldn’t see a guaranteed way out of their predicament.

      “Baron Shastel,” said Davin, drawing attention to himself.

      The mercenaries glanced at him.

      “What about him?” snapped the surly soldier.

      “What does he look like?” Davin asked.

      Rolo frowned. “Your friend didn’t point him out?” he glanced at Gwin.

      “I’m—I’m sorry,” said Gwin. “I couldn’t. Davin can be a bit”—she swallowed and gave a half smile—“impetuous at times. He’s very protective of me.”

      Davin met her gaze, unflinching.

      “Good for you,” said Rolo, nodding at Davin. “People like Baron Shastel don’t deserve the honor or dignity they’re afforded.” He snarled for a moment. “If I had my way, the baron would rot in the bottom of a—”

      “Rolo,” the woman snapped, raising her eyebrows. “Perhaps it isn’t the time to grieve Seria’s passing in front of others?”

      Gwin pushed away from her brother, stepping ever so carefully toward the Aurem boys, redirecting the attention in the room away from Jamie and the pile of armor hidden at his back. She touched Rolo’s arm, meeting his eyes. “The baron hurt someone you loved?”

      Rolo set his jaw and glanced between Gwin and the Aurems for a moment, but with an air of finality, as if settling something in his mind, he sighed and said, “Aye. A rose of a girl.”

      “Bad business courting the captain’s daughter,” grunted the scowling mercenary.

      But Rolo ignored the comment. “It isn’t for your ears, lass. Suffice it to say, I share some of your feelings towards Baron Shastel. I promise you: One day, the gods will see him his due.” He smiled at Gwin and then gestured with an open palm up the hall toward the doorway. “If you don’t mind,” he said, “we can’t have you wandering the halls. If you see that bas—er, baron—know that he owns no part of you. However he may have harmed you, eh? Men like that get off on control and fear. But what’s broken is in him, not you, understand?”

      A flash of guilt crossed Gwin’s eyes, which Rolo mistook. He sighed again but said nothing further, gesturing at the door and waiting patiently.

      In that moment, Talen felt a surge of fear. Jamie, though, hadn’t been idle.

      Talen frowned, catching the faintest whiff of something burning. His eyes flicked past Rolo to Jamie, standing with one hand behind his back, the other loose at his side.

      Talen spotted one of Jamie’s hands glowing orange. His eyes widened and he resisted the urge to yelp. He met Jamie’s eyes, staring and shaking his head. But Jamie averted his gaze and continued to focus on whatever he was doing. His hand continued to glow with some strange magic, his fingers orange.

      He checked the futures furiously, but didn’t find the answer. They were so close to escape, but whatever Jamie was doing could compromise their efforts. Talen tried to speak without words, inflecting his gaze by widening his eyes and staring determinedly at the side of Jamie’s averted face. But the large magician didn’t react.

      The smell of burning became more pungent. The mercenaries beyond the marble bust began to sniff at the air, both of them frowning. Rolo looked lost in thought though, and the man almost seemed to have tears in his eyes.

      “Alright,” snapped the frowning mercenary. “Enough dawdling—you heard Rolo. Get on your ways, eh? Rich brats or not, you’re not allowed in the halls beyond the main room. Thank your blessed stars we’re not reporting this to the prince. Best hurry along—go now!”

      The man stepped forward, gesturing at Jamie and Gwin and the Aurems. Now the man was in perfect line to see the armor once Jamie moved. But judging by his tone, idling would be met with a similar aggression. Rolo was distracted by his own thoughts, and, perhaps sensing this, the aggressive mercenary had taken the lead.

      He gestured at them again, snapping his fingers and waving one arm like a windmill, directing them back up the hall.

      Talen regarded Jamie, then Davin. Once Jamie moved, their trove of discarded armor would be discovered. Once it was, the mercenaries wouldn’t be nearly so accommodating. Questions would be asked, questions that didn’t have satisfactory answers. Talen and his companions were not on any guest list—they didn’t have an invitation to this party. From what he’d heard of the prince’s paranoia, they’d likely be arrested as assassins themselves.

      If they didn’t make it to the party, though, Talen had little doubt that the Eyeless Host would reach the prince. They would kill him and harvest his heart. It had to be prevented. Talen didn’t like the idea of harming these mercenaries, but they had to reach the prince and protect him at all costs. And they couldn’t do that from the bottom of a city dungeon.

      Talen’s hand began creeping toward his own knife and Davin began to draw his saber. Gwin heard the sliding metal and stiffened. The mercenaries were all staring at Jamie now, though—as he was the largest of them and, all things being equal, would present the biggest threat if it came to blows. They likely still thought Davin was drunk, and Talen, although tall, wasn’t a particularly imposing figure.

      Still, Jamie didn’t move aggressively. His expression calm, he stepped forward, moving past the edge of the marble bust and stepping into the hall.

      “What’s that?” the female mercenary said suddenly, pointing toward the shadows behind the marble bust.

      Talen stared, heart in his throat, but then his eyes widened.

      Instead of armor and leather and chain mail, there was a pool of steel on the ground. Melted metal.

      Talen glanced sharply at Jamie’s hand, which no longer glowed orange, then back at the strange pool.

      “Was leaking from the lion,” Jamie said, pointing at the statue. “Might want to tell the groundskeeper—some of these marble busts are hollowed with lined iron. Makes it cheaper to produce. But it’s a scam, mark my words.”

      The mercenaries stared from the pool of unrecognizable metal to the trespassers, but then gestured once more toward the hall. The three mercenaries crowded around the marble bust, peering at the strange pool of molten steel and Talen, glancing at Jamie, and giving him the faintest of nods in recognition, led the others back up the hall.

      He was careful not to move too quickly, lest he betray their sobriety.

      He refused to glance back though, and his neck prickled as they moved away, in plain clothes and uninvited, through the open doorway, stepping into the chamber beyond and welcomed by the warmth from a fire in a stone pit in the center of the room and the laughter of partygoers moving about the chamber.

      It was still early, but as Talen scanned the area, he spotted servants in white cloaks and silver masks handing goblets to nobles reclining on silk cushions and sharing plates of fruit.

      A strange creature that Talen had no name for swam and swirled in a glass tank full of water in the center of the room. The creature had a glowing orb dangling over its head, like a pinprick of starlight, and it swam in the illuminated blue water, its eyes reflecting the fire in the hearth.

      The silver-masked servants escorted new arrivals to seats or to a long iron table spanning the back wall.

      A throne sat empty on a dais facing the hearth. The throne was strategically placed, with the metal frame against a wall, nowhere near any windows or adjacent to any doors. Six soldiers, three of them mercenaries and three of them wearing the gilded uniforms of the prince’s own guard, lined the throne dais.

      “The prince isn’t here yet,” Davin muttered, glancing over his shoulder at Talen.

      Talen nodded at his brother but didn’t reply. His own gaze flicked across the assembled patrons, skipping from one to the other. Gwin had used the baron’s identity and what the captain had told them to leverage sympathy and gain entrance. Now, though, Talen wondered which of these gem-crusted nobles was the man in question.

      He spotted a fellow with a greasy goatee sipping from a pewter goblet lined with silver. A large man with a paunch leaned against a serving girl half his age and made far too much contact. Talen couldn’t see the serving girl’s face, due to her silver mask, but he could sense her discomfort as she tried to guide the hefty patron toward a row of plates heaped with appetizers and foods arranged in decorative patterns and sculptures.

      Another fellow, twice the age of anyone else in the room, sat cross-legged in front of the fire, unblinking, his gaze darting around the room in furtive motions.

      Talen couldn’t track everyone, but there had to be at least forty partygoers already in the room, as well as ten servants. More kept arriving with each moment.

      A herald by the door, wearing purple and the blue ship of Teshben outlined in gold on his chest, kept clearing his voice and then crying, in a trumpeting tone, “Duchess Claudia and her companion Matimo!” Or, “Heath and Zeyna of the Silk Traders Guild!” And, “Solomey, representing the great island nation of Nikodelas!”

      After each declaration, a partygoer or two would enter the chamber, stepping past a doorway lined with gilded soldiers and welcomed by one of the silver-masked servants, who would lead them to a table or a cushioned seat.

      Talen watched this procession with mild interest. He’d been to parties like this, of course, and had often found them quite boring. The fish in the tank was interesting, though, and, after a moment, he spotted a woman in the back of the room, standing on a thick rope stretched from one wall to the other. She seemed to be dancing on the rope without losing her balance, twisting and twirling in intricate patterns.

      Talen, despite himself, clapped quietly along with the rest of the room as the woman bounced once, then jumped in the air and landed on the rope again, bowing at the waist.

      He chortled to himself at the display. Inwardly, though, he wondered where the prince was.

      As he stared at the woman on the tightrope, he felt a hand slip through his arm, hooking him by the elbow. He glanced down, half expecting to find Gwin there, but his eyes settled on a woman he didn’t know. She was, perhaps, twice his age and smelled of some variety of fermented beverage.

      She giggled at him, breathing heavily, clouding his face with the odor of wine and the scent of a flowery perfume that wasn’t at all unpleasant.

      “May I have this dance?” the woman giggled, tugging at his arm.

      Talen’s gaze followed in the direction she indicated, and he noticed a trio of servants—these without silver masks—setting up in the back of the room. A portion of floor was cleared, and couples stepped into this square, arms looped and smiles wide. The trio of servants prepared instruments, tuning strings or adjusting knobs.

      Immediately, Talen felt his face turn red. “I—I’m sorry,” he stammered.

      “I bet you are,” said the woman, giggling at Talen. She leaned in, pressing her forehead against his chest, and then tugged him once more. “Come!” she said. “Let’s dance.”

      Talen resisted the pull for a moment, his eyes wide. “Do—do I know you?”

      She flashed a wicked grin up at him and gave the faintest shake of her head, causing her curls to bounce. They were the sort of curls that took hours to achieve—at least, from what little Talen knew about Melayna’s own efforts before similar social gatherings.

      Talen hesitated. Everything in him wanted to say no. He’d, of course, taken dancing lessons growing up, but he was no expert. Davin was the best dancer—he’d enjoyed the lessons since, in his estimation, they prepared a fencer for footwork.

      But clustered in the corner with three others dressed in plain street clothes wasn’t a particularly clever tactic. Already, Talen could feel eyes on them. The less attention they garnered before the prince arrived, the better. They needed to keep an eye out for assassins—for any hint of the Eyeless Host, but until then, they had to keep as low a profile as possible. Pairing off with a partygoer who actually had an invitation and wore the expected ensemble would go a long way in camouflaging them.

      Reluctantly, Talen nodded, allowing himself to be guided along the large hall toward the square of floor where other couples had assembled, preparing for the music to start.

      Behind him, he heard Gwin clear her throat. Talen glanced back and shrugged helplessly, only one arm available for the task since the other was entangled in the noblewoman's grasp.

      Gwin frowned in his direction, all signs of her earlier tears having vanished. Davin whispered something to Jamie beneath his breath and then moved across the hall, head high. Talen watched as a nobleman accosted Davin, handing him an empty glass and a silver coin.

      Davin paused for a moment, frowning, but then he noticed the airy way the nobleman waved him toward the large bottles at the back of the room, and he glanced at the silver masks of the servants around him. Davin’s hand scratched at his own bronze half-mask, and, glaring, he moved off to fetch the nobleman a refilled glass. Talen didn’t have to check the futures to anticipate the likelihood of spit ending up in the goblet.

      By now, he’d lost track of Jamie and Gwin as more partygoers arrived, announced by the herald, and Talen was ushered onto the dance floor. The trio of musicians had finished tuning their instruments. A sort of hush fell over the assembled guests in anticipation, and then a lively melody struck up, complements of plucked and strummed strings, echoing with the staccato rhythm of a tambourine and a strange cylindrical drum.

      At once, Talen’s arm felt practically ripped from its socket as his partner flung herself into a spinning motion and took to the dance with gusto. Talen winced, trying his best to keep up, counting in his head: one, two, three... One-two-three.

      He’d practiced enough to remember at least some of the motions to the Swallow’s Preen, a popular dance among the gentler fringes of society. Yet there was nothing gentle about the dance itself. Talen whirled around, struggling desperately to keep up with his partner. Every time they twisted and turned, she would press close to him, pushing her body against his and emitting a purr in the back of her throat.

      The party had only just started, but by the smell and look of things, the woman had already sampled her share of the provided refreshments.

      A couple of times, he had to lift her hand, mid-step, wincing against the woman’s efforts to drape herself over him. He could feel his cheeks warming as they whirled around and around, narrowly avoiding the other dancers, who moved with far more practiced ease. A couple of times, mid-revolution, Talen spotted Gwin standing with her brother by a pillar, placing it between themselves and the line of sight of the guards by the door.

      Gwin was frowning in their direction and with each passing moment, her scowl only seemed to deepen. The music grew louder, livelier, the tempo increasing in tandem with Talen’s heartbeat. Sweat prickled his forehead.

      As they continued to circle, his gaze kept flicking toward the throne, wondering where the prince was. It wasn’t uncommon for the guest of honor to arrive late to their own party. Judging by what he’d heard about the prince of Teshben, there was a good chance he’d want his soldiers to keep an eye on the guests and secure the keep before entering the room himself.

      Still, there was no sign of the Eyeless Host.

      After a final flourish of strumming and drumming, the music finally fell quiet and, breathing heavily, Talen tried to release his partner. But she leaned against him, giggling, gripping him, and wrapping her small arms around him as she nuzzled into his chest.

      “Excuse me,” Talen kept murmuring, trying to distance himself, but the older woman didn’t let go.

      The smell of perfume and fermentation now lingered in his nose and Talen, for some reason, found himself glancing across at Gwin once more and mouthing the words, I’m sorry.

      She was no longer looking in his direction, though. With a rather stony expression, she now stared at the throne on the raised dais.

      Talen followed her gaze, ignoring the clinging dance partner for a moment. Six more guards had arrived, stationing around the throne, all of them in the gilded armor of the prince’s men.

      Then the herald cleared his throat and with a louder cry than any previous announcement, he declared, “The Pearl of the Coast, the Admiral of Newarden; His Majesty—Prince Casper of Teshben!”

      Polite applause arose from those assembled, spreading throughout the room like wildfire through wheat. Four more guards entered the room—Clawed Fist, by the looks of their uniforms. Behind them came three more gilded guards and then, flanked by yet another three soldiers, the Prince of Teshben entered the hall.

      He moved quickly, with furtive glances every which way. He had a tanned, gaunt face with bony features as if he were undernourished. The prince wore no crown, and instead of palace finery, he had donned a thick chest plate and carried two swords—one on either hip.

      For the briefest moment, as Talen peered at the prince, watching the man maneuver with quick, unfriendly nods through the partygoers toward his throne, Talen pulled up short, a frown creasing his brow. Everyone in the room was peering at the prince. But three figures, standing by the refreshments table, refilling goblets along with Davin, muttered to each other in hushed voices. All three wore the silver masks and white robes of the serving staff.

      Frowning, Talen reached out, snaring the hand of a serving girl moving through the crowd of dancers, a silver platter balanced in one hand.

      He held her wrist, pulling her gently, and she turned, peering at him.

      Through the eyeholes in the silver mask, Talen spotted only darkness.

      He felt a chill creep down his spine and goosebumps erupted across his arms as he stared into the mask. Talen swallowed and let go of the girl’s arm as if he’d touched fire.

      For a moment, she stared at him, and the expressionless silver mask made her face seem almost predatory. The eyeholes weren’t large, but beneath them, she had no eyes whatsoever. The fear turning in his gut was replaced by an urgent need to act. Talen swallowed a couple of times and nodded formally, trying to muster up what residue of courtesy he could. “Apologies,” he said. “I’m thirsty is all.”

      Inwardly, his mind protested as the serving girl bobbed her head. She removed a goblet from the silver tray, handing it to him.

      With a trembling hand, his fingertips quavering, Talen reached for the glass and took it with a courteous bow. The serving girl turned, her ghoulish gaze sweeping the crowd and returning to the prince, who settled in his throne, a bored look on his face.

      Three of the gilded guards stood in front of the prince, obscuring him from view. Another group of the guards who’d entered with Prince Casper left the way they’d come.

      Now, seven guards in total lined the dais in front of the throne, and another four lined the doorways. But beyond that, the room, which now held nearly two hundred people, was devoid of soldiers.

      Talen urgently surveyed the silver-masked servants, his gaze skipping around the room from one to another, and he could feel the horror rising in his chest. The servants were all Eyeless Host. He was sure of it. The way they moved, the direction of their gazes, it made sense...

      The serving girl meandered away from Talen, moving in the direction of the prince’s throne, and for a moment, Talen glanced at the goblet in his hand.

      Poison?

      He doubted it. The Eyeless Host were here to kill the prince. They wouldn’t kill a room full of nobles to reach him... would they?

      Talen lowered the cup slightly, sniffing suspiciously at the air. Winter wanted to harvest the prince’s heart, though—and many poisons would damage internal organs.

      No, Talen decided. Not poison.

      So then how?

      It was hard to tell from the white robes the cultists wore, but Talen thought he glimpsed the outline of weapons now, pressed against thighs or tucked into belts, nearly imperceptible disturbances in the smooth cloth.

      Finally, disentangling himself from his dance partner, Talen muttered a final apology and pushed her away, shoving off in the direction of Jamie and his sister.

      He hurried to them but pulled up short as two more servants moved to intercept, blocking his path. His heart lunged into his throat and for a moment, his hand darted to the knife on his hip, but the disguised cultists simply glanced at him and said, “Which party are you with, sir?”

      Talen hesitated. “I’m—I’m sorry?”

      “Would you be willing to take this to the prince?” asked one of the servants, handing a rolled-up parchment to Talen.

      Talen glanced at the strange paper and scratched his chin. “I’m—I’m sorry?” he repeated, this time with the inflection of a query.

      The two servants glanced at each other, the fire twisting and illuminating their silver masks.

      “Never mind,” said one of them.

      They brushed past, moving in the direction of the throne.

      Other members of the serving staff also moved toward the throne like carrion birds circling wounded prey. There were ten servants in total, all of them wearing silver masks, all of them garbed in white. Only seven soldiers protected the prince’s throne.

      Talen felt another surge of fear. He put on an extra burst of speed, his feet slapping against the marble floor. He reached Jamie and Gwin, who leaned against a marble pillar, their backs against carved ornamentation depicting a band of protruding white leaves circling the post; beneath his breath, Talen told them, “It’s the serving staff. They’re the Eyeless Host!”

      Jamie glanced sharply at him, his broad shoulders tightening, and his fingers clasped together. “You’re sure?” he demanded, his gaze flicking toward the throne.

      Talen glanced back, following Jamie’s look, and he spotted one of the servants pulling a knife from his belt, obscuring it behind his body as he wove through the partygoers. The soldiers guarding the prince seemed none the wiser as the servants drew nearer, tightening the noose.
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      Time stood still, for the briefest moment.

      “No magic,” Talen whispered beneath his breath, struggling to regain composure. He spotted the two silver-masked servants whispering to another partygoer, the rolled parchment still in their hands.

      He glanced sharply around, and his heart plummeted. “Where’s Davin?” he asked.

      Jamie shrugged, his gaze still fixed on the would-be assassins.

      Talen frowned, scanning the hall desperately once more, but he spotted no sign of his brother.  “Come on Davin; where are you?” he muttered beneath his breath.

      But no matter where he looked, there was no trace of Davin. Their best line of defense was missing while the Eyeless Host encroached like a pack of wolves moving through the partygoers, all ten of the servants culminating on the throne.

      The prince seemed none the wiser, and the seven guards surrounding the dais didn’t look alarmed yet. Likely, servants moved to and fro at whim. Talen glanced at the silver-masked assassins, and he noticed more hands pulling blades from folds of the white cloaks.

      Talen gritted his teeth and hurried across the room, shoving past partygoers, and accidentally knocking a goblet from a noblewoman’s hand. Red liquid streaked the floor and Talen nearly slipped, but he sidestepped it and continued toward the throne.

      A couple of the partygoers muttered after him, and the prince finally glanced up from his throne, spotting Talen’s rapid approach. Prince Casper’s gaunt, pale face creased in a frown and his eyes twitched, narrowing in sudden suspicion.

      The prince muttered something beneath his breath and flicked his hand in Talen’s direction.

      Two of the guards turned; weapons appeared in their hands as they drew their swords and began to approach Talen.

      “Slow down!” one of the guards snapped. “No audience without express invitation.”

      Talen pulled up short but looked past the gleaming metal of the armor on the guards’ shoulders, eyes fixed on the gaunt prince. “You’re in danger, Sire!” he cried out.

      Talen didn’t know what else to say. It wasn’t a particularly clever cry—not with two soldiers so near him. But sometimes cleverness was best displaced by truth.

      The crowd seemed to pause, listening. Even the fish in the aquarium, with the glowing light over its head, paused and seemed to linger in one corner of the glass case as if suspended in that moment of time.

      Talen cleared his throat, holding out his hands, showing he carried no weapons. He felt a flush of fear and embarrassment. But urgency replaced all other emotions. He spotted sets of eyeless masks staring in his direction with dead expressions. They’d paused their circling of the throne at the very verge of the partygoers. “Sir!” Talen cried. “Assassins! They’re after you!”

      At this, the prince’s eyes bugged in his head. The soldiers still near the throne reached for their own weapons, but the two guards who’d been sent to intercept Talen were glaring now.

      “Boy, you’ve had too much to drink!” one of the guards snapped.

      The other one, in an urgent tone, his eyes flashing, said, “You’re in over your head, child—keep your lips sealed or you’ll make it even more difficult for yourself.” This soldier seemed concerned, but he kept glancing over his shoulder in the direction of the prince.

      Talen didn’t care to listen. The silver-masked assassins had now reached the front rows of partygoers nearest the throne. A boy, muttering as he was prodded along by a couple of the servants, held the rolled parchment above his head. It was the same parchment they’d tried to pawn off on Talen.

      The young man holding it looked annoyed by the commotion Talen had caused, as well as flustered by the servants pushing him forward. Still, in one hand he held a gold coin, and in the other, he gripped the rolled parchment. Judging by his outfit, his family didn’t come from the same means as the rest of the partygoers.

      As if deciding to ignore Talen, the boy shook his head and regarded the prince. “Excuse me, sir. I have a message for you!” the boy called, raising the furled paper, and waving it at the throne.

      The prince was now glancing between the boy with the parchment and his two guards, who continued to approach Talen, their weapons raised.

      “Back away from the prince!” an officer with salt-and-pepper hair shouted into the chamber. His helmet was etched with a strange symbol, and an outcrop of blue plumes protruded from the metal.

      “Gerard,” the prince muttered, his teeth clenched, “what is this?”

      The man with the etched helmet shook his head, raising his voice. “Keep away from the prince. Don’t approach the throne!”

      The boy with the rolled-up parchment extended it, waving in the air. “It’s a message is all. Please.” He glanced uncertainly at the servants behind him, and two silver-masked faces nodded in encouragement. “I’m just supposed to deliver it!”

      The ten servants were now encircling the throne, mingling among the whispering guests.

      Many of the partygoers had stepped back from the dais at the sergeant’s commands. Laughter from the far corner of the room still wafted over the room, but those nearest the throne looked concerned, putting distance between themselves and the prince.

      A wide stretch of floor between the throne and the rest of the party had opened up. As the crowd receded, this left the servants standing on their own, like white pillars, all ten of them facing the throne, their silver masks directed toward the prince.

      “Back up!” the sergeant demanded, his voice rising in volume.

      “The servants!” Talen shouted, ignoring the two guards who had hands on his arms and were trying to drag him away. “They’re armed! Assassins! They work for a magician from the Wole!”

      At his cries, the servants all turned sharply toward Talen, furious glares of darkness peering from behind the silver masks. A second later, silver and steel appeared in clenched grips. Daggers filled hands, and two of the soldiers who’d approached the man with the note fell, gurgling blood as knives punctured their throats.

      A sudden howl erupted from the servants, and they charged the soldiers on the dais. The two soldiers reaching for Talen cursed and whirled around, their weapons raised as they hurried back to the throne.

      The four guards at the door shouted in alarm, and they also tried to rush over.

      The young man who’d been clutching the rolled-up scroll tried to say something; he tried to drop the parchment but couldn’t seem to manage, as if the paper were somehow adhered to his fingertips. His eyes widened and he screamed in pain. Smoke began to rise from his hand.

      Partygoers around him screamed and began retreating, heading toward the door or the back corner of the room. The music died as those on the dance floor also caught wind of this new commotion.

      The man gripping the rolled-up scroll held the thing aloft, unable to drop it, horror etched across his features. The Eyeless Host had knives out, and another one of the prince’s guards had fallen. Two sword blows from the sergeant with the blue plume caused a head to roll—the silver mask glinted as it spun down the dais steps and the body in white robes toppled, headless, to the ground.

      The prince was screaming now, hiding behind the throne, using it to shield himself as the other soldiers remaining on the dais moved to shelter him.

      The man holding the scroll turned to the four guards approaching from the doorway, pleading, screaming, “I can’t let it go! It burns! Please, help me!”

      The four guards who’d left their station by the door reached the young man, their weapons raised, preventing him from getting too close.

      There was a flash of white light, a rumbling sound like thunder, and a blast of energy. The scroll in the man’s hand exploded and the four guards were blasted back; streaks of red illuminated their faces, and the pulse of arcane energy sent them crumbling to the ground like ash.

      Talen stared in horror at the four men. The young fellow who’d been holding the scroll was little more than a charred statue, and the guards who’d been caught in the blast radius were motionless, twitching, lifeless on the ground.

      “Magic!” someone in the party screamed. “They’re using magic! Nepir preserve us!”

      The prince’s screeches were drowned out only by the sergeant’s shouts. “Reinforcements!” the sergeant screamed. “Bring reinforcements!”

      A few moments later, in the distance, Talen thought he heard the jangling of a bell. He heard stomping boots from far down the hall, but didn’t turn to look.

      Already, two more of the soldiers by the dais were on the ground, clutching wounds or not moving at all.

      Three more of the Eyeless Host had also fallen, their white robes stained with blood, their eyeless faces gaping sightlessly at the ceiling.

      Now, only two guards remained—the sergeant and one of the soldiers who’d moved to intercept Talen but had retreated back to the throne. Five of the Eyeless Host encroached, daggers raised, muttering, and chanting wildly beneath their breaths.

      Many of the nobles were streaming from the room, flooding the exit, and preventing more guards from entering to help the prince. Talen glanced over at Jamie. The large man was moving quickly toward the throne; Talen, dagger in his own hand, raced forward as well.

      The prince continued to shout.

      “Where are you?” Talen muttered, once again searching the room for Davin.

      Gwin also hurried over, her hands raised, but Talen shouted, “Don’t!” She glanced at him across the fleeing party members but nodded. She lowered her hands but continued to race forward.

      Jamie, unarmed, tackled one of the Eyeless Host from the rear, sending the man slamming to the ground. The sheer force of the magician’s physique crushed the servant against the steps.

      Talen grabbed another one of the cultists from behind, yanking her arm back as she stabbed at the sergeant. The woman howled at Talen like some sort of wild creature, but he held on tight, rattling her wrist and squeezing as hard as he could until she dropped her weapon. Talen brought his own fist, which was still clutching his dagger, slamming into the bridge of the woman’s nose once, then twice. He felt a satisfying crunch and then felt sick to his stomach. His fist clanged off the silver mask, but beneath it, the metal pounded against the woman’s fleshy nose.

      He felt another crack as he slammed his fist into the silver a third time, and the woman dropped, gurgling beneath the mask.

      The prince stared wide-eyed at Talen and Jamie, and then at his sergeant. “Help me!” he screamed.

      The sergeant spotted Talen’s knife, and for a moment, he raised his sword in that direction, but then he spotted the crumpled form of the attacker at Talen’s feet, and he nodded in gratitude and turned to face the three remaining assassins. Another one of the guards toppled, brought down by the sheer ferocity of two cultists, who were swiping hooked knives like whirling windmills of steel. With ferocious howls, they left the bloodied guard on the steps, crumpled against the throne, the man’s head resting against the metal armrest.

      The prince stumbled back as one of the Eyeless Host reached him. With a wild swipe, the sergeant took off the attacker’s hand, sending the cultist stumbling back with a screech of pain. The sergeant whirled the sword again and caught another one of the attackers, sending her reeling back as well.

      Jamie snatched at the man with the severed hand and caught him in a crushing embrace, holding him tight until he released his second weapon and allowed himself to be dragged, gasping, to the ground.

      “Kill them!” the prince kept shouting. “Kill them now!”

      Talen shot a look over his shoulder, but still couldn’t locate Davin. Gwin waited, dancing from foot to foot, watching the exits, her hands hovering at her waist. She hadn’t used magic yet, but Talen knew if her brother’s life was on the line, she wouldn’t hesitate to break the law.

      For the moment, though, it didn’t look as if they would need it.

      More screams echoed in the air as partygoers fled the room.

      The sole remaining member of the Eyeless Host had managed to avoid the sergeant’s blade and was lunging toward the prince as Casper stumbled back on rump and hands, scuttling backward in an effort to avoid the blow.

      The prince’s own double swords lay forgotten against his hips as he slid away, his face paling, his scream echoing in the room.

      “Do you see!” the cultist was shouting. “Do you truly see!”

      Talen swallowed. Their chant had been horrifying the first time he had heard it; that terror had only grown with each encounter he had had with the Host.

      “Get back!” the prince kept howling, his words forming an eerie echo with the assassin’s. “Help me! Kill him!”

      Talen checked the futures and realized the sergeant would be too slow to prevent the knife from plunging into the prince’s chest. Talen wasn’t sure how a harvested heart could be removed without damaging it. He wasn’t sure if the blades themselves were somehow cursed like that parchment had been. But he also knew if he didn’t do something, the prince was about to die.

      With a growl, he flung his own knife to the ground and ripped one of the silver masks from the face of a dead cultist at his feet. Gaping, eyeless sockets stared up at him; they no longer swirled with dark energy. The person’s life had faded completely and now the face simply looked grotesque, lying on the cold marble with blood pooling around him.

      Talen didn’t have time to stare at the corpse. He hefted the silver mask, swallowed as he took aim, then, checking the futures and doing his best to follow their predictions, he flung the mask as hard as he could. Instead of aiming for the Eyeless cultist, though, he aimed at the prince.

      In a desperate attempt to flee the attacker, Prince Casper tried to get to his feet. But the assassin had been expecting this and sliced down with a dagger. At just the right moment, though, Talen’s silver mask slammed into the prince’s shoulder, knocking his balance out from under him, and he toppled to the ground, landing with a painful thud, the breath whooshing from his lungs.

      But this change in direction caused the cultist to miss his swipe, and he stumbled over the prince’s fallen form, falling off the other side of the dais with a shout.

      The prince scrambled back again, wincing and clutching his forearm, but the sergeant with the blue plume was on the fallen assassin in an instant. Two quick flashes of the blade, a quiet sigh, and all movements ceased from behind the throne.

      Now, bodies scattered the dais—both soldiers and fallen servants. The prince lay on the ground, gasping, pointing a quavering finger at Talen. “Stop him!”

      Talen immediately dropped his weapon and held up his hands. “I was only trying to warn you!” he said.

      The sergeant stepped forward, moving to his prince’s side, and checking the exits for further threats. “I don’t believe they’re here to harm us,” said the sergeant. “They were helping, sire.”

      “It’s true,” said Jamie. He kicked out, catching the head of one of the cultists who was starting to move again.

      Again, Talen desperately wished Davin was still in the room. He couldn’t imagine what his brother was up to. But now, standing there, sprayed with blood, facing the Prince of Teshben, and staring into the wide, panicked eyes of a man who ruled a city, he felt afraid.

      “Who are you!” the prince demanded, his voice quavering.

      By now, the chamber was completely empty except for the aquarium with the swirling fish and more soldiers who had finally pushed through the fleeing crowd. Five guards approached rapidly with stomping feet and shifting metal armor—three of them wore the gilded armor of the prince’s men, and two of them were hired mercenaries.

      Out of habit, Talen checked their faces; he felt a surge of relief when he saw all sets of eyes were accounted for.

      “My name is Talen Aurem,” he said, clearing his throat and returning his attention to the prince. “I’m the son of Willem Aurem, of the Aurem–Alarkey Trading Company. I heard of an attempt on your life, and I came to warn you.”

      “The Aurem–Alarkey...” The prince frowned. Trembling, with sweat slipping down his brow, he moved as far from the fallen bodies and the glinting blades as he could. The sergeant followed, steadying his lord’s elbow.

      “Were they on the invitation list?” the prince snapped, glancing sharply at the sergeant.

      “I don’t know, sir. I can have it checked. For now, let’s get you to safety.”

      The prince nodded shakily and allowed himself to be escorted from the room. Talen stared after the man, swallowing. He didn’t like where this was going.

      Two of the soldiers hurried over to him, grabbing his wrists, and pulling him toward the back exit. Two other soldiers moved to Jamie and grabbed him as well.

      Gwin moved back, staying still as they hurried past her, playing the part of a horrified partygoer, complete with tears and snot trails.

      They’d saved the prince’s life. But at what cost? The Eyeless Host had failed. But the prince had regarded them with severe distrust. When they discovered their names weren’t on any guest list, would they assume the worst? And where in seven hells was Davin?

      Talen shivered at the thought as he was pushed by rough hands down the hall, Jamie in tow. They moved through the dark halls, men with weapons at their back, and the distant sounds of shouting still echoing on the chill air.
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      The chains holding him to the chair weren’t as tight as he’d expected. Perhaps this was a good sign. Talen had been in chains before, and he hadn’t liked it then either.

      He fixed his eyes on the sergeant who had arrested him the night before; Talen licked his lips nervously but resisted the urge to speak first. To make that task easier, he glanced away from his captor and to his side. Jamie was also chained to a wooden chair.

      Talen had a suspicion that if the brawny magician wanted to, he could break the chair by sheer force, but for now, the giant of a man remained quiet, also staring through hooded eyes at their interrogator.

      They had been in the dungeons beneath the prince’s keep since their arrest. Talen had been kept awake by all sorts of sounds from various cells throughout the room, as well as whispered conversations from the guards assigned to keep an eye on them.

      He still didn’t know what had happened to Davin, but at least Gwin had managed to escape capture.

      “Explain to me again how you knew the prince was in danger?” asked the sergeant. He stared at Talen and Jamie. He didn’t have a particularly hostile expression, but he didn’t look inviting either. He had the haggard, worn look of someone who hadn’t slept in days. His beard was untrimmed and his eyes bloodshot. He also had a bandage wrapped around the left side of his chest.

      Talen hadn’t seen him injured the night before, but he supposed he must’ve missed it in the chaos.

      “It’s a long story,” said Talen. “Suffice it to say, this particular magician—he calls himself Winter, among other names—ordered my father killed. I learned, over a period of time, while seeking vengeance of my own, that he was hunting descendants of a dragon killer. Over a thousand years ago—”

      The sergeant shook his head, raising one hand and rubbing the bridge of his nose with the other. “I’m sorry; I need to stop you right there. I’m not interested in some farfetched tale. Who told you they were going to kill the prince?”

      Talen swallowed and cleared his throat. “I’m trying to tell you. It sounds outlandish, I know. But those cultists—did you examine their bodies? They didn’t have eyes, did they?”

      The sergeant hesitated, rubbing at his wrists, and then sighed. “Nepir above, preserve us. I never thought I’d see the day when magic was performed in the throne room itself.” He looked shaken but swallowed and continued. “The cursed necromancers from the south were bested in combat years ago. I should’ve known the next threat would arrive from the north. You say they come from the Wole; is that right?”

      Talen paused, trying to remember exactly what he had mentioned during the first round of questioning. At last though, he nodded. “Yes,” he said. “The Eyeless Host. They work for the magician Winter. He’s trying to resurrect a five-headed dragon and to do so, he’s harvesting the hearts of the descendants of the dragon’s killer.”

      “Aye, so you said. Your father was one such unlucky fellow. A Willem Aurem, is that right?” The sergeant glanced down at the unfurled parchment resting on his lap. He looked up again, his eyes holding neither scorn nor trust. They were the eyes of a tired but cautious man. The eyes of a man intent on fulfilling his duty.

      “Yes; my father died. And we heard, while seeking our vengeance, that the prince was in danger. We tried to send word, but it didn’t sound like our correspondence was received.”

      The sergeant nodded and reached into his pocket, pulling out two letters. The letters bore the sigil of the Alarkey estate; a strange golden circle with ridges pressed into a wax seal. The seal had been broken.

      “We did receive the correspondence. There is mention of danger in these letters as well.”

      Talen loosed a sigh of relief, relaxing—as much as possible while chained—into his chair. “Yes! Then you know we tried to warn you before! But no one responded. I was told the prince wasn’t receiving our correspondence.”

      The sergeant passed a hand over his face. “The prince,” he paused, “is a cautious man. Some, especially the trading companies, like to take advantage of this. They believe by playing on the prince’s fears, they might gain an ally while spreading distrust of their competition. You must understand if after the hundredth attempted at a similar ploy, we didn’t take the word of a merchant quite at face value.”

      Talen shrugged, his wrists straining as the chains rattled, and he lowered his shoulders again, gritting his teeth against the strain. “Be that as it may, my partner is an honest man. And we came here to prevent the assassination. You saw. We weren’t there to harm the prince; we protected him.”

      The soldier’s chair creaked as he leaned back. “I know what I saw. It’s the reason you still have your heads attached to your bodies, despite what my prince might want.”

      Jamie spoke now, his voice rumbling in the cold dark. “Your prince doesn’t have a very good eye for these things then.”

      The sergeant looked annoyed for a moment, and he glanced at Jamie, but then he sighed again and shrugged. “Perhaps not. But I’ve known Casper since he was a child; it’s my job to make sure he survives. Still, I’m not unreasonable. And neither is he.” He glanced between Jamie and Talen. “I mean that. He’s a just man. Give him a day; he’ll see sense. Your actions were clear enough.”

      Talen swallowed. He could feel a chill on his arms; the dungeons weren’t the most insulated part of the keep. He was still wearing his street clothes, the thin fabric pressed against his body. The cold in the air overnight had left him trembling during most of his attempts at sleep. He had managed a little rest; but still, his mind was foggy, and his limbs felt weak. He wanted to escape to find Davin and Gwin, but he needed to keep his wits about him. Stay calm, he thought desperately.

      He knew if Jamie wanted to, the magician could magic their way out of this. Thankfully, though, Jamie was also a patient man. Talen felt a sudden sense of relief that Davin wasn’t the one sitting next to him. The impetuous nature of his brother in such a circumstance would spell disastrous for them both.

      “It’s as I said,” said Talen. “The magician, Winter, lives in the Wole, in the Lost City of Gold. He sent the assassins, and he’ll send more.”

      “You seem certain of this,” said the sergeant. “And, I’m inclined to believe you after your actions last night.” He studied Talen closely, frowning, as if analyzing every crease on his face. “You know, in the war, twenty years ago, I served in the chambers of an interrogator.”

      Talen shivered at these words. He’d heard of the kingdom’s interrogators before. They were torturers who had hurt many of the soldiers to the south, seeking information to oppose the invading forces from the continents beyond the sea.

      “It was a distasteful business, and one I was glad to see behind me,” the sergeant said carefully. “I found pain was a motivator, but not a great one. However, I did know when a man was lying to me; I want you to understand. I can smell it.” He paused, staring directly into Talen’s eyes. He breathed softly, inhaling through his flaring nostrils. “I’m going to ask you one last time, and I need you to answer me. Did you have anything to do with the attack on the prince?”

      Without hesitation or reservation, Talen said, “No.”

      The sergeant studied him a moment longer, but his eyes flicked toward the metal bars of the door. “I believe you. Say that’s true. You risked your own life to save the prince. Why?”

      Talen shrugged. “He’s an innocent man. Why should he die? We wanted to spare his life. More than that, we want to stop this magician. If Winter manages to achieve his plans…” Talen trailed off, shaking his head.

      Before he could speak again, though, Jamie’s voice echoed in the quiet, cold dungeon. “If Winter’s plans come to pass, Newarden will lose more than a prince. Thousands if not hundreds of thousands will perish. This magician isn’t the sort to raise a foul beast for the sake of sheer enjoyment. He looks to control the thing. To use it to bring the empire to its knees. He has to be stopped.” Jamie glanced sidelong at Talen, then back at the sergeant. “Send out scouts; look for information yourself. Alarkey is already in a dispute with Grum. He and Talen here are raising an army to march on the Wole, to stop Winter.”

      At this, the sergeant frowned. “An army?”

      “Enough to storm the city of magicians,” said Talen with a nod. “Yes. Grum has taken exception. But it is true, and I’m sure your own sources can verify that. But to be honest, we don’t have time for you to look into it. Speak to the captain of the Clawed Fist. The prince clearly trusts him, as he hired their mercenaries to protect him.”

      The soldier acquiesced with a grunt. “Aye; ‘tis the only mercenary guild the prince trusts. Yes. We have worked with them in the past to provide additional security.”

      “Well,” Talen said, pushing forward, “speak to their captain. Before the party, before the assassination attempt, we were looking to hire more of his mercenaries to march on the Wole and kill Winter—the magician who attempted to assassinate your prince.”

      The sergeant paused, allowing the silence to extend between them like tendrils of vapor. He breathed through his nose, then regained his feet. He nodded at each of them in turn. “As I said, give the prince a day and I’m sure he’ll calm. I apologize for the accommodations, but I can’t just let you go. Not yet. I understand the urgency of the situation,” he added as Talen made to protest. “Trust me; you want me to bring this to him when you’re forgotten, and the night’s events have faded from his mind. If I were to take this to him now, it would be hard to conjure up any form of trust in the prince’s mind. Understand?”

      “Surely he has to know we helped save him,” Talen said through a clenched jaw.

      “Yes,” said the sergeant. “I’m sure I can convince him of that. Because you’ve convinced me. But you’ll have to give me one more day. I’ll send for blankets and food. You’ll be able relieve yourselves in relative peace. And my man will have orders not to allow anyone to approach.”

      At this, Talen frowned. The sergeant made his way back to the door and tapped his fingers against the metal.

      “Anyone to approach?” asked Talen. “What do you mean?”

      The old soldier glanced back. “Men lost brothers in arms yesterday. Our healers saved some of them. But there are downsides to avoiding magic or arcane remedies. The healer’s abilities are limited to the practicalities available. Four of the soldiers died on the dais. Three more didn’t survive the blast from that fiendish scroll.”

      Jamie murmured, “The other side of magic.”

      “So it would seem. One of the prince’s friends was also killed.”

      Talen frowned. “One of his friends?”

      “Yes. In another room; it looked as if he was lured there by the assassins. He was stabbed.”

      Talen felt a strange chill up his spine. “One of the prince’s friends? What was his name?”

      The sergeant shook his head. “I don’t see how that’s relevant. Suffice it to say, there are those in the castle who wish to see you both harmed. They believe you might have been in on the plot. Those who saw you, witnessing your actions on behalf of the prince, know better. I know better. And, at least for now, my word is iron. You won’t be harmed. You will have to stay here for at least another day, though. I’m sorry.”

      There was the jangle of keys in the lock as a soldier outside responded to the sergeant’s raps against the metal. The door creaked, sweeping open, metal bars glinting in the torchlight from the hall beyond. The sergeant stepped through the doorway and the bars clanged shut.

      “One moment,” Talen called, checking the futures before asking his next question.

      The sergeant paused, peering through the bars, his eyes hooded and his bloodshot gaze sweeping the cell.

      “It wasn’t a baron, was it?” asked Talen, a chill on his arms.

      Now, the sergeant frowned again. “How do you know that?”

      Talen’s stomach sunk. “Baron Shastel?”

      The sergeant’s eyes flickered in the torchlight. He pressed his lips tight against each other. “May I give you some advice, young one?”

      Talen fell quiet, studying the sergeant’s expression.

      “You should know when you’re ahead. Sometimes, knowing things you shouldn’t will get you in more trouble than maintaining silence.”

      Talen stuttered. “I-I’m sorry. I was just curious. We had nothing to do with the assassination of the prince.”

      “And the baron?” the sergeant shot back as quick as an arrow.

      Talen paused and thought of the Clawed Fist captain’s offer. Mercenaries in exchange for the assassination of the baron. He thought of Davin’s reaction. He thought of his brother missing from the throne room while the servants attacked the prince.

      Talen swallowed and shook his head once. “I had nothing to do with that.”

      “Strange how we became I so quickly,” said the soldier, frowning. But then his tired features stretched, and he waved a hand beneath his nose. “Like I said, I’ll provide blankets and food. One day is all I need. By then, the prince will be willing to listen. Good evening.”

      The guard behind the sergeant replaced the keys on his belt and the old soldier turned, marching up the hall. Talen listened to the click of heels against stone, his thoughts twisting and turning like gusts of wind.

      “The baron,” Jamie said, his deep voice like the growl of a bear.

      “I heard,” said Talen.

      “You don’t think—”

      “I do.”

      “Well—”

      “Just stupid. That’s all. He’s so stupid.” Talen clenched his teeth.

      Jamie shifted his bulk in his chair, grunting in discomfort. He turned away, staring at the blank wall, his eyes flitting across the stone and tracing the metal bars.

      Talen felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cold in the room. He thought of Davin and his brother’s sword—a gift from their parents.

      “What now?” asked Jamie, still staring at the wall.

      “I just want to make sure we both have our heads come morning.”

      Jamie hesitated. “We need to get out of here; I know how.”

      Talen paused. “Probably best not to rile anyone up just yet. Let’s see what the prince says come tomorrow. We can wait a day. As long as the prince is safe, your father can’t complete his plan.”

      “My father is resourceful man.”

      “Only a day.”

      Talen and Jamie both settled in silence, the creak of their chairs, the clink of their chains adding to the obvious echo of the chill and the quiet in the keep’s dungeons.
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      Row after row of crimson-haired soldiers marched through the western gate of Teshben, five abreast, with carts and wagons full of supplies rolling along beside them. Talen watched from the top of the hill, rubbing his wrists, and making note of carts carrying white and gray tents, and others with barrels of salted food and provisions.

      The Clawed Fist soldiers numbered five hundred strong, their ranks swelled by mercenaries from trusted guilds the captain had recommended. These mercenaries trailed the Clawed Fist and didn’t have the same red hair or crimson uniforms, but they did boast professional motions and gave Talen a sense they’d been given fair accommodation for their pay.

      “I can’t believe you did that,” Talen muttered beneath his breath.

      Davin stood next to him, arms crossed over his chest, a smirk curling the visible part of his face. He shot a sidelong glance at his brother and reached up to adjust the bronze mask. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

      Talen glared again at the marching soldiers. Jamie and Gwin were in the lead, sitting in a coach, trundling along the road, and leading the mercenaries north. It would take more than a week to reach Grum, but if they went straight to the Wole, they could shave three days off the travel.

      “We need to send word to Alarkey,” said Davin, “and tell him to meet us at the border.”

      Talen wasn’t interested in his brother’s advice even though he saw the wisdom to the strategy. For one, marching any amount of soldiers anywhere near Grum might be seen as an act of war, and for another, the sooner they emptied the Alarkey estate of the trained mercenaries, the sooner their uncle would be able to appease the corrupt city knocking on his door.

      “I can’t believe you,” Talen said, still glaring.

      The wind gusted over the brothers and the skies had cleared. True to his word, the sergeant had returned the next day and had released both Jamie and Talen from their cell. Talen could still feel the weight of the manacles on his wrists, though it had been hours since they’d been freed.

      Gwin and Davin had been waiting for them at the frigate of the Clawed Fist. After news of the baron’s assassination, Talen had known to find his brother there.

      “I don’t know what you’re so bothered about,” said Davin. “We got our mercenaries, didn’t we? The prince is alive.” He rubbed at his sleeve and chewed on his thumbnail with a pleased look in his eyes.

      “You know what I mean,” Talen snapped. He refused to look at his brother. Somehow, looking in Davin’s direction felt like it would only infuriate him further. “We’re not assassins. We don’t just kill innocent people.”

      Davin snorted at this and picked his nose, flicking whatever he found off into the grass. He shuffled a bit as if finding a good purchase in preparation for a duel. Once he’d set his feet shoulder width in the grassy terrain, he turned to his brother, staring directly at the side of his face.

      “Innocent? There was nothing innocent about Baron Shastel. You heard what he did to the captain’s daughter. Did you see that guard, the one named Rolo? Did you see what the baron’s actions caused?”

      Talen stared straight ahead, chin sticking out.

      “I’m not saying I did anything, mind you,” Davin added.

      Talen snorted now, rolling his eyes. “Oh, don’t start with that. We both know what you did.”

      “Do we? I didn’t say I did anything. You’re jumping to conclusions.”

      Talen clenched his fists. He watched as row after row of glinting armor reflected the sunlight above and continued to follow the carriage with the two magicians leading them away from the city.

      “You disappeared,” said Talen. “Nearly cost us, too. We both know why you vanished. Then the baron ends up dead in another room, nowhere near the Eyeless Host.”

      Davin shifted next to Talen, and though he couldn’t see the motion completely, Talen assumed his brother had shrugged. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Tell yourself whatever you need to. You murdered someone yesterday, Davin. You murdered someone. Imagine what Father would think.”

      Another shifting motion. A breadth of silence. In the distance, seabirds flocked over the coast, swishing through the blue and gray sky above the horizon of green water.

      “The six months I was gone, what exactly did you think I did? I brought justice to people who harmed others. Who got away with it because of their power and money. I’m not saying I did anything to this baron; don’t try to pin it on me. But if I did, I wouldn’t lose a wink of sleep over it. He was a horrible person. A murderer. Who knows what else someone like that got into? If the result is five hundred soldiers off to save the world, I don’t see how this is a bad thing.”

      At last, Talen turned to look at his brother. His mind whirred, thinking up arguments, trying to figure out what to say next. He was the talker in their family. Normally, in any sort of debate, he could have his way over Davin, even when he was in the wrong. But now, he was so angry, he didn’t know what to say. And the more he thought about it, the more he realized The Black Jest, the vigilante group in Grum, hadn’t been vigilante in name only. Many in the great city had been scared of that group—a group led by Davin.

      “I just can’t believe you did that without telling me,” said Talen.

      Davin reached out and patted his brother on the back, a bit too hard in Talen’s assessment. “I never said I did anything. You’re the one assuming.”

      Talen glared at the side of his brother’s face as Davin turned and marched off toward the column of soldiers, then broke into a jog to catch up with the carriage as Gwin and Jamie passed.

      Talen refused to follow at first. But then, reluctantly, he fell into line with the others. He didn’t join those in the carriage, though, preferring to walk along the row of soldiers, following them up the northern trail that led away from the coastal city.

      They would send word by carrier pigeon for Alarkey to meet them at the border of the Wole. Winter had failed in his attack on the prince. At least for now. The prince, by the sound of things, was fleeing the city by ship. He would spend some weeks on the water, away from anyone resembling the cultists who’d died in his throne room.

      Still, Talen could scarcely shake the ominous feeling that this wouldn’t be enough to reach safety. Winter, as Jamie had warned, could exact his will through more than one means. No matter how far the prince fled, Talen wasn’t sure he’d be out of the magician’s reach.

      Shivering despite the sun in the sky above, Talen kept walking, trudging past the broken heap of Alarkey’s carriage, which still rested near the old tree. The coin was gone now, given to the captain. Many of the mercenaries seemed excited at the thought of double pay. Others, judging by the grumbling and askance glances through the group, were still worried about their destination.

      The men and women of Newarden were superstitious. They hated any thought of magic. Davin was still similar but at least his brother had grown accustomed to Gwin and Jamie’s presence.

      He continued to stroll along next to the soldiers, preparing for a long trek north. Grum was farther than the border of the Wole, so it would take them nearly ten days, marching at a quick pace, to reach the Wole. Talen could only hope Alarkey’s mercenaries would be able to join up before too long. A lot could happen in that time. If Winter caught word of their movements, there was no telling what the magician would do or what sorts of monsters he might send to intercept them or harass and harry their progress.

      Sensing more brewing trouble than when he’d entered the city, Talen marched along in silence, allowing his thoughts to cloud his mind.
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      Darkness lay over the camp. Talen sat next to the quiet crackle of the orange fire glowing in the stone pit. White and gray tents had been pitched all around him, spanning the side of the trail and heading deep toward the edge of the forest. The campsite was alive with the quiet murmurs of men and women as they had meals and settled down, finally falling asleep. Feet shuffled as coals were stamped out and fires doused.

      Trails of smoke drifted up, decorating the sky with curls.

      They’d been on the road for nearly five days. Alarkey had promised to send mercenaries to meet them at the border. Talen could only hope they wouldn’t have to wait long for their arrival. He also worried about his uncle. He didn’t like the thought of sending soldiers away while Grum was trying to claim the estate.

      Still, Alarkey agreed, as Talen did, that Winter needed to be stopped. The cost of failure was too great to contemplate. Plus... Talen remembered the words from the faefiend: His father could be restored. True? Perhaps. Perhaps not. But worth the effort either way.

      Talen leaned against a tree, spinning a stick between his fingers, and watching it shift from knuckle to knuckle. He hadn’t spoken to Davin in nearly a week. Every time his brother approached, Talen would move to a different part of the line of marching soldiers or another side of the camp.

      Eventually, unwilling to play the scorned pup, Davin stopped trying to talk.

      He watched Jamie’s large, shadowed form against the backdrop of night. He felt a flash of regret and memory. Talen remembered a similar silhouette, larger then and glinting gold, also lining the trees, sending men to do his bidding. That time, it had ended in the death of Talen’s father. Now, Jamie marched against the man who’d given the order. Against his own father.

      Talen shifted, looking away from Jamie’s silhouette, scanning across the tents once more. He’d never led an army before. It was a strange thing how much money could buy. Too much, the more he thought about it. Those with coin ought not have this much control over the goings and comings of an empire. But the alternative, Talen doubted, was any better. The coin had bought them a chance at stopping the magician and his quest for the five-headed dragon. That, at least for now, would have to be enough.

      Talen scraped his feet against the dirt, extending them before him, straightening his knees. He continued to twirl the twig in his fingers and glanced up at the large, naked tree limbs above him. He shook his head as he peered up at the night sky.

      “Divines help us,” he murmured.

      “You might have to speak louder,” said a welcome voice. “It sometimes seems like they might not be listening,”

      Talen glanced over. Gwin stood in the shadows of the trees, watching him.

      He shifted uncomfortably and returned his gaze to the twirling stick between his fingers. “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe they hear more than we think. I’m no philosopher.”

      Gwin smiled and nodded in his direction, moving from the trees, and joining him by the dwindling fire. She didn’t sit, though, and instead stared into the coals.

      “You should speak to him,” she said after a moment. “I know he wants to talk with you.”

      Talen felt a flash of annoyance. He’d hoped Gwin was coming to talk to him, or just to be with him. He enjoyed her presence, more now that they were on the road than ever before. But this... this he wasn’t interested in discussing.

      “Nothing to talk about,” he said with a grunt.

      Gwin reached down, and Talen could feel the cool of her palm against his cheek. She gently guided his head up until he was looking in her eyes.

      “It’s no good thing to lose a brother,” she said. “Sometimes, you never get them back. At least not fully.”

      Talen frowned and glanced back toward Jamie’s silhouette.  “Like I said, there’s nothing to say. He did what he did.”

      Gwin nodded once, and she removed her hand from his cheek. “He did. Yes, you’re right.”

      “So there’s that.”

      “But he’s still your brother. Or did that change too?”

      Talen sighed. He threw his twig toward the coals and watched it land. “He’s not even admitting he did it,” he said. “He justifies it but then dodges the question. I think he knows what he did was wrong.”

      “Perhaps.”

      Gwin lowered herself into a crouch, her elbows on her knees, and she reached into the fire, plucking the stick that Talen had thrown in, studying the white ashes covering it.

      “Perhaps what?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “Perhaps it isn’t him who isn’t convinced.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not in the mood for riddles.”

      She smiled until her cheeks dimpled. She passed a hand through her hair and tapped the stick against the stones, causing some of the ashes to dislodge and trickle into the cracks of the stones. “Maybe you’re the one who needs convincing. Perhaps he’s not the one who thinks the action was flawed, but maybe you’re the one who thinks it needs to be justified. Or maybe it was fine for a while and now it no longer is.”

      Talen frowned at this. He shook his head but then paused, considering her words. At last, he got a headache and looked away. “I don’t know, Gwin. If this is what we’ve become, if this is what’s required, I don’t know if I have it in me.”

      “I know what that feels like.” She lowered from her crouch and took a seat, pushing herself back until she was also leaning against the tree and using it as a backrest. She moved closer to Talen but didn’t quite touch him. Talen still felt cold, and he longed to lean over, to feel the warmth of her body, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to. And he wasn’t sure why.

      “There are those in this world,” Gwin said, “who see everything through suffering. And there are those who are trying to rebuild houses burnt to dust.”

      “What’s your point?” said Talen. “I lost my parents. I lost my freedom. I was branded too, you know?” He extended his hands, showing the slaver’s brand in the centers of his palms. He could still remember the pain, the searing heat. The way he had wet himself when it had been done. He could still smell the burnt flesh in his nostrils, and hear his own screaming in his ears, and the laughter of his tormentors as they held him down, branding his other hand.

      “I’m not saying you haven’t suffered, Talen. I’m just saying there are those who know nothing but suffering. To you, the loss resonates most because you knew something else. To some, all they’ve known is pain.”

      “Are we still talking about Davin? We grew up the same. He lost what I lost.”

      “Maybe,” said Gwin. “Maybe he did. And maybe this is his way to correct a broken world. Maybe, from the other side of justice, from the other side of the law, from the other side of what’s supposed to keep us safe and make things right, there are those who are left in the cold, not invited into civil society, and maybe we’re lucky that people like Davin exist to right the scales.”

      Talen half wanted to push off the tree and stalk away. “Should’ve known you’d defend him.”

      Gwin stiffened, and she glanced sidelong at his face. “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t really know.” Talen had regretted saying it the moment he spoke the words. He could feel Gwin’s pain radiating from her like heat. He didn’t normally speak harshly with her. She was gentle, far gentler than anyone had a right to be. But, he reminded himself, she was a magician. She had carved out her own heart. Perhaps at her father’s command, but the effect was the same. She didn’t see the world the way he did.

      “Davin hates you,” said Talen. “He hates all magicians. Would you want him to exact his brand of justice on you and your brother?”

      She began to rise, pushing off the leaves and causing them to crunch beneath her. “Talen, I know you’re in pain. And I know you’re upset. But that’s a stupid thing to say.”

      “I’m sorry,” he blurted out. “No, really. You’re right. It was a very nasty thing to say. I am sorry. Please don’t go.”

      She hesitated. Instead of sitting, she leaned against the tree, glancing down at him. “My brother has done terrible things too. Not always in compliance with what he wanted. My father controlled him.”

      “That’s different then. To be controlled by someone else is different.”

      “Yes. But Davin was faced with an impossible decision. To kill someone who we can both agree deserved it. Or to allow the nation of Newarden to be put in jeopardy. For his little brother to be put in danger. He knew you would march on the Wole either way. This way, there are five hundred extra soldiers between you and my father.”

      “I’m not sure that’s what he—”

      “—it is. Talen, if you could pay attention at all, you’d know that everything your brother does is to protect you. Every single thing. You think he hates magicians? When you’re not around, he’s happy to talk with me or Jamie. It’s only when you’re nearby that he gets scared.”

      “Scared?”

      “What do you think hatred is? It’s based in fear. He’s not scared for himself. He’s not scared we carved out our hearts. He’s not scared of what Jamie has done. He’s not scared of. He’s scared for. Scared for you. He’s scared of you being around anything dangerous. Now, he’s padded you with half a thousand extra soldiers. He spent months training those mercenaries on your uncle’s estate. He doesn’t do that just because he enjoys it. He does that to protect you. To train the weapons that will be between you and my father. He immersed himself in acid and allowed his flesh to be burned from his bones in order to see you into the tower. Everything Davin does is to protect you.”

      Talen stared up at Gwin, and he could feel a lump forming in his throat.

      “I don’t think—” he began, but his voice sounded weak to his own ears. He trailed off, shaking his head. “Even if that’s true, he can’t go killing people just because it makes me safer.”

      “Maybe. But I did the same. Remember? Back in the fighting pits. When you were in the playpen. You wouldn’t have survived if I hadn’t killed Bricker.”

      “That was different. You were directly protecting me.”

      “I’m not saying what your brother did was right. Frankly, I don’t know if it was. I don’t know it was wrong either. There’s a strength in not knowing, and being willing to admit it. What I can tell you, and I can say with certainty, is that you don’t want to lose him. Decide right now.”

      Talen felt something against his hand, and he looked down to find Gwin had shoved a dagger into his palm.

      He frowned. “What is this?”

      “Kill him.”

      Talen stared up at her, stunned.

      “I mean it. Avenge the death of that baron. Bring justice on your brother. If you can’t do it yourself, because you consider it evil, then report him to the authorities. Have some of the soldiers drag him off in chains back to the prince; tell them what he did. Do it now. Or”—she paused, allowing the shock of her words to linger—“stop wallowing, forgive him, and let’s go face my father together. There are far worse things Davin could have done.”

      Talen spluttered, trying to find words. But Gwin glared down at him. “In a nation of peace, people act peaceably. But in a land of violence, sometimes violence is required. And if you do want to drag your brother off in chains and make him pay for what he did, know that you will be going alone back to Teshben. My brother and I won’t have any part of it.”

      Talen stared at the burning fury in Gwin’s gaze. He couldn’t meet her eyes for long, though, and he glanced into his lap, folding his hands. He still didn’t think what Davin did was right. But, he also could feel the push of regret in his chest. He’d been willing to forgive Jamie, the Golden Fool, the man who had killed his father. But he was holding his brother hostage for killing a rapist and a murderer. But still a human, said the part of him that balked at Davin’s actions.

      “I’m sorry,” Talen said. “What Davin did was wrong.”

      “Maybe.”

      “It was,” said Talen, looking up at her sharply. To his surprise, she was no longer glaring.

      Instead, she smiled softly and sighed. “That’s the most infuriating and beautiful thing about you, Talen. You’re a man of conviction. There are few of those left. Please, don’t let your conviction rob you of the ability to see the good in others. Perhaps your brother did something he shouldn’t have. But you need to decide. Tonight. Are we marching on the Wole together as one, or are you marching back to Teshben with your brother in chains to make him pay for what he did?”

      Talen stared into the dwindling fire, his eyebrows lowering with each passing second.

      “I’m not turning Davin in,” he murmured. “I’m just upset.”

      “Well... we’re three days’ march from the Wole. My brother has some ability with commanding men. He’s had experience. But it’ll take all four of us to bring down my father. The last thing we need is animosity between any of us.”

      Talen leaned back against the tree, hefting a breath through his nose, and closing his eyes.

      He didn’t know what to think. He thought of his father and all the lessons Willem had taught. Forgiveness was a good thing. Mercy was a good thing. But it was those very reasons that made him protest what his brother had done. Murdering that baron without a trial, without the proper channels, opened all sorts of paths for others, other vigilantes to take justice into their own hands.

      Davin took off and ended the baron when we needed him to help save the prince.

      Still, Talen wouldn’t shed a tear over the loss of a man who’d killed the captain’s daughter.

      “I’ll talk to him,” said Talen. “Just give me some time to figure it out.”

      “Have a good night,” said Gwin. She leaned down and gave him a quick hug. As she righted, a low cawing sound emitted from the woods beyond. Gwin stiffened and pulled away, sharply turning to scan the forest.

      “What is it?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

      “I—I’m not sure,” she said carefully, still scanning the trees. Then, in a somber tone, she said, “We’re nearing the Wole. My father has eyes and ears everywhere. He lost two teams of assassins in Teshben, and he doesn’t care about the lives of his followers, but he does resent interference in his plans...” She visibly trembled, and while the air was cool, it wasn’t anywhere near cold.

      “Do you think he knows?”

      In the same low voice, she replied, “If he doesn’t—he will soon. And he’ll do what he can to hinder us.”

      Then she moved like a shadow through the forest, disappearing into the fringe of trees in the direction she’d set up her tent. She'd done this the last seven nights, sleeping far away from the rest of the soldiers. Talen wasn't sure if it was for privacy's sake, as there weren't many women in total in the company, or if it was some way she had of protecting them against her father. Maybe he had a way of tracking her or Jamie. Maybe he was watching them even now.
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      A low howl woke Talen. He frowned, half asleep, wondering if the sound had simply been a dream.

      But then it came again, a low, moaning growl. Shivers trickled down Talen’s spine like ice water and instantly he bolted upright, peering wildly around his tent in the dark.

      His chest heaved as he drew breath again, trying to steady his nerves. He gripped at the blankets wrapped around his legs and tried to kick free, but only managed to entangle himself further.

      That’s when the screaming started.

      The howl became a roar and through the thin fabric of the tent, Talen heard a blood-curdling screech.

      “It’s by the supply cart!” someone screamed. “No—no! Angus—back!”

      “My leg!” Someone else scorched the night with a horrible howl. “My leeeg!”

      The chorus of screams and shouts arose from the camp like the howls of wraiths in a graveyard. Talen’s eyes widened again, and his heart pulsed wildly in his chest. With a snarl, he kicked once, twice, twisting and thrashing until he had freed his legs from his blanket. Stumbling, he lurched to his feet and ripped the privacy bindings securing the tent flap. The small ropes snapped, and triangular buttons made of glossy stone scattered the ground as Talen tumbled out of the tent and sprawled in the grass.

      He managed to right himself, breathing heavily and wildly surveying the camp.

      He watched as other tents shifted and moved, mercenaries stumbling out half-clothed and carrying naked blades. Others continued to scream from the tree line, shouting incoherently now, the sounds of their cries lost to the clamor of camp.

      “What is it?” Talen shouted at a soldier hurtling past. But the man ignored him, an arrow knocked. He loosed it toward a shadowy form in the trees.

      Talen spotted a trail of dirt and tilled earth, as if it had been plowed, leading up to a nearby tent. A trail of blood spattered the ground outside the tent, but Talen spotted no body.

      He heard the same scream from earlier. “My leg! Please—gemme down. Oh gods, please!”

      Horror rising like bile in his throat, Talen turned his gaze ever so slowly, glancing up at the source of the sound.

      A soldier was dangling from the lower boughs of the nearest tree. Branches, like skewers, had punctured his arm and his chest, stapling him to the boughs. The man’s leg on his left side was missing—all that remained was a bloody stump.

      Talen gaped in horror at the wounds. The marks along the man’s stump were ragged and ripped—not from some blade, but as if huge teeth had chomped down.

      “It’s coming again! Care—care—the ground!” someone else shouted.

      The man dangling in the tree, mercifully, had stopped screaming. Blood streaked the limbs of the tree around him, and the man’s eyes closed. His head lolled.

      Talen felt a surge of pity, but there was no way he could scale the tree to reach the man.

      Which left one question...

      How had he gotten up there?

      Before Talen could ponder this, he spotted a wave as if in the ocean. But instead of water, a mound of dirt, as tall as most carriages, was snaking its way from the tree line toward the camp. The dirt spilled as the giant bump in the ground approached, like some enormous, oversized badger or mole clawing its way at a rapid pace through the mud.

      Talen stared, motionless, his jaw unhinged as the giant tidal wave of dirt came to a halt. There was a low grumble. Mercenaries launched spears and slashed swords at the mound of dirt.

      A pause.

      A fist the size of a wagon wheel punched through the dirt, snared a man around the chest, and dragged him underground.

      The man’s screams were stoppered only by a loud gnashing sound.

      More mercenaries howled in horror.

      Gwin’s voice carried over the noise, and Talen desperately tried to maintain contact with whatever underground horror had found their camp while he also tried to place the source of Gwin’s cries.

      Before he could spot his friend, though, the soil turned again. This time, the ground rumbled and shuddered. The moving mound of earth had vanished.

      “It’s gone deeper!” someone screamed. “Look to the earth—it’s deep—AAUGH!”

      The screaming woman’s yelp caught in her throat. One moment, Talen spotted her standing on flat ground between two rows of tents, pike clutched in trembling hands. The next, with no other premonition except the shaking ground, a hand burst through the clay and grass, erupting from the earth like a shark surging toward its prey.

      The last thing Talen saw was the woman’s eyes widen, and then fingers the size of tree trunks ensnared her and broke her bones, dragging her back out of sight. Talen could barely process what he was seeing. He felt a twinge of recognition as he’d spotted the enormous hand, but his fear, his terror was hampering his mind’s ability to track the scene.

      The magician? Had Winter found them?

      Another roar, and then more shouts as another hand erupted from beneath the ground, this time fifty paces in the other direction. Two crimson soldiers were yanked beneath the earth this time. One man was ripped in two, half of him left clawing at the dirt in death throes before finally falling still.

      Finally, Talen managed to spot Gwin. She stood on a grassy hill, her hands raised and crackling with red energy.

      The crimson mercenaries of the Clawed Fist who maneuvered past her stared in horror. A couple of them even raised weapons as if to strike her, but then they recognized her face and stayed their blades. But their looks of suspicion and fear seemed permanent fixtures. They fled from Gwin in the direction of the last sighting of the burrowing monster.

      “Wendigo!” Gwin was shouting. “It’s a wendigo! Stop moving! Don’t move; it can sense your motion!”

      Talen gasped in realization and lurched forward, moving hurriedly toward Gwin. Her calls settled and he pulled sharply up and shouted, “Stop moving! Stand still!”

      Talen and Gwin’s cries echoed out across the camp. Eventually, when Talen was spotted as the source of the shouts, the call was repeated, echoing through the ranks.

      The mercenaries, responding to a command with meticulous training, pulled up short, standing still and stony.

      A couple of the mercenaries didn’t heed the cries. They continued to rush toward the trees as if looking for cover, but before they made it, two hands burst from the ground and a misshapen, horrible head also blossomed with them. For a second, Talen spotted a terrifying being—taller than most trees, its lumpy, mangled head protruding from the ground, dripping dirt and mud. The two mercenaries—one in each hand—screeched in horror, but the monster howled in delight as it jammed both the bodies into its mouth and snapped its jaws shut.

      The screaming died with a crunch.

      Gwin launched a bolt of red lightning at the beast. A blast of burning fire erupted—Jamie, Talen guessed—from somewhere else in the camp. The magic hit the monster and mercenaries cried out in fear, but then the wendigo turned and dove back into the earth.

      Just as it vanished, Talen spotted the monster’s jaw unhinge, widening to unbelievable proportions as teeth shaped like daggers and flattened blades ripped through dirt and earth with demonic speed.

      By now, Gwin and Jamie had reached the same hill, both of them standing back-to-back and throwing magic at the fleeing monster. Another scream came from the other side of camp, but Talen didn’t have time to track it.

      “Talen!” Gwin shouted at him. “Where next?”

      He hesitated, his mind at a standstill as he tried to make sense of her shout.

      “Talen!” Gwin screamed again. “Where next—please!”

      Finally, her cries registered. He shook the shock away and set his feet, inhaling deeply. He checked the futures, searching for the next target of the—

      Just in time, he lurched to the side, rolling.

      A second later, a hand erupted from the dirt at his feet, sending gobs of mud and stone scattering through the air, thumping into tree trunks, and ricocheting off tents.

      A face from nightmares rose, swallowing mounds of dirt and clearing mud with broad sweeps of massive, lumpy arms. The creature roared and the horrible face leered at Talen as hands surged forward, seeking to crush him.

      Talen cried out as his shoulder thudded into the rough ground. He used his momentum to push to his feet, but again the ground trembled and the earth between his legs shifted and exploded up like a geyser; Talen was sent crashing back to the forest floor. Something cracked as he landed. Adrenaline laced through his body and grit tickled his neck and arms when he struggled to rise on the dusty hilltop. Shaking dirt, clearing his vision with rapid wipes of his hand, Talen unsteadily regained his feet a third time. His right ankle felt weak, and he grunted as a twinge of pain shot up his leg.

      This time, he kept his eyes wide, his mind fixed on the futures. He anticipated the next attack and watched in his mind’s eye as the earth parted and a mouth lunged for his ankle, trying to snare him.

      Chills pushed through his chest, but he maintained his balance up until the last moment, and then, with a horrible howl, he surged backward, throwing himself down the hill and tumbling in a somersault to the bottom of a small ravine. The wendigo, anticipating its meal, surged out of the dirt but missed Talen. Instead, the giant’s teeth snapped at empty air; dirt and dust scattered every which way as the creature broke the surface and kept coming. This time, the monster extended itself to its full height, stepping from its muddy tunnel.

      The thing was as tall as the trees. If six men had stood on each other’s shoulders, they barely would have reached the monster’s head. And what a horrible, misshapen head it was.

      Bulging eyes like a fish’s, lidless, restless, whirred in their sockets at different heights in the fleshy, massive skull. Teeth scraped against each other, some of them shaped like curving fangs, others burrowed deep in the bleeding gums, like tumors. Its ears were missing, and for a brief second, Talen thought he spotted bite marks along the ridges where the ears had once been. Scrapes and scars covered the monster’s head and neck. The being howled, shaking its dirt and mud-stained hands at Talen.

      “Get back!”

      The shout ripped the air. It felt as if the entire camp paused at the command, and then a blast of red lightning slammed into the wendigo’s lumpy head. Gwin shouted again, but this time, Talen couldn’t make out the words.

      The creature reeled from the attack and Talen heard cries of fear from the mercenaries, this time directed at the use of magic rather than the monster. Another burst of magic, this time a ball of molten fire and metal, whistled through the wind. The gout of energy caught the wendigo in the leg, singeing meat, and puncturing flash.

      The monster collapsed to one knee, groaning like a rusted bridge. It turned, trying to scramble back to the hole on its hands and knees.

      In the distance, Talen thought he heard more shouting, more cries of pain. A second wendigo? He wouldn’t have put it past Winter.

      The nearest wendigo knelt, crippled by a wound in its leg, and crawled back into its burrow, moving one arm into the mud and dirt opening, but its head didn’t make it before a flash of red lightning caught it on the cheek again. The monster’s eyes widened at first, but a molten blast slammed into its right pupil, ruining the eyeball, and sending the creature into a series of horrific screams.

      Talen swallowed, still half-sitting, his injured ankle pressed beneath him at an awkward angle.

      He shuffled back on his hands and feet and glanced wide-eyed at Jamie and Gwin, who stalked toward the wendigo. They weren’t running, but they moved with quick, confident steps. Their clothing fluttered on streams of wind. Their faces were livid, and their jaws set. In near perfect unison, the brother and sister magicians hastened forward, predators a sixth the size of their prey.

      The wendigo emitted a horrible, pleading sound. But Jamie ignored the cry and raised a fist. Clouds seemed to pull across the sky, darkening the moon and shielding the gaze of the stars from the scene below.

      “Tell my father,” Gwin said, barely loud enough for Talen to hear, “he can’t hide anymore!”

      She and Jamie both raised their hands with the solemn motions of royal executioners. Their extended palms crackled with strange pulses of magic, and they blasted at the disfigured monster. The being howled, but the sound caught in its throat, cutting short like a snipped string.

      The wendigo’s head lolled to the side and the creature heaved its final breath, leaving its lifeless body half draped out of the hole it had dug.

      Talen shivered, staring at the corpse, still sitting in the mud. The sounds in the distance had faded as well. He glanced around and felt hands at his shoulders; he looked up to see Gwin had reached his side and was attempting to help him rise.

      “We dealt with the other one!” a voice shouted. “Where’s Talen? Is he okay?”

      Talen looked to see Davin’s bronze half mask flash as he hurried toward Jamie. The large magician pointed out Talen and Gwin, and Davin turned sharply on his heel. He caught one look at his brother sprawled at the feet of the motionless wendigo and a snarl escaped the back of his throat.

      Davin surged forward, blade in his hand, but Jamie called out, “It’s dead. He’s fine.”

      Davin pulled up, slowing to a jog, glancing from the fallen monster to Talen. A flash of something crossed his face as he met Talen’s eyes.

      “I’m fine,” Talen said, repeating Jamie’s words. “It’s all right.”

      Davin cleared his throat and surveyed the fallen monster before slowly wiping his weapon on the grass and sheathing it. He moved with cautious motions, but as he did, Talen realized his brother’s arms were shaking. Talen had never seen his brother tremble before, but now, he realized Davin’s eyes had widened in terror. “It almost got you,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize there were two.”

      “There were two?” Gwin said sharply, looking over. She had helped Talen to his feet now and balanced him, keeping him from leaning on his bad leg.

      “The other is dead too,” said Davin. “I didn’t know there was another. I couldn’t see. Talen, I’m—I’m sorry.”

      Talen frowned but shook his head. “It’s not your fault; I’m fine.”

      Another look passed between the brothers and Davin set his teeth, shrugging once. He looked uncomfortable and then glanced between the magicians. “Your father?”

      Jamie grunted. “Most likely. We’re nearing the Wole, and he has eyes everywhere.”

      “I didn’t know these things could do that,” said Davin. “When they hit the dirt, they—they moved so fast.”

      “Probably magical aid,” said Gwin. She shrugged. “I didn’t know they could burrow either. They live in the sewers beneath the Lost City, though. So I guess it makes sense.”

      Talen pushed away from Gwin, testing his weight on his ankle, and wincing as he did. Thankfully, he could stand on his own, but it hurt to do so.

      Davin surveyed the forest, his gaze flicking disdainfully at the corpse of the wendigo. “We should double the sentries and make sure we have extra patrols to keep a look out for any more of your father’s surprises.”

      “I’m not sure it will be so easy to convince the soldiers,” said Gwin with a soft sigh.

      She shared a significant look with her brother, and at first, Talen didn’t understand what she meant until he followed Jamie’s expression. Scattered through the tents, some of them with swords half-drawn or spears clutched in hands, stood the mercenaries from the Clawed Fist. Wide eyes stared out from beneath red hair. But the horror was only half directed at the giant monster. Much of the attention was focused on Gwin and her brother.

      “Magicians...” A whisper was spreading through the camp.

      “We are being led by magicians,” others kept saying. “Ain’t natural...”

      Talen frowned and glanced around, but the cry was picked up like a breeze through trees.

      “Magicians—Nepir save us. They’re magicians.”

      The mercenaries clustered together, hissing to each other, many of them still with their swords in hand, half pointing at Jamie and Gwin. One of the soldiers even began to raise a crossbow, but at a growl from Jamie, the man lowered his weapon.

      It was in that moment that Talen realized the captain’s aversion to sending soldiers into the Wole. It wasn’t just the leader of the Clawed Fist who feared magic.

      Looks of sheer suspicion and outright hatred spread across the faces of the mercenaries.

      “What you are standing around for!” Davin shouted. He shook his sword at the soldiers. “Double the patrol! Others, go back to sleep; you’re going to need your energy tomorrow. We march twice paced!” He lowered his voice and glanced at the others. “We’ll reach the Wole in two days that way.”

      Talen didn’t like the idea of the double pace, but he trusted Davin’s experience. Marching would take the soldiers’ minds off tonight. Reluctantly, the mercenaries, trained to obey directives, began to turn, and move.

      A few, though, stayed put. One such woman, a scar-faced, angry-looking soldier, said, “I ain’t tak’n the advice of no bloodied magickers!”

      Before she could finish, Davin had taken three quick steps, covering the distance between the hill and the first row of tents faster than thought, and slammed the hilt of his sword into her nose. By the sound of it, something snapped, and she collapsed to the ground, falling to her knees, and whining in pain.

      Davin kicked her where she lay, and Talen cried out. Two soldiers moved to intercept, but Davin held his sword out, pointing at their necks. “Touch me and you’re next,” he spat.

      The mercenaries backed off, hands raised.

      With a final halfhearted kick to the dissenter, Davin sent her rolling, bloodied, along the ground. He glanced around at all of them. “Any more comments?” he shouted. “In the army, mutiny is a hanging penalty, aye? Now patrol or tents. We march first thing sunrise.”

      And with a growl and a shake, Davin turned. He glanced back at Talen and half moved to come over, but a look like shame or anger crossed his face, and he set his chin and stalked away, disappearing into the nearby fringe of woods.

      Talen raised a hand as if to intercept Davin mid-stride. But then he lowered it and shook his head. He stared at the crumpled form of the mercenary. Her friends were at her side, helping her to her feet, but she snarled and shook off their hands, getting up on her own.

      Talen didn’t know what to think of this, but the true source of worry was the continued looks of fear and distrust directed at Jamie and Gwin. The Clawed Fist mercenaries went about their duties, but Talen suspected there would be more trouble come morning.
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      Talen had been partly wrong. There was less trouble. Less trouble, due to fewer troops.

      He had heard them moving in the night but hadn’t done anything to prevent the defections. How could one stop a deserter without the trust of the officers?

      When he woke the next morning, using a thick, wooden stick Jamie had found for him to balance his weight on his bad ankle, Talen left his tent to find most of the other gray and white tents had vanished in the night. And along with the tents, the provisions, many of the carts and horses, and at least four hundred of the soldiers.

      Talen scanned the trees, counting the tents once more, doing quick math in his head, as a businessman’s son did. He spotted Davin, his feet dangling from one of the trees, sitting on a low branch and leaning back against the trunk with a bored look. He had a piece of parchment clutched in one hand and seemed to be reading it. A small dot of red signified an official seal had been broken.

      “They left?” Talen asked.

      Davin raised an eyebrow at his brother and turned back toward the remaining tents. “Most of them,” he said.

      Talen hobbled forward, pushing off the walking stick, keeping his eyes on his brother. “You heard them too? Do anything about it last night?”

      Davin shrugged. “After the fifth fight, got stabbed—figured it wasn’t worth the effort. Couldn’t stop them anyway. They won’t march under a magician.”

      Talen sighed, the full impact of the statement settling in his gut like a stone. “Only a hundred left, by the looks of it.”

      Davin shrugged. “Didn’t count. Doesn’t matter. It’s not enough.”

      Talen approached the tree, leaning against the trunk, beleaguered by the sheer weight settling on his shoulders. “Alarkey should’ve received word from us by now,” said Talen. “At least he’ll be sending reinforcements.”

      Davin shook his head. “Sent, not sending. They’re here.”

      Talen looked sharply up at his brother and then back down, scanning the tents and the trees. “Where?”

      Before Davin could answer, though, he spotted a single horse tethered to a tree. A man in bluish armor stood by the steed, also bearing the freedman bead braided into his hair. Talen thought he recognized the man as a sergeant from Alarkey’s estate.

      “Frontrunner?” Talen asked. Davin nodded once. “Well, at least they got to us before we reached the Wole.”

      “More bad news, brother.” Davin swung his legs over the branch and then pushed off, landing in the dirt next to Talen with a grunt. He straightened up. “Only half.”

      Again, Talen felt a churning in his gut. “Half—what do you mean?”

      “I mean, Alarkey has six hundred city guards from Grum set up outside his estate now.”

      “Six hundred? They’ve reinforced quite a bit since we left.”

      “Aye,” said Davin. He waved the parchment he’d been holding. “As such, Alarkey was only able to send half. The others are protecting the estate. Petar sends his apologies. But the men and women wouldn’t abandon him or leave their families. Two hundred and fifty reinforcements for us—plus the hundred Clawed Fist who stayed.”

      Talen stared at the solitary form of the freedman mercenary who had trained with their uncle.

      “Where are they?”

      Davin adjusted his mask and reached down to scratch at his chest. “They’ll be joining up with us within half a day’s march; they’re coming through the mountains as we speak. At least they’re not as afraid of what waits beyond. They’ve heard of magicians and seen them before—a lot of them have seen what you and I can do.”

      Talen cursed beneath his breath. He bunched his hands at his waist. “That’s not enough,” he said with a growl.

      Davin dusted himself off and shook his head. “No, it isn’t. It’s a third of what we thought we would need.”

      Talen slumped against the tree and slid into a squat, but then just as quickly sprang back up, wincing and settling his weight on his walking stick. “What now?”

      Davin shrugged. “We go kill a magician.”

      “We don’t have enough warriors.”

      Davin stared at Talen. “If what you say is true, and Father’s heart can still be recovered, then we have to try anyway.”

      Talen set his teeth. “I’m not invincible, Davin. Most of us aren’t. Jamie and Gwin either. If we take a blade, we stay down.”

      Davin rounded on Talen so sharply that he nearly stumbled back. Davin’s eyes flashed furiously, and he clapped his hands on Talen’s shoulders, angling his arms up and staring his taller brother firmly in the face. The parchment he’d been holding crumpled against Talen’s left shoulder, beneath Davin’s thick hand. “You don’t think I know that? If that magician wants to hurt you, he’s going to go through me. But we need Father back. You have to understand this.”

      Talen cleared his throat. “I know we need to try. But this might not be the best moment. We have some time... The prince from Teshben—”

      “Dead.”

      Talen frowned. He glanced at the parchment his brother had been reading and realized it was a letter with Alarkey’s sigil.

      “Dead?”

      Davin waved the paper beneath his brother’s nose. “Not the only death. Another noble, from the north, was found on the road, her heart carved out... Winter only has one left, brother. One descendant to harvest, and then he’ll succeed in his plan.”

      “Hang on. The Prince of Teshben is dead?”

      Davin shoved the letter at his brother, bunching it up and crumpling it against his chest.

      “Alarkey got news of it only a few days ago. Three days after we left Teshben, the prince set out on a ship. Apparently, they were raided by pirates. Except, the pirates left everyone alive—and took the prince. His body was found a few days later floating on the sea, his eyes and his heart missing.”

      Cold shivers pulsed up Talen’s spine. “The Eyeless Host got to him?”

      Davin clenched his fists and nodded toward one of the tents deepest in the woods. “Your friends said we should expect their father to be resourceful. I guess I just didn’t realize how resourceful.”

      Talen scanned the letter, reading it once, then twice. He’d always been a quick reader. But this time, he found his eyes slow, his mind processing at half its normal speed. He read it again, and again, and finally, he lowered the parchment, staring blankly off across the land.

      His brother was right. The Prince of Teshben had died. Another woman, to the north, had also perished, and Alarkey had warned that she had died in a similar way, missing her eyes and her heart.

      “Five hearts harvested,” said Talen. “That’s what we were told. He needs five. This puts him at—”

      Davin grunted. “Only one heart left. Some unlucky bastard somewhere... Wonder if it even matters who...”

      Talen chewed his lip. “It has to matter. It can’t be random; otherwise, why would he have gone after the prince so hard? Once we caused trouble, he would’ve just found someone else. Maybe even one of us. We’re related to our father, after all.”

      Davin shrugged and took the letter back, crumpling it up and tossing it into the woods with an angry snort. The paper ricocheted off a low tree bough and rolled behind a hill.

      “So it seems things aren’t going exactly as we wanted,” said Talen.

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      Talen frowned and looked at his brother. Davin wasn’t smiling, nor was he glaring. He searched Talen, almost as if looking for something. Talen remembered his conversation with Gwin, and he felt a cold chill creep across a spine.

      Davin scratched his chin and then began to move toward the scout. He paused, making it evident by his posture that he wanted Talen to follow. Talen moved after his brother, hobbling along but gaining more surefooted steps as he tested his weight. Overnight, his ankle hadn’t swelled too much.

      “I think, I should’ve talked to you,” said Davin. He was staring ahead now, not looking in Talen’s direction. “I shouldn’t have killed—”

      “What made you change your mind?” Talen asked, wincing at an awkwardly placed foot.

      “I-I don’t think what I did was wrong,” Davin glanced sidelong at Talen. “That man deserved death, and no one in the city was doing anything about it. He got away with murder. I talked to some people; he got away with far more than you might think. In Grum, another city without justice, I had to be the voice for those without it.”

      Talen frowned. “That’s what you are? A voice. A very sharp voice, and a very bloodied scream.”

      Davin shook his head, his bronze mask flashing in the first few rays of sunlight. The brothers strolled beneath the trees, heading toward the scout. But a strange tension existed between them, and Talen couldn’t decide if it was fading or worsening.

      “I’m not going to argue with you,” said Davin. “Like I said, I was wrong. I shouldn’t have done it right then.”

      “I’m confused. I thought you said you weren’t wrong.”

      Davin breathed sharply through his nose, and heaved a frustrated sigh. “I don’t think what I did was wrong. But I was wrong to have done it.”

      “I’m thoroughly confused.”

      Davin stopped sharply, spinning and scraping his foot against the dusty trail. He stared at his brother and Talen acknowledged his older brother’s attention with a flick of an eyebrow.

      “I was wrong to have done it without your agreement. Because it cost me your trust. And you’re more worthwhile to me, and more valuable to me, than doing the right thing. If a man gets away with injustice, but I’m allowed to keep my brother, I’ll make that trade any day. Do you understand?”

      Talen stared at Davin. The silence elongated between them, carried by the flitting of birds in the trees around them and the crackling of leaves as mercenaries moved about on their patrols.

      The camp was much quieter now and Talen glanced at his feet, noticing the faint impression of a tent that had been hastily torn down in the night. He spotted four holes in the ground where tent pegs had once held fabric in place.

      He glanced back at his brother and shook his head once. “I didn’t ask you to do that,” he said. “You don’t have to take care of me.”

      Davin snorted once. “Yes I do. I’m cursed to live, brother. And I sure as hell won’t do it on my own. If we can bring Father back, we’ll right some of the wrong the divines have orchestrated. But, if we can’t, you’re all I have. You’re the only thing that matters to me, little brother. That’s not going to change. So if I could’ve spared that baron and kept your affection, I would have.”

      Talen stared, confused, but he heard a crack in his brother’s voice and felt a sudden surge of emotion. He had never fully understood how Davin thought. And he still wasn’t sure he did. His brother was made of stern stuff. He was loyal. And Talen felt a bout of shame. But then he remembered Gwin’s words. She had called him a man of conviction. He wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to change it either.

      Davin’s shoulders were trembling once more, as they had the night before when he thought Talen had been injured.

      “You didn’t lose my affection,” Talen said slowly. “You’re always going to be my big brother. I don’t think what you did was right. But I couldn’t have stopped you. And it’s not going to stop me from caring about you.”

      Davin stared at Talen, and some of the trembling seemed to leave his shoulders. He inhaled shakily and nodded once. For a moment, Talen thought there was a wetness to his brother’s eyes, but Davin looked away. The wind picked up now, scattering leaves across the trail, and the scout from Alarkey was staring out at them across his horse, waiting patiently.

      “We need to march on the Wole,” said Davin stiffly. “But you’re right: We don’t have enough troops.”

      “So what should we do?” Talen asked.

      Davin turned and began to walk away again, leading Talen back toward Alarkey’s blue-armored man. Over his shoulder, he said, “In the Wole, there other allies to be had beyond mercenaries.”

      Talen frowned and fell into step with his brother.
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      “This is it,” said Talen, his voice little more than a soft sigh over rigid stone. He stared across the enormous bridge spanning the length of the chasm separating the Wole from the rest of Newarden. The stones were shaped in strange patterns. On the side Talen stood, the stones were small, cobbled, as if put together by human hands. But halfway across, the bridge seemed to morph, formed by larger boulders and rocks no human could have moved. The enormous ramshackle bridge spanned the chasm, and had done so for hundreds if not thousands of years, but as before, when Talen had first set foot on the structure, he felt a tingle of unease up his spine.

      “Ready?” Davin called out over his shoulder, raising a fist in the air.

      Talen looked back. Three hundred and fifty soldiers followed them. Most of them wore the blue armor Alarkey had provided. A hundred still boasted crimson hair—they looked older and more weathered than the mercenaries who’d abandoned the party. These Clawed Fist had stuck around to honor their contract despite their fear, though now they peered nervously across the bridge, shuffling their feet, and by the looks of things, regretting their decision to stay.

      At least Talen knew they had the courage not to back out now.

      But still, three hundred was a third of the force they would need. And after the encounter with the wendigo, he suspected they’d underestimated Winter. Only one heart left to harvest. Whose heart? Talen didn’t know. And he hoped he wouldn’t have to find out.

      Talen shook his head and pushed the thoughts from his mind. He and Davin had reached a peace; he didn’t want to compromise it by thinking too much of what they might have to do once they faced Winter. His brother was all he had. If they could bring their father back, they would grow their family once more.

      Talen glanced across at Davin, frowning. His brother had mentioned potential other allies in the Wole. The thought sent shivers up his spine. They would find out all too soon what Davin had in mind, but Talen suspected he wouldn’t like it. When did he ever?

      “Forward!” Davin shouted.

      Jamie and Gwin walked at Davin’s side; no one was on horseback anymore. The few animals that had been used to transport them had been left on the other side of the bridge, as horses did not fare well in the Wole.

      They marched across the bridge, feet slapping against stones, armor rattling as they traversed in a thin column.

      Gwin and Jamie muttered in hushed voices; they had worried looks on their faces, and Jamie was glancing over his sister’s head at the trees, frowning. He looked a lot like Davin had when he’d seen the wendigo looming over Talen. But try as he might, Talen couldn’t overhear. For that reason, he stayed in line with the others.

      No sooner had his feet landed in the mud on the other side of the bridge, the air cooling his skin, than a voice came from the trees.

      “Welcome,” said the old, creaking voice.

      Talen stared, eyes wide, and a single, solitary figure emerged.

      A panicked mercenary shouted and raised a bow, loosing a bolt at the approaching figure.

      “Don’t!” Davin said sharply, but it was too late.

      The bolt slammed into the person’s shoulder. There was a quiet muttering from the mercenaries around Talen, and they all stared in horror as the pierced figure continued to approach, seemingly indifferent to the arrow buried in his flesh. This man was thin, wearing a hooded cloak. The arrow bit into his shoulder, but he didn’t seem to bleed.

      The cloaked figure threw back his hood. A horrible tangle of messy, greasy black hair fell to shoulder length. Gaping eye sockets, empty as upturned tombs, stared out.

      “Eyeless,” Talen growled.

      Davin held up a hand, also staring at the ominous cultist.

      “Welcome,” the Eyeless repeated. Talen felt a chill up his spine as he realized the man’s mouth wasn’t moving, but he could still hear the words as if they’d been yelled. The man gently stroked at the arrow shaft as if he were petting a cat. Without removing the barb, he lowered his hands once more and clasped them together as if cradling his belly.

      “My master wishes to say it isn’t too late to turn back now,” said the cultist, his voice scraping through the air like shards of bone against granite.

      Talen winced against the sound. He scanned the trees, but there was no further sign of aggression.

      “Tell your master,” Jamie growled, “it isn’t too late to surrender! We’ll make his death swift.”

      The cultist chuckled, and a blue fire blazed in his eyes as he scanned the mercenaries. “So few of you,” the cultist said. “My master will be disappointed. He had been hoping to have some fun. A distraction from his work.”

      “We’ll distract him,” Jamie growled again.

      Gwin was rubbing her brother’s arm, trying to calm him. But Jamie was shaking his head, glaring pure rage at the Eyeless.

      The man chuckled, and a look of recognition almost seemed to curl his lips as he stared at Jamie. “Young one,” he said. “How I have missed you. Have you missed me? The nights we would visit and spend such pleasurable, painful time?” The cultist revealed a gray, bumpy tongue when he licked his lips. Talen recoiled in revulsion. “Such tortures you would endure, and yet we made you strong, young one.”

      Jamie was shaking with rage now; he took a step forward, magic blazing in the palm of his hand.

      “Don’t,” Gwin said sharply.

      The cultist’s eyeless gaze leveled on her, and the blue flickering from his eye sockets turned fully black as he stared out, sightless, in her direction.

      “Ah, the princess has returned once more to the palace?” asked the man.

      He seemed a wretched, insignificant creature, standing in the woods, a single entity with an arrow lodged in his shoulder, facing a small army. And yet he displayed no fear. There was nothing except cold, cruel mirth. It was the confidence of someone who knew they were in control.

      Talen felt more shivers up his spine, but he tried to swallow back his terror. “Your father,” said the figure, staring directly at Gwin now, “is looking for you. You have something he wants. The final piece in the puzzle.”

      Talen’s gaze snapped to his friend and his eyebrows shot up. Gwin traced the scar at the top of her chest, but she glared back. “He can’t have it. He’ll never find it.”

      Gwin’s heart... Talen realized in that horrible moment that the final heart her father needed belonged to his daughter. Where had she hidden it, though? She’d carved it out as a child and stolen it back from her father before escaping. Talen thought, desperately sifting through what he knew of Gwin and her magic. She could use red lightning, and he didn’t fully know what that entailed. A magician would bury their heart near the source of their power. So where had Gwin buried hers?

      The Eyeless Host stared at her. “We’ll find it. We will succeed. Hundreds of my brothers and sisters seek your delightful gift. I promise you, when the end comes, we’ll feast on your flesh.”

      Talen flinched and Davin glanced at him. He snarled and snagged a crossbow from the man next to him. He took aim and fired.

      A bolt slammed into the skull of the cultist, burying deep between his eye sockets.

      But the man just smiled and stared up, trying to focus on the bolt.

      “Amusing,” said the cultist. “It isn’t too late to turn back,” he said in singsong voice. “You can still save your brother, Davin,” he continued, his voice scratching the air. “Just give us the girl. You can even keep the golden prick. We just need the girl. Pain is a good motivator, is it not? She’ll tell us where she hid the final puzzle piece.”

      Davin was no longer in a speaking mood, it seemed. He grabbed another crossbow, aimed and fired again.

      A third bolt slammed into the man, this time burying into the eye socket just below the other one.

      For the first time, a look of frustration crossed the cultist’s face. He tried to reach up, struggling to pull the bolt out.

      “Fools,” he muttered. “You can’t succeed! There’s no path—”

      “Fire!” Davin shouted.

      Nearly one hundred bowmen, all eagerly pointing their weapons towards the cultist, released their bolts at once.

      Far too many bolts, to the point one might consider it wasteful, slammed into the man, perforating him, and sending him stumbling to the ground. Still, the Eyeless began to twitch.

      Another wave of arrows slammed into the twitching body and the cultist turned into a corpse. He no longer moved and no longer twitched. Instead, he lay motionless, dead on the ground.

      Davin nodded in satisfaction and handed the crossbows back to the soldiers he’d snagged them from.

      “Onward!” he shouted. He didn’t even turn to look at Gwin or Jamie as he marched forward, leading the men in a column, four across, over the bridge and onto the nearest trail.

      “Welcome to the Forgotten Wole,” Talen heard a Clawed Fist mercenary mutter to his companion. Dark grumbling spread through the ranks, but Talen lowered his head and trudged forward, refusing to look at the corpse of the cultist as they passed, marching onward toward the Lost City and the one particular magician within.
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      In the distance, Talen spotted storm clouds. At least, at first he thought they were clouds.

      But as they marched along and he peered through the trees, his gaze settled on a plume of black smoke. It poured into the sky, coalescing into a blight on a horizon streaked with ash and soot. The vortex of smoke curled and twisted like the eye of a storm, spanning the sky as far as Talen could see.

      He shifted uncomfortably, staring at the pouring smoke in the distance.

      “What do you think that is?” he murmured.

      “Nothing good,” Jamie replied. The tall, burly magician had taken the lead. He refused to let Gwin be out in the open, and he had insisted she stay in the middle of the group. He’d even asked Davin to go with her, to protect her. Talen hadn’t been comfortable with sending his brother out of sight. Davin was clearly planning something rash, and Talen wanted to keep an eye on him before he pulled something stupid. But he’d relented at the fear in Jamie’s eyes.

      Gwin was now surrounded by scores of men and women with weapons and armor. “We’ll see if the bastard can reach her there,” Jamie had muttered after she and Davin had gotten into their new position.

      The mercenaries were alert, their eyes on the trees, their fear propelling them forward with quicker movements.

      “Do you think that’s coming from the Lost City?” Talen asked, his eyes still on the smoke.

      Jamie glanced at Talen and pursed his lips. He strode ahead; without horses, they moved slower than they had before. But without the supply carts, they moved more quietly.

      “My father knows we’re coming. He’ll have some horrible surprise, no doubt.”

      “We’ll protect Gwin.”

      Jamie said nothing and picked up the pace, shoulders set, eyes fixed on the trail ahead as he guided them back to his father’s home, the wizard’s tower where Winter hid.

      Talen abandoned attempts at conversation. He felt a pressure in his chest, like blood vessels threatening to burst. He swallowed as they moved along the path and murmured quietly to himself while checking the futures and seeing they were still safe. He spoke generic placations, as if to soothe his own soul, “It’s going to be okay... It’s going to be fine...”

      To his credit, Jamie didn’t comment on Talen’s mutterings. At that moment, Talen’s words lodged in his throat as someone cried, “The trees!”

      In tandem, Talen and Jamie whirled around.

      The mercenaries closest to them were shifting as well, and the different regiments began to fan out, taking up positions in response to the cry. More shouts erupted from somewhere near the middle of the convoy. “There! See? In the trees!”

      Another voice retorted, “No, it’s over there!” Talen felt his heart in his throat, and he moved down the line. “Davin!” he called. “What is it?”

      But though he shouted, he didn’t spot his brother. Talen scanned the milling mercenaries and watched as they took up positions, aiming their weapons at the trees.

      “What is it?” Talen shouted again. But the mercenaries who had been calling out had fallen silent. Talen spotted a few soldiers shaking their heads, trembling and glancing wildly through the forest, muttering to themselves.

      “What do you see?” Talen asked again.

      “I swear, I saw it,” someone was murmuring. “It was there, moving along next to us like a ghost!”

      “What?” Talen demanded.

      “A child, sir,” said the mercenary in question, glancing at Talen, still trembling. “A wraith. Had to have been. A ghost.”

      “A child?” Talen asked, his voice low, almost a hiss.

      The mercenaries clustered together in the middle of the convoy all nodded. Some of the rest of the regiment had backed off, leaving the ones who’d shouted and raised the alarm to their own devices.

      Most of them were still glancing at the trees, shaking their heads in disgust.

      “Fools,” someone else muttered.

      “Cowards,” chuckled one of the freedmen in Alarkey’s blue armor.

      Bickering broke out among the ranks and Talen turned away in disgust, allowing the captains in charge to control the men. His gaze scanned the lines once more and he spotted Gwin standing motionless between rows of soldiers. But Davin was nowhere near her.

      Talen hurried over to his friend and tugged at her sleeve.

      Gwin yelped and spun; Talen held up his hands. “Just me. It’s fine.”

      She exhaled heavily before shaking her head and swallowing. “Talen, what is it? What’s that smoke?”

      Talen frowned. “I had hoped you would know. Your brother seems to think it’s your father.”

      She pressed her lips together and nodded once, brushing her hair behind one ear. Her eyes narrowed as she peered over Talen’s shoulder in the direction of the smoke. And then her gaze flipped to the tree line.

      “Where’s Davin?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “He was with me just moments ago. I don’t know where he went.”

      “You don’t know where he is?” he said with mounting urgency. He glanced up and down the trail, his heart pounding in his chest. He scanned the rows of mercenaries, but couldn’t find his brother. “Davin?” he called out. “Davin!” he shouted, even louder. No answer. Mercenaries were now glancing in his direction. A few of them looked curious, but others were attentive now, responding to his words and scanning their side of the road.

      Jamie made his way back, frowning; he nodded to Gwin and then glanced over at Talen, who was starting to panic. “What is it?” Jamie asked with a frown.

      “Davin,” Talen replied. “I don’t know where he is. He’s missing.”

      Jamie frowned and peered up and down the rows of mercenaries. Like Talen, he was taller than most other men, but his gaze flicked along the columns with neat, quick precision. At last, he turned back to Talen. Their gazes held for a moment, and then, addressing the soldiers, he barked out, “Halt! Scan the forest! Davin Aurem is missing. Don’t go in too deep. Shout if you see anything.”

      It took a moment, but the rows of mercenaries finally paused, confused at first. After a few muttered orders from the regiment leaders, though, small groups tore off from the larger one and they moved toward the forest fringe, following Jamie’s commands.

      Talen would have been impressed, watching the military precision of the movements, but he was too busy rushing to the forest himself, his heart in his throat, fear trickling down his spine like ice water.

      His brother had been taken. He could feel it in his bones. He scanned the roadside trees, hoping he’d find his brother relieving himself—what an unusual thought.

      But after discovering no trace, he began to move deeper and deeper into the woods. The last time Davin had disappeared, someone had died.

      He could hear other scouts and search parties moving around him, fanning out. He glimpsed Jamie ahead, slipping beneath a tangle of vines.

      The search continued for five minutes, ten... No calls—no sign of Davin.

      Talen decided eventually, with the help of his bracelet, he would be able to find his way back to the convoy, and so he delved even deeper into the woods, moving down a rutted valley with spindly limbed trees on both sides. The vegetation here was coarse and brownish. Tans and grays competed for purchase in the muddy hillsides. Slick stones and slabs of granite protruded from the mud, tangled with brown ivy and small feathery leaves that were rigid to the touch.

      Talen brushed through a patch of undergrowth, making sure his trouser hem was low enough to avoid skin contact. He’d encountered painful vegetation before, and though this didn’t look like anything that would irritate his skin or even cause direct harm, he preferred to remain cautious in the Wole. There was no telling what one would stumble upon off the beaten trail.

      Eventually, he came to a halt on the edge of a hill, peering into a small crater. A circular protrusion of mud and earth rounded the mouth of a cavern. Moss and overgrown weeds stretched the top of the cave, protecting it from view, and Talen stared at the dark opening, fidgeting uncomfortably where he stood.

      Voices called out in the distance as armored men moved through the trees.

      For the moment, though, he spotted no one. He turned back to the cave, a strange itch creeping up his spine.

      He didn’t like the idea of venturing into something unknown without backup. But Davin had no such aversions. For all Talen knew, his brother was lying at the bottom of the cave with a broken ankle, unconscious and bleeding.

      Horrible thoughts and conjectures propelled Talen forward. He stepped carefully down the side of the hill and hesitated at the mouth of the cave, stones crunching beneath his feet. Scattered pieces of dried mud and the faint odor of mildew caught his attention.

      “Hello?” Talen said softly. He hadn’t meant to whisper, but something about the cave struck him as odd. “Hello?” he said, louder this time. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end and he shifted uncomfortably, peering over his shoulder in the direction of the trees. For a moment, he thought to go fetch one of the mercenaries and bring them with him. But then he reached up and slapped his cheek gently, trying to jar himself, while checking more of the futures. “Come on, you big baby,” he muttered.

      Talen stepped into the dark cave.

      The moment he crossed the threshold into the pitch-black chamber, he felt a prickle across his skin. He swallowed and bit back a yelp of surprise. It felt like he’d been zapped by Gwin’s electricity. He turned, ready to bolt from the cave at any sign of trouble, but the cave was the same as it had appeared from the other side. He turned back, scanning the darkness.

      He froze solid.

      In the corner of the room, in dark shadow, he spotted a hunched-over figure, bones scattered at the figure’s feet. A human skull leered from the back corner of the cave, staring out at him.

      He nearly screamed. He spun, stumbling back, and trying to retreat from the cave. The large, hunched figure shifted, cutting an ominous silhouette against the grey stone walls. A quiet, curling mist crept across the floor like gray tendrils or snaky heads reaching toward his feet.

      Talen spotted no proper explanation for the source of the mist. But it seemed to spill from the walls themselves. The cavern sparkled with glinting, glowing fragments of metal and quartz. He felt the same prickle as he stepped out of the cave with quick, jerking steps.

      The silhouette turned completely.

      “Talen?” a voice called.

      Talen pulled up short. His voice quavering, he called out, “Davin?” He took another step back into the cave, his spine tingling. His hands trembled and he reached for the dagger at his hip.

      But as he stepped back into the dark, against his better judgment and toward the curling wisps of mist and vapor around the silhouette and the piled human remains, he realized it wasn’t Davin.

      “Jamie?” Talen asked.

      The enormous magician pulled himself to his full height, turning to face Talen. The back part of the cavern was shallow, and the ceiling scraped against Jamie’s shoulders. The large magician peered out, examining Talen in the mouth of the cave. “He’s not in here,” said Jamie.

      Talen stared at the bones scattered around Jamie’s feet. His glanced back up at the magician. “Okay,” he said.

      Jamie scratched at his jaw, his thick fingers tracing the line of his chin.

      “I just,” Jamie muttered, “just thought maybe he might be,” he continued, waving a hand vaguely in the direction of the bones, “but he’s not.”

      “Okay,” Talen repeated. Jamie was behaving strangely.

      The large magician shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. He didn’t move, almost as if he were hoping his body obscured what remained behind him. A jolt of fear trickled up Talen’s spine, and for a moment he sidestepped, moving deeper into the cave to get a better look at the remains, before seeing the futures and knowing what he would encounter.

      But the bones were old, weathered, and cracked; and by the looks of things, parts had been gnawed on for years from woodland creatures picking them clean.

      “Are you okay?” Talen asked, examining Gwin’s brother.

      Jamie shifted again and looked back at the bones; he made a face like he’d only just realized they were there, but then he shook his head in disgust and turned away, facing Talen. “I never did properly apologize to you,” he said.

      The mist curled around his shoes and lapped against his ankles like a swirling tide. Jamie appeared to be standing in the shallows of some coast, except instead of sand and calling gulls, they were in silence in a dark cave. The distant sound of birds from the forest had faded too.

      “Sorry for what?” asked Talen.

      Jamie turned back to the bones and stooped down again. He traced his finger in the dirt just in front of the remains. There was a sad look to his face and his hunched posture made Talen fidget uncomfortably.

      “For what I did,” said Jamie, his voice cracking. “To-to your father. Your mother. To you,” he added, glancing back at Talen. His eyes flicked toward Talen’s hands and the slave brands.

      Again, Talen remembered the moment and the smell of his own singed flesh.

      “You weren’t in control,” Talen said. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      Jamie sighed and shrugged. “Perhaps not. I’m sorry all the same. If I could’ve resisted—well, I can’t go down the path of could haves. I regret what happened,” he said with a weary, resigned sigh. He passed a hand over his face, and for a brief moment he looked much older and exhausted. Rigid lines stretched his forehead and withered his cheeks.

      The magician shook his head and turned away from the bones once more, moving back to the cave’s exit.

      “Your father did this, Jamie,” Talen said. “But for what it’s worth, I forgive you. Davin, well, he might take some time. But I’m sure he’ll come around too.”

      Jamie paused, standing halfway across the cavern. He spread his feet, striking a pose, and his eyes turned up to the ceiling; for a moment, he stood as if lost in thought, or perhaps recollection. He turned back to face the wall where the bones remained, and half lifted a hand. He stood there for a moment, one hand outstretched, like a talon, reaching toward the remains.

      “Do you—do you want to go try to find Davin?” Talen asked uncertainly.

      Jamie looked over his shoulder again, and a bitter smile curled his cheeks. “Perhaps that would be best.”

      “Did you—did you know this place was here?” He wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer.

      But Jamie sagged almost in relief, as if he’d been waiting for the question, hoping for it.

      “I did,” he said. “Your father wasn’t the only man I killed. I killed hundreds of people for him. I never wanted to, but he controlled my heart. I had no choice.”

      Talen swallowed, refusing to look into the corner of the cavern. He hesitated, then said, “My father always used to tell me to be careful to whom you give your heart. I don’t think he meant literally. You and your sister were just children at the time. You didn’t know any better.”

      Jamie frowned for a moment, studying Talen’s features with a certain solemnity that weighed heavy on the air. He breathed through his nose, his nostrils flaring. With his piercing gaze still fixed on Talen, he said, “My sister saved me.” He shook his head once. “She’s the reason I’m still alive. The reason I had any hope of future humanity...” He trailed off and glanced back at the bones. “Sometimes... I wonder if it’s too late, though. The path to redemption involves sacrifice, doesn’t it?”

      He turned back to Talen, his eyes wet, a pallor to his face that made him ghostly white.

      Talen stared, unsure how to respond at first. He half reached out but then lowered his hand and gnawed on the corner of his lip. “I—I don’t think you can earn redemption,” he said. “I think it’s a gift.”

      He thought to explain more, but then left it, allowing his words to trail off like the mist at his feet.

      “A gift? And who gives it?”

      Talen shrugged. “The people you love, I suppose. Gwin does. But—maybe, I don’t know, but maybe you have to give it. To yourself. I don’t believe anyone can undo the harm they cause. I don’t believe that any number of good actions will make up for evil ones.”

      Jamie’s face darkened at this, and his eyes turned down toward his feet.

      “But my father taught me to be merciful,” Talen continued. “There’s still grace in this world.”

      “There’s justice, too,” Jamie snapped. “My—my sister doesn’t understand this. She doesn’t understand what I did... She resisted Father’s control better than I. She escaped. If I’d been stronger, if I’d been smarter...”

      Talen shook his head. “I—I don’t think anyone is a perfect person, Jamie... You’ve done terrible things. Much of it outside your control; but, perhaps not all...”

      Jamie’s head was now dipped so low, it almost seemed his chin pressed to his chest. His shoulders hunched and his hands pressed tight against each other as if he were trying to squeeze his fingers out of their sockets.

      “Gwin loves you, Jamie... and... and I forgive you, for what it’s worth.”

      At this, the big magician glanced up, a tear trail streaking beneath his right eye and curling down toward his chin. He swallowed and stared at Talen. For a moment, a horrible frown flashed across his expression. He shook his head, still staring, studying Talen as if gauging the sincerity of his words. “Why?” he said at last, his voice coming like a burst of air.

      “Because it’s what I would want,” said Talen. “Because Gwin loves you. Because you’re a person; you matter, despite the pain you’ve caused. I’ll leave justice to the lore masters and the judges. From me, you have forgiveness. I can’t speak for everyone else. But... it’s up to you to decide if you’re able to forgive yourself... but Jamie...” Talen paused, and though Jamie’s expression softened, Talen’s hardened for a moment. He felt a flash of anger as he said, “Regret is all well and good. But not particularly useful. If you can’t manage to move on, you won’t be hurting yourself—you’ll be hurting Gwin. Don’t hurt your sister, understand?”

      Jamie gave a trembling sigh and then a quiet nod. He turned and began to walk away again, brushing past Talen, who flinched as Jamie passed. The large magician must have noticed the motion because the dark look on his face only increased, accompanied by a setting of his teeth. It was a look of shame.

      Still, he didn’t comment as he moved past and stepped into the crusted mud and leaves lining the ground outside the cavern.

      “You’d be surprised how much a child recognizes right and wrong,” said Jamie, turning back now, standing outlined against the trees.

      Talen replied, “You’d be surprised how often adults place themselves in the shoes of a child and recollect things in the bleakest light.”

      Jamie studied him and Talen shrugged.

      “You have a way with words, Talen,” said Jamie. “I can see why my sister likes you.”

      For a moment, the fear in Talen’s chest gave way to something else. He felt a jolt of excitement, and he studied Jamie’s face for a moment. “She does? Really?”

      Jamie frowned. “Of course; you’re friends aren’t you?”

      Talen felt the knot twist in his stomach, and he nodded. “Of course, yes. Friends.”

      Jamie began to walk away from the cave. Talen made to follow, but when he passed Jamie, the magician raised a hand in a quick, violent motion.

      Talen’s heart leapt into his throat. But before he could protest or say anything, Jamie loosed a jet of fire from his palm. The magic scorched from his hand and blasted the front of the cave, searing the entrance.

      Rock and stone hissed and steam rose. Jamie pushed his hand forward, his teeth gritted.

      For a moment, smoke and steam fizzled above the cave, curling on the air, responding to the breeze, but then the smoke became too much, and the hissing grew loud. The stone itself began to melt, dripping red-hot like pieces of molten wax, pouring over the entrance to the cave.

      Talen had never seen stone do such a thing before.

      He watched in awe as the cave’s entrance collapsed, like a mouth closing or lips pressing together. Eventually, Jamie lowered his hand, gasping, his chest heaving. He looked lightheaded for a moment, standing there with his eyes fluttering. He passed a hand over his eyes.

      Only white steam was now pouring from the entrance to the cave, but Talen realized after a moment that the entrance had vanished. The cave was buried.

      “Let’s go find your brother,” Jamie growled.

      Talen followed after the large magician, fidgeting uncomfortably with every hurried step.

      He wanted to glance back in the direction of the hissing white steam, but he thought better of it. It felt like he had witnessed something private, something from Jamie’s past and best left unsaid. And so Talen kept it to himself, his eyes fixed ahead.

      For all he knew, his own brother was in a ditch somewhere turning into a pile of bones. He had to hurry if he wanted to find Davin.

      As Talen and Jamie strode along, the leaves and twigs crunching beneath their feet, Talen stiffened. “Hang on,” he said.

      Jamie paused and followed Talen’s gaze. In the distance, etched into one of the trees, Talen spotted something glinting. He stared at the strange, rectangular shape until he realized what it was. “It’s a doorway,” he said, still staring.

      He recognized the threshold. It had led him and Gwin to an apothecary run by a dryad, Meadowthistle.

      Talen continued to stare at the door, blinking, certain it was some sort of mirage.

      At last, as if teasing him, the door vanished as soon as he took a step in its direction.

      Talen cursed and whirled around, looking every which way, scanning the trees. Not just down low, but also up high in the trunks above the ground. Anywhere the door could fit. The thing had moved before. It was a strange, uncanny magic. But try as he might, he couldn’t find it. He thought for a moment that he spotted a white stag in the distant trees. But then the image of the beast was gone as well.

      Through the entire episode, Jamie just studied the side of Talen’s face, watching him with a curious expression.

      “Are you all right?”

      Talen stared up at Gwin’s brother and gave a faint shake of his head. “It’s nothing. I-I thought I saw—but never mind; it’s nothing. Let’s head back.”

      Together, the two of them set back off in the direction of the calls and cries of the mercenaries on the road.

      “What’s the commotion?” asked a voice once they reached the trail.

      Talen turned sharply and felt equal parts relief and annoyance as his brother stepped from behind a tree, adjusting his trousers and shifting his belt. He had a leather satchel over his shoulder—one of the bags they had used to carry their newly purchased clothes back in Teshben. A strange bulge stretched the material of the leather bag.

      Talen frowned as Davin approached. The older Aurem brother moved from the same direction the mercenaries had indicated earlier, back when they’d spotted the child in the trees.

      “What?” Davin demanded.

      “Where were you?” Talen asked.

      Davin shrugged. “I took a leak. Is that a crime?”

      He made a big show of adjusting his belt, and then, whistling, he took off in Jamie’s direction, calling out for the mercenaries to fall in and continue their march.

      Talen stared after his brother and shook his head in frustration, his gaze fixed on the leather satchel and the strange square bulge in the bag. He felt a whisper of a chill up the back of his neck, and, for a moment, though he heard giggling from the trees. Talen rounded sharply, eyes wide, staring into the forest. But he spotted nothing except curling wisps of smoke meandering through the woods.

      “What is it?” asked Gwin, approaching from the direction of a group of mercenaries.

      Talen continued to stare at the trees, unblinking. “Davin’s an idiot,” he said, gritting his teeth. He could feel his friend staring at him, but he shook his head. “Someone saw a child... said it looked like a ghost...”

      Gwin paused, then her eyes widened. “You don’t think—”

      “Davin’s an idiot, like I said.” A child in the trees, Davin disappearing from the line. Talen didn’t like what it added to. The faefiend queen, known as the mother, lived in the Wole. She made deals with those who ventured into her domain. Last time, it was a bargain with the mother that had saved their lives... But it had nearly cost them everything. This time, if Davin made another deal, Talen didn’t want to think what he had put on the line.

      Gwin was distracted now, though, and she stared off at the horizon. “I think Jamie’s right.”

      Talen turned to peer at the smoke pouring into the sky and the cloud of ash over the horizon.

      “Any idea what it might be?” asked Talen.

      “No—but if it’s my father, it’s not going to be pleasant.”
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      Davin was at the front of the convoy with Jamie now, guiding them beneath the cloud of ash above. The smoke was thick as fog and Talen could barely see ten feet in front of him. Barked orders and muttering carried through the smoke as mercenaries called out directions.

      Talen could taste the soot and ash on his lips. The air stung to breathe and stunk of char.

      He coughed, lifting his shirt over his nose as they meandered down the trail, following Davin and Jamie through the woods. They couldn’t assault the city without siege weapons. But for that, they needed trees, and they needed to find the wizard’s tower first. But in all the smoke, which continued to billow from some unseen source, Talen couldn’t see anything.

      “Keep your eyes peeled!” Davin cried. “Look to the trees!”

      “Can’t see the bloody trees!” someone shouted back.

      Talen set his jaw. He was starting to think it would’ve been better to leave the Clawed Fist mercenaries back in Teshben. Their fear of magicians and the Wole itself was proving more of a liability than an aid. With three hundred and fifty men, their force didn’t stand much of a chance. And yet here they were, marching onward through the Wole.

      The magician still needed Gwin in order to discover the location of her buried heart. Once that was complete, though, he would conduct the ritual to resurrect the five-headed dragon. Talen shivered at the thought and continued to move through the ash, waving his hands in front of his eyes and shielding his face with his free hand. His eyes watered as they moved through the smoke, and he continued to cough into his shirt.

      “Jamie is there anything you can do about this?” Talen heard his brother say from up ahead. “We’re going to choke to death.”

      Talen didn’t hear a reply at first, but then he glimpsed two cones of fire blossoming in the dark ahead.

      Waves of shimmering wind pulsed from the direction of those columns of fire, and the smoke swirled and curled, blasted back, if only a bit. The air started to clear as more gusts of hot air sped past Talen’s face, sending the smoke curling across the road and toward the trees like a tide rolling into shore.

      Talen could now see the trees, the bark twisted and flaked, like skin peeling in the sun.

      The trees themselves weren’t burning. But they were devoid of leaves, and sharp, jagged branches reached to the sky or poked toward the trail as if reaching out in warning.

      Then, Talen spotted something in the dark.

      A flash of motion. He swallowed.

      “Davin...” he murmured, nowhere near loud enough for his brother to hear.

      His eyes stung, but he reached up to wipe at his face. His vision blurred as his gaze readjusted, but then he spotted it again: a flash of fur, sinew, and muscle—snarling jaws, yellow eyes.

      “Davin!” Talen shouted.

      He heard the snarl before he saw the creature again. Another flash of fur zipped between the trees, and a howl erupted from the woods.

      “Bloody hells, what’s that?” someone ahead of Talen shouted.

      “The trees!” Talen roared. “There are things in the trees!”

      Talen checked the futures and reeled back, dragging Gwin with him. A creature, nearly nine feet tall, with stitched-together flesh and bulging muscles, surged from the tree line and dove through the air, smoke curling around as it swiped with wild claws through the sky. It missed and tumbled past Talen and Gwin, howling in frustration.

      “Strigoi!” Talen shouted. “Blood hunter!”

      Elsewhere up the line, from a different part of the convoy, Talen heard screams and shouts. His blood chilled.

      More screams echoed in the curling clouds of ash and smoke. Davin was bellowing instructions and Talen spotted Jamie, little more than a hulking outline against the charcoal backdrop, charging through the ranks of soldiers in a desperate bid to reach his sister. Talen heard a crackling, deep-throated growl, and without looking, still checking the futures, he shoved Gwin out of the way.

      Enormous, clawed feet slammed into the dirt where Gwin had been moments before.

      She rolled, tumbling down a small incline on the side of the road and dropping beneath a toppled tree trunk with many protruding limbs like the quills of some porcupine. Talen went rigid, his muscles seizing as he struggled to suppress the terror and adrenaline lacing his body. He looked frantically around but had lost sight of the strigoi again. The creature moved through the smoke far too quickly.

      Another blurring shadow leapt over the trail of soldiers. Shouts and swipes of weapons cleaved the curling smoke but missed the second beast.

      The furred monsters didn’t seem interested in the mercenaries. They were heading straight for Gwin.

      “Davin!” Talen shouted. “They’re attacking Gwin! Over here!”

      Three freedmen soldiers tried to place themselves between a strigoi and Gwin’s crumpled form beneath the fallen tree trunk.

      But there were three quick slashes of claws, the snarling snap of slobbering jaws, and the three figures crumpled to the ground in bloody heaps.

      The monstrous being leapt over the fallen corpses, its powerful, muscled legs propelling it nearly fifteen feet through the air. It landed with a crunch amid the detritus on the opposite side of the trail, and loped toward Gwin, who struggled to rise.

      Another one of the creatures emerged from the trees and trunks swirling with smoke behind Gwin, cornering the magician and preventing her from retreating into the forest.

      Talen’s chest pounded wildly, but he suppressed his terror and scrambled to his feet, kicking up a cloud of dust and choking on the swirling ash. He stumbled toward his friend, shouting incoherently at the strigoi’s back.

      The giant creature turned for a moment, its horrible profile outlined against the rigid trees in the bleak forest. Blood stained the being’s jaws, and protruding fangs covered in saliva and gore flashed in Talen’s direction.

      But then with a sniff and a grunt, the strigoi spun away from Talen and surged toward Gwin.

      The monster was on her fast, reaching beneath the toppled tree trunk, clawed hands scrambling and groping for her. It yelped as a blast of red energy caught it and sent it reeling back, its claw smoking. The second blood hunter on the other side of the tree trunk also emitted a similar screech of pain as another blast of magic sent it reeling.

      Gwin was shouting at the top of her lungs now, the sound rising from deep within her, exploding from her lips in an incoherent howl of anger and violence. Talen couldn’t see her well, as she was obscured by the tree trunk, but the strigoi continued stumbling back against an onslaught of magic, chunks of flesh and muscle scorched and smoking.

      Talen glanced over and spotted Jamie still rushing through the long trail of mercenaries, shoving men and women in armor out of his way with reckless abandon.

      He spotted a third strigoi grappling with ten soldiers, hemmed in on all sides as spears and swords slashed at it. The monster gave as good as it got, and Talen glimpsed a trail of broken and bloodied bodies surrounding the edge of the road.

      The smoke seemed almost to intensify, as if a new wave of the acrid ash had billowed onto the trail. Talen gasped into his sleeve as he tried to stopper the choking air. He inhaled deeply, but the air stung his nostrils.

      With a growl, Talen pushed through the chaos in his mind, focusing on what was happening in front of his eyes. But his gift relied heavily on the ability to use his senses. In a future filled with black smoke, all he could really see was ash. Talen spat in anger and stumbled blindly through the smoke in the direction of Gwin’s feral shouts.

      The ashy fog was lit with blasts of red. Jamie was still screaming in the distance as he drew nearer. The terrible cries of pain and anger from the strigoi shook the earth.

      Talen managed to bang his ribs against a protruding branch from the toppled tree. But he ignored the pain and pushed on, dropping to a knee next to Gwin. He met two wide eyes and a pulsing hand shimmering with red light pointed at his face.

      “It’s me!” he shouted.

      Gwin lowered her hand slightly, breathing heavily, blood streaking the side of her face. She said nothing and turned, pointing her hands past Talen’s shoulder. A blast of red lightning shot forward, catching something behind Talen, causing it to let loose with a howl.

      The tree above them cracked as a body slammed into it. Talen could smell mangy animal and urine-soaked fur along with rotting meat and mold. The stench alone filled his nostrils and worms of fear crawled into his brain. He glanced up and nearly screamed.

      One of the strigoi was now sitting on the log above them, leering down, trying to reach with both hands extended over either side of the log as if embracing the prickly branches. Instead, though, with its unnaturally long arms, it was seeking to fish Gwin out.

      She didn’t scream this time, but continued to attack the beast with more blasts of magic.

      Talen swallowed, checking the futures once more. His heart rose in his throat like bile, and he shouted, “Behind—”

      Before he could say anything further, a hand snaked from the underbrush, snaring on thorns and jagged branches, ripping furrows across its flesh. But the arm managed to grab at Gwin from behind, snagging her shoulder.

      The magician whirled around, shooting bolts of magic.

      “Where is she?” Talen heard Jamie shouting from the road. “Where’s my sister?”

      Talen tried to cry in response, to gain attention, but he ended up swallowing a mouthful of smoke and began hacking and coughing. The shouts and orders and screams from the road filled the air. In the same way everyone’s vision was obstructed, Jamie’s ability to hear must have been limited.

      Talen, still choking on smoke, jerked the knife from his belt and lunged toward Gwin. He slashed at the monstrous hand clasping her. He attacked once, twice, and the creature howled in pain.

      At last, though, the strigoi ripped away and the monster disappeared into the thicket once more. The one above them was clutching at its burnt claws, and Talen knew they had gained a window of momentum.

      “Come on!” he shouted. “We can’t stay here!”

      The smoke had thickened even more now, and Talen could no longer see. He felt Gwin push to her feet next to him and clutch his hand. Together, they stumbled out from beneath the overhanging tree trunk, heads ducked to avoid colliding with the protruding branches. Talen still couldn’t tell which side of the road they were on, or which direction led back to Jamie.

      Sound seemed to echo strangely now, and the ash and smoke swirled even more.

      He checked the futures and tried to get their bearings. With a start, he realized Gwin was heading in the wrong direction.

      “Over there!” he said, shouting at her.

      He felt a flash of pain across his ribs, an after-effect from his collision with the tree, and he reached down, clasping his hand against his bloodied side.

      When he looked up, though, he realized he no longer had hold of Gwin.

      “Gwin!” he shouted.

      The ashen smoke swirled around him. No response. He heard Jamie still shouting for his sister in the distance, and the sound of grunts and snuffling as violence ensued somewhere on the trail.

      “Gwin!” Talen shouted again, his voice shrill.

      He coughed and choked on the polluted air, and he tried to spin around one way, then the other, swiping his dagger through the smoke, looking into the futures to see whether he would die.

      A slow chill of terror crept across his back. Talen swallowed a scream lodged in his throat. He checked the futures, desperately trying to find Gwin. He imagined a future in which Jamie found them by luck and was able to clear the smoke nearby.

      He checked this future, but it was a very rare one, and so the trail was difficult to keep an eye on.

      At last, though, Talen spotted a blur of matted fur and a monstrous form tugging a struggling woman back into the woods in the direction of the smoke’s origin. A large hand was clapped over her mouth, obscuring noise, and though Gwin kept blasting the monster with red lightning, a second strigoi came in, holding her arms against her body and crushing her forearms until her face twisted in pain and she stopped trying to resist.

      Talen blinked and took a few steps but found his sense of direction compromised. Despite his vision of the futures, he still couldn’t get a bearing on where she was. Panic set in; he felt like he was drowning, choking on the smoke.

      “Dammit!” he screamed. “Gwin, where are you!”

      He zeroed in on the futures and managed to catch a bit of a direction and began stumbling toward the forest, moving in the direction of the woods. As he struggled forward, though, his foot nearly caught on a rock. Thankfully, he spotted it in his mind and managed to avoid it, though he was moving blindly in the dark ash. His bad ankle and throbbing side protested his movements.

      Talen continued doggedly forward, choking but waving a hand in front of his face, his other hand holding the knife pointing forward like the needle on a compass.

      He could hear a churning creek before he reached it. It wasn’t fresh water. It smelled wrong, a strange, deathly odor rising from it. Perhaps the magician had poisoned it, knowing that an army approached. Perhaps the corruption of the land itself had turned the water sour. Whatever the case, the scent was nearly as bad as the odor of the strigoi themselves.

      By now, he’d completely lost track of Gwin, both by sight and through the futures. Talen could only see up to a minute in the futures, but Gwin was too far away.

      Urgently, he swung around, looking one way, then the other. With a horrible shout, he flung his knife across the river, which he still couldn’t quite see. There was a quiet splashing sound and he slumped against a tree, trying to steady his beating heart with deep, calming breaths. Panic wouldn’t help her now. Her father had claimed her.

      “Where is she?” Talen heard Jamie just before he felt the hand descend on his shoulder and wheel him around.

      Talen was tall; he stood eye to eye with Jamie, but the magician was twice as wide. The muscular man stared, wide-eyed, his expression feral, as he demanded, “Where’s my sister?”

      “Gone,” Talen said, gasping. “Strigoi took her. I think your father created the smoke as a diversion.”

      As he said it, the atmosphere almost seemed to respond to his comments. The ash began to lessen, and the air became easier to breathe. Talen wasn’t sure what was happening, and he couldn’t hear any noises other than clamoring from the direction of the trail.

      Jamie’s hand still gripped Talen, who winced in pain.

      “You let them take her?” he snarled, staring down at Talen. There was a deadness in his eyes that set Talen’s teeth on edge. He tried to shake free of Jamie’s hand, but the magician only clamped his fist down harder, and pain lanced up Talen’s shoulder.

      “Stop—you’re hurting me!”

      But Jamie seemed beyond reason. He shook his head, spit flying from his lips as he screamed in Talen’s face, “You let them take her!”

      Talen could feel his fear rising. He checked the futures, but before he could sort through them, he heard another voice. “Let him go, now!”

      Jamie stiffened and Talen winced at the hand still gripping his shoulder. Davin emerged from the fading smoke, his sword in his hand, the tip pressed between Jamie’s shoulder blades.

      The magician made no move to comply. But Talen spotted futures in which he whirled around, blasting magic at Davin.

      Talen licked his lips, trying to think of the best way to defuse the situation. The more time they wasted, the farther Gwin was taken. But any future in which he mentioned this only seemed to propel Jamie into a rage. So for the moment, he held his tongue and watched.

      “Get that blade off me,” Jamie growled.

      “I’m not a defenseless merchant on the roadside,” Davin snarled back, making no move to lower his weapon. “You’ll find me tougher prey. Let my brother go or I’ll have to mark this tree.” He nodded his head at the nearest jagged oak. “That way, on our way back, we’ll be able to find your corpse.”

      Jamie growled again, and for a moment, Talen thought he would crush his shoulder out of sheer spite.

      But then, with what seemed a herculean effort, the magician lowered his hand. He glanced back at Davin, turning to face him fully, his form outlined against the fading smoke. In the distance, now that the acrid ash was starting to be carried by the breeze, Talen could see the mercenaries stabbing a fallen body. On two separate parts of the trail laid the corpses of strigoi. Four of them, then, had attacked. Two had escaped with Gwin.

      “If you want your sister back, stop acting like an ass,” Davin snapped.

      Jamie turned away from the brothers, staring back up the trail. “He took her to the tower. He’s going to torture her until she tells him where she buried her heart. Once she does that, it will be too late. My father will win.”

      “Let’s hope your sister can take some pain,” Davin said. “And instead of threatening my brother, who has only ever defended you, how about we get going?”

      “There’s not enough of us,” said Talen, shaking his head. “There’s just not enough.”

      Davin glanced at his younger brother, then flicked his gaze to Jamie. He kept his sword extended, despite Jamie’s passive posture. But after a moment, with his free hand, he reached into the leather satchel at his side. Talen’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t trust what was in it.

      Davin pulled out a small wooden box.

      Talen stared, stunned, and a gust of breath escaped his lips with a sighing flutter. “What did you do?” he demanded, trembling now.

      Davin shrugged the shoulder not extending the sword. He glanced sheepishly down at the wooden box and said, “An insurance policy. It might not be another seven hundred men, but it should help us in a pinch.”

      “What is it?” Jamie asked, his voice now devoid of emotion as he stared at the box.

      Strange, intricate carvings wove across the container; the wood itself looked varnished but stained from age and use. Talen had seen the container before. That time, it had been in the hands of a child. At least, someone who had resembled a child.

      “What did you promise in exchange?” Talen asked breathlessly. He thought of the mercenaries on the road panicking, screaming about a child in the trees. He thought of Davin disappearing, walking off into the woods. He thought of his brother’s words before entering the Wole. His comments about finding allies. And the apothecary door.

      “You didn’t,” said Talen.

      Davin shrugged. “I had to—”

      “What is it?” Jamie repeated, his voice louder now, and he seemed on the verge of losing his temper once more.

      “You don’t remember it?” asked Talen. Then he paused, and shook his head, “Actually, you weren’t there, were you? We were trapped in the sewers with the wendigo—”

      “—Get to it. My sister’s missing!”

      “Sorry. Long story short, do you know who the mother is? The faefiend queen? That”—Talen jabbed a trembling finger at the ornate box and swallowed—“that belongs to her. She used it to snare the soul of the Claymaker, a magician who lied to her and broke a deal.” He turned back to Davin, shaking his head. Prickles ran across his cheeks and spine again. “Now tell me, how did you get it?”

      Davin turned, tucking the box back into his bag. “I’m just saying we still have a chance. We need to reach that tower.”

      “Davin”—Talen raised his voice—“tell me now; how did you get that!”

      Davin glanced over his shoulder in his brother’s direction. He sighed through his nose and lowered his sword finally, sheathing it once more. “I made a bargain. The mother quite likes bargains.” Then he turned and hurried away.

      Talen stared after his brother’s retreating form as he moved back to the front of the convoy with quick steps.

      But he wouldn’t let Davin get away that easily this time. He followed, racing after his brother despite his injured ankle, bile rising in the back of his throat from both pain and the realization of what his brother had said.

      “What sort of bargain?” Talen shouted. He winced, but the pain in his leg was refreshing somehow. Gwin was missing, Jamie was enraged, and many of their mercenaries had been injured by wendigo or strigoi. And now Davin had made a deal with the mother without telling Talen, a deal resulting in a powerful artifact that she seemed to cherish and carry with her, placed directly in Davin’s hands. Talen had seen the Claymaker, his body lifeless, his soul sucked from his form into that same box.

      What could Davin have possibly offered in exchange?

      “What did you trade?” Talen snapped.

      Davin paused, half glancing back. He turned to the right, so his silhouette showed only his bronze half mask. “Does it really matter? The deal is done. This”—he tapped the satchel where he carried the box—“is our only chance against that magician. It worked on the Claymaker; why shouldn’t it work on Winter?”

      Talen howled, “Why can’t you just tell me things before you do stupid stuff!” He resisted the urge to chuck a rock at his brother’s back. He felt a fit of frustration but suppressed the emotion. They needed to help Gwin. She was in trouble. She would be tortured, and Talen couldn’t bear the thought of it.

      Davin shrugged again and turned away. “It doesn’t matter. Come on; we need to hurry. We should set eyes on the city before nightfall.”

      And then, leaving his brother spluttering and glaring in the middle of the dirt trail, Davin turned and marched off, calling the mercenaries to fall in once more.

      Jamie hurried forward, passing Davin on the trail and breaking into a jog.

      Talen thought to call after the large magician but then decided against it. Davin said nothing as Jamie rushed past and once more directed the mercenaries as they continued their march, heading toward the column of smoke in the distance.
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      The Lost City of Gold was ash.

      Talen stood next to Davin; the two brothers stared down on a sloping valley that had once culminated in a recessed lake. The last time they’d been here, a ceiling of ice had shielded the city from view. Now, though, there was no ice, and there was no lake. A single ebony tower reached like a finger toward the sky. All around it, remnants of charred buildings and homes spewed wisps of smoke on the breeze; the acrid tufts twisted across the horizon in haphazard patterns.

      Talen stared, numb. He could still smell ash in the air and taste soot. No matter how many times he swallowed or licked the roof of his mouth, he couldn’t quite dislodge the bitter taste. But before him, the city itself proved a far greater distraction than the odious flavor.

      “He burned it all,” said Talen, breathless. “There’s nothing left.”

      Davin gripped his saber in a tight fist, his hand clasped like a judge’s palm around a gavel. He joined Talen in staring down the trail and the face of the mountain that spread around them; the trees were also charred and burned. All that remained of the lush forest that had once adorned these hills was ashen remnants of scattered wood and the exhausted rivers and streams, now empty, chipped, and dried banks of mud and dirt streaked with black.

      Talen heard no birds, nor did he glimpse movement in the undergrowth from any critters. As he surveyed the land, he spotted something else.

      “Eyeless Host,” he said, his voice a murmur. He extended a hand, pointing in the direction of small figures moving about the foot of the tower.

      Davin watched as well. He paused, narrowing his eyes, and then he looked back over his shoulder in the direction of the mercenaries who had fanned out behind them, issuing commands.

      The sound of chopping wood and thudding hammers soon filled the air as the mercenaries constructed siege weapons. The schematics had been provided by Alarkey, who had trained selected freedmen in the assembly of the devices. Then again, as Talen surveyed the valley, he thought there wasn’t much city left to besiege.

      Over the sound of construction, Talen heard murmured shouts from the valley floor. The Eyeless Host moved among the charred buildings, their footsteps scattering ash. Talen spotted them lugging large, curving white things which he first took for tree roots.

      But then, with a small gasp, he recognized them. “Bones,” he said. “Those bones were in the ceiling last time we were here. They were suspended in a red substance.”

      Davin frowned. “What sort of red substance?”

      “Like ruby, except crackling with a strange energy.”

      The two brothers stared as more bones were dragged out of the tower and arranged in a particular pattern. Already, the bones extended from the base of the tower, down three streets, and looked as if they would continue expanding. The ancient corpse’s fragments were placed in an ordered, uniform fashion, like a jigsaw being pieced together.

      “Ruby red...crackling with energy. Remind you of anything else?” Davin asked.

      Talen glanced at his brother and gave his head a shake.

      “What about your friend?”

      Davin’s gaze had leveled on Jamie. The large magician stood at the base of the valley, halfway between their army and his father’s tower. He was pacing back and forth on the outskirts of the city, growling beneath his breath; he seemed on the verge of some decision. Davin and Talen tried to call to him, but Jamie ignored them. Talen couldn’t blame him. His sister was likely in pain as they stood there. But rushing in wouldn’t help Gwin. They needed a plan; they needed their army in place. It was a horrible thing to wait, but without Alarkey’s siege weapons, their small host would prove insignificant against the magician’s tower and whatever heinous defenses it contained.

      Talen glanced over at the leather satchel slung over his brother’s shoulder.

      Davin still had the small box he’d bartered from the mother. What he’d promised in exchange was still a mystery, and Talen wasn’t sure what the box would do against Winter.

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” said Talen. “What about Gwin?”

      Davin raised an eyebrow over the mask. “Really? I don’t know much about magicians. But from what I’ve been told, they derive their power from where their hearts are buried. If I remember correctly, your friend holds the final heart that her father needs to resurrect this beast.”

      Talen hesitated again, and then he realized what his brother meant. “You don’t think...” he began, but he fell quiet at the grave look on Davin’s face. “She wouldn’t have...” he started again, but then drifted off once more. He shook his head and felt nauseous all of a sudden. The smell of char and soot mingled on the air and did little to appease his rumbling stomach, but the horror stretching his veins and circulating through his system cleared his mind, filling it with shock.

      “You think she buried her heart somewhere in the tower? Somewhere with the bones?”

      Davin shrugged. “Those bones are precious to Winter. Maybe she thought it would be the last place he’d look. Burying it right under his nose. She didn’t take it back so much as move it. Clever, if so.”

      Talen stared at the bones being arranged by the Eyeless Host. There was no sign of Winter himself, but the looming tower reminded Talen of his presence all the same. He thought of Gwin’s magic, of the crackling red electricity. He thought of the ruby ceiling he’d spotted last time he’d been in the tower. Of the energy zapping around inside and the bones suspended like branches and twigs in sap. Davin had to be right. Gwin’s heart wasn’t buried far away. It was here, at the tower. When she’d stolen it from her father and escaped his control, she’d left her heart in the tower, under her father’s nose, somewhere he didn’t suspect.

      “That’s not good,” Talen said, gritting his teeth. “That means—”

      “—the moment she talks, he’ll find what he needs. Any hope of stopping him or recovering Father will be futile,” said Davin. The brothers shared a look and then turned back, shouting urgently at the mercenaries to pick up the pace; the Aurems, in unison, both hurried over to help with the schematics for the siege weapons.
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      Talen watched as a thick, burning stone arced through the air, catapulted forward by the strange contraption. Two more of the large, wooden siege weapons launched additional projectiles. Stones covered in burning tar arced through the night and slammed into the ground outside the tower.

      Talen had lost sight of Jamie in the falling night, and his own limbs ached from carrying lumber, hammering, and lathering tar over stones gathered from the nearby ravine. The only light came from the illumination of torches set in a perimeter around their staging area. Talen watched as the three siege weapons cranked back into place with hand levers— the weapons used a simple pulley system constructed from rope, and three logs rigged with grooves comprised most of the mechanism.

      He’d heard of catapults before, but these siege weapons were simpler in design and yet seemed to launch their burdens even farther and with greater velocity.

      Talen whistled quietly as another stone whipped forward; this one’s flame sputtered and then died. He lost sight of the projectile until he heard a loud crunch from the city below. A few of the stones, still smoldering, illuminated the base of the tower. The Eyeless Host had disappeared when the projectiles had started raining down on the city.

      The bones of the dragon had been left, and every time one of the projectiles struck the bones, scattering them, Talen could hear a growl from the direction of the tower and the earth would shake as if the mountain itself were snarling in frustration. Talen supposed anything that upset Winter would serve their purpose just fine. Davin and Talen redoubled their efforts and issued commands to gather more stones, to continue softening the tower with a barrage.

      For his part, Talen was growing nervous. Gwin had been gone for nearly eight hours. Jamie was missing, likely looking for his sister. Eventually, Winter would react to their attacks. He had more monsters, more cultists, more power at his disposal. And yet, for now, the tower remained motionless, responding only with ominous sounds every time a bone was crushed, or a piece of the dragon scattered.

      “What did you promise her?” Talen asked, glancing at his brother in the dark.

      Davin’s hands adjusted the satchel over his shoulder, but he shook his head once. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Before Davin could respond fully, a cry arose from the mercenaries. It took Talen a moment, but then he spotted the looming tower, its base illuminated by the now blazing boulders . The front doors slowly opened, like a monster revealing a shadowy gullet.

      “Someone’s coming!” the mercenaries muttered among themselves. “Think it’s the magicking bastard?”

      “Eyes straight, lads!”

      A few more comments and shouts arose, but for the most part, Talen ignored them, his spine tingling as he watched a single figure step from the tower, stumbling and crying.

      At first, he thought it was Gwin.

      Two more figures emerged behind the stumbling one, knives in their hands. These were cultists, their eyeless faces staring sightless over the top of the woman’s head.

      The woman in front of them still tried to regain her feet, but wept as she did.

      “Who is that?” Davin asked suddenly, staring.

      Talen shook his head. “I can’t tell from here.”

      He and Davin began moving down the hill.

      “Aurems!” cried a voice from behind them. “Careful.”

      Talen glanced back at one of the captains from the Alarkey estate. “We’re just getting a closer look; we won’t get too near.”

      He turned back, and with Davin in tow, the two brothers made their way stumbling down the mountainside. There was something about the woman’s movements that seemed familiar. Something that filled Talen with a cold dread. It wasn’t Gwin. The hair was the wrong color.

      They watched in terror as the woman stumbled again, then tried to get up. Her dress was in tatters around her, her face streaked with mud and dust and blood. The two cultists behind her had their knives raised and marched in slow, steady pursuit.

      “Divine help me,” Davin said. “Is that—”

      Talen froze solid. They’d drawn near enough to peer into the city, looking over the top of the cliff surrounding the basin that had once served as a lake. There, tripping over the bones arranged in a row, spreading out from the base of the tower, Talen spotted a beautiful woman; or, at least, she would have been beautiful if not for the blood streaking her face and her disheveled appearance. She was about twenty years older than the boys. Twenty-three, he thought. Talen knew exactly how much older she was. He’d spent his life knowing.

      “Mother,” Talen said, his voice hoarse.

      “It’s a trick,” another voice muttered at his shoulder.

      Talen turned sharply and nearly swallowed his tongue. Jamie stood there, except instead of his human form, the magician was once more the Golden Fool. The giant, eight-foot-tall monstrosity stared, his skin gleaming in the night as he surveyed the valley, a haunted expression on his face.

      “Davin, that’s Mother,” Talen said, looking past Jamie at his brother. But Davin had already drawn his sword and made to surge forward down the hill.

      Before he’d made it two paces, though, Jamie’s hand shot out and large metal fingers wrapped around Davin’s wrist.

      The older Aurem screamed in protest. He didn’t stop to try and speak but instead yanked with all his might, and Talen heard painful cracks as Davin’s forefinger snapped, but he managed to pull himself from the magician’s grasp.

      Growling in pain, Davin stumbled down the hill, losing his balance and toppling to his knees, but he rolled on the incline and pushed off a rock, regaining his footing. Already, Talen knew his brother’s bracelet would be taking effect. His bones would heal.

      But Jamie called after Davin with a shout, “It’s a trap!”

      “That’s our mother!” Talen said. The two cultists encroached on Melayna Aurem. They were hunting her, knives extended as she stumbled over more bones, shifting about, trying to escape.

      Davin shouted, “Mother!” His voice sounded less like that of a man and more like that of a child or a mewling kitten. Davin stopped and, with his broken hand, reached down to grab a stone, which he threw into the valley, but the cultists ignored the errant projectile as it clattered in the street far from them. With a curse, Davin sprinted down the incline again.

      “Don’t!” Jamie cried, his voice echoing.

      But Davin ignored him.

      Talen checked the futures and knew his brother wouldn’t come back. With a snarl, he tore after Davin. Part of him knew Jamie had to be right. If anyone knew Winter’s tactics, it would be the Golden Fool. Melayna had died. She had been killed nearly a year ago, crushed to death by a carriage.

      But another small, desperate part, hoped against hope that perhaps she had survived somehow. Perhaps Winter had taken her, or revived her. There was no telling what magicians could do.

      The smoke had mostly cleared, but as Davin stumbled down the ridge, he kicked up dust. More ash scattered behind him in a cloud and Talen blinked, his eyes watering, and he coughed as he tried to maneuver after his brother.

      Talen heard a growl of frustration, then glanced back and saw shifting golden metal through the smoke and dust as Jamie gave chase.

      “My sister is in there; don’t fall for the ruse!” Jamie shouted. Talen didn’t respond. Instead, he put on an extra burst of speed, trying to make it to Davin’s side.

      Melayna stumbled over more bones, and she was sobbing now. Talen could hear her cries from this distance.

      The siege engines behind them still whirred; Talen heard the croak of gears and the thud of stones slamming into dirt or bone or the tower itself.

      Talen watched as a particularly large boulder, covered in burning tar, rolled just past the two cultists and narrowly missed his mother.

      “Run!” he shouted, still struggling to sprint after his brother down the lip of the lake and toward the ridge that led to the cobblestone street. Davin had already reached the ground, his footsteps thumping against the stone as he lurched past scattered bones.

      Talen reached the streets a few moments later, his heart pounding, sprinting toward the woman stumbling over the bones and trying to reach them.

      Her face was exactly as he remembered. Streaked with blood and dirt and ash, but his mother all the same. She was crying incoherently and didn’t say anything, but instead screamed as the cultists descended on her with knives.

      “Don’t!” Jamie shouted behind them.

      Talen fell a niggle at the back of his mind. Despite the desperation, despite the horror, he paused for the briefest moment. It took everything in him, every cold, calculating, strategical part of him, and he felt horrible for doing it. But he paused, and instead of rushing to the aid of his mother being hunted down by knife-wielding lunatics, he checked the futures, guaranteeing his own safety—in his mind, like a coward.

      Davin had no such hesitation. His brother was already sprinting across the street of bones and had halfway reached Melayna.

      Talen, though, checking the futures, realized Jamie was right.

      “Stop, Davin!” he shouted after his brother, his own heart plummeting in his chest. “It’s not her! It’s an illusion!”

      Davin stumbled a moment, hesitating. He seemed caught between the decision to save their mother and his habit of listening to his younger brother. He stood frozen for a moment, hesitant, and this hesitation spared him an arrow to the chest.

      As he pulled sharply up, trying to decide what to do, and as Talen continued to call out warnings, two crossbow bolts shot from a nearby window of a charred and burnt-out husk of a building. Shouts and curses arose from the building as the bolts missed Davin and slammed into the cobblestones around him.

      An arcing boulder, still pulsing with fire, shot over their heads, and slammed into a building two blocks down.

      Sparks and flames shot into the air, illuminating the streets.

      Talen spotted the cobblestones through the body of his mother, as if she were a mirage or a thin layer of water vapor. At his cries of, “It’s not her!” the form of Melayna smiled in his direction, leering, her eyes turning dark, and she disappeared like a mist, fading.

      The two cultists with the daggers, though, were all too real, and continued sprinting toward Davin.

      Talen heard the crank of more crossbow bolts being nocked, and heard the twang of the bolts being fired. He cursed and sprinted up the street after his brother. Davin stared, stunned, at the spot where his mother had disappeared. He shook his head, gaping, seemingly in shock.

      “It was a trick!” Talen shouted. He tackled his brother from behind, still checking the futures, knocking Davin out of the way of two more bolts.

      Davin hit the ground. He bounced back up, snarling. He whirled on the cultists like a banshee, shouting incoherently as he did. Once, twice, his saber sliced, cutting through both of the Eyeless.

      He began to move toward the window where the crossbow bolts came from, leaving the gurgling and dead bodies of his attackers still half upright as they slipped bleeding to the ground; but before he could make a move, Jamie arrived, and, with two thundering blasts of magic, sent scorching balls of magma slamming into the window and searing the building.

      All sounds ceased from within, and no more crossbow bolts were forthcoming.

      Talen stood in the street, gasping, steadying himself, and glancing between his two companions. Davin had a feral, wild look in his eyes as he glanced about, seeking more foes to skewer. Jamie had a similar look, but his gaze was fixed on the tower itself.

      The door remained ajar.

      It stretched before them, like the yawning mouth of some monster, or like the beckoning invitation of some trap.

      “I don’t think we should,” Talen said softly.

      “If it was your sister you would,” Jamie snapped.

      He stomped past Talen and shoved Davin, moving across the bones and kicking them one way or another as he went, heading directly to the tower’s gaping door.

      The siege engines had stopped firing, and Talen was grateful for it. He didn’t want to have to dodge flaming projectiles from the sky as well as potential crossbow bolts from nearby windows.

      “Should we follow him?” Talen asked, his voice low.

      Still wild-eyed, still gasping, Davin turned and blinked a couple of times as if trying to recover his senses. Talen repeated the question, and Davin managed a shuddering breath. He shook his head as if clearing cobwebs and said, in a stammering, trembling voice, “I-if it wa-was you”—he swallowed—“I would.”

      “Gwin would do the same for me,” Talen said. He nodded once in determination. “I’m going. You don’t have to come.”

      “What a stupid thing to say,” Davin snarled. Without looking back, he stomped after Jamie, hurrying through the trail of scattered bones.

      As they passed, Talen noted some of the bones were the size of tree trunks, while others were no larger than his hand. Whoever had recovered the bones had done so with meticulous care. There was no dust nor dirt on the white segments. A few specks of ash had landed on some of them, but that was expected, given the state of the city and the siege weapons assaulting it.

      “So much for an army,” Talen murmured beneath his breath.

      “Nice of them to open the doors,” Davin replied.

      “I’ll check the futures; just be ready.”

      Davin nodded to show he’d heard. He reached up, adjusting his bronze half mask. Together, the brothers, standing shoulder to shoulder, moved across the street, through the charred city that had once belonged to magicians and directly toward the tall ebony tower in the center of it all. The Golden Fool strode ahead, his glinting mass like a beacon drawing them closer.

      “Davin,” Talen said, “I just want to say, if we don’t make it, I’ve always—”

      “Shut up.”

      Talen fell silent. When he glanced at his brother, he could see the thin, pressed line of Davin’s mouth. Davin hesitated. He looked at Talen with a haunted glint in his eyes and said, “I feel the same. But I’m serious. Don’t say it.”

      Talen nodded, and together, they reached the bottom of the stone steps that led up to the tower’s entrance.
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      Talen paused on the steps. From within the tower itself, he detected the odor of more ash and smoke swirling on the still, frigid air. He glanced over his shoulder, back down the steps and at the scattered white bones splayed across the ground. From this angle, elevated as he was, it seemed like the trail of bones went on forever.

      “Just how big is this thing?” Talen asked, his voice soft to his ears.

      “Let’s hope we never have to actually find out,” Jamie growled from within the darkness of the chamber. Beyond him, the atrium was open and empty. There were no threats as far as Talen could see. He checked the futures and detected no intrusion was imminent. For the moment, they were alone. But they needed to find Gwin. And, most of all, they needed to find Winter and stop him.

      “Hang on,” Davin said. “Do you hear that?”

      Talen paused, listening, directing his attention toward the interior of the tower. But a second later, he swiveled sharply around and peered back up the ridge, his gaze scaling the mountainside and focusing on the mercenaries in the distance.

      The sound of clashing metal and distant shouts wafted down from the ridge.

      He watched in horror as a wave of dark-hooded figures carrying knives and crossbows charged across the mountainside. They spilled like tar down a riverbank, pouring from tunnels that had appeared in the sides of the cliff.

      Large creatures, wendigo by the looks of them, also emerged from the tunnels. Their hands slashed out indiscriminately. A couple of times, they snared one of the cultists, ripping them from the ground and shoving them into their mouths, crunching their bones.

      Talen couldn’t hear much from this distance, but he did hear strangled shouts and cries of pain as the mercenaries turned from the siege weapons to face the oncoming attackers.

      “A distraction,” Davin growled, frozen between the doorway of the tower as if deciding whether he should venture after Jamie or turn back and help the soldiers. “He lured us away. We have to help them!” He made to move down the steps once more, but before he could take another step, the giant stone doors that had opened, revealing the entrance of the tower, squeaked and began to shut.

      Talen had just enough time to shove Davin out of the way and through the doors, lurching forward himself, before the doors shuttered with a thud.

      All signs of the battle and the bones disappeared. Talen stood, motionless, staring at that etched stone door sealing them in, like the lid to a sarcophagus.

      “A trap,” said Jamie. “Like I said. With my father, you can never trust what you’re seeing.”

      Talen shivered and glanced over at Davin. His brother stared at the door, but the sounds of battle from beyond had vanished now.

      “They’ll die,” Davin said with a growl.

      Jamie frowned. “Maybe not. They’re trained soldiers. As for us; there’s only three of us against my father. Pity us rather than them.”

      Talen shifted uncomfortably. “What chance do we have against him?”

      Jamie set his jaw but didn’t change his tone. His golden face flashed in the darkness of the atrium. The only light was cast by rigid, shattered fragments of crystal in the ceiling. Talen remembered how, the last time he’d been here, the ceiling had been filled with red quartz, like ruby, spanning the entire chamber. Now, most of the crystal was shattered—broken or torn away. Only a few fragments of the material remained. These shards glowed, low, red, illuminating the room faintly, like starlight trickling through an opaque window.

      “Our chances are suspect,” said Jamie. “We need to rescue Gwin. Come,” he said, turning and stomping toward the bottom of the stairs. They curled up, twisting higher and higher like a coiled serpent around a tree.

      Talen started to follow him to the base of the steps, but he glanced back at Davin, who hadn’t moved. They shared a knowing look, and then, Talen’s gaze flicked to the satchel at his brother’s side.

      Davin’s attention also dropped to the leather bag, and he reached into the mouth and pulled out the small, ornate wooden box. His fingers traced the strange carvings of flowers and animals along the edge. He swallowed and looked up at his brother.

      “What does it do?” asked Talen. “I mean—I saw what it did to the Claymaker. He just vanished. Will it work on Winter?”

      Davin shifted uncomfortably and rubbed his thumb along the edge of the box. “She said,” he murmured quietly in a ghost of a voice “anyone I touch, while holding this with an open lid, will be swallowed.”

      Talen stared at his brother. “Swallowed?”

      “I think their soul. She said it would take them. Claim them. It should work on Winter.”

      Talen stared in awe at the small wooden box. “She as in the mother? I was right; you did speak to her.”

      Davin shrugged. “I told you we needed allies. Besides, she’s known for making bargains.”

      Talen stared at the unmasked side of his brother’s face as they both moved to the base of the stairs and began to follow Jamie, who had already ascended halfway up the first flight.

      “What did you offer in exchange?” Talen asked. Horror dawned on him, and he didn’t want to think what Davin could have possibly offered in exchange for something so powerful. Last time he’d seen it, the mother had cradled the small box like a child. For Davin to now have it, the price had to have been steep.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Davin muttered. “Tell you after.”

      The same horror prickling down his neck, Talen followed Davin up the stairs; they maneuvered after Jamie as he led them farther up the tower. Davin gripped the small box, his hand trembling.

      “It will work on anyone?” Talen asked, checking the futures as they moved toward danger.

      Davin shrugged. “That’s what she said. I have to touch them, though. If you’re holding the box with the lid open and you touch them, it should work.”

      Talen grunted as he pushed off a step and nodded to show he’d heard.

      How hard could it be? Getting within touching distance of a magician who’d spent his whole life in isolation, growing in power. That didn’t sound hard at all. Talen clenched his knuckles; he could feel the weight of his bracelet slipping back and forth across his wrist as he swallowed a couple of times, trying to quell the nerves turning in his chest.

      “Where do you think he is?” Talen called up the stairs. He had lost sight of Jamie and could only see a golden hand gripping the railing above them. A booming voice called down, “The top. Hurry.”

      No further answers were forthcoming and the Aurem brothers had to break into a jog, taking the steps three at a time, gasping as they curled up the tower, passing one landing, then another, and another, following the trail of shattered red crystal in the ceiling and the glint of the golden hand moving rapidly along the banisters above them.

      As they climbed, Talen thought he heard a scream echoing down from the top of the chamber. The shouts of pain set his teeth on edge, and he picked up the pace.

      He tried not to think of the battle on the mountain, or the mercenaries fending off the Eyeless Host. He tried not to think of the bones stretching from the base of the tower out into the charred and ruined city. He tried not to think of the magician waiting for them at the top of the tower, the harvested hearts of the descendants in his possession. And he tried not to think of Gwin and the pain she was likely enduring. Chances were she’d already given into her father’s demands.

      Talen, with urgency in his step, picked up the pace, trying to focus on the futures but struggling with worry and doubt clouding his mind. His heels clicked every time he moved, and his slight limp only worsened the farther they went.

      The air was cold by the time they reached the halfway mark. From inside, the structure seemed much larger than it had from the outside. Each landing became more sparse, more scattered with flecks of crystal. Hand tools, pickaxes, and shovels remained, from the excavation of the bones.

      Farther and farther they went, climbing, circling the tower, one revolution after another.  Spinning our wheels, Talen thought.

      Eyeing the box once more, he opened his mouth to ask his brother a question, but before he could ask, an unmistakable scream echoed down from the top of the tower.

      “Gwin!” Jamie shouted.

      The thumping steps of the Golden Fool thundered along the stairs above. Davin and Talen shared a wild-eyed look, and they picked up the pace, breaking into a sprint again as they raced after Jamie.

      They finally pulled to a halt, stumbling out onto a landing that Talen recognized. His breath came out in ragged gasps.

      But this time, things were different.

      Once, a door had occupied a wall, leading to the magician’s chambers.

      That door was no more. The wall itself had been blasted apart as if by magic. The room beyond didn’t resemble a room anymore. Instead, long lines, in geometric and strange shapes, had been etched in blood on the floor. There were five raised daises, pillars of marble, upon which Talen spotted four silver chests.

      He stared at the chests, and then his eyes flicked to the fifth and final pillar. But this podium was empty. He spotted a silver chest on the ground, not far from the entrance to the space. Next to the chest, Gwin lay, her back pressed against the cold wall, her hands in the air as if fending off a blow. Her eyes were wide, her nostrils flaring, and she screamed again.

      Talen shivered, but he couldn’t see the source of her terror.

      “Look for smoke!” Jamie snapped over his shoulder. He barreled forward, charging toward his sister.

      Beyond her, illuminating the trails of blood etched into the floor like paint, Talen spotted strangely shaped candles with odd hues and unnatural wax shapes. He could hear the splatter of the candles and the dripping of the wax since there were so many candles.

      Another hole had been blasted in the ceiling. Instead of facing a sky tinged with smoke outside, the sky was dark.

      They’d only entered the tower twenty or so minutes ago, and at that time, night had only just fallen.

      But now, staring through the gap in the ceiling, the skies above were completely devoid of smoke—and streaked with stars. It was midnight. Or at least it seemed to be.

      Gwin screamed again and jerked her head back, shaking.

      “I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “I’m so sorry! I tried to stop. I couldn’t help it!”

      Jamie tried to reach her, but the moment he reached the doorway, he slammed into something solid. The large magician grunted and stumbled back, as if thundering into a brick wall. He massaged his metallic face and tried to push through again. But again, his progress was halted.

      He snarled and shook his head, raising his hand and sending a blast of magic toward the door. A quivering haze, like the image of Melayna outside, appeared and then bricks and stone tumbled where Jamie’s magic struck.

      Where one moment it seemed like an open space, now it was a charred stone and brick wall preventing entrance. There was another flicker and a doorway appeared. The door was sealed shut.

      They lost sight of Gwin all of a sudden.

      “What is it?” Davin shouted.

      “Illusion,” Jamie shouted back. “Don’t trust what you see!”

      Talen focused on the futures. But there were so many of them, zipping by rapidly, like horsemen surging past in one wild heap, that he couldn’t focus on any of them.

      He swallowed, trying to push back the confusion, trying to make sense of what was real and what was fake. Parts of the walls moved and swam like water. Eyeless Host and cultists began to clamber up the stairs and then disappear, like fading smoke. A large, cackling shadow filled the room, spanning the space like a bat with spread wings, but then it disappeared as well.

      The only constant was the screams from the other room.

      Jamie snarled and sent more blasts of molten metal toward the wall—a few seconds of this, and then the door melted away enough for Jamie to reach a hand through. With a herculean groan, he ripped the doorframe from the wall and flung it away.

      “Davin!” Talen shouted in warning.

      His brother stepped out of the way of the door—metal and debris shot through the space where he had been standing.

      The scene beyond was exactly as Talen had initially thought. The same geometric shapes and painted blood, the same five podiums, four of them with silver chests. One of them empty.

      The same crumpled form of Gwin against the wall.

      But also, someone else.

      A tall, column-shaped cloud of smoke occupied the center of the room. It took Talen a moment to realize it was a cloaked figure with its black hood raised. The figure had the fifth and final silver chest in his hand.

      In his other smoky, quavering hand, the figure clutched a pulsing, throbbing red heart. Gwin screamed in pain every time the smoky figure squeezed it. Talen shouted and pointed, but Jamie ignored his cries and was at his sister’s side, trying to steady her, trying to pull her to her feet.

      But Gwin protested and pointed a quavering finger at the tall, shadowy pillar of a man. Davin, always the bold one, howled in rage, and, clutching the wooden box in one hand, sprinted across the chamber, ignoring the patterns of blood on the floor, and kicking over candles as he stumbled forward.

      Talen watched as the tall figure of the magician placed the pulsing, beating heart into the final silver chest. He moved to put the chest on the final podium, but before he could, Davin howled and lunged at him, fingers outstretched. He hadn’t even stopped to draw his sword.

      If he was able to touch the magician while with the mother’s chest was open, it would all come to an end.

      But the tall, shadowy form recoiled the moment the box came near. The wooden, strangely carved container whipped through the air like a cudgel, and Davin’s hands passed through air as the smoky figure gusted back like a puff of wind.

      Red eyes stared out from a black hood, churning and pulsing with rage. The eyes were like a vortex of fire, or like two storms trapped in a skull. Talen couldn’t make out much beyond the eyes. As he stared, he realized that the tall, shadowy figure was even larger than Jamie.

      Talen stared up at the sky, beyond the shadowy form; the starlight seemed to fade, and the shadowy figure seemed to expand, filling the room. Davin tried again and swiped his hand through the air, but again the shadowy figure gusted back like a breeze, avoiding Davin’s hand.

      “How dare you!” a deep, groaning voice howled. It didn’t seem to be coming from the cloaked figure so much as it seemed to emanate from the stones of the tower itself. The room around Talen shook and trembled. Jamie had Gwin on his shoulder now and was dragging her out into the hall.

      But Gwin kept shouting, “He has it! He has my heart! Stop him!”

      Jamie managed to pull Gwin to safety outside the room; he pointed at her and Talen and snarled with a ferocious howl, “Keep her safe!” And then, he spun around and sprinted back into the room, surging toward the podiums with the five silver chests.

      Talen stared in horror as Davin swiped at the dark magician again with his outstretched fingers curling like talons.

      But this time, he tripped over a pile of candles, sending flames and wax spewing across the ground and sizzling against layers of thick blood painted in a crescent moon shape.

      The tall, cloaked figure had seemed surprised at first, but the alarm was quickly fading. The bright red eyes circled the group and stared in fury at the wooden box in Davin’s hand. The being didn’t seem to even care that Jamie was nearing. It waved a hand in Jamie’s direction and the golden giant slammed into a wall of air and was sent flying backward, skidding across the ground, out the door, and tumbling down the top few stairs with painful thumps.

      Now, Talen stared, standing in the doorway, stunned, as the full ire of Winter, the dark magician, fixated on Davin.

      “How dare you!” The deep, roaring voice swelled in the room and shook the air.

      Davin swallowed and swung the wooden box like a bludgeon. But again he missed. The magician gusted out of the way as a pillar of smoke.

      “Left, Davin!” Talen screamed. His brother moved just in time and narrowly avoided a pulse of curling black smoke that seemed to solidify in midair, forming what looked like a knife point.

      The smoke dissipated the moment it struck the wall behind Davin. It spread out like a puff of ash.

      Davin struggled to maintain his feet.

      How did one touch something made of smoke? But that’s what Davin had said they needed to do. The mother had said if they touched someone with the wooden box, that would be the end. But Davin wasn’t fast enough. And Talen was no faster. He could see the way the dark magician would move, but his head throbbed from all the possibilities. And he wasn’t quick enough to cry out instructions before the magician was already on the other side of the room, avoiding Davin completely.

      “The chests!” Jamie screamed.

      Gwin was trembling on the ground at Talen’s feet, her arms clasped around her shoulders, her head shaking numbly.

      A strange, pulsing wave of black seemed to creep to the top of her skin, like a tracing of veins, but the pulsing seemed to only grow stronger the more Gwin trembled. Again she screamed in pain as the black beneath her skin pulsed and then faded again.

      Talen wasn’t sure what was happening, and he felt for his friend, but as he stared into the room and watched Davin charge the dark magician in futility again and again, he knew they were beaten.

      Jamie had regained his feet and stumbled forward once more, his hands extended toward the silver chests on the podium. He sent a blast of molten metal zipping across the room, heading directly toward one of the chests.

      But the magician roared, and with a wave of his own hand, he sent Davin flying through the air. Davin’s body collided with the jet of magma from the Golden Fool.

      Talen watched in horror as his brother was splattered with molten metal. His skin immediately melted beneath the impact, revealing bone across the side of his face, down his neck, and along the top of his right shoulder.

      Davin clattered to the ground, the wooden box skittering away and landing halfway across the threshold. Talen stumbled forward, moving toward his brother and the box, shouting incoherently.

      Gwin continued to scream in pain. He wasn’t sure what her father had done to her, and he could only hope it would fade with time. Right now, the magician was busy with his own agenda.

      The fifth and final silver chest was now placed on the empty marble podium.

      The moment the silver base touched, Talen heard a quiet thumping sound, like a heartbeat. The sound filled the room and swelled, growing louder and louder. Thumping. Thudding.

      The room began to spin, almost like it was attached to a wheel. Through the open partition in the wall, Talen glimpsed the city below. It was the same charred ruin he’d spotted before. But night had fallen, and it was hard to make out much.

      The one thing he could see, besides the flames in the mountains coming from the direction their mercenaries fought, was the glow of light spanning the streets, extending from the base of the tower, and moving outward.

      It took Talen a moment to realize the white glow emanated from the bones themselves.

      The magician muttered something beneath his breath, extending his hands as if to embrace all five of the silver chests.

      “Stop him!” Jamie yelled in a strangled scream. “You have to stop him!”

      Davin was still injured, and half singed, bone still visible through his seared flesh; still, he managed to regain his feet and run toward the nearest podium. He shoved it with all his might, sending the silver chest toppling to the ground.

      The magician howled in rage. He swirled around, lunging toward Davin with the ferocity of a wolf.

      Another pulse of black smoke lifted Davin into the air and slammed him to the ground. Talen heard many snaps and cracks as bones gave in his brother’s body.

      Talen didn’t bother crying out this time. There was no space for error now. He had reached the door himself, and he stooped and snared the mother’s chest; he could feel his fingers tingle where he touched it.

      For the briefest of moments, everything seemed to freeze.

      “Interesting,” said a voice in his mind.

      It was an ethereal, weighty voice. But also the voice of a child, and a voice he recognized. The voice of someone who wasn’t in the room. The voice of the mother.

      “Help me!” Talen snarled.

      But the voice echoed in his mind, “A bargain is a bargain. There are no further terms.”

      The voice faded and the presence vanished. Talen found himself holding the box in one hand and staring at the magician. The podium and its burden—which Davin had knocked over—were now back in place.

      Anyone Talen touched while holding the soul-stealing chest open would be swallowed. That’s what the mother had told Davin.

      Talen glanced over at Jamie and watched as he struggled to regain his feet. The magician had been knocked back by another pulse of shadow from his father. Davin was now motionless, as close to death as possible, given what his bracelet would permit. It seemed as if every bone in his body had shattered, judging from the strange angles and protrusions of his limbs and neck. Talen stumbled into the room, groping blindly at Jamie and Gwin’s father.

      He checked the futures. And in  one, he spotted what was happening in the courtyard below.

      The bones were starting to come together, as if drawn like the magnets his uncle had shown them back at the estate. Flesh was beginning to form over the bones, over sinew and bloodied muscle. Scales began to sprout across the flesh. The bones began to stand upright, extending to the sky, pointing up as more and more of them mended.

      All five of the silver chests were still resting on the podiums. The magician had his hands outstretched again and he continued to chant, louder and louder.

      Talen raced to Winter, but in every future, he was too slow. The magician was too fast and saw him coming a mile away. Talen tried again, but again, there was no hope. In no future could he touch the magician.

      Jamie sent another blast of molten magma, which again was deflected by a pulse of shadow from his father.

      The thumping, thudding sound in the room had reached a crescendo and the air also echoed with a cackling laugh. The magician’s hood had tilted, and a bony, skeletal chin protruded from beneath red eyes. The jaws trembled and laughter swelled the room as the magician continued to chant, his voice nearly a howl now.

      Below, in the courtyard, Talen could see the enormous, impossibly large form of a beast stitching together and coming alive.

      He watched as one of the silver chests disintegrated, completely turning to ash. Horror filled him a few moments later as a second silver chest also crumbled.

      He checked the futures and realized that within the next few seconds, the third would also fade. He had no way of knowing which of the chests contained his father’s heart or which one carried Gwin’s.  Whatever the case, the magician had nearly completed his ritual. Talen slipped on a streak of blood, spattering it, and ruining the pattern it had made.

      He grabbed a candle and threw it at the magician, but Winter only laughed and ignored it.

      Talen tried to move closer, but Winter moved away. He knew what the mother’s box was; Davin’s gamble hadn’t paid off. The brothers were going to fail, and the dragon was going to be brought back to life.

      Talen couldn’t reach the magician in time. Desperately, he scanned the futures; behind him, his brother was groaning in pain. He could hear Gwin still screaming in agony. At least that meant she was alive. The melted, ashen heaps on the silver podiums didn’t belong to her yet.

      Jamie had been knocked into a wall again and was shaking his head, struggling to rise.

      Talen was not fast enough. His brother perhaps could have been, but Davin was out of commission. There were only twenty or so seconds before all of the hearts were consumed and the dragon in the courtyard would fully rise.

      Through the gap in the cracked wall, extending out to the night sky and peering down at the mounds of ash and char which had once been a city, Talen spotted five skeletal heads, five skeletal throats opening, a quiet, horrifying mewling sound beginning but then deepening and becoming a roar.

      The magician was laughing louder now. A third chest turned into an ashen heap.

      Gwin was still crying in pain. Of those final two, Talen desperately hoped one belonged to his father.

      But he couldn’t know. And right now, did it even matter? He couldn’t touch the magician. He had no powers beyond the ability to see an unavoidable future.

      They had failed.

      In the back of his mind, he heard a quiet chuckle. The same voice from before said, “Jump.”

      The single, simple word seemed to adjust his perspective. Talen no longer focused on the magician. The chanting, the cackling, the roar from outside filled the air.

      Talen ignored what was happening in the tower. He still clutched the wooden box from the mother in his left hand. But his eyes were now fixed on the hole in the wall and the cracks in the stone, extending out and giving him a view of the courtyard below. He fixed his eyes on the dragon and then stared at the chest.

      Touch anyone. That’s what his brother had said.

      “Dammit,” he muttered.

      “Talen,” Davin called out, his voice croaking and broken.

      Talen glanced over at his brother. Davin writhed on the floor, trying to regain his feet. Talen shrugged and mouthed, “I’m sorry.”

      He sprinted forward.

      The magician moved to the side again, laughing, avoiding any effort of Talen’s to reach him. But this time, Talen hadn’t been lunging at him.

      The magician had proven himself too fast. Winter beckoned the end of the age. He couldn’t be touched. He was merely smoke and illusion and hatred. But Talen wasn’t focused on him anymore. The mother’s container was a powerful thing. He didn’t know how powerful, but desperate times called for foolish decisions. Talen kicked over one of the podiums as he moved past it, hoping it would buy him a couple of seconds. Time was precious.

      He checked the futures, needing to time this perfectly. He remembered not long ago, back at the fighting pits, leaping to his—what he had assumed—death. But then, he’d survived.

      This time, he knew with iron certainty, he wouldn’t.

      Talen jumped from the top of the tower.

      From behind him, he heard a bloodcurdling scream of agony that had nothing to do with pain coming from Davin. Talen wouldn’t heal like Davin could. But it didn’t matter. If he didn’t do this, everyone died.

      He’d timed his jump perfectly. His eyes on the futures, ignoring the plummet, he toppled head over heels. He clutched the wooden box tightly beneath his arm.

      “Interesting,” said the mother’s voice, echoing in his head again.

      Talen ignored it. To him, at least in that moment, it sounded smug.

      His life didn’t flash before his eyes. He didn’t contemplate his choices. There wasn’t time for that.

      All there was time for was a quick fall, a wild shout. And then, at the very last moment, a desperate, lunging surge of his hand outward. With his one hand, he flipped open the lid of the box. He spread the fingers of the other, reaching for the dragon in the courtyard below. It was a hard thing to miss. Upstairs, the magician had been too fast, but out here, the dragon was the size of the city itself, its five heads pointing toward the night sky, peering up at the stars and roaring.

      Talen didn’t have time to contemplate much. He didn’t have time to see the result. Desperately, he hoped the magic of the mother would counteract the magic of Winter. He couldn’t reach the magician, but he could reach his beastie.

      With a desperate surge of emotions, his fingertips just barely brushed against the scales newly formed on the flank of the enormous monster. He heard a crack, could feel the box in his right hand start to vibrate wildly.

      Right before he struck the ground, he heard a horrible shout from the top of the tower, and then he slammed, bones breaking, skull crushed, motionless, meeting the ground in a calamitous end.
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      No pain. No agony. That was a surprise.

      His eyes fluttered and he twisted his head. The afterlife?

      Talen inhaled. He could detect the odor of moss and fungus and what smelled like fresh mushrooms. His eyes fluttered again and opened.

      A face stared down at him.

      A face he recognized. A face he’d missed. The kindness in those eyes sent a sob creaking through his lips. And he stared up, trying to swallow back the tears.

      If he could cry, did that mean he was still alive? No. He was staring into the eyes of a dead man.

      “Father?” Talen asked, his voice rasping. “You’re alive?”

      Willem Aurem stared down at his son, his face exactly as Talen remembered it. Willem gave the slightest shakes of his head. He smiled and swallowed. Tears trickled down Willem’s cheeks and quivered at the edge of his nose.

      “I’m not sure,” the merchant said softly.

      “You both live,” said a voice.

      Talen shook his head and pushed up. He realized he’d been lying on a bed.

      He was in a familiar room. A small tree stump centered the room, and benches made of logs circled the stump. A semi-sphere window, gleaming with sunlight, was set in the wall behind the stumps. Moss covered the walls and roots tangled the ceiling as if this room were somehow beneath the tree.

      Talen glanced across the room. A single child sat daintily on the edge of the farthest stump, watching them with wide, alert eyes. The child’s ears tapered up, forming points, and she wore a woven circlet of green glass—perhaps even emerald—circling her hair. Her face held a stern expression and the weight behind her gaze contrasted her youthful features.

      Talen stared, stunned.

      The mother reached out, extending a small wooden box to Talen, and giving it a small shake.

      “Not much room in there anymore. Though I suppose I do have to thank you. I would not have enjoyed what came next if that beast had been allowed to breathe.”

      Talen stared, shaking his head. “I don’t understand. What happened?”

      The mother chuckled and tapped her fingers against the lid of the box. She reached out and traced her hand through some of the mushrooms sprouting from the side of the table. She flicked at the moss but didn’t tear it, leaving it where it was. “You used my gift to swallow a dragon. The magician wasn’t pleased.”

      Talen continued to stare. “I—I don’t understand.”

      The mother smiled again and stuck the wooden box beneath her chair, stowing it out of sight. The stump she sat on hadn’t seemed hollow, but Talen wouldn’t have been surprised if the mother could manipulate the earth itself.

      “What happened?” he repeated. He glanced over at Willem, and then back at the mother.

      “A deal,” she said. She smiled in Talen’s direction. “A promise. The means to defeat Winter, and the guarantee of your life and your father’s, within the extent of my power, in exchange for your brother.”

      Talen stared, stunned. “Wait, what do you mean?” He tried to sit up, his voice rising.

      But the mother scowled, her childish features forming into a frown. “Careful,” she said sternly. “Don’t raise your voice at me. I don’t like it.”

      Willem was also looking past Talen. One hand rested on his youngest son’s shoulder, but his eyes were fixed on the strange child.

      “We’ve met before,” he said. “You didn’t look this way then, but I recognize your eyes.”

      The mother’s oversized eyes stared at Willem, flicking between him and Talen but finally settling on the merchant. “I remember you. One of my finer deals.”

      Talen swallowed, glancing up at his father. “What do you mean Davin traded himself for our safety?”

      The mother glanced down again. “Honestly, it wasn’t a very good deal. But I did quite like his persistence. In exchange for whatever occupies it now”—she tapped the wooden stool where she’d stowed the box—“and for your brother’s service for one hundred years, I guaranteed your safety, and, if your father’s heart could be recovered, his safety.”

      “So, so I’m not dead.” Talen glanced sharply between Willem and the mother. “My father’s truly alive?” Emotions swirled through him; Talen wasn’t quite sure which one to settle on. Horror and hope, anger and joy, flashed by like a flood. He turned to his father and reached out, gripping Willem’s hand. He stared desperately up and croaked, “I can’t believe... you’re really, are you—”

      Willem shook his head. “I don’t remember anything. I remember the crash. I remember your mother.” His voice squeaked. He cleared his throat and wiped a tear from his eye.

      In that moment, Talen decided that ghosts probably didn’t shed tears. He reached out again, gripping his father’s arm, determining it was solid flesh and muscle.

      “The magician?” Talen asked, rounding on the mother once more. “Jamie, Gwin?”

      “Your friends survived too,” said the mother with a nod. “That wasn’t my doing. Winter fled. The sudden reversal of his channeled power left him weakened. A coward can be predictably cowardly when needed. He was angry, of course. But when his precious creature crumpled, soulless, once again a mass of bone, he realized he’d been bested.”

      Talen stared. “He’s alive? Winter still lives?”

      The mother pursed her lips. “True evil never fully vanishes. Not until the end of all days. He will bide his time and recover. It will take a while. I’m sure he’ll be back. And if not, someone like him.”

      Talen shook his head, trying to catch up, trying to figure out what he was being told. His mind flashed—memories not fully his own flitted across his vision.

      He spotted himself crumpled against the ground, a wooden box clutched beneath his right arm. He spotted a swirl of red and flashing blue energy pulsing from the dragon, extending down Talen’s splayed left hand and seeping like water pouring into a bucket, culminating in the tiny box in Talen’s grip. The giant dragon, which had mostly formed, crumpled back to the ground, turning to dust and leaving piles of empty scales and bones extending from the base of the tower.

      He glimpsed the top of the tower. Winter himself was horrified, staring into the courtyard, shaking his shadowy head wildly. From this distance, the magician didn’t look so large. Jamie rose up behind Winter, both his hands extended, taking that opportunity of distraction to shoot a blast of magic at his father’s back.

      The magician vanished, avoiding the attacks but not appearing again. Talen didn’t know where he went.

      He spotted Davin, his broken bones and body slowly reforming on the marble and stone floor where the ritual had taken place. Talen spotted two silver chests still resting on podiums. He spotted Jamie running over, grabbing both, dragging them back to Gwin.

      Gwin’s shouting and painful screaming faded.

      Another flash of memory—still not his own—flooded Talen. He spotted himself again, slowly mending. The same sorts of green sparks from Davin’s bracelet pulsed over his body, except these sparks weren’t coming from Davin’s gift. The healing seemed to come from the box gripped in his hand. He spotted Davin a few moments later, being led away from the tower, a small, pale, ghostly hand gripping his, leading him away from his brother’s healing form. Talen’s eyes flashed and his gaze resettled; he stared at the mother, his heart in his throat.

      “Where’s Davin?”

      She shook her head. “Mine. A bargain is a bargain. I won’t break it for you. And I won’t break it for him. Be grateful. You have your life, and you have your father. Your brother, for now, is mine.”

      “You said... you said a hundred years,” Talen murmured, his voice rising in volume as the impact of the words settled on his shoulders. “That’s a life sentence!”

      The mother shrugged. She steepled her small hands beneath her chin and smiled.

      “What are you smiling at!” Talen shouted.

      She frowned at him and pursed her lips once more. “Please don’t raise your voice,” she said primly. “As far as I can tell, this was a glorious success.”

      Talen shuddered, his mind reeling, struggling to make sense, struggling to face the horrible reality of Davin’s bargain. Desperately, he searched for something, anything to undo it, anything that might help. “I don’t understand. How’d you bring me back?” he asked, his tone desperate. “How’d you bring him back?” He glanced at his father.

      The mother shrugged. “You carry that bracelet, and your brother has his, and yet you ask how I’m able to do the same sorts of things? Boy, the Wole is mine. It has been long before Winter set up his tower. And it will be long after your species has vanished.”

      The childlike form shifted and pushed away from the mossy, mushroom-covered table. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you. If there’s anything else you need, don’t hesitate.”

      “Wait!” Willem said. There was iron in his father’s voice.

      Talen still gripped Willem’s arm, but he could feel his father gently tugging away. For some reason, Talen didn’t want to let go. He could feel his throat closing, as if he couldn’t quite draw air.

      “Wait,” Talen murmured. “Wait—what are you doing?” He stared at his father, but Willem refused to make eye contact.

      “Mother,” said Willem, staring at her, “we made a deal, years ago. I wish to make another one.”

      The mother sighed and turned back, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, but your son is mine. It was a fair trade. A bargain is a bargain. I won’t betray it, and I won’t let you. You may be a negotiator among your species, but among mine, I’m the lead merchant.”

      Willem nodded. “I understand. I’m not trying to steal anything from you. Only a trade.”

      The mother shook her head. “Your gold means nothing to me. What could you possibly offer?”

      Willem swallowed and glanced at Talen. “Davin for me.”

      Talen shook his head wildly and tried to reach out, pulling at his father’s arm. But Willem gently disentangled himself, stepping away from the bed.

      Talen pushed off, swinging his legs over the cot. He tried to get to his feet, but Willem moved away, heading toward the mother.

      “The same deal. One hundred years. Except”—he held up a finger, and the mother frowned—“Except you allow me to visit my sons. Once every month.”

      The mother frowned even deeper at this. She said, “This isn’t a trade. Your son made no deal for visitation or vacation. Why should I give it to you?”

      A desperate cloying sensation crept through Talen’s body. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. He’d only just gotten his father back, and now Willem wanted to leave again? Yet despite the horror in his veins, Talen recognized his father’s posture, the way he angled his arms, the puffing of his chest. This, he knew, was a negotiation. A deal. The sort of exchange he’d witnessed hundreds of times before.

      Talen wanted to interrupt, to shout, to scream, but he knew it was no use.

      He stared at his father. Either Davin was taken forever, or his father... Except this way... They could still see each other. Once a month wasn’t a lot... but it was better than never.

      It felt like dragging his bare feet over hot coals, but Talen stoppered his emotions, narrowing his focus to the deal itself. A deal required clarity. Negotiation faltered to emotion, so Talen struggled to suppress his.

      At last, he said, his voice hoarse, “The bracelets.”

      The mother’s eyes leveled on him, peering out as if judging his soul. “Excuse me?” she said.

      “The bracelets,” Talen said. He reached down and twisted it a couple of times until he held it in his hand. The glass and stone shifted back and forth as he extended it toward her, waving it like a ticket. “Please. This is how it all started. These are powerful. Take Davin’s. Take mine. And, and then honor my father’s deal.” This last part came tumbling from Talen’s lips. He hated himself as he said it, but as he glanced up at his father, he realized what was at stake. It was either Davin’s soul for the duration of the rest of their lives, or the ability to at least see his father once a month, and perhaps to visit the Wole and see him more than that. They had the funds to travel, and the means to do it. It was a terrible thought, to have his father back only to see him stripped away again so quickly.

      “But twice a month,” Talen said, the words springing unbidden from his lips.

      Willem glanced sharply over and gave the faintest shake of his head.

      The mother glared and also began to shake her head.

      Talen knew he had passed the limit. His father often talked about a negotiation’s limit. Sometimes, a client, if offered a great deal, say ten gold pieces, would agree to the price. Secretly, they might have been willing to go to fourteen even. But if offered ten, they would accept and be happy about it. A skilled negotiator could figure out the limit. They could offer thirteen, right beneath the fourteen mark, and once again make the deal and leave the client satisfied.

      But a limit was also dangerous. Most negotiators knew that if one passed someone’s limit, not only would the client refuse the deal, but they wouldn’t listen to any further negotiation, even if the sale dropped back down to ten. The same person had been willing to agree to ten originally, but if their limit was overextended, they would no longer be willing to meet the asking price, like a band of rubber stretched too far and unable to retract. Talen could sense his father’s disapproval, or disappointment. But before the mother could say anything, he called out, “And I’ll get you the third bracelet!”

      At this, Willem’s eyebrows shot up.

      “Bring my brother back, let my father visit twice a month. And sometimes we may visit too.”

      Talen’s cheeks flushed and his lips trembled as he spoke. But he pressed on, desperate, negotiating for the very soul of his family. “The bracelet you gave my father. The one that turned everything to gold. I have to imagine that one is the most powerful. You can have the set. All three of them back.”

      The mother stared, her gaze flicking from father to son. “You can procure this third bracelet?”

      Talen hesitated, thinking back to the interaction at the gate with the guards from Grum. He remembered the captain with the horsehair helmet, his father’s bracelet wrapped around the man’s wrist. The broken, disheveled bracelet, now claimed by a man intent on seizing Alarkey’s estate.

      Talen nodded firmly. “Yes. Take mine; Davin can give you his, and I’ll reclaim the third one for you as well. But only if you meet the terms.”

      The idea of losing Davin for a hundred years was unconscionable. The idea of losing his father again hurt too. But there was a difference between a dead man and a man who visited twice a month for the rest of their lives. Talen was determined they would visit as well. It wouldn’t be so different than moving to a different city. Many of the children in the kingdom did that.

      Talen glanced up at his father, his eyes laden with tears. But his father was staring back, a look of pride in his gaze. He reached out and rubbed his son affectionately across the back of the head.

      “I love you,” Willem whispered.

      Talen swallowed and a sigh escaped his lips. He leaned over and hugged his father.

      The mother watched as the two Aurems embraced. At last, she clicked her tongue. “In exchange for a hundred years and all three bracelets,” she said, “the bargain is struck.”

      The moment she said it, there was a sound like thunder in the distance, a flash of lightning in the window.

      A second later, Talen found himself drenched in rain.

      He was no longer in the small, mossy room.

      He now stood on the side of the road, surrounded by shuddering men clad in armor and covered in blood and sticky with mud.

      His father had vanished too. Davin stood next to them. His brother’s bronze mask was missing.

      For the first time, Talen saw the full extent of his brother’s face. Strange, twisting scars twisted up and down the left side of his face.

      Talen hadn’t realized his brother could scar. The scars looked old. The marks extended down from the top of his forehead to the bottom of his chin. Many of them. Deep cuts, healed long ago. Slash marks—Talen remembered how his brother had first died... Cut by the highwaymen from Grum.  Talen stared through the rain at his brother, and Davin turned slowly, noticing the attention. A second flashed, then Davin’s eyes widened in disbelief. His jaw unhinged.

      The last he’d seen of Talen had been his broken corpse on the ground among scattered bones. Talen glanced up and down the bedraggled procession of soldiers.

      He didn’t know how far they had traveled, but looking around, it didn’t seem like they were in the Wole anymore.

      Davin stared at him, rain streaking down his face. Talen reached out, his fingertips probing his brother’s exposed face. Davin recoiled slightly, but then breathed a sigh and stepped forward, snagging Talen in an embrace. He gripped him tight, his shoulders shaking as he held his brother.

      “You’re alive,” he said, his voice murmuring over the sound of the rain. “I saw you fall. I thought you died!”

      Talen swallowed. “Did you think she wouldn’t honor her bargain?” he asked. He hugged his brother back, but Davin pushed away gently and looked up at his younger brother. “She? You saw her?”

      Talen nodded once. “What do you remember?”

      Davin muttered, shaking his head. “The magician escaped. But something happened to the dragon. When you touched it, it vanished. The bones were still there, but the ritual didn’t work.”

      Talen nodded, starting to shiver as rain seeped down his shirt, streaking his hair and plastering it against his forehead.

      He glanced at the mercenaries. About half the army remained. Many of them were in a bad way, limping between brothers and sisters in arms, or groaning as they sat in the backs of trundling carts.

      “You got horses,” Talen said, glancing at the creatures.

      Davin nodded once. “Bartered. Not stolen. Farm on the border.”

      Talen scratched the back of his head, feeling the wet and shaking against it. A row of mercenaries in both crimson and blue shambled past. As they passed, they nodded to Talen one at a time. There was a look of surprise in their gaze which quickly turned to awe.

      His voice low, Talen said, “I can’t believe you made that deal.”

      Davin stared at his younger brother. “You were missing for three days. I thought you were dead.”

      Talen reached down to adjust the bracelet on his wrist, but then realized it was missing. He paused for a moment and felt an emptiness in his gut. A flash of anxiety sparked through him. He’d spent so much time with that bracelet. He reached out, in his mind, trying to check the futures, but realized he couldn’t. It was gone. He was normal again.

      A spark of sadness accompanied the thought.

      “Come, let’s move,” Davin said. “Get your blood pumping. How did you get here?”

      Talen just shook his head and shrugged. “I woke up. Talked with the mother. I saw Father.”

      At this, Davin spun, clapping his hands, gripping Talen by the shoulders. “You saw him? He’s alive then? I didn’t know, with those silver chests. Gwin made it,” he choked, “but I didn’t know if the last one—”

      “—he made it,” Talen said simply. “He traded himself for you. For the deal you made.”

      The rain almost seemed to pause for a moment. The tapping of droplets against the ground faded for a brief second. Davin stared at his brother, a look of horror etching across his face.

      “It’s all right,” Talen interrupted before his brother could speak. “We negotiated. He’s allowed to visit us twice a month for the rest of our lives. We can visit him too as much as we want. The Wole might not be as dangerous anymore after tonight.”

      Davin gaped like a fish, oscillating between horror and hope. He stared at his little brother and shook his head. “I—I don’t understand. Father traded himself?”

      Talen nodded again. “The moment he heard what you’d done. I don’t think he thought it would be good for us to be separated.”

      Davin shook his head and stuttered and mumbled a few questions. But each one trailed off into the rain. He glanced at Talen again, the water streaking down his scarred face, and then hefted a sigh. “Typical. I should’ve known he would do something like that.”

      Talen glared at Davin. “I should’ve known you would. What a boneheaded deal to make.”

      Davin began stalking away, splashing water with each heavy footfall, and sending droplets of mud mixed with rain arcing through the air. “Some thanks that is,” he snapped over his shoulder. “Was trying my best!” He snorted. “It was a suicide mission, and we made it out. What hope was there otherwise?”

      Talen frowned at his brother, but then followed, pushing back his emotions. “Davin?” he said.

      “What?” Davin snapped, spinning around, his hands clenched at his side.

      Talen reached his brother and grabbed him in an embrace again, this time refusing to pull away. He could feel Davin’s muscles tense beneath him, but after a moment they seemed to settle a bit, loosening. Talen swallowed and whispered, “I’m glad you did what you did. We have him back. It’s not maybe what we wanted. But twice a month isn’t so bad. And if we can visit him on the other weeks, it will almost be like visiting family in another city.”

      Davin relaxed fully now, his muscles no longer clenched. He stroked his little brother’s head with a hand that was more usually a fist and then held him close. He held him for a moment, breathing deeply. Then he pushed away. “It’s not what I would’ve wanted either. But maybe, maybe we can find something else she wants.”

      Talen looked up.

      “She’s always interested in a bargain. Maybe we can find something else to free Father.”

      Talen shrugged. But somehow, he found this thought gave him a bit of a spring to his step. He decided he would wait to tell Davin about the bracelets and the rest of the deal. There was no sense in spoiling a good rainstorm with more bad news.

      Talen followed after his brother, following him along the trail with the mercenaries. In the lead, in one of the carts, he spotted Jamie cradling his sleeping sister and holding her head, his hunched form sheltering her from the rain. Jamie scowled across the cart, glaring out at the trees.

      Talen didn’t go over, but he felt glad they were still with them. Judging by Davin’s earlier comment, they had been traveling for three days with the mercenaries. At least for the moment, they would stick together.

      Smiling now, despite the rain pounding against him and the frigid water causing his clothing to stick to his body, Talen trudged through the sloshing mud, breathing in, out... in... out...
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      The journey back to Alarkey’s estate passed rather quickly and the days bled together, drifting across the roads and trails like a quiet stream circling dust. To Talen, though, the journey seemed slow. The travel normally would have taken two days, but with their injured, the place slowed, and it took more than three.

      During the third day of travel, with the city of Grum in sight, they stopped for a rest. Talen could hear the quiet clinking of coins as soldiers played a game of Teker in the back of the nearest wagon.

      Other mercenaries lined the road, squatting, sitting cross legged as they relaxed and rested their feet. Talen stretched, massaging the back of his neck, and wincing as he moved in his worn-out leather boots. He stood on the side of the road for a few minutes, recovering and inhaling the scent of wildflowers and sunlight.

      He turned and spotted a quiet pond at the base of a curving hilltop; for a moment, he watched the water, smiling. His shoulders felt looser all of a sudden, and his neck no longer felt as stiff. A brief second passed and then he noticed movement by a small trail covered in bright yellow flowers.

      Talen stiffened.

      His gazed darted to Davin, talking with Jamie at the front of the line, then back to the wagon where Gwin had been resting for the majority of the trip. Her nights had been filled with nightmares, and sleep had been sparse. But Talen couldn’t see her.

      His gaze snapped back to the motion of the yellow flowers at the edge of the pond. His heart fluttered in his chest, but standing there, in the warm sunlight as birds twittered overhead, Talen couldn’t help but feel at ease.

      He stretched and swallowed, pushing back any jolts of fear. Perhaps it was just a deer or a mountain lion. Any creature in the woods wouldn’t dare approach a group of humans this large.

      Yet, still, Talen was plagued with thoughts of strigoi lurching from the trees, or wendigo bursting from the ground.

      Nervously, he beheld the dirt between his boots. His gaze flicked back once more to the yellow flowers, which were still swaying on the breeze. He turned to the nearest mercenary and hesitantly said, “Tell my brother I’m heading into the woods.”

      The mercenary, who was reclining against a tree along the side of the road, turned to look at him; he craned his neck, his blue armor shifting as he nodded once.

      Talen glanced back at Davin but then turned and stepped off the road, moving around the base of the grassy hill. He could still feel Grum behind him, the large city on the horizon, currently little more than a hazy outline. They would pass it soon enough. The corrupt city didn’t seem so ominous at this distance.

      But there were scars on his palms that reminded him of the city’s legacy—pain birthed from Grum’s influence on the slave trade. Talen shook his head, trying to jolt the memories from his mind.

      He missed his bracelet. Being able to tell the future had served him well. He found himself suffering bouts of anxiety and jolts of fear any time a noise startled him, or a potential threat loomed on the horizon.

      Perhaps that was why he wandered off the path on his own. He couldn’t always run off to Davin, looking for help when faced with fear. He would have to grow used to it now. The bracelet was gone.

      Still, there was no harm being cautious.

      Talen drew his knife and moved through the trees, the leaves brushing gently against his cheek like fingers trailing on his skin. He could hear the quiet croak of frogs in the pond, and he looked over, admiring the glistening sunlight reflecting off the still pool like glass.

      And then, he watched as a figure beyond the daffodils moved, stepping through the flowers, and reaching the grassy bank of the pond.

      He pulled up short.

      It was Gwin.

      Talen felt a surge of relief and he stowed his knife. But just as quickly, the relief faded to be replaced by something else. Something he couldn’t quite place.

      He stared at her, watching as she rolled up the edges of her trousers and sat down, wiggling her toes above the water before plunging her feet into the cool, refreshing liquid.

      She smiled, her cheeks dimpling, her eyes closing at the sensation as she tilted her head back, her hair spilling past her face as she basked in the sun.

      Talen stood frozen. For a brief, wild moment, he wished it had been a strigoi. I’m out of excuses, he thought.

      What a strange thought. Excuses for what? Talen glanced over at Gwin again and shifted uncomfortably. After all this trouble in the Wole, all this violence and adventure, it seemed a laughable notion to be fearful of a girl. But there it was...

      Talen had never had much romantic experience growing up. And while Gwin was a friend, it was dishonest for him to think of her as just a friend.

      Talen was tired of dishonesty. Davin had done what he thought was best back in the Wole. Back in Teshben. Both times, Talen had wished his brother would have just told him the truth. Told him what he’d been up to. Told him what he’d been thinking.

      But that, at its core, was hypocrisy.

      He wanted Davin to be honest, but he refused to do the same with Gwin.

      She had her heart now. The silver chest was protected, in Jamie’s care. He never let it leave his sight. They had fixed it into a strong box in the back of the cart they both shared. The only key was in Gwin’s possession, and Talen had seen it on a leather strap dangling around her neck.

      Talen watched as Gwin wiggled her feet in the water. He peered from between the trees, his cheeks warming all of a sudden.

      He felt like he was doing something inappropriate. But there was no harm. It wasn’t as if she were somehow indecent.

      Still, she was quite pretty. He couldn’t help but stare at her face, his eyes tracing the curve of her nose, the slope of her cheeks, the way her face culminated in her small chin. He watched as she smiled, her long lashes fluttering, her cheeks dimpling again.

      Gwin was one of those girls who became prettier when she smiled. She hadn’t been given much opportunity to smile recently, but now, sitting on the pond’s shore with the sunlight overhead, she seemed unable to resist.

      Talen hesitantly edged up the trail, along the dirt path between the trees. He shifted uncomfortably as he moved, already rehearsing in his mind what he would say. Twice, he scuffed his feet against the dirt and half turned back, deciding that perhaps now wasn’t the time.

      But then, on his second attempt to backtrack, Gwin called out. “Who’s there?”

      There was a jolt of fear to her tone.

      Talen cleared his throat and, inwardly kicking himself but refusing to rob Gwin of what little peace she’d acquired, he set forth to return it.

      “It’s just me,” he called back and emerged from the line of trees. He gave a small little wave and shrugged at her as he emerged. He tried to say something, but found his tongue was tied.

      It was so strange. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t talked to her before.

      But he’d never been fully honest. Honesty was a scary thing. A novel notion. Honesty was the sort of thing that could bare one’s soul and reveal the decrepit, shriveled parts of one’s being. But honesty could also be valuable. Like gemstones or rare veins of gold plucked from deep within a mountain, honesty could be willingly displayed for others to see. Willem had often said honesty was a gift.

      “How are you?” he blurted out at last, shifting uncomfortably and deciding to lean against a tree. He could feel sap seeping through his shirt, but he refused to move again. He didn’t want to seem scatterbrained.

      Gwin looked up at him, studying him, but instead of answering, she patted at the grass next to her and said, “Sit.”

      Talen cleared his throat and hurried over, dropping into a crouch next to her and plopping on the shore. Without knowing what else to do, he began to extend his feet toward the water, but then, with a jolt, he realized he was still wearing his boots. He chuckled nervously and took them off, tossing them to the side where Gwin had placed hers.

      Talen stared straight ahead, lest he make her uncomfortable, and he placed his feet in the water next to hers. The cool liquid crept up between his toes and soaked the tops of his feet.

      He found himself letting out a quiet sigh of relief and pleasure. He could feel the sun now on his skin, and he leaned back as Gwin had, placing his hands behind him to support himself.

      Tree branches waved above him, scattered with leaves. There was a particularly large patch of cottony flowers that looked to have fallen from a larger tree but had landed in a tangle of smaller branches beneath.

      The boughs above almost looked like splayed fingers of some giant being staring through its hands. Talen inhaled deeply. Gwin reached out, her fingers brushing the backs of his knuckles.

      For a moment, he froze, but when he glanced over, Gwin was leaning back as well, her hand nowhere near his. Perhaps he’d only just imagined the sensation...

      She didn’t seem too interested in him. She was staring across the pond, refusing to look his way. Talen felt a jolt of rejection. It twisted through his gut like a knife, and for a moment, he thought to get up and leave. Clearly he was intruding.

      Talen watched Gwin’s face, studying her. He felt her gaze flicking back to him, and he looked away, not wanting to be caught staring. But when he looked over again, he realized she was now watching him. She also looked away with an embarrassed flick of her eyes.

      Talen regarded her hand a second time; it hovered somewhere between where it had been placed on the ground and where his own hand rested, as if she were unsure whether she should touch him or not.

      Somehow, this small gesture gave him the confidence to speak. “How are you?” he repeated.

      “I don’t know,” she said simply.

      “Well, how are you going to be?”

      “I don’t know that either.”

      Talen sighed. This wasn’t going particularly well. He flushed as thoughts wrangled themselves through his mind. The things he wanted to do rivaled any arena of comfort he’d previously explored. This was uncharted territory. And yet, at the same time, all he wanted to do in that moment, more than anything else, was to lean over and kiss her.

      The thought set his cheeks buzzing, and he wasn’t sure where it came from. He shook his head, trying to focus, but then soft fingers brushed his knuckles again.

      This time, when his gaze flicked down, Gwin didn’t remove her hand. Talen looked sharply up, staring directly at the magician.

      When she glanced over and caught him looking, he didn’t look away. Neither did she.

      Birds twittered in the branches above, and a few flecks of the white flowers Talen had spotted earlier twisted from the sky, like cherry blossoms, and scattered across the surface of the pond. Tiny ripples spread out, lapping against their ankles.

      Talen moved his foot, so his toes brushed against her ankle.

      He held her gaze, staring at her, unblinking. For a moment, he drank her in. Her beauty refreshed him. Her smile gave him courage. Her presence, the sound of her breathing alone, gave him energy and a reason to stand up and keep going. They were odd, romantic notions, the sorts of thoughts Davin might laugh at, and the sorts of thoughts Talen wasn’t comfortable with. But there it was. Gwin was more than a woman. Gwin was a woman he cared about. They’d been through a lot together.

      “Well?” she said.

      “Well what?”

      “Are you going to—”

      Before she could finish, Talen moved forward, one hand extending and his knees shifting beneath him as he turned toward her. He gently held the back of her head, then pressed forward, kissing her. Her lips were soft, and the tip of her tongue responded to him. He held her for a moment, inhaling through his nose as he pressed against her, smelling sweat, flowers, and fresh stream water.

      Gwin didn’t pull back.

      Talen’s heart pounded in his chest, more wildly than it had in the previous five weeks combined. He’d been through violence and had seen death. He’d been afraid and faced horrors. And yet, in that single moment of hope, he found, for the briefest instance, something that made it worthwhile.

      He was loath to relinquish it once he’d started. The fear wasn’t any less. The panic in his mind hadn’t diminished. Talen knew he wasn’t doing it right. He thought of all the times he’d seen couples kissing in the taverns, or on the sides of the road, crammed into alleys after a night of carousing. He knew he was doing it wrong. But that didn’t matter either. After all, she didn’t seem to care.

      After what felt like far too short a time, Talen moved back, but not fully. His face was only a few inches from hers, and he still cradled her head in the palm of his hand.

      Her eyes were closed, and she was breathing audibly. Her chest lifted and fell with the motion, and Talen did his best not to stare at the curving, roping scar up the side of her collarbone. He also spotted the key draped against her pale flesh.

      Talen felt tremors up the backs of his arms.

      “I think I will be,” she said softly.

      “Will be?” Talen answered, his voice barely a whisper.

      “Alright. I think I will be alright. And Talen...?” she said.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re tugging my hair. It hurts.”

      Talen immediately lowered his hand, as if he’d shocked himself on one of Alarkey’s inventions. He could feel his cheeks heating up and he began to shift back.

      But before he could, Gwin reached up, running her hand through her hair, smoothing it, and then, smiling, she reached out and kissed him again.

      The second time was better than the first.

      Talen had never kissed anyone before, not really. He had heard stories about the magic of a first kiss. But, in his opinion, the second was better.

      And the third. And by the fourth, he was certain the more time he spent practicing, the more enjoyable it would become.

      It was a strange thing to be vulnerable with another. Talen’s mind was an analytical one. To touch someone’s skin and to have joy, pleasure, and happiness arise at such a simple gesture struck him as odd.

      The kissing lasted a while, but eventually, the two of them released each other, and with bashful motions turned back to examine the pond as if they’d never seen water before. Yet they didn’t distance themselves completely. Though their eyes remained averted, their shoulders and the sides of their legs now pressed into each other as they continued to dangle their feet into the cool liquid beneath the smiling sun.

      Talen could hear voices in the distance as the mercenaries readied to set out once more. He heard voices calling, including Davin crying out his name.

      But he wasn’t ready to leave. Not yet.

      The sun was still high in the sky, the wispy clouds continued to duck beneath the resplendent beams. The swirling, cottony flower petals continued to drip, dropping from the tree branches, and fluttering to the surface of the pond, floating along like miniscule lily pads.

      Talen embraced Gwin, listening to her breathe, feeling the tangle of her hair pressed against his cheek. He was quite tall, and yet there was something perfectly complementary about the way she pressed against him.

      “Gwin,” he said as the voices calling for them from the road grew louder.

      “Yes?”

      “Are you—are you and your brother going to leave again?”

      She hesitated and sighed. At this proximity, the shudder of her breath seemed like a loud, echoing, gusting exhale, like wind blowing through a tunnel.

      “I don’t know. We’ve been talking.”

      “And?”

      “I’d like to stay. The mansion is nice. We haven’t had a home in a long time.”

      Talen felt his lips curving at the thought, but he suppressed the hope burgeoning in his chest. Last time they’d returned from the Wole, Gwin and Jamie had left.

      “You know you’re welcome. More than welcome. You would have your room back and everything. If you want, we could even build you a house on the grounds. You would have more coin than you know what to do with. You wouldn’t want for anything—Petar is generous, but my brother and I also—”

      “Talen,” she said.

      He trailed off, waiting, listening. Hope flared in his chest, but he could also feel a terrible anticipation. He’d never wanted something so much before, but in wanting, the thought of losing only became stronger. Talen wasn’t the sort to declare a desire. The fear of disappointment only grew in the contemplation of hope.

      But Gwin didn’t say no. Instead, she said, “Grum’s not far from here; I saw it when we stopped.”

      Talen waited, still listening to her breathe.

      “I remember meeting you there. Do you?”

      Talen nodded. “You saved my life. They were going to drag me across that line—the fighters.”

      Gwin shifted and nodded again, her head still pressed against his cheek. “I remember too. You gave me hope down there; I want you to know that.”

      “You did the same for me.”

      “I—I think I love you.”

      Talen stiffened. The hot flush spread across his face once more. He stammered for a moment, struggling to find the words. But then, with iron certainty spurning any form of hesitation, he replied, “I know I love you.”

      She giggled. “That’s nice. Like I said, you’re a man of conviction.”

      It wasn’t exactly as Talen had hoped. In a way, her response was better. But in his fantasies, Gwin had thrown herself at him, declaring her undying love, lathering him with kisses and with praise. But there was an authenticity, a truth in this moment. She meant what she said. She thought she loved him. That, for him, was enough for the moment. And yet, in his gut, he was just as certain about the affection he held for her. It wasn’t born from her beauty, or even her kindness. It was born from who she was. There was something important, something crucial about the way she leaned against him. There was a knowledge of a bond, of kinship. Both of them had brothers. Both pairs roaming the world together.

      Talen had a sense of what companionship meant. Of what relationship meant. Life was never meant to be lived alone.

      And now, with Gwin, there was something else. Not necessarily stronger, though the emotions were stronger—but something else. Vibrant and beautiful and different than his relationship with Davin. Something important, and steady, and delightful. It wasn’t something that would subtract his love for his brother, but rather a sense that would multiply his ability to care. Talen inhaled again, breathing her in.

      He pulled her close and wrapped his arm around her shoulder and kissed her cheek.

      “I’ll talk with my brother,” she said. “It would be nice to stay there. But you know how Jamie gets. He isn’t the sort that likes to dwell in one place for too long. He doesn’t trust it. I’ll try my best.”

      The voices from the road grew even louder, and at last, with a defeated sigh, Talen began to stand once more. Gwin followed after him, but as they turned up the trail, she pulled his hand, dragging him back, and kissed him once more.

      No number of shouts or angry cries from the road could distract Talen from that moment beneath the sun, at the edge of the glistening pond.
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      “We need that bracelet,” Talen said in a firm voice.

      The bedraggled group of mercenaries had mustered up their final reserve of strength to form two lines, hidden behind the ridge facing the gates of Alarkey’s estate.

      The soldiers from Grum were still there, and their ranks had indeed swelled. Over six hundred soldiers camped outside Alarkey’s home. Talen had spent the better part of an hour counting the troops. They didn’t have cavalry, nor were they equipped with magicians. Not even Grum would’ve been so bold as to employ the arcane outright.

      Mostly, judging by their looks, Talen suspected these were simply city watch or town guards and were more for show than anything.

      Still, six hundred troops for show could kill as good as any.

      Talen eased forward, moving to the very edge of the ridge. He could feel his brother pressed against him as he surveyed the field below. Davin still didn’t have his bronze mask; apparently it had been lost in the battle in the tower. Talen glanced to his left, where Jamie and Gwin also crouched.

      He flashed a smile in Gwin’s direction, which she returned.

      It had taken nearly two days for Gwin to fully recover. But now, she seemed mostly herself. Occasionally, at night, Talen would hear sounds of pain and whimpers of agony coming from the direction of her tent. But Jamie, in confidence, had said those bouts were also starting to pass. Whatever her father had done to her had not been pleasant, but she would recover.

      “We don’t want this to come to blows,” Talen said with a jerk of his head across the ridge. “We’re here for intimidation only. Understand?”

      Jamie and Gwin shared a look, and both of them nodded. “We know how to put on a spectacle.”

      Talen glanced at the two rows of mercenaries. They only had about a hundred and fifty soldiers left. And of those, fifty of them were still back at camp, a half hour’s march away, being tended to, their injuries still healing. Two columns of fifty mercenaries were hardly good odds against the company of six hundred.

      But Talen and Davin had something the soldiers from Grum didn’t.

      Magicians.

      Jamie emerged over the ridge first.

      As he stalked forward, his steps became heavier, and the thumping sound of his footfalls against mud and earth put Talen’s teeth on edge. He watched as the large man transitioned into an even larger, golden version of himself.

      The Golden Fool crested the ridge and approached the soldiers from Grum. The two rows of mercenaries took this as their cue. Fifty soldiers on the left and fifty on the right circled the hill, their weapons raised, crossbows at the ready, in a pincer movement as they approached the back of the tree line facing the tents of the guards from Grum. Gwin followed after her brother, along with Davin and Talen.

      The hundred mercenaries moved across the open field now, facing Alarkey’s gates. As they crested the hill, the sunlight gleaming off Jamie’s skin, shouts of alarm rose from the encamped soldiers.

      Jamie took the lead, like a battering ram made from metal, marching toward the tents.

      From the direction of Alarkey’s estate, Talen also heard cries of warning. They hadn’t had time to send news to their uncle heralding their arrival, but now he hoped that any scouts or lookouts would pass the word.

      “Hello there!” Jamie called out, his deep voice booming across the clearing.

      The tents were shifting and shuffling, and armor rattled loudly as soldiers emerged and formed lines, following barked instructions from their commanders. It took Talen a bit, but at last his eyes landed on Octavius Emblem the Third. The man was waving a small sword and pointing a finger directly at Jamie.

      A row of bowmen emerged from the line of tents, nearly fifty of them, but just as quickly, more joined. Jamie, without blinking an eye, came to a halt forty paces away from the camp.

      “I wish to speak with Octavius Emblem the Third!” Jamie called. Talen had debated letting Jamie take the lead on this. Talen was used to being the one who did most the talking. But this time, it was about show, not the words themselves. And Jamie was nothing if not intimidating.

      With Gwin at his side, Jamie puffed out his golden chest, facing the rows of bowmen who were hastening to set up a perimeter. Spearmen and swordsmen also formed lines within the camp.

      But Jamie seemed entirely unfazed.

      He flashed a glance at Alarkey’s gates, his gaze shifting to the glowing, pulsing glass sphere above the metal bars. Soft blue lightning still blistered it. Talen spotted cracks and marks across the glass, likely from crossbow bolts. But it seemed to have held out.

      He shifted uncomfortably, glancing down at his wrist every few moments. He wished he had kept his bracelet, at least for another few days. He still hadn’t told Davin the cost of their father’s visits. Davin gripped his sword, and his other hand, with the bracelet on his wrist, rested on his hip. He watched Jamie with an amused expression as the eight-foot giant stared down at the rows of bowmen.

      “Who are you?” Octavius shouted. He had the same gaunt face Talen remembered, and the pinched nose. He had a sneering way of speaking that set Talen’s teeth grinding.

      From within the gates of Alarkey’s estate, Talen spotted more soldiers crowding forward. They were fresh-faced, with blue armor—but theirs, unlike those following Jamie, wasn’t streaked with blood or ash.

      Many of them looked with forlorn glances at the dwindled row of mercenaries at Talen’s back. Talen could feel the pain, acknowledging that many had fallen in the Wole.

      Other faces brightened, though, as friends spotted each other, and a few of the mercenaries in Talen’s left flank, snaking around the hill, nodded briefly toward the gate, and received waves in response.

      After what they’d faced in the Wole, the mercenaries following Talen, including the remnant of the Clawed Fist, didn’t seem that perturbed by the sight of six hundred mortal soldiers. Especially given Jamie standing between them.

      “I’m here to tell you to disperse,” said Jamie without missing a beat. He stared at Octavius, who snarled and stepped forward, shaking his head wildly.

      “Lower your weapons or perish where you stand!”

      Jamie emitted a growl from deep within his chest. His skin flashed gold as he clenched his fists.

      The first row of bowmen, who were nearest Jamie, shuffled back, their eyes wide. The gray uniforms of Grum helped disguise the pallor of their features, but Talen could tell they were scared.

      “Who are you?” Octavius shouted again.

      “I go by many names,” Jamie snapped. “You may call me Winter’s son.”

      The captain frowned for a moment, and then a horrified look crossed his features. His eyes flicked in the direction of the Wole, his gaze scanning the horizon to the north where the trees sprouted across the chasm in the far distance.

      Just as quickly, he looked back at Jamie, Gwin, Talen, and Davin.

      “Sir!” one of the men shouted. “His skin is gold!”

      “I’ve heard of this bastard!” another screamed. “Fire!”

      The command came from one of the soldiers in the line.

      The soldiers of Gum weren’t particularly trained, but they were at least trained enough to not obey an order from a subordinate. Octavius was still shaking with rage, but he hadn’t issued a command. His hands were still at his sides, unable or unwilling to signal an attack.

      Still, four men fired arrows at Jamie and Gwin.

      Jamie ignored the bolts, which slammed into his hulking form and ricocheted off, completely harmless.

      He leveled a burning, vengeful gaze on the men who’d fired. In a wicked whisper, he said, “Now it’s my turn.” He raised a hand and fire and ash started spinning around like a small tornado over the center of his palm.

      The soldiers shouted in fear.

      A few more bolts shot toward him, but Gwin intercepted them with bolts of silver energy. Now the guards were screaming, “Magicians! They’re bloody magicians!”

      The soldiers with the spears and the swords were starting to shrink back as well. The number of soldiers didn’t matter if every one of them quaked in fear. Octavius was shaking his head wildly, pointing a finger at Jamie. “Stop that!” he screamed. “Stop!”

      But Jamie kept the fire vortex swirling in the center of his palm, and he raised his other hand as well and caused flames to burst from his fingertips in a show of power. “You are not welcome here!” he shouted, his voice booming. “Take your soldiers and leave. This estate is under the protection of the magician Winter. Cross him at your own peril!”

      Talen and Davin both glanced sharply at Jamie. Gwin shifted uncomfortably and glanced at her brother, but then she turned away, her face and expression turning grim.

      Talen stared with equal parts awe and fear. It was a bold bluff. Winter had disappeared when the soul of his dragon was exiled to the mother’s box. Who knew if he’d be back anytime soon? Grum was close enough to the Wole to know the name of the magician. They knew what resided in the heart of the forests beyond the ancient bridge. And judging by their expressions, they’d also heard of his golden son.

      Some of the bowmen outright abandoned their weapons, throwing them to the ground and turning on their heels to sprint away.

      Others stood where they were but held up their hands, shaking their heads wildly or dropping to their knees in surrender. Some soldiers in the distance, who had yet to join the ranks, slunk back, hiding in their tents once more.

      Many of the officers glanced around wildly. Octavius was shouting at the top of his lungs, but no one could quite make out what he was saying. With a snarl, the captain grabbed a crossbow from the nearest soldier, raised it, aimed at Gwin, and fired.

      Jamie’s eyes flickered for a moment, and then the show stopped. The pulsing inferno over his left hand, the gouts of fire over his fingers ceased. His deep, booming voice turned to a rumbling growl. With one hand, he reached out, catching the bolt in midair. He raised a single finger, pointed it at the captain, and let out a hissing jet of magma.

      Octavius fell, dead before he hit the ground.

      Like a snake with its head cut off, the camp began to undulate and move as row after row of soldiers abandoned their weapons and began to sprint away. A few of them, the bravest few, took potshots at Jamie, but their bolts were useless against his metal skin. He sent more blasts of fire through the air, but this time for show. The only one who lay bleeding on the ground was Octavius, who’d fired at Gwin.

      As the ruckus from the camp arose, more mercenaries reached the edge of the gate within Alarkey’s estate, cheering and shaking their weapons above their heads. The mercenaries behind Talen, both Clawed Fist and freedmen alike, were also shouting in excitement.

      Within minutes, the camp of soldiers from Grum had cleared. Their bodies shifted across the hills as they fled back toward Grum.

      “Think they’ll be back?” Gwin asked, glancing at her brother. Jamie allowed his form to recede, the gold seeping back into his skin, flesh once more. He shrugged and said, “Father’s name is known in that city. Those soldiers might not recognize me, but their leaders will. No one is stupid enough to cross him. Many of them have interacted with me before. We’ll be fine.”

      Talen stepped forward at this, glancing between his two new friends. “We?” he asked, raising his eyebrows hopefully. “Are you planning on staying with us?”

      Jamie glanced at his sister, then turned to Talen and scratched at his jaw. His gaze flicked to Davin for a moment, and he said, “We’ve been talking about it. We appreciate the offer. And, if it’s still open, my sister and I would like someplace to stay. At least for a while. I don’t really have work elsewhere. And your uncle sounds like a sort of man who could use—”

      “Of course!” Talen exclaimed. “Definitely welcome. Of course. Davin, they’re welcome, aren’t they?”

      Davin glanced at his brother, then at Jamie, and then at the corpse of the captain. He nodded once.

      Smiling, Talen stepped forward, his grin fading somewhat as he approached the fallen Octavius. This side of death would never be something he grew accustomed to. But perhaps that was a good thing. He stooped down by the captain’s side, his fingers scrabbling at the man’s wrist. He pulled the sleeve back, revealing the poorly mended bracelet.

      Talen sighed and removed the bracelet from the man’s arm.

      “Talen!” a voice shouted from behind the bars. “Davin? Oh dear. Open the gates. Come on, come—open the gates, please!”

      The frantic, hurried cries from inside the Alarkey estate were met with discrete scraping sounds of metal as the gate slowly opened.

      Alarkey was standing there, waving his metal arm; strange gears and knobs attached to his missing limb shifted and flashed in the sunlight. Jamie stared, his eyebrows rising. “Is he a magician too?”

      Talen shared a look with his brother, and they both chuckled in low voices. “No; don’t let him hear you say that. He’s adamant about the difference between science and magic.”

      Alarkey continued waving at them, a huge grin splitting his face. Talen glanced at his brother, then at their friends, and with a gallant wave, beckoned them toward the gate. Talen felt a flash of unease as he turned away from the corpse of Octavius. He glanced at Jamie, then at Gwin. The man had threatened Gwin’s life. He’d been threatening Alarkey’s estate. And yet, Talen still wasn’t comfortable with his death. Perhaps he never would be.

      Talen forced a smile back, but the closer he got to the gates, the less forced it became, until at last, he stepped across the threshold and into his friend’s waiting arms. Warmth blossomed in his chest. He had arrived home.

      “You’re back!” Petar kept repeating. “You’re back and alive. Divines bless us. Oh dear divines bless us.”

      The two Aurems and their adopted uncle stood for a moment in the entrance of the gates. The mercenaries flowed around them like water parting around rock. Friends went and met each other, soldiers who had marched into the Wole returned to greet those who had stayed to protect the estate. There were sounds of crying as expected faces didn’t appear, and other sounds of laughter and joy as loved ones returned.

      Talen heard someone mutter, “He’s alive, injured, but back in the Creek Trench. They’re holed up there for now. We’ll send some carts to get them.”

      He heard other muttered comments, shouts of greeting, jokes and conciliatory words to others. The procession slowly made its way from the gates and back to the estate.

      Gwin fell into step next to Talen, walking alongside him. As they moved forward, her hand slipped down to hold his. For a moment, he thought to lean over and kiss her again, but then he frowned and pushed away the thought. Now wasn’t the time. He encased her hand with his, holding it gently, experiencing the warmth of their shared grip. And together, he led his new friends, with his adopted uncle and brother in tow, along the long, winding driveway through the hedges, back toward Alarkey’s mansion. Back home.
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      Davin rubbed his wrist, staring at the spot where his bracelet used to reside. But his eyes held no regret. He stared across the dining room table, watching his father with an enraptured expression.

      Willem Aurem was dressed differently now. He was clad in strange greens and browns, as if made from woven moss. He had a necklace of small leaves carved from silver, it seemed. His hair had grown more wild and unkempt.

      It had been two weeks since Talen had last laid eyes on him. But now, his father was here with a new confidence and vast affection in his gaze that bordered on indecent. Or, perhaps not indecent, but unbridled. A wild, unapologetic honesty in the love he had for his sons, for his business partner, and for the others at the table.

      It was an intimate gathering.

      Talen, Davin, Gwin, and Jamie watched as Petar and Willem chatted away, carrying the conversation well into the night. The food had been delicious, but Talen had eaten his last bite nearly an hour ago. Still, with the fire crackling in the hearth and the odor of soup and seared pork still on the air, Talen didn’t want the night to end. His father would have to leave come morning.

      Petar was chortling at a small joke and then launched into an explanation about the newest invention he was planning. Jamie leaned in every time Alarkey did this, listening attentively. Gwin kept her expression polite, but her eyes had glazed over, and she stared at the fire, distracted.

      Talen leaned back in his wooden chair, listening to his father and business partner laugh like old times. He glanced across at Gwin and smiled. She smiled back.

      She shared a room with her brother. They hadn’t at first. But after the first couple of nights, Gwin had woken the house with her nightmares. Jamie had started sleeping at the foot of her bed, and eventually brought in a bed of his own. Her brother’s presence seemed to console her somewhat. The nightmares were fewer now.

      Talen wasn’t sure what had happened to her in the tower. But they had survived the fighting pits together. They had survived her father together.

      Talen felt a flash of affection as he stared across the table at his friend. Someone cleared their throat and he glanced sharply at Davin, who was staring Talen and wiggling his eyebrows.

      Talen rolled his eyes and tried to kick his brother beneath the table, but missed. Davin smirked and leaned back, crossing his hands over his belly, and letting out a contented sigh.

      The crackling of the fire was drowned out by laughter as Willem and Alarkey responded to a comment from Jamie. The tall magician blushed a bit and glanced between the two men, his expression turning from embarrassment to delight. Talen stared but looked away. Jamie often responded strangely to Petar’s approval. Talen supposed that after growing up with a father like his and Gwin’s, the warmth and kindness of Alarkey seemed suspect at first. But as Jamie acclimated, he seemed to bask in it, like a cat in sunshine.

      Willem never talked about what he did for the mother. Anytime he was asked, he would keep his answers vague. Talen didn’t mind so much. They were already planning to visit their father in the next week, somewhere in the Wole. It would be a strange adventure, but one Talen was beginning to build up courage for once more.

      “Do you think he’s happy?” Davin asked, whispering beneath his breath.

      Talen glanced sharply at his brother, and then flashed a smile. He glanced from his father to the fire, then at Petar. He watched Jamie’s reaction to a comment by the inventor, then glanced over at Gwin, who smiled at her brother.

      “I think so,” he whispered back.

      Davin looked troubled for a moment, staring into the fire, frowning. “He loved Mother,” he said. “I can’t imagine what it would be like without her. It’s hard enough for us. But he truly was in love with her.”

      Talen sighed, pressing his arms against the table, and staring at his empty plate. “She’s still with us,” he said. “I believe that. Wherever she is, she’s looking down on us. One day, maybe we’ll all be reunited again.”

      Davin studied his brother. “Do you really believe that?”

      Talen smiled. “I’ve learned to stop questioning what’s possible. We’re both alive. We have our father back. It feels like some stories are destined for happy endings.”

      Davin snorted into his cup, lowering the goblet for a moment, but then said, “You always did have a way with words.”

      Talen chuckled and looked back at his father. But then Davin cleared his throat and pushed his chair back, raising his goblet in the air. “A toast,” he called out.

      It took Petar a few moments to realize someone else was talking, but at last, he quieted, saying something about, “And the gears, I can’t tell you how much I love those gears—”

      Once he quieted, though, he turned attentively, his expression pleasant as he surveyed Davin. “To new friends,” Davin said, his cup still aloft.

      Talen reached out and took his own cup, lifting it. He also stood.

      “To new friends,” Gwin said. She and Jamie also got to their feet.

      “To family,” Davin said, and nodded at their father.

      Willem smiled, unblinking, as he stared at his son, his pride palpable.

      “To family,” everyone repeated.

      “And,” Davin cleared his throat, his voice cracking for moment. Fire flashed in the hearth, illuminating the scars over the left half of his face. He reached up and touched his face, pressing his hand against his cheek. Then he lifted the goblet as high as he could, almost as if he were trying to reach the heavens. “And to Mother. Melayna Aurem. The best woman that ever lived.”

      Talen and Petar both echoed this, nodding with gusto. Willem smiled, a soft sadness in his gaze, but it flickered as he glanced from his sons to his former business partner. He raised his glass at this last one and clinked gently against the others.

      Everyone took a sip and dwindled off into silence for a brief moment. And then, in that brief fragment of a moment, where silence reigned, a crystal laugh shattered it.

      Gwin leaned against her brother, chuckling. Her cheeks had reddened from the amount of wine she’d consumed.

      Talen found himself also smiling, and then laughter burbled from his own lips. Perhaps he’d drank too much. But also, though the moment was tinged with temporary sadness, sitting there, with his family, with his new friends, in a house, safe with warmth and food and companionship, he couldn’t help but feel joy. He felt safe for the first time in a long while.

      Laughter swelled to fill the room, sweeping across the six of them.

      The laughter, the stories, the drinks, and sometimes the food, lasted well into the morning, stretching past the night, and occupying, at least in that brief moment, every corner of time there was to be had.
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      Looking for more by Jasper Alden and D.K. Holmberg? Don’t miss The Lost Riders. We think you’ll love the series!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Heart of Magic. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful. Review link HERE.

      

      Want to send me a message?

      jasperaldenauthor@gmail.com.

      

      Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      

      All our best,

      Jasper Alden

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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