
        
            
                
            
        

    Prologue
 
 
“It’s time for bed Drom,” Katrina called to her son. “Go to your room and I’ll be up to tuck you in bed in a minute.”
Katrina listened to the quick steps of her son as he raced to his bedroom. She understood his haste. He knew that if he went straight to his room, without argument or stalling, she would tell him a bedtime story. Each night she would teach him the histories she had learned as a child, histories that few people knew. She wanted her boy to know everything that she had to teach him. With only a moment of hesitation, so that he would have time to get under his covers, she quickly followed his footsteps to his room. She didn’t want to keep her darling boy waiting.
“Can you tell me about the dragons tonight mommy?” her boy asked as she reached the edge of his bed and softly sat down on the corner, her customary position.
Katrina gave an involuntary shudder. Drom often asked about dragons. It was the one thing that he had never learned in her bedtime stories. He had heard a few tales about them, in all likelihood complete fiction in her opinion, from the traders who came to buy the crops each harvest. Like all young boys he was instantly infatuated by the beautiful and dangerous creatures. She understood his fascination. But no, she would never tell Drom about dragons.
“Perhaps I tell you how the races were created instead,” she suggested gently. “It’s been a little while since I told you that story.”
“OK mommy,” the young boy agreed after a moment. Katrina could hear the disappointment registered in his tiny voice. She suspected that he knew that she didn’t like to talk about dragons, but he continued to hope.
Perhaps if he knew, she thought, but he never would.
Some stories should never be told to children.
Katrina gently pulled the covers up to her boy’s chest, folding them and tucking them under his arms. Closing her eyes slightly, she imagined another place, where once she had once caressed the soft pages of the books in her father’s library. As she had on a day long ago, she read the pages of that old, tattered book, as clear to her in her mind now as they had been when she first read them. Drom was too young to understand the words that were written there, so she translated them for him into words he could understand.
“Thousands of years ago the race of man lived in what would later be known as the Age of Technology. Machines, built by the hands of men, assisted in every aspect of daily life. Mankind grew to depend on those machines. They had creations that flew through the air, rolled over the land, and sailed the seas. Travel came quickly and easily to everyone. Goods were transported everywhere. Anything that a person could want they could get easily, from anywhere in the world.”
“Could they really fly mommy?” the young boy asked. Katrina could almost see the thoughts of flying on the backs of dragons floating through his mind, shimmering phantoms glistening behind his wide, innocent eyes.
“Yes love, they had special machines that could fly faster than the swiftest of birds. But that was a long time ago. Not much is left from that time anymore. Most of what they used, most of their technology, was destroyed in the Mage War. The few remains left behind are nothing more than rusted pieces of metal that no one can even recognize anymore. Even if those machines had survived it wouldn't have mattered. In the end, no one remained who knew how to repair them.
“In the time shortly before its end mankind was a very superstitious people. At some point, no one ever knew how, mankind learned that there were some people, a rare, special few, who could use great magic, powers that those who didn't have any magic at all couldn't begin to understand. As man has always done with things it cannot understand, the leaders of man attempted to destroy that magic, killing anyone found to possess it. So the Mage War began.”
Drom sat up straight in his bed, the covers that had been so carefully tucked under his arms rolling off in a bundled heap at his waist. He loved her description of the Mage War, she knew. He always became excited when she got to that part.
“The leaders of man attacked the mages with tremendous weapons, capable of destroying entire nations in a single blow. They gathered mighty armies, great multitudes of men with powerful weapons of destruction. As powerful as they were, the mages could not hope to defeat such numbers on their own. If only man had known the truth about magic, that most of mankind could use magic on some level, things might have turned out differently. But most people had no idea. With all of humanity leveled against them, it seemed that the mages would surely be doomed.”
“Can anyone learn to use magic, mommy? Drom asked, not for the first time. He would already know what her answer was going to be. He had asked that same question on a dozen or more nights, just like this one. Perhaps he hoped, deep down, that her answer might change. She would never lie to her son though, so it never would.
“No darling. Most humans can learn to use magic, and even a few of the other races, but mostly it’s only the humans that can.”
“What about sorvinians, mommy?” the boy pressed, hoping against all hope that the answer she gave might someday change. “Can sorvinians like me and daddy ever learn to use magic?”
“No baby, sorvinians can’t use magic,” she answered softly. She understood her son’s desire. Being a human herself, she had magic of her own, though she never showed her ability to her husband, nor would she ever show it to her son. She wanted to keep Drom as far from magic, and the mages who controlled the most powerful of those magics, as she could.
“Where was I baby? Oh yes.
“One of the mages, a man known as Dorian Tabernacle, attempted to create an army to fight for him, an army of creatures that were part man, part animal. It was his belief that the only way to defend against such a vast host was to create one just as great, so he had gathered together thousands of animals to become his new army. His plan had been a simple one. He would use his magic to change those animals into intelligent beings, like humans, who could learn to use the same weapons that were being leveled against him and the other mages.
“Somehow the spell went terribly wrong. Not only were the creatures his spell targeted affected, but so were many other animals, all around the world. Millions of creatures, nearly twenty percent of the animals that were alive some believe, suddenly stood.”
“That was how the races were created mommy!” The young boy said excitedly. He knew this entire story by heart, she was certain, yet he never seemed to tire from the hearing of it.
“Yes darling, it was. The spell magically changed them to stand, think, and fight like a human being, while still retaining a part of the animals they once were. It did not, however, provide them with knowledge. They had all the strength and speed that their new bodies provided them with, but they knew no more about the world then they had when they were still nothing more than animals.
“Had he kept the spell confined to the animals he had intended to change he might have been able to control his creations, but Dorian Tabernacle could not hope to control so many. The newly created races, unable to understand what had happened, went wild, attacking anything within their reach. Very few records remain of the time just after the war. They suggest that less than a tenth of the human population was left within that first year. Many of those newly created races, those unable to stand against the more aggressive or stalwart of the new races, were also destroyed. Only the strongest survived.”
“They all were very mean mommy,” Drom stated unexpectedly. Unlike his earlier responses, this was a new one she hadn’t heard before.
“No honey, they weren’t mean. They were just scared and didn’t understand what was going on. So because they were scared they attacked everyone and everything around them.”
“Just like the humans did with the mages in the Mage War mommy,” the boy surmised, startling Katrina slightly, though she didn’t show it. As young as he was, she wouldn’t have expected him to comprehend such things entirely on his own already. She had known adults that wouldn’t have been able to understand what fear could do to a person.
“Yes dear, exactly like that. The Mage War had ended in a most unexpected way. Some would say it was the mages who had won the war. The few people who had survived had been those that could use their magic to protect themselves. Those humans without magic, who relied on technology to survive, could not cope with the speed and power of the new races who suddenly infested the planet.
“The mages would say that in the wake of such destruction neither side could claim to have won. So much of what man had become had been lost that the world now seemed empty by comparison. Millions had survived, between the remaining humans and the new races that had been created, but billions had died.”
“Is billions a lot mommy?”
“Yes sweetie. Billions is a very big number. It's more than all the people of all the races in the world today. A great many more. For the first few years it seemed as if nothing could stop these magically created beings. The mages tried fighting back with their magic, but the new races were too strong even for them. 
“In the end a council of mages managed to end the killing, not by destroying these new races, but instead by teaching them to speak. They taught the new races all they could about harmonious living, focusing on those strengths that each possessed to the benefit of all. It took many years, but in time the killing stopped and all the races began learning to live without killing each other. The Age of Learning had begun. 
“That’s when the races all learned to live together and how to use tools and stuff!” Drom announced gleefully. Katrina smiled.
Drom will not soon forget the things he learns now.
“Yes Drom, that’s exactly right. The mages never attempted to bring back the machines that other humans had once used. There was little that their magic couldn't provide them, and the new races knew nothing about them. Survival became more important than the machines that mankind had once depended on. Those few machines that remained could no longer be used. The fuels that had once powered them were no longer available, so those useless devices were discarded or destroyed for their raw materials.
“At the same time, those newly created races began to learn to build and create for themselves. These creations were nothing like what mankind had once relied on, but it was a beginning. They learned at an alarming rate, and as quickly as they learned they evolved, each in a different way.”
“Evolving means to change mommy,” Drom informed her. “You told me that the last time you told me this story. I remembered!”
“Yes dear, I’m glad you’re remembering so well. Evolving is more than just changing. It means to change in a way to suit your environment. 
“And the new races had evolved, many taking on the appearance of the humans that they had been created to resemble. Most kept only part of the animals they had once been, while others changed in unexpected ways, no longer resembling either humans or the animals they had once been. Only a few dozen races had survived to populate the planet. Those that did were only the strongest, the brightest, or simply those that the mages found to be of the greatest use to them.
“The mages took control completely. The technology of the ancients was gone forever, but some things, such as the forging of steel, the mages still knew. The races needed to know those things to thrive, and the mages used that to their full advantage. Now that the races were compliant it was easy for them to take control of them. Some of the races, like the ferals or the avians, managed to keep themselves separate from the mages rule to a point, but even they had to pay tribute to the ruling caste. At first perhaps some of the mages wanted to help these new people, but even then most just wanted to rule them.
“Now, several thousand years after the war that changed the planet forever, each race has carved out its own place in the world. Many of the inhabitants keep to themselves, staying closer to their own kind, paying tribute to whichever mage rules in their land.”
“Like Daddy and the other sorvinians mommy?”
“Yes sweetie, exactly like us. We all live right here, growing food for ourselves and for many more people as well. We give half of what we grow to the mage here to pay for our land, and everything else we don't use we send with the traders to go to market, so everyone gets to eat some. Your father grows food for many people, so he's very important. Now let me finish your history for tonight so you can go to bed.”
“OK mommy.”
“Some people don't want to live separate like we do. They live in the trade cities that were built over the ruins of the human cities that once existed. In these cities the races live together. The mages keep a tight control over the cities and those that live there. They don't want anyone to take control away from them. Some of the mages are good people, and use both their power and their magic to help the people in their cities and their lands, but in many places the mages have been corrupted by the power that they have had for so long. They only care about themselves, making themselves richer and more powerful.”
“Did you come from one of those cities mommy?”
“I came from far away,” she answered in a vague sort of way. She rarely talked much about her past, not even to her family. “I've been to some of those cities though, before I came here and met your father. Don't worry love, I'm staying right here. I'm never going to leave you and your father. I'm happy here. Now please let me finish sweetie, OK? I'll stop telling it to you if you interrupt me again.”
“No! Don't stop mommy! I won't stop you again, I promise!”
“I know sweetie. So, where was I? Oh yes, that's right. Most of the new races couldn't use any magic at all, and those that could only had a fraction of the power that the human mages had. Without magic there was nothing anyone could do about the mages rule. The races could rule themselves now if the mages would let them. They no longer have to be watched over.
“In order for them to be able to rule themselves though, the mages would have to give up control, and they will never be willing to do that. The mages have the power to keep the others in line. Few people are brave or foolish enough to oppose them. 
“Not everyone is willing to fall in line. There are always those that disagree with the control that the mages wield. Sometimes people fight back against the mages, and there are even some mages that think it's time for the people to be allowed to rule themselves. They think that the mages should use their powers to help everyone, instead of just controlling them. Maybe someday I'll tell you about one of the mages that was like that, that wanted to help everyone instead of ruling them. But not tonight dear. Now lay down so I can give you a kiss goodnight and tuck you in again.”
“No mommy, not yet! Could you tell me about the different races?”
“I just told you about them last night sweetie.”
“I know, but I want to hear about them again.”
“Not tonight. It's time for bed now.”
Katrina gave her son a kiss on the forehead and tucked him in tightly. She watched him for several minutes, noting the change in his breathing that told her he had fallen asleep.
“Goodnight, my dear Drom,” she said softly to her sleeping boy. “May all your dreams be sweet, my dear one, and may all of them come true.”





Chapter One
 
 
From the very first, Drom knew he would never forget the first time he met Garan, or the man who was first introduced to him as Garan. Not in a thousand years. For the rest of his life he would think back upon the night that would change his life forever.
Anyone who didn’t know Drom would have wondered, and with good reason, what a young sorvinian man was doing at the Staghorn Inn on a night like that to begin with. Most sorvinians would never have strayed from their farms long enough to have made it that far.
Of course, Drom was nothing like most sorvinians.
While Drom's father was sorvinian, his mother was human. Growing up in a farming community of sorvinian children had been brutal for Drom, who looked different from all the other children. Those children all looked like the bulls that the sorvinian race had been created from, while Drom looked neither human nor sorvinian, at least not enough to pass as either one of them completely.
Drom had inherited his father’s sorvinian ears, and like his father he was covered in short, coarse fur from head to foot, but the similarities ended there. His nose and mouth looked human, instead of the wide, bovine muzzle that his father sported, but unlike his mother’s small features his were wide and distorted.
He would always be seen as different. Not just different but downright ugly, at least in his opinion. He simply didn’t fit in. When he became older and his horns, the pride of any sorvinian man, didn’t grow in at all, it became even worse for him.
Unlike other sorvinians, he hated the idea of living out his entire life on a farm, watching crops grow. He longed for the adventure that lived in the stories that the traders would tell him when they came to buy his father’s crops. His mother had taught him to read and write, something that few of the traders seemed to know, but the handful of books his mother lovingly cared for only left him hungry for more adventure than what those well known pages could offer.
That was how he had come to the decision that it was time to leave the farming life behind, at least for a while, and see what the rest of the world had to offer. His father disapproved, but was good enough not to say anything about it. His mother kissed him goodbye and, with only a small pack of supplies and a hand-drawn map his mother had given him, he headed south toward the distant city of Port Dayton.
Which was how he now found himself in the Staghorn Inn, one of the more disreputable places in the city. Its only advantage was that it was cheap. According to the city guards he had talked to on his way in it had the cheapest ale and the cheapest rooms, perfect for anyone brave or stupid enough to walk through its doors.
Drom was brave, at least in his own opinion, but he didn't consider himself stupid. He was, however, dangerously low on funds. His parents hadn't given him much to see him on his way. After paying the taxes to the mage they barely made enough for their own needs. He had enough for food and lodgings at the Staghorn for five days, perhaps a week if he stretched it out. Until he found some sort of work he knew he would have to be frugal with what little he had.
The place seems clean at least, he thought as he looked around the room.
The lights were dim, although Drom suspected that most of the customers preferred it that way. The majority of the light in the room came from the small fireplace set halfway across the room from the bar. The few small oil lamps scattered around the rest of the room gave off little light, but it was enough, just barely, for Drom to see by.
The bar room was large, with thick, unpainted wooden walls. The heads of various animals, mostly deer with large, multi-pointed antlers and glass eyes that gazed unblinkingly at the patrons around the room, decorated the walls. Drom was grateful that the two round wooden tables gave incoming patrons a clear pathway to the bar. Judging by the smell of stale beer and unwashed bodies that assailed his senses as soon as he walked in, he believed it better to avoid brushing against his fellow patrons as much as he could.
Perhaps a half dozen more tables, square instead of round but otherwise unremarkable, were set against the walls. At the wall opposite the door a long, wooden bar spread out, taking up half the length of the back wall from the right corner to well passed the center of the room. Drom kept his eyes down, avoiding eye contact with everyone, as he walked straight to the bar and sat down in one of the uncomfortable, backless bar stools.
Behind the bar stood a large canis, a cunning race with the large muzzle, pointed ears, and long grey fur of a wolf. According to Drom's mother the canis had once hunted and fed off of sorvinians, as well as several of the other races, during the time before the Age of Learning began, but that had been thousands of years ago.
Looking at the bartender now, who stood a good six inches taller than his own six foot two frame, Drom felt a certain irrational fear, remembering his mother's nightly stories. That sort of thing didn't happen anymore though, he knew, if it ever really had. The intelligent races no longer hunted and killed each other, at least not openly, and this bartender was more interested in Drom's coin than in his hide.
"I'll take an ale and a plate of greens," Drom said to the bartender, trying to keep his voice from wavering.
It would hardly do to act like a frightened rabbit in a place like this.
"That's two coppers for the ale, one copper more for the greens," the canis replied. "It'll be a few minutes for the food," he added as he set down a large mug of ale on the bar directly in front of where Drom sat. The bartender didn't walk away, but waited expectantly for his payment.
Obviously this establishment expected payment up front.
Drom put the copper coins on the table and turned away from the bar to look around the room. The bartender swept up the three coins, mumbled something about the lack of a tip, and stalked off through a door at the end of the bar, presumably to get Drom's dinner.
No wonder the ale here is so cheap, he thought to himself after taking a long pull from the mug.
It was room temperature at best, although the taste was not as bad as he had expected. Glancing around, it seemed like the rest of the customers were enjoying it well enough. To Drom, who had never seen any race other than a few human traders and other sorvinians, it was exactly the sort of thing he hoped to find in this port city.
At one of the round tables a pair of sloveckii drank and gambled over a set of red dice, their thick reptilian tails swinging side to side from underneath their coarse wool tunics. Behind them stood a group of three dreks, a race of beings who could quickly and easily be distinguished by their massive ears, both wider and longer than their shoulders, and equally long noses that hung down passed their chests. All three were dressed in long, flowing, blue robes made of light silk and a red silk sash. It seemed like they were also betting on the outcome of the dice, or perhaps on how long it would take before the two sloveckii started brawling over the game. They were known for their quick tempers, Drom had heard.
At a table not far from the dice game sat two of the elvish races, named so by the mages, or so his mother had told him. It was said they were given that name because they resembled tales of creatures that existed in ancient human folklore, but since the origins of those tales had long since disappeared no one could be certain of how true that was. They wore loose clothing of a light green color. Drom could not tell what it had been made of, but as the two moved the cloth shimmered around them like wet leaves in the sunlight.
Perhaps the clothing was magical in nature, Drom thought.
The most noticeable feature on the two of them, a man and a woman, was their hair, which flowed down halfway to their waists. It was a deep, vibrant red, with orange and yellow streaks intermittent throughout. It would stay that color until winter, Drom knew from his mother's teachings, and then the color would disappear completely, leaving it a stark, bright white. In spring it would become light green blended with a light brown, like the color of tanned leather, turning darker in the summer and then back to its current color again in autumn. The shifting colors helped them stay invisible in the treetops where they made their hidden homes.
Sitting in the far corner of the room, in perhaps the darkest corner, sat two more figures, a man and a woman. The man appeared human, and the woman, at least Drom believed her thin, curvy figure to appear female, he couldn't even make a guess at, since her face was completely concealed under a thick black hood. Both were dressed in a black tunic and trousers, with a thick, blood red belt around their waists. Like everyone in the room, except for Drom, they carried swords fastened to their hips.
The woman's weapon was very thin, ornately carved around the hilt, and something on the crosspiece glinted in the dim light like jewels. Drom couldn't tell what kind of jewels they might have been in the dark room. The man's weapon, in contrast, didn't seem to have any sort of ornamentation at all. The thick blade, covered in its sheath, had only a small, unadorned crosspiece painted with a flat black color. The grip appeared to be nothing more than a piece of black cloth wrapping the metal underneath.
While the woman’s features were hidden from Drom's eyes, Drom could see the man fairly well. His skin a was a dark, golden copper, obviously a man who spent time often in the sun, with jet black hair that fell just passed his shoulders. He was clean shaven, with a thin, hawk-like nose and angular features. It was not, however, the man that held Drom's gaze for so long, but the animal that sat on his shoulder, with its tail wrapped tightly around his neck.
It was a dragonling, a rare creature created by magic long ago. A few of the richest, most powerful mages kept them as pets, or so Drom had been told by one of the laborers that came through his father's farm.
Certainly this man couldn't be one of those, Drom thought.
 The powerful mages rarely left their castles. Even if they did go out, they certainly wouldn't be found in the Staghorn. There are few places where rumor had it wild dragonlings could be found. Drom guessed that the man must have located and tamed one of those.
The animal itself was exceptionally beautiful. It had deep blue scales that glistened in the dim light like sapphires, and an orange crest, edged in deep red, that ran down its back and around its head.
It almost looks as if its back is on fire, Drom thought, enthralled by the little creature.
Drom watched as the man fed it a small piece of what looked like raw meat, although Drom didn't care to know what it was exactly. Like all sorvinians, he was a vegetarian, and the thought of any animal eating meat sent an unwelcome shiver down his spine.
"Your food," the bartender said behind him, causing him to jump a little bit. Drom turned around and saw his generous plate of greens sitting on the bar before him. The bartender grinned, or at least Drom supposed it was a grin. All he could see were the sharp, wolf-like teeth.
"Thank you," Drom said simply. The bartender merely grunted and returned to his work.
Drom fell into his food with gusto. He hadn't realized just how hungry he had been. He had run out of the food his mother had packed for him the day before, and so hadn't eaten at all that day. He had known he was close to the city, and so hadn't thought it all that important. He was not used to skipping meals though, and skipping an entire days worth of them had certainly given him an appetite.
So intent was he on his meal that he hadn't even realized that the door to the bar had opened, and a new group had entered. The newcomers walked in and their leader strode up behind him imperiously.
"You're sitting in my seat," a deep voice growled from behind him. Drom turned around to see a huge barrel chest standing above him.
He looked up into the frightening visage of a huge trog. The man had to be eight and half feet tall, Drom guessed. He easily dwarfed Drom, as well as everyone else in the bar.
He wore what appeared to Drom to be the uniform of the city guard, though he had tied the top half of the uniform around his waist, leaving his heavily muscled upper body bare. His hairless, dark grey skin was slightly lighter on his chest and face than it was on the rest of the visible portion of his body. Massive ivory tusks protruded horizontally from his cheekbones, and together with four inch long cuspids on his lower jaw gave him the most horrifying visage that Drom had ever seen.
"I said you're sitting in my seat," the trog repeated. "You'll go somewhere else if you know what's good for you."
Behind the trog, clearly backing him up, were nearly a dozen trills. Before he had left his farm his mother had warned Drom about these two races. Trills were only about four and a half feet tall at best, but made up for their small stature by traveling in numbers. They often traveled together with a trog leading the group, such as this one.
They barely followed the rules, on those occasions when they obeyed them at all. Some cities wouldn't even let them through the gates, but open port cities such as this one allowed in anyone as long as they brought capital to the city, and most mages cared little about how that capital was gained as long as they got their cut. Trogs and trills generally worked as mercenaries or guards. When they couldn't find honest work or just didn't take an interest in it, they often became pirates and thieves.
"I'll move," Drom said quickly, not wanting to cross this dangerous foe. He quickly gathered his plate and moved a few stools down, almost to the end of the bar. He quietly turned and went back to his meal, hoping that the trog was only trying to make a statement and wasn't looking for trouble.
"That's my seat too," he heard the trog say, once more moving up behind him. "In fact, all of these are my seats. Get the hell outta here. I don't wanna have to smell your kind while I'm drinking."
Behind the trog Drom could see the three dreks shuffled out of the door as quietly as they could, and the two sloveckii wasted no time in following them. This trog was obviously looking for trouble, and they didn't want to have any part of it. Drom didn't either, but it was beginning to look like this trog wasn't planning on giving him any choice.
The bartender moved as if to slip out the back door into the kitchen, but wasn't given the chance. Unexpectedly, the man that had been sitting in the corner came over to the bar and pointedly sat in the stool Drom had previously occupied.
"Bring me an ale," he said to the bartender, completely ignoring the trog, who eyed him fiercely.
"You gotta problem little man?" the trog asked, moving over to stand behind him.
"Not as long as you step a little farther back," the man answered. "It smells like you haven't bathed in a month."
"I think you need to be taught some manners," the trog returned angrily. Behind him the trills gibbered expectantly, looking forward to the trog's method of teaching a lesson. It was unlikely they would get involved themselves, at least not until the trog had already beaten the man to a pulp, which Drom was certain was about to happen.
This strange man in the black uniform is obviously out of his mind, he thought. Not even one of the great mages would try to pick a fight with a trog at close range.
"I'd be shocked if you actually thought about anything," the man replied, his voice so low Drom could barely hear him from where he was sitting only a few feet away. "You don't strike me as someone who's burdened with an over-abundance of brains. How about you do yourself a favor and take your little pack of rodents out of here before someone gets hurt."
"Someone's gonna get hurt all right," the trog bellowed loudly, causing the dragonling to fly off the man's shoulder. It flew up to the rafters where it settled itself on one of the crossbeams. "That someone's gonna be you!"
The trog pulled back his right arm, dropping it hard on what should have been the top of the foolish man's head. The man, however, was no longer there. The blow continued downward to shatter the bar stool he had been sitting on into splinters, throwing shards of wood in every direction. The trog started to turn his massive frame around to search for his prey, but before the giant completed his rotation it was already too late.
The man in black did not pull his weapon, nor did it seem that he needed to. In a movement so quick that Drom, who was nothing more than a bystander at that point, could just barely follow, the man spun with a vicious kick to the back of the trog's head. Like a tree under the woodman's ax the trog toppled to the floor, unconscious.
Trills are not normally known for attacking a superior combatant, which this man had certainly proven himself to be, but their leader had just been beaten with one swift kick. Individually they were not dangerous, but there were a dozen of them in the room, giving them the courage they normally would not have possessed by themselves, and they had to defend their leader. The entire group of them pulled their weapons and attacked.
Drom had never seen anyone move the way the strange man before him did. The trills charged, swinging their short, wicked looking weapons wildly, but not a single blade touched its intended target.
He slipped through them like a shadow, laughing hysterically like a wild man the entire time, as if the entire fight was nothing more than a game to him. Each movement he made was fast, precise, and devastating. In seconds he had reduced the numbers of the trills by half, and he still hadn't pulled his weapon.
The remaining trills backed off, spreading out in an attempt to surround the man, but it was useless. Their movements only served to make things that much easier for him. He laughed and leaped forward to attack the trills instead. He appeared to be thoroughly enjoying himself, or so it seemed to Drom. Within a minute every single trill was on the bar room floor, either unconscious or dead, Drom wasn't certain of which.
"If you're finished with your workout we should be going," said a high feminine voice. Drom followed the sound to see the woman who had been sitting with the strange man slide out from behind the table in the corner. "The chances are good that those dreks will bring the city guard down on our heads. I don't think we should be here to greet them when they arrive. They're not exactly fond of you Garan. We need to finish up here and get going."
"Don't remind me," the man she had named as Garan replied. "What do we do with the boy?"
It took Drom a moment to realize that Garan was referring to him.
"It's up to him, and to you," the woman said with a shrug. "I don't mind if he joins us. If he does, he's your responsibility. I don't have to remind you that we don't have time to wait around for him. If he can't keep up I have no problems leaving him behind."
Garan turned, looking directly at him for the first time. It seemed to Drom as if his dark brown eyes penetrated directly into his soul. "You should know boy, that the trog who was trying to pick a fight with you is a member of the city guard," he said at last. "He tends to pick fights wherever he goes, then has whoever he assaults thrown in the prison. He thinks it's fun. The rest of the guards put up with him because he's handy in a fight. He's been getting away with it for years."
Garan walked over to the fallen trog and unsheathed the sword that had stayed in his belt up to then. In one swift motion he stabbed downward, imbedding the long blade through the back of the man's neck. Drom heard a brief gurgling sound that lasted only a second, then the trog fell silent, dead.
"He won't be doing that anymore," Garan continued. He whistled, a low, short sound, and the dragonling that had been waiting up on the rafters flew back down to its perch on his shoulder. "I don't know what you were planning on doing before now, but you shouldn't stay here. The guard will be looking for someone to blame, and the dreks would have seen this trog picking a fight with you before they left. I'd say it's likely that they'll throw you in the dungeon if you're still here. Most of the guards in this city aren't much better than this one was. You can come with us, if you think you can keep up."
"Why would I want to go with you?" Drom asked, trying to sort through the confusion that jumbled his thoughts. "I just watched you murder that trog. I know he seemed like a bad sort of guy, but he was already out cold. You didn't really need to kill him. How do I know you won't just kill me as soon as we get to wherever it is you're going?"
"If I was going to kill you boy, you'd already be dead and I would be gone from here," Garan replied casually. "I certainly wouldn't be offering to help you get out of the city. I can promise you that the guards will be scouring the city looking for you if they don't find you here. I've never seen anyone who looks quite like you do, and the guard isn't completely incompetent. If you don't have somewhere to go they will eventually find you. Come on. I'll at least help you get out of the city and you can decide where you want to go from there."
"You still haven't told me why you murdered him," Drom said hesitantly.
What Garan is saying does make sense, but there is more to things than what I know. That much is certain.
"I didn't murder him, technically," Garan answered. "A murder is committed by someone who wants a person dead. I didn't want him dead. I wouldn't care less. However, someone else wanted that one dead, and that person is paying me quite well to kill him. So technically this was an assassination, not a murder. Look, I would love to stand here explaining the difference to you in greater detail, but the guards will be here soon. As my companion so kindly pointed out a moment ago, they don't care for me much, and no one is paying me to kill any of them. So I'm leaving. Come with us or not, it's your choice, but I simply don't have time to discuss it any longer."
Garan pulled his blade out of the trog's neck, wiped it off on the dead man's trousers, and returned the weapon to its sheath. Without another word he headed out of the inn into the night. Drom paused for a moment or two, then, realizing that he really had little choice in the matter, hurried out into the night to follow him.
Garan and his unknown companion were waiting for him outside of the door. The dragonling ruffled its wings, as if impatient to be off.
"I was starting to think you weren't going to come," Garan said. "I would have been gone in another minute. You've made the right decision. You've just increased your chances of survival considerably. Let's get going. We'll talk more once we put a few miles between us and the city. There's a place we can get over the city wall not far from here."
Without another word he strode off into the night, with Drom following close behind.





Chapter Two
 
 
The three of them traveled nearly half the night before stopping to rest. Drom guessed they had gone perhaps five miles, though he couldn't know for certain. He was not used to traveling so hard in the dark of night. By the time they had stopped his wide, hairy feet were already incredibly sore. He had been traveling all day before reaching the city, and had not rested at the inn for nearly long enough before the three of them fled.
He had also not eaten much that day. The plate of greens he had paid for at the inn was only partially eaten before the chaos at the inn had forced his flight from the city. Not nearly enough to sustain a large sorvinian, even a half human one.
Garan and his companion did not seem to be tiring at all. Drom thought that, had he not been with them, they might very well have continued that pace for another day or more without stopping. More than once he considered changing direction and leaving the two, but he barely knew where he was. They had not kept to any of the roads after leaving the city, and Drom suspected that if he went off on his own he might never find his way.
He believed they were heading south, though he was not even certain of that. Neither of his parents had ever taught him to navigate by the stars. People who never left their farms did not need to know how to find their way. They knew every tree, rock, and bush on their land. What use could they have for knowing how to navigate outside those borders?
They didn't stop for long. Drom would have built a fire and set up camp for the night if it had been his choice, but these two didn't seem to have any intention of doing that. They rested in silence, and after about fifteen minutes set off once again. They didn't stop moving again until mid-morning.
When they finally stopped Drom had no idea how far they had gone. He had even less of an idea as to where the two planned on going. They had indeed been traveling south, he had known that for certain once the sun rose that morning, but he knew nothing beyond that.
"We should be safe here for a few hours," Garan announced. "If we travel due south from here we will be close enough to the trade city of Lando by nightfall that I can point you in the right direction. You shouldn't have any problem finding it. Once there you should be able to travel with one of the merchants heading toward the sorvinian farm lands. I am right, aren't I? You are a sorvinian boy?"
“How did you guess that?” Drom asked. “I know how I look. I don’t look like other sorvinians.”
Or anyone else for that matter.
“It was your ears that gave you away. The rest of you looks, well, I’m not sure actually. Human maybe? Still, those ears are pure sorvinian, through and through. Regardless of your lineage, you’ll be better off going back home. The world is no place for a young boy, especially one that stands out as much as you do.”
"I'm not going back there," Drom replied sternly. "I didn't want to live the life of a farmer, and I'm not going to run back with my tail between my legs now."
Not that I have a tail. Just one more thing that makes me different than everyone else back home.
"What do they call you boy?" he asked, ignoring Drom's statement. "I'm assuming there's a story behind you, and I would be interested in hearing it."
"My name is Drom," he replied, moving over to sit on a large fallen log. He felt like he needed to sit down before he fell down. "There's not really any story behind me though. I didn't want to be a farmer so I left. That's really all there is to it."
"You don't look like any other sorvinian that I've ever met. You look like you should be old enough for your horns to start coming in, yet you don't seem to have any. Surely a hornless child shouldn't be out on his own in the world. I would think that it would be better for you to go back home. Once you're old enough to make such decisions, after your horns grow in, the farm might seem like a safer, better place for you than it does now. For young boys such as yourself adventure seems like a grand thing, at least for humans. I'm sure it's no different for sorvinian boys. However, as you can see, the world is far more dangerous than you realized when you left. I'm sure your parents miss you very much."
Garan came over to sit on the log next to him. The strange hooded woman, who had hardly said a word since they left the inn, sat directly on the ground several yards away and began cleaning her sword with an oiled cloth she pulled out of a travel pack on her back.
Drom noticed that the two carried only a small amount of gear with them, far less than he would have expected for people who obviously planned on traveling at a moments notice.
Perhaps the packs they used were magicked to carry more than they appeared to, he thought. Such things were very expensive, but not impossible to acquire for those who had the coin to pay for them.
In the bright morning sunlight Drom could see sparkling emeralds along the crosspiece of the thin blade the woman cleaned, and a large ruby sat at the very base of the pummel. He knew almost nothing about swords, though he had seen a few amongst the traders that came through the farm. From what little he knew of such blades he would have thought that such a large jewel would have upset the balance of the light weapon.
It must have cost her a small fortune, Drom thought to himself.
The dragonling, who had alternated between sitting on Garan's shoulder and flying above them in the trees while they had traveled, flew off his master's shoulder to land on the branch of a tree nearby and began cleaning its scales, as if it were a bird preening its feathers.
Drom had been picked on all of his life by the sorvinians around him. He knew when he was being baited, and wasn't going to let it get to him now. He knew that the man could tell that he was already an adult, and yet he purposefully continued to call him boy.  
"I am not a child. I will never grow horns, because only my father was sorvinian. My mother was a human woman named Katrina. I never got along much with the sorvinians around me. I looked too different. I didn't belong there, so I decided to leave. Maybe I'll find a place where I do belong, or at the very least a place where I don't feel so out of place as I had there."
Garan paused, looking hard at Drom's face, though what he was looking for was anyone's guess. "Any one of the port towns or the trade cities would take you in," Garan said after a moment. "Outside of those cities you'll find that the different races pretty much keep to themselves. They won't chase you off or anything, at least not most places, but you'll never really fit in. What you need isn't a place where you belong, but a lifestyle you can fit into. Can you use magic?"
It was a question Drom had not really considered much since his childhood. His mother had a only small amount of magic. Most humans did. Outside of human kin though, very few of the races had any magic. For those races that did have magic it was very weak, and was generally specific to that race alone. Certainly no sorvinian that Drom had ever heard of had magic.
"Not as far as I know," he answered finally. "My mother only had a little bit of magic. She almost never used it. I always assumed that my father's blood would prevent me from having any. When I was a kid my mother always told me that I would never have any. I would think that if I had magic I would have seen some evidence of it by now."
"That's fine. Few of the races have it after all. There are still plenty of things you can do without magic." Garan absently pulled an apple out of the pack he carried and threw it to Drom before pulling one out for himself. "You already know that you don't want to be a farmer, but have you given any thought to what you do want to do?"
"Not really," Drom answered, taking a large bite out of the apple. He had only finished half his meal the evening before, and had already been hungry then. "I just sort of figured I would find a job once I reached the port. I hadn't really thought about what job that would be. I'm young and strong. I'll find some sort of work for now, and can decide on a career sometime later. There's plenty of time. Isn't your friend hungry?"
The woman glanced his way, knowing somehow that she had become part of the conversation. Drom would have thought that she had been too intent on her cleaning and too far from the two men to have heard his inquiry, but perhaps he was wrong. He heard her chuckle, and could see her amber colored eyes shining out from underneath the hood that she wore.
She really had heard me, he realized.
"I'm not interested in eating apples," she said, sheathing her freshly oiled weapon. She stood up and walked a little closer so it would be easier for her to join the conversation. "There's a small waterway a few miles ahead. I'll catch us a few fish there. That's a bit more to my liking. I know that such a meal won't interest you, but I'm sure Garan will join me."
She reached up and pulled back the hood that had, up until that moment, hid her features from Drom's eyes. Short, tan and black colored fur covered her entire face in an intricate pattern, with white around her eyes and the inside of her sharp, pointed ears. Her ears were black along the backs, with bright white tufts of hair at the very tips. The black lines continued passed her face to the back of her head, changing from lines to spots as they progressed, continuing on until they were obscured by her clothing. His mother had taught him about this race in her histories, and one of the books she had spoke briefly of them as well, though he had never expected to see one.
"You're a feral!" he exclaimed.
"Thank you for noticing," she replied sarcastically. "I don't think I ever would have known if you hadn't told me. The name is Raine by the way."
"I'm sorry," Drom said sheepishly. He hadn't realized how rude that must have sounded. "It's just I never thought I would meet a feral. What little I've read about your race said they all keep to the jungles on the other side of the world, and don't have much contact with outsiders."
"That's mostly true," she replied. "I'm one of the few to leave the jungles. I, um, had some disagreements with my elders. They make all the decisions for our people. In our culture it is thought that the elders can do no wrong. They are considered the wisest of our people, simply based on the fact that they have lived longer.
“They were fools, in my opinion. Following them would have had us worshiping long forgotten gods again and working in stone instead of steel. Our people would have regressed as a culture, simply on the belief that tradition was more important than progress. Don't misunderstand me, I agree that traditions are important. Knowing our past allows us to learn from the mistakes of our ancestors. Our past traditions make up an important part of our culture. Who we were helps us to define who we are, and allows us to consider who we should become. However, it shouldn't mean that we should go back to old ways that were discarded once before, with good reason.
“Our elders wanted to go back to those ways, simply because they were unable to look forward. I couldn't do that. In the end they agreed that it would probably be best for everyone if I were to leave."
"Wait a minute," Garan interrupted, looking at Drom. "Did you just say you can read?"
"My mother taught me since I was young," Drom answered. "I was never very good at it, at least not as good as my mother would have wanted me to be, but I know my letters and can read most words passably enough."
Garan looked thoughtful for a moment. "Can you read me this letter?" He asked, handing a small note to Drom. He looked over the note.
"Two thousand gold pieces for removal of Brill Darkheart, trog guard in Port Dayton. likely to frequent...."
"OK, that should be enough," Garan said quickly, taking back the note. "I'm impressed. There are not many men who can read or write. You should have no trouble finding work in any port you want to visit. Merchants would pay good money for a worker who can both handle the heavy labor and read the ledgers."
"Did you really get paid two thousand gold pieces for killing that trog?" Drom asked, fascinated. "I've never heard of anyone making that sort of money at anything. My father would be lucky to make five hundred gold for his entire season, and most of that would go to paying the workers. Do you think maybe I could learn to be an assassin?"
Garan gave Drom a hard, harsh look. "Anyone can kill a man," he said seriously. "Killing is easy. As easy as it is to kill a man though, few people could ever hope to become an assassin. Most people could never handle killing like that, which is probably for the best. Unlike most men in my trade, I can pick and choose the contracts that I take. I only kill those men that deserve their deaths, like that trog certainly did.
“Even for someone like me it's far from being an easy life. I live outside of the law, and that means that at any time I could be set upon by guards, should they learn that I'm in their city. Also I've had assassins sent after me on more than one occasion. I could die at any time. I live for the excitement, and a few other reasons of my own, but few others could do what I do. I wouldn't suggest this life for anyone who had the opportunity to do otherwise."
"I could do it," Drom declared defiantly. "I already don't fit in anywhere I go. I can't live as a sorvinian, and I don't look human enough to live as one of them either. I'm already living on the outside. I have to admit though, I can't fight the way you can. If you can teach me to fight, I will do whatever you tell me to. Just give me the chance to prove myself."
Raine walked over to Drom, looking him over closely. "He looks fit," she declared. "With a bit of training he could potentially become a competent swordsman at least."
"She thinks I can do it," Drom said hopefully. "All I need is a good teacher."
"A man who’s nothing more than a competent fighter is a dead one!" Garan yelled, pulling his blade from its sheath in one smooth motion. Too fast for Drom to see, nothing more than a blur, Garan attacked. Even if he had a sword to defend himself with, Drom wouldn't have stood a chance. He raised his hands over his face in fear and closed his eyes against the inevitable blow.
Several seconds had gone by before he was willing to open them again. The first thing he saw was Garan standing over him, his blade inches from Drom's throat. Raine was chuckling under her breath.
"First rule of combat, whether you're an assassin, a soldier, or a guard. No matter what happens, you never show fear to an opponent. I could have killed you right then without you even making an attempt to defend yourself. If you're going to die, and that's always a possibility, at least have the decency to die with a little dignity. Look your enemy straight in the eyes, and do whatever you can to stay alive. Never forget that."
The fierce look in Garan's eyes frightened Drom so much that he, for several seconds, didn't realize that Garan had just given him his first lesson in combat. It wasn't until Garan pulled back and sheathed his sword that what had just happened hit him. Garan took several steps back and waited for Drom to speak.
"I didn't even have a weapon!" Drom said at last. "Even if I had already been trained in combat, how could I possibly have defended myself against you?"
"You didn’t see me use a weapon when I fought in the bar, did you?" Garan reminded him. "Here." He pulled his sword back out of its sheath and held it out, pommel first, to Drom. "Let's try things the other way. Go ahead and attack me. Show me what you can do."
Drom had seen Garan in the bar fight back in the Staghorn, and didn't fear that he might harm the wiry assassin. Still, he felt a certain hesitation in attacking an unarmed man. The assassin saw that momentary pause and moved in at once, almost disappearing from Drom's sight, reappearing behind him with a single finger placed lightly on Drom's neck.
"Never attack a man without the intent to kill," Garan informed him sagely. "And if you intend to kill someone, never hesitate. A moment of hesitation will kill you." He stepped back to where he had been standing before. "Try again."
Drom took the assassin's advice and charged quickly, putting all of his weight behind his attack. As he expected, the striking sword fell on nothing. As before, the assassin had disappeared from his sight.
But Drom knew that Garan was going to be able to dodge the strike. Without hesitating he immediately spun and stuck again behind him, thinking that Garan might attack from there as he had seen him do before. The swing struck nothing but air. Garan wasn't there. Drom heard Raine chuckle again.
"Who were you swinging at?" Garan asked from his left, a few feet away. The man had moved so quickly that Drom didn't even know where he was until he spoke. "There wasn't anyone behind you when you swung the sword."
"You move too fast for me to see," Drom admitted hopelessly. "I've seen you attack someone from behind like that twice though, so I thought maybe you might come at me from that direction. I guess I just don't have any talent for this."
"You're not as worthless as you might think," Garan said thoughtfully. "Granted, your attacks were slow and clumsy. You haven't even learned how to track an enemy yet, and your eyes lost sight of me. However, even though you couldn't see me, you paid attention to my attacks and attempted to form a strategy around what you've seen. You can already think ahead. I've seen quite a few guards and soldiers, all of them better swordsmen than you are now, that still haven't learned the basic concept of strategy. It's something to start with anyway."
Garan took back his sword and sheathed his weapon. "Alright, so you don't have any training in weapons. That's not necessarily a bad thing. At least you haven't learned any bad habits. I don't have to deal with poor training. You're a blank slate, so as long as you're learning properly you can be taught swordsmanship that much easier. Now let's test your strength. I've heard that sorvinians are exceptionally strong. Some say they might very well be the strongest of all the races when it comes to raw power. Prove it to me."
This was certainly something that Drom could do. He might not be as strong as his father, or most of the other sorvinians for that matter, but he knew he was much stronger than any of the human workers he had met on the farm.
He stepped over to the log the two of them had been sitting on, and with a heave and a grunt lifted one end. Sliding sideways to get along side of it, he carefully pulled until both sides were in the air. It was all he could do to keep the load balanced, but he was able to do it.
"Good," Garan said, smiling. "I would guess the weight of that log to be about five hundred pounds, give or take. The strength of most races are fairly comparable to humans, but I can see that the tales of sorvinian strength has not been exaggerated. You can put down the log now."
"Actually, most sorvinians are much stronger than I am," Drom admitted, replacing the log back in the same place where it had been before. "My human blood makes me weaker than I would be if I was a pure-blooded sorvinian. That log was about as much as I could lift, and it was all I could do to lift it. My father could have picked it up without any problem at all."
"The trog I killed would have had trouble moving that log. He certainly wouldn't have been able to lift it like you did, and they are considered a powerful race," Garan pointed out. "Power can be useful, however you shouldn't rely on it. The trog lost because he was slow and stupid. I goaded him into attacking without thinking. He expected his power to overwhelm me, but as you saw that didn't work.
"Which brings me to my next point. You are probably thinking that I only won because I was faster than my opponent, but that's not quite true either. What defeated that trog was something you didn't see. Let me ask you something, do you think that I really needed to fight that trog in order to kill him last night?"
Drom shrugged. "I don't know. You could have killed him some other way I suppose. You could have used a crossbow or a throwing dagger. Why didn't you?"
"I fought that trog because I like to try to challenge myself, although he was a bit of a disappointment in the end," Garan replied wiping some of the dirt off of the freshly turned log before sitting down again. "I've been doing this a long time, and if I don't test myself from time to time my skills could suffer because of it. Should I have to fight someone closer to my equal in speed and skill a failure to test myself regularly could be what kills me. So I sometimes make things harder on myself purposefully. That's what you saw in the bar last night. However, I was never really in any serious danger."
"That trog certainly seemed dangerous to me," Drom said skeptically. "How did you know he would be so easy to defeat?"
"I thought that would be obvious by now," Garan laughed. "I've spent the past two weeks studying everything I could learn about him. I knew everything I needed to know about him long before I took him out. He was strong, even for a trog, but for all his strength he was one of the slowest men I've ever had to fight. He favored his right, almost exclusively in fact, since he almost never needed to hit someone a second time. All trogs have a soft spot on the back of their heads, right above where the base of the skull meets the neck, so I already knew exactly where to hit him. Every race has their strengths and weaknesses. Knowing those will often be the difference between victory and defeat."
"These are things we will teach you, or at least some of it, depending on how long you travel with us," Raine told him, speaking up. "However, you can't learn everything today. For now we should all get a little rest. We should be leaving here by midday. It will take the city guards most of the day today to pick up our trail, but eventually they will. Garan knows how to hide his tracks, and I can walk without making any if I put a little effort into it, but they can still follow yours. They will also likely have horses, which we don't. We need at least a days head start if we want to avoid them."
As much as Drom wanted to know more, to learn as much as he could, he had to agree with her. He couldn't remember the last time he had felt so completely exhausted. He lay down on the ground with the log at his back, pulled his hard pack up under his head as an uncomfortable, makeshift pillow, and closed his eyes.





Chapter Three
 
 
Drom awoke to the feeling of someone none to gently kicking his lower legs to wake him up. Opening his eyes painfully in the bright midday sun, he looked down to find Raine standing over him. She stopped kicking him once she could see he was finally awake.
"Time to get up," she informed him. "It'll be easier traveling during the day, so we're going to be moving faster than we have been until nightfall. If you want to travel with us, you're going to have to keep up. We're leaving now."
Drom barely had time to get to his feet and rub the sleep out of his eyes before the group of them set off. Raine hadn't been lying about the speed they would be traveling at. Garan, who took the lead, walked about fifteen yards ahead of Raine and Drom, setting such a brutal pace Drom was hard pressed to keep up. Garan stayed ahead of the group for nearly three hours, leading them down a trail only he seemed to be able to see. By the confident way that Garan walked, Drom was certain that the man knew exactly where he was going. Trick, Garan's dragonling companion, was nowhere to be seen.
It seemed to Drom that they were going in the wrong direction. Garan had said they would be going south, but Drom was fairly certain that he was leading them more westward than south, deeper inland, away from the ocean. Drom wasn't quite certain where the trade city of Lando was located; he had never seen any real maps, but he had thought that Lando was almost directly south of Port Dayton.
Drom was still exhausted from the day before. He wasn’t certain how long he had slept for, but it was far from enough. He barely looked around him as he walked, keeping his eyes cast down toward his feet, only glancing up from time to time to make sure that he was still following Garan along the unseen path. After perhaps an hour of this, that seemed like an eternity to Drom, Garan paused ahead of them, waiting for them to catch up. Drom didn’t even notice, and nearly ran into the assassin where he waited.
They had come out of the wild brush onto a wide, open stretch of land running straight east to west, as if some giant scythe had swept across the land, clearing the trees in its path as it would thin stalks of wheat. Drom could see patches of dark grey along the ground that looked somewhat like rock, but different somehow, poking up along the stretch. It was obvious even to his untrained eye that there was something unnatural about this land.
"What is this?" Drom asked no one in particular.
"This was once a road, back in the Age of Technology," Garan answered him. "The ancients had some way of creating liquid rock, that they poured along the ground. Little more than grass grows on this path, but the ground is broken and uneven. A lot of the shadier traders and merchants still use it, along with anyone else that doesn't want to be seen on the guarded roads. We should stay together on this road. If I scout ahead like I have been doing it may be noticed, and the people who take this trail would turn us in for a couple of silvers if they knew the guard was looking for us, or some of them would anyway. The guards will have trouble getting their horses down that deer trail we used to get here, but if they have followed us this far they can make good time from here. We don't want to stand out to anyone who might see us."
Drom realized that Garan was only talking to him, teaching him. Raine would already know all of this, as would nearly anyone who had reason to avoid the city guard.
"Are we likely to run into any legitimate traders on the road? I would think that they would be more likely to turn us in if the guards questioned them, wouldn't they?"
"You would guess wrong actually," Garan replied. "Most merchants, both honest and dishonest ones, want to avoid the guard altogether. They don't want trouble with any armed men, and since quite a few of them cook the books to avoid taxes, they wouldn't want the guards to take too close a look. Besides, whatever technology the ancients used to make this road has long since been forgotten, so the road's not in very good shape. In some places it's almost completely fallen apart, and no one knows how to fix it, even if someone would have wanted to put the time and money into doing it. Traders who are obeying the laws and are willing to pay the heavy levies the mages place on everything will be using wagons; I'm sure you've seen them before at the farm where you said you grew up. They wouldn't want to take a wagon down a road in this state of disrepair if they can avoid it. We shouldn't see anyone, but if we do, watch yourself. It's thieves and cutthroats that take this road. Just like us."
"So we're to follow the road then?" Drom asked. "I thought you said we were heading to Lando, and you said that the trade city was due south, but we've been traveling further and further westward all day. Now you are taking us due west."
"You're right," Garan said, cutting in quickly. "I was not planning on going to Lando before we left with you. We were going out of our way to take you there. Now it seems you're thinking about coming with us. So we're heading to my original destination instead. I've done the job, now I get paid. In a way it has worked out. If we had gone on our original path we wouldn't reach this road for another two or three days."
"Where's that? I mean, where is it you are planning on going?" Drom asked.
"You'll see when we get there," Garan replied, and without another word started off down the road. Raine followed close behind.
Drom fell in step at the rear of the group, but made certain not to fall too far behind. Garan had said that he was staying with them. He had already been told that, but a part of him still couldn't quite believe it. Now, however, it seemed as if there was no longer any question. They wouldn't leave him behind. At least, not yet.
Drom heard a loud growling noise, and realized with some dismay that it was coming from his empty stomach. Raine must have heard it too. Drom noticed one of her sharp, pointed ears swivel in his direction at the sound, but she continued walking, saying nothing. The only thing that Drom had eaten in quite some time was the half a plate of greens he had eaten at the bar and the apple he had eaten that morning. He wasn't certain how many more of those apples Garan had in his pack, but the pack he wore didn't look overly full, nor was it very large. Surely it couldn't hold much.
Raine hadn't eaten anything at all as far as Drom had seen. It was possible that she might have eaten something while he had slept, she had said something about fishing, but he certainly hadn't seen any evidence of it.
Surely she must be starving, Drom thought. No wonder she didn’t have any sympathy for his growling belly.
The only member of their group Drom had seen eat regularly was Trick, the dragonling, who Garan kept sated with scraps of dried meat regularly fed to him while he occupied his space on Garan's shoulder. Drom wondered how it was that the man carried the thirty pound creature mile after mile, nearly half the total time they had walked, and yet didn't seem to tire in the slightest.
Even on this open path the pace Garan set was hard for Drom to keep, though it was easier than it had been trying to push through the thick brush they had gone through when they started their trek. It was nearly sundown before Garan finally came to a halt, leading the group off of the road for nearly half a mile before stopping completely. Drom was so tired it took him a moment to notice the smell of citrus in the air around him. He looked up into the fading light, noticing for the first time the ripe fruit hanging directly above his head. Garan had led them right into the middle of a wild orange grove.
Drom grabbed one of the oranges without thinking, pulling it off the tree and had already finished peeling it before the question came to his mind.
What if these oranges already belong to someone?
He had just assumed that they were wild. He knew that there were wild trees in some places. He also knew that it was equally possible that these trees belonged to some unknown farmer and he had just stolen the man's food. He could only imagine what his father would have done had someone wandered into his crops and started eating.
"Don't worry, no one owns this land," Garan said, as if reading Drom's thoughts. "These trees are wild. No one farms any of the lands this close to the road. Farmers don't want to have to associate with the types of men that travel it. These trees have been here since long before any of us were even born. Most likely they are the descendants from the time before the Mage War. There are plenty of places that are like that, land that had once been cultivated but has gone for possibly thousands of years without anyone making claim to it. Raine, could you get us a fire going?"
"I need to hunt," she growled back. She hadn't eaten in at least a full day, and they had been traveling hard.
"Drom and I will take care of the hunting tonight," Garan replied. "He's never going to be comfortable with the things we do until he starts getting his hands dirty. Just have the coals ready for us to cook on when we get back."
Raine gave Garan a hard look. Drom could see some silent message pass between them, as if they could somehow each see into the mind of the other. Drom had been told that it was sometimes that way between close friends who knew each other well, though he had never been close enough to anyone to have felt that sort of connection himself.
"Fine," Raine said finally, relenting. "Just don't let the kid screw it up. I need to eat something soon."
"No need to worry," Garan said, shining her his winning smile. "Even if he can't manage to take any game, you know I will."
"If his stomping around doesn't scare off every animal for five miles," she barked back, and began gathering sticks and twigs to use as kindling.
"She doesn't seem to like me much," Drom commented to Garan once the two of them were out of earshot.
"She likes you well enough," Garan said in answer. "She just hungry, and when she gets hungry she can be very peckish. About the only time she's worse is when she's in heat. I won't even come near her then. Thankfully the pheromones her body puts out don't affect me, so I can get away easily enough. Anyway Drom, have you ever been hunting before?"
Drom shook his head. Sorvinians didn't eat meat, and his mother had adopted their vegetarian ways. He had never had any need to hunt.
"Well then, this will be a new experience for you. Trick, hunt." At the command the dragonling at his shoulder promptly flew off, circling in the air just above the tops of the trees. Drom hadn't thought about it before, but now he realized that he should have guessed that the small creature could hunt for game. It was a carnivorous animal after all. Drom wondered how much meat it took to keep Trick sated.
"Where did you find Trick?" Drom asked suddenly. "I thought only the great mages had dragonling companions, but if you were a powerful mage you wouldn't be out here doing this I'm sure."
"Even mages have to eat," Garan answered humorously. "Though you're right, I'm not a great mage. What magic I have I rarely use. The mages rely too heavily on their magic, and few of them use that power responsibly. I found Trick when he was still just an egg, out in the deep swamps. I go there from time to time, whenever things are getting too hot in the cities. Look, Trick sees something."
Trick had stopped circling and had landed on a branch a few hundred yards ahead of them. Drom could just barely make him out in the dim light, a splash of blue in a sea of green. Garan, however, seemed to have no problems seeing him. The assassin put a finger to his lips, motioning for silence.
"Whatever it is, it's too big for Trick to carry," Garan whispered. "Otherwise he would have taken it down himself. With luck it will be a small herd of deer. One of those would supply us with enough meat for a few days."
Garan bent down and took off his pack, pulling out a bundle just over a foot long wrapped in an oiled cloth. Unrolling the cloth he revealed two long metal bars, which he promptly connected to a steel center piece that held them together. The bars were notched on both ends, to which Garan quickly and expertly fitted a thick, strong cord, using his legs to pull back the metal bars far enough to fit the cord into place.
Drom recognized this weapon, from descriptions he had heard in some of the trader's stories. It was a collapsible steel bow. Smaller than the wooden long bows most men commonly used, these expensive alternatives were said to be incredibly powerful. The traders had spoken of them with awe. Never before had he met someone who could actually afford one.
"Walk as softly as you can, and only step where I step." Without looking at Drom, Garan headed in the direction his dragonling was indicating, his footfalls as silent as a ghost. Drom did exactly as he was told, though even to his ears his steps sounded horribly loud.
When they were within about fifty yards of the tree that Trick was sitting in Garan held up his hand, stopping Drom in his tracks. He once again put a finger to his lips to let Drom know not to talk, and, leaving Drom where he was, crept forward on his own. In moments Garan was out of his sight, and Drom was left in the woods, completely alone.
Nearly five minutes went by in complete silence. Drom was just starting to think that perhaps he had been left behind after all, lost in the woods to fend for himself, when something crashed through the brush only a few yards ahead of him. Standing before him, its wild eyes swirling in fear or rage, was the largest boar Drom had ever seen.
The swine dropped its head and charged at once, its long, thick tusks leading the way. Drom had seen animals like this before. His father had often caught them rooting through his fields. He knew just how dangerous they could be, and the larger the animal the more dangerous it was. This boar was easily four hundred pounds, and Drom knew it would be more than capable of killing one sorvinian alone by himself, especially one that didn't know the first thing about how to defend himself against it.
He remembered what Garan had said to him that morning.
Never run from an enemy. If you're going to die, do it with dignity and face your enemy head on.
Drom realized belatedly that he wasn't carrying any sort of a weapon, but he still had his strength. If he had to be, he could be just as dangerous as this wild animal. He braced himself and held his ground.
Drom heard a strange sound, which he realized only afterward was the singing of a bow string being loosed. Only a few feet in front of him the huge hog toppled and, snout first, skidded across the ground to a halt. The animal screamed and squealed loudly. The arrow Garan had fired from his unseen position had gone through both of its back legs, pinning them neatly together.
As he came out of the brush into Drom's sight he pulled a long dagger and tossed it on the ground in front of Drom. He stared at the weapon at his feet, not comprehending.
"Slit its throat," Garan instructed, already unstringing his bow.
"Why didn't you kill it?" Drom asked, perturbed. He hadn't expected to have to kill one of the animals they were hunting. He had thought he was being brought along to carry the carcasses back to camp. Surely a killing shot would have been easier to accomplish than the one the assassin had made.
"Because I want you to kill it," he replied casually. "Remember I told you that you would have to follow my instructions? Well, now I'm instructing you to kill that boar. You should do it quickly. That animal's in a lot of pain right now. It would be cruel not to put it out of its misery."
"I've never killed anything before," Drom protested. "I won't be eating it, so why should I have to be the one to kill it?"
Garan stepped right up to Drom, ignoring the injured boar behind him. Even though Drom was at least six inches taller than him, it seemed as if Garan loomed over him. He stopped only inches from Drom's body.
"You say you want to learn to become an assassin, and yet you balk at killing this animal? What makes you think you'll be able to kill a man, one who might be able to fight back, when you can't even kill this boar that's trapped in front of you? Well, this animal isn't going anywhere, so until you're ready to kill it, you're going to stay right here and listen to it scream in pain. If you want it to stop, if you want its pain to end, it's up to you to end it."
Garan stepped back and refused to say another word. Drom stared down at the dagger at his feet in horror. He was not certain he was ready to kill anything, even to defend himself, but it was much harder to think about killing a defenseless creature. Had the boar still been able to stand and was still charging him as it had been only moments ago, he might have felt differently, but this poor creature could not harm anyone in its present state.
The boar continued to squeal, a high pitched sound that echoed loudly in Drom's ears. It tried to rise, but with both of its back legs pinned together it was not going anywhere. Drom knew that in time, if left on its own, it would likely die from blood loss, or simply from the shock and pain of its wound. It was just in so much pain, the sound of its screams so loud, that Drom began to feel ill. When it became unbearable he reached down and picked up the knife below him.
He bent down over the boar.
I'm just going to put it out of its misery, he thought to himself. Put an end to its pain.
He stood behind it, careful not to let the boar gouge him. At this distance it could still be dangerous if he wasn't careful, he knew. Though the animal couldn't stand or move forward it still thrashed its head back and forth, gnashing its teeth at him and trying to pierce him with its tusks. Moving quickly, he pulled the dagger across its throat and stepped back. The squealing turned instead to a low whistling sound. Thankfully that only lasted a few seconds before the noises ended completely, and the boar stopped moving.
"Death comes to all things, Drom," Garan said softly, coming up behind him. "Whether it's an old man dying in his bed as he sleeps or a stillborn child who never takes a breath, they are going to die. It's the only thing anyone can ever be certain of. An assassin chooses the death of those he kills. Should you become an assassin, you'll see more death than you could ever wish for. Unless there is a reason to choose otherwise, it's always best to choose a quick death, and to make it as painless as you can. Remember that Drom. Come. It's time we get back to camp. The longer we take the worse Raine is likely to be, and we're still going to have to cook this beast. Pick it up and let's get going."
Drom felt numbed by everything that had just happened. He had just killed. What it was or the circumstances behind it didn't matter to him anymore. The boar could not have hurt him as it was when he killed it, and yet he was forced to kill it anyway.
He was not certain if he would ever be able to do something like that again, and yet he knew if he stayed with Garan he would have to. He would kill and kill until rivers of blood ran deep from all the lives he would be forced to take, not only animals like this, but also men.
Perhaps some of those men would deserve that death, but that did not matter to him. No amount of bathing could ever clean all the blood that would be on his hands.
For a brief moment Drom was certain that he might retch right there on the ground next to the slain animal, but with some effort he managed to get control of his rolling stomach. With a heave and a grunt he picked up the carcass of the boar and wordlessly followed behind Garan as he led the way back to the camp.
The fire had already burned down to a deep bed of coals by the time they arrived. Raine looked like she was about to say something, perhaps a word of complaint for the length of time they had taken, but promptly closed her mouth when she saw the burden Drom carried. He set it down in front of her and she set to it with her own knife, cutting off the first few pieces and placing them on a thin metal grill she placed over the coals before cutting more off the animal to store for later.
They won’t be able to take all of the meat with them, Drom realized, but what they can carry should last them a few days at least.
Drom eyed the fruit hanging on the tree above him, but just couldn't bring himself to eat anything right then. The coppery smell of the blood from the boar he had killed still filled his nostrils, making his stomach turn. He knew he should be hungry, knew that once the sun came up in the morning they would be heading out again at the hard pace they had been keeping all that day and he would need his energy, but he couldn't even think about eating.
"You don't really think I can be an assassin, do you?" he asked Garan. "You said before not everyone has what it takes to do the work that you do, and you don't think that I do."
Garan looked at him sternly, as if studying Drom's expression. "No, I don't. I didn't think you could do it before, and after what happened with the boar I'm almost certain of it. You shouldn't think of that as a bad thing. Few people could do what I do and still sleep at night. Even those few that can rarely last long. Some wake up screaming in the night, haunted in their dreams by the men that they've killed. Those that can handle it are either evil, vile men who should not be allowed to walk the earth, or they find some way to live with what they do, like I have.
"Even though I only take contracts to kill men who deserve their deaths, I still find it hard to do sometimes. Killing someone like that trog from last night is easy. That one had more blood on his hands than I do, and he deserved his death a thousand times over. Some, however, were not as bad as he was. I've seen decent men do horrible things, and perhaps they deserved their deaths, but there are times I wonder if I would have done differently in their place. I don't always have an answer."
"How do you do it?"
"I know that all of the people I kill have done something that deserves the death that's coming to them. I know that if I don't kill them, someone else is going to, and I at least will try to finish it quickly and painlessly. Even the trog was killed painlessly. Not all assassins are like that. There are some that enjoy killing. They want those they kill to suffer as much as possible before they die. Sick bastards like them give a bad name to the entire profession."
"If you don't think I'll become an assassin, why did you agree to take me with you?"
"I watched you for a minute when you came into the bar last night. It was clear to me you didn't have a clue what you were really doing. You were the only person in that bar that wasn't carrying a weapon. Even the bartender knew enough to be armed. He had a short sword hidden underneath the bar. If I had left you there the guards would have thrown you in the prison and you never would have seen the sunlight again.
“Even if they hadn't, someone like you wouldn't have lasted a day in a port city, any port city, and Port Dayton is one of the worst. You would either have found yourself in prison or dead within the first week or two. You had given me an excuse to pick a fight with that trog, who I was going to kill anyway, so I figured you earned a trip to a different city; maybe even a little training to help you take care of yourself once you're on your own again. At least somewhere else the guards wouldn't have been looking for you, and you might have found some way to get by."
"You still haven't really answered my question." Something had been bothering Drom since they had changed direction and headed west. That feeling only grew when Garan had first agreed to teach Drom to become an assassin. Garan had acted as if he had already made the decision to take him with them before they had talked about anything. He had planned on leaving Drom at Lando, or so he had said, but Garan and Raine already seemed to have made plans to head west instead, with Drom in tow.
"You were going to be our decoy," Raine said from her place by the fire, turning over her thick slab of sizzling pork. "The mage who controls Port Dayton also controls Lando and all the land between. There are dozens of small towns along the way, where people would remember someone as noticeable as you passing through. I've told you once before, Garan and I can walk without leaving a trace behind. You, on the other hand, leave a trail a blind child could follow. The guards in Lando would have seen you passing through the gates, and turned you right over to the men from Dayton.
“Had you managed to avoid the guards hunting you and made it into the city it might have taken them a week to find you, which would have been even better for the two of us. You wouldn't have known to hide yourself, or how to do so if you had. By the time they found you we would have been long gone, assuming they believed enough of your story to even bother looking for us at all.
“Garan took a liking to you, and decided to let you join us if you wanted. Honestly I think you're a pretty good kid too, though I don't know if I would have taken you along had it been my decision. That's pretty much everything. Now if you don't mind, please stop grumbling about it. I would like to eat my meal in peace."
Garan laughed. "I told you she can be irritable when she's hungry," he joked. Raine's ears folded back along her head but otherwise she ignored the comment. "I'm sure she'll feel better after a good meal. You're right, you're not the right type of person to become an assassin. Still, you can be useful while we travel. On the way I'll teach you the basics of combat and those skills you'll need to survive in the cities. You can find yourself a decent enough job once we get there, maybe as a bookkeeper or, if you learn to be good enough with a blade, a guard for some minor merchant. We'll talk more about it in the morning. Until then, try to get some sleep."
Drom was not at all inclined to disagree. He was exhausted, and not just from the travel. Everything that he had just been told was swimming through his mind.
I was nothing more than a decoy to these two.
Everything he had been told before that moment had been a lie, he realized. He had killed that animal, slit its throat, and it was all for nothing. He could still smell the blood on his hands.
No, that's not true, he told himself.
 Perhaps they had planned on using him as a decoy, but they had changed those plans. The blood he smelled was not on his hands, not any longer. It was coming from the boar's carcass, and while its death may have been regrettable it did serve a purpose. It was being used to feed those that traveled with him. And although he was not likely to become an assassin, he would at least gain training that would help him in the future.
Drom watched as Garan cut off strips of meat from the boar, slowly feeding Trick one small strip at a time. The dragonling took each piece into its claws, daintily pulling the meat apart with its bird-like beak before swallowing it, little by little.
Drom turned away from the sight. After everything that he had been through, in only that one day, he strangely no longer felt horrified while watching the small creature eat, but was still somewhat disturbed by it. He closed his eyes and tried to will himself to sleep. Though it didn't come easily to him, after a time he succeeded.





Chapter Four
 
 
Drom woke, sweating profusely. Horrible nightmares had plagued him as he rested, dreams of death and blood, only half remembered in the light of the morning sun. He sat up and blinked the sleep out of his eyes. Looking around him he saw that the fire had been smothered sometime recently, small wisps of smoke still curled up from underneath the dirt that now covered it. His companions were no where in sight.
They're gone!
Realizing he now found himself alone, in a place he knew nothing about, he jumped to his feet and looked around. The carcass of the boar was gone as well, he saw. He couldn't find their packs either. It seemed they had left him behind, though his pack and what little he carried was still where he had left them when he fell asleep. He heard a sound, like a small chirp, from somewhere in the tree above him, and looked up into the branches, searching.
After perhaps a minute or two he heard the sound again, and finally pinpointed the source.
There!
Nestled in a nook formed between two of the uppermost branches, Trick slept in a curled ball, oblivious to Drom watching him from below.
Surely Garan wouldn't have left without his small friend. They must still be around somewhere.
Now certain that Garan and Raine hadn't left him behind, he was able to relax a little. He heard a low growl from his stomach, protested his fasting from the night before. Thankfully this was something that the campsite Garan had chosen could cure him off. There was more than enough to eat in the trees right above his head.
He pulled an orange off of one of the tree directly above him, easily within arms reach. He peeled the thick skin off the fruit, shoving two wedges into his mouth in his first bite. The juices from the ripe fruit dribbled down his chin, but he didn't care. Not bothering to wipe it off he finished the orange, barely taking the time to chew. He was already greedily devouring his third fruit before two newcomers stepped into the camp.
Drom looked up, barely recognizing Raine. Gone was the black uniform the feral woman had been wearing. Now she wore a long tunic of a dark green color that hung down almost to her knees, held up at the waist by a thin, black leather belt. She no longer wore trousers at all. The thick black boots she wore, however, came so high up her legs that only her kneecaps were left exposed.
She had also spread something into her fur, changing its color as well. Now every part of her exposed fur shone jet black, reflecting blue hues where it caught the sun, like the wings of a raven. Were it not for the ornate sword she still wore at her hip, Drom might not have known for sure that it was really her at all.
Not that it's likely that there would be another feral woman anywhere nearby, he thought.
The man with her was about the same height as Garan, and also had the assassin’s dark, deeply tanned skin, but the similarities between Garan and this man ended there. This man had short, reddish hair, with a thick mustache and goatee of the same color. He wore a dark green tunic with well worn, dark brown leather trousers, and black deerskin boots. His eyes and face pinched up in a strange parody of a grin, and his ruddy, heavily blushed cheeks gave his thin face the look of a man who enjoyed too much drink.
"If you're finished with your breakfast you should fill your pack with as much fruit as you can carry," the newcomer announced, the thick accent in his high voice making it difficult for Drom to understand. "There will be more places like this one along the way, but there could be three or four days of travel between them. It's always a good idea to gather supplies where you can find them. Places like this are open for anyone who knows them, so you never know if someone else might pick it clean before you get there."
Drom looked questioningly at Raine. "What, don't you recognize me?" the stranger asked cheerily. Now the voice that came out of his mouth was clearly that of Garan. "You know me as Garan, the assassin. However, I wouldn't be a very affective assassin if I looked the same everywhere I went. It wouldn't take people long at all to know me, and I would be enjoying the hospitality of a prison cell within a month.
“From now on, or at least until I tell you otherwise, you should call me Malik. I'm a merchant with a slightly disreputable reputation. I trade in spices, though those who really know me, that is those who have seen me in this guise and know the man I now appear to be, are likely to know that my real trade is in jewels and other valuables that are generally not obtained by legitimate means.
"Raine here will be going by the name Tara," he continued, while Drom stared at him blankly. "You will be posing as our guard. Merchants rarely travel without some sort of an escort, even those that operate outside of the law. You can keep your name if you want. No one knows you yet, so you don't really need to hide it. I'll leave that up to you. You will need this though, at least until we get to the next city and you can get one of your own." He tossed Drom his sheathed sword, still attached to his sword belt. "You won't look like much of a guard if you're walking around unarmed."
"How?" Drom stuttered, amazed at the transformation in his companion. "Did you use magic? Is this an illusion?"
"Of course not," Garan, or Malik as he called himself now, answered. "Any decent mage, even a weak one, can see through an illusion. Most cities have human guards at their gates with enough magic to dispel most glamours. Thankfully, for those that are willing to take the time to learn, there are plenty of ways to disguise yourself that don't require magic. A wig to cover your real hair can make a great difference. False facial hair can go a long way to change your appearance. With enough practice a person can even learn to move his face in certain ways to change how it looks entirely, and I know all of those tricks.
“I can teach you a few, but there are better ways to change your looks. Shifting your face, for instance, takes years of practice. If we just shaved off the fur on your face, trimmed up a little on your arms and such, and put something on your head to cover those ears of yours, we could get you to pass as a human pretty easily. Not a very attractive one, granted, but we would only want to disguise your true nature, not find you a wife or anything."
Of course not, Drom thought bitterly.
He silently started to pull oranges off of the tree, dropping them into his pack as instructed, brooding in his thoughts.
Why would any woman ever find me interesting or attractive? Not likely. He had resigned himself to that truth long before, but the pain of its realization was still sharp in his mind.
He carefully moved around the rust colored ground that covered one area of the campsite, where the boar had been dropped.
 They must have removed the carcass during the night, he realized, or early enough in the morning that it was already gone when he woke up. They couldn't have cleaned all of the meat off of the animal, he thought. They wouldn't have had enough room in their packs for it all.
The scavengers will be eating well off of whatever remains.
 In fact, their packs didn't seem to have anything in them at all from the outside, though surely they must have packed some of the meat away. Perhaps they really did have magical packs. They were very expensive, but not unobtainable to those who could afford them. The two of them had made two thousand gold killing that trog guard, just on that one job alone. Certainly such things wouldn't be out of their price range.
Once his pack was so full that he was certain he would not be able to fit even one more orange into it he strapped it to his back, then carefully strapped the sword to his waist the way he had seen others wear them. The unfamiliar weight threatened to throw him off balance, but he knew that in time he would get used to it. He would have to, he knew. Regardless of what profession he chose, it was too dangerous to live in one of the cities without protection.
"Are you ready to go?" Raine asked him.
"Yes Raine, I have enough food now to last me for a few days," he answered.
"It's Tara now," she reminded him sternly. "He is now called Malik. It's unlikely that we will meet anyone on this road, but if we do they might know us by those names. Make certain you don't call us by the wrong one."
"Tara," he repeated. "And Malik. Tara, is Raine your real name, or is it Tara?"
"Neither," she answered simply. "I don't use the name I was born with. The same thing is true for Malik. I don't know his real name, and he’s the only person I’ve ever trusted with mine. A name has a past attached to it. Parents, grandparents, brothers and sisters maybe. People from your past, those that you care about, can be used against you if your enemies find them. To live the lives we've chosen, we had to leave those connections behind us. I know Malik said you don't need to change your name if you don't want to, but it might be a good idea if you did. You don't change your name and your appearance to protect yourself as much as to protect those people in your past that you care about. At least in my case. Malik is hiding from his past, and the name attached with it. I don't know what that name or that past is, but I know that much about it."
"Was he right about being able to make me look human?" Drom asked. "It would be easier to blend in as a human than as a hornless sorvinian."
"You're right about that. As you look right now, you would likely stick out in a crowd," Tara answered, thinking. "We should take care of that now, before we get back to the road. Sit down here on the ground, and whatever you do, don't flinch."
Walking up to him, she pulled out a long, thin blade. He sat down as instructed, trying his best not to move a muscle. Raine, or Tara, Drom reminded himself sternly, silently got to work. Drom had never felt so nervous in his life. Knowing what this woman did for a living only made it that much worse for him, though in reality he was probably safer with someone so skilled with a blade than he would have been with any barber.
She spent nearly ten minutes carefully removing the hair from his face. Malik took notice shortly after he started, and watched her with a look of amusement etched across his face.
It’s the one thing that stays the same, Drom thought as she worked. He could change his clothing, or even his face, but he always looked like he was amused.
It had struck Drom as strange since the moment they had first met. His companion had his moments, mere seconds of extreme intensity, and then that smile would once more push its way to the surface, as if he couldn't hold it back. He wouldn't have expected an assassin to enjoy life the way that this man seemed to.
I wonder which is truly the facade, the man's apparent merriment or the intense, serious person he can become.
Finally, after what seemed like an eternity to Drom, Tara pulled away from him and stepped back to admire her work. He had felt the sharp edge of her blade while she had been working, but she had not nicked him, not even once. He didn't have any sort of a mirror, so he couldn't see for himself, but he could feel with his fingers the smooth skin of his now hairless face.
Everything was gone, every hair that had covered his face. Even the hair on the back of his eyelids had been removed. She had left him eyebrows, carefully trimmed, and a small flicker of sideburns that went down almost to the edge of his jawline, but no more.
I doubt that anyone would recognize me now, he thought, not even my own parents.
He tried to imagine how he must look now, but found he couldn't. He had always wanted to look more like a human, had even imagined what it would be like, but his imagination just couldn't put the pieces together. He knew that many of his features, the shape of his face and his lack of horns, had always been human-like, but those who had always told him that had been sorvinians.
Without the fur on my face, will I look that way to a human?
"So, how do I look?" he asked his two companions, who continued to stare at him. "How bad is it, really?"
"Well, you’re not going to win any beauty contests. You almost look human," Malik said at last. "A bit too pale though. Your skin has been covered with hair all your life. Honestly, it's not as pale as I had expected. The skin color will darken in time, but as it is right now the skin color doesn't match the hair. There are people in the north that have pale skin like that, but their hair is generally a dark red color, closer to the color I have now. Were I doing this for myself I would just dye it the color I wanted, like I did for my hair. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t do anything to hide those ears of yours. I can't do anything to make those look human, at least not anything that I can prepare quickly. Instead you’ll have to use a wig that we can hide your ears under. I have a shaggy red one that would be long enough.
"Once we're finished with this, I'll let you borrow what I was wearing earlier to complete the look. When we're done, no one will ever recognize you."
"I thought that those clothes were from a uniform?" Drom asked, confused. "Like an assassins guild or something. You were both wearing them in the bar."
Malik laughed. "Assassins don't wear uniforms, or at least not one made for assassins. However, you’re not completely wrong. What we were wearing was a uniform of sorts, that of the Thane. They are a group of mercenaries. They usually work as guards for merchants, but unlike the city guards they aren't under the control of the mages. You'll find dozens of them in any port city. Seeing one of them escorting a merchant is nothing out of the ordinary." He pulled the familiar black cloth out of the bag and handed it over to Drom.
Drom looked down at the uniform and realized a problem. "These clothes are made to fit you," he said. "There's no way they're going to fit me."
"It's nothing to worry about. That uniform was always a little loose on me. The man I took it from was closer to your size, though not quite as tall I think. It should fit your frame just fine. It might be a little short in the legs, but I doubt that it will be all that noticeable. Just tuck the bottoms into your boots and you shouldn’t have a problem with it."
He found that Malik was exactly right. They were perhaps an inch or so too short at the ankles, and higher on the wrist than he would have liked, but they fit him all right otherwise. He stretched this way and that, getting used to the unfamiliar clothing.
"That should work for you until we reach our destination," Malik said to him. "Once there we can have a few sets of clothing made for you, should you decide to stay with us a little bit longer. Right now you're helping me. Just by being here you're adding to my disguise, and that's worth something to me. So in addition to teaching you how to handle yourself, both with a weapon and without one, I'll pay you fifty gold pieces for your time. That's from here to our destination, which should take us about a month to reach. It's a little less than a well-trained guard would make working for a merchant like the one I'm posing as, but it will be enough to get you clothing and a good blade, with a bit left over to hold you if you decide to go your own way from there. If you decide to stay with us longer, we'll talk about payment again. Is it a deal?"
It was far more than Drom had ever thought he would earn in a month of work, and he hadn't expected to get paid for traveling with these two at all. He thought they were doing him a favor, not the other way around. Malik was going to train him to fight, something that he was already certain he would need to learn if he hoped to live in one of the cities. That alone was worth more than any benefit he could be bringing them. Now Malik was offering to pay him on top of everything else he was doing. It was all too much, and once he had recovered from the shock of the offer he said as much.
"Well I can't have you wearing my clothes forever," Malik responded in his usual, jovial manner. "Besides, like I already told you, a regular guard would be making more than that. Were you one of the Thane, which is what you're dressed as, you would be making four or five times that. So really you're being underpaid. I'm taking horrible advantage of you."
"We both know that I'm not a real guard," Drom said. "This sword at my hip isn't even mine, it's yours. If we got into a fight I wouldn't even know how to use it. I don't seem to be of much use, so I don't know why you're paying me. It’s not that I don’t appreciate the thought, really I do. It’s just that it seems to me that you’re helping me, not the other way around. Really I should probably be paying you."
"Look Drom, we'll reach the client in about a month, like I said. Until then, you’ll be adding to my disguise, which, as I said, is of use to me. Teaching you how to fight might also be of use to me, in the unlikely event that we get into one and I can’t fight to my full ability for some reason. So I’m paying you for your time, and that’s all there is to it.
“Between now and the moment we reach our destination, you'll be learning everything you need to know about combat. I don't mean to sound overconfident, but I think I will make a rather good teacher. I haven't lost a fight since I was younger than you, and I don't have anything close your strength. With the right training, who knows how good you could become. Just accept what I'm offering and we'll take it from there."
There’s nothing else for me to say, he realized. Tara was impatient to go. She had been standing at the edge of the campsite for nearly ten minutes, her pack already set on her back.
 Drom suspected it was probable that she knew every campsite on that road, and knew exactly how far it was to the next one.
I’m probably holding them up, trying to argue with Garan about paying me for my time. I’m being terribly foolish.
"You're right," Drom said after a moment "Sorry about everything. I didn't mean to keep everyone waiting." He strapped his pack to his back. "I'm ready to go when you are Garan."
"That's Malik," the assassin reminded him sternly. "You need to get used to it. After all, it would be very bad if you said the wrong name in front of others. Should you travel with us for longer you'll find that I change my name, face, and occupation fairly regularly. You will have to learn to keep up with things. Just think of me like a different person. I don't look the same as I did before after all, and from here on I'll be using a different voice than the one you are used to. I've only been talking in this voice, the one you know, because I know no one else is around. Trick would have told us otherwise. He'll be keeping to the trees from now on, by the way. Garan had a dragonling companion, but Malik does not. He'll follow close by, and will discreetly let us know if anyone approaches."
"Sorry, I'll try to remember Malik."
"No harm done Drom," Malik answered. "As I said, there's no one else around. See." He pointed to the tree where Trick still slumbered as if no one paid him any mind. Malik had said that the dragonling would warn them if anyone came near. Right at that moment it appeared to Drom as if the tree the animal was in could have caught fire and the small creature wouldn't have noticed, so soundly did he sleep.
"I think I should take a different name as well," Drom said suddenly. "Raine, I mean Tara, had said that you change your name not only to protect yourselves, but also to protect those people in your past, those that can be used against you by your enemies if they should somehow learn who they are. There are people in my past I would want to protect as well. As long as I'm staying with the two of you, I think I should pose as someone else."
"It's probably a good idea," Malik admitted. "Did you have anything in mind?"
"I haven't really had time to think about it."
"We have plenty of time before you have to worry about it," Malik told him. "In the meantime we won't call you by any name should we run into anyone. When you decide on a name let us know. There are two things you should keep in mind when choosing an alias. First, try not to use something that's obviously a cover. If you call yourself Dread Blackhearted or something like that you might think it's frightening, but really anyone who hears it will think it's ridiculous. Only powerful mages use names like that, or really stupid trogs, and even then it's rare and rather silly if you ask me. Second, and possibly more importantly, don't use anything from your past. If you take your grandfather's name, or even just the name of someone from your village, it could potentially be traced back to its source, which defeats the whole purpose of creating a new identity.
"When you create a new persona it's more than just a name. You're creating a whole person, with a different background and everything. Keep it simple and easy. You can keep most of the details the same, only change small things like names and locations. Everything you make different you have to remember that you've changed, otherwise people will be able to see through it. For now, you're a Thane guard from the north, don't specify where because a real Thane guard wouldn't, and you're working for me. You don't have to tell anyone anything else. If we run into anyone I'll do all the talking anyway, so you shouldn't have any need to concern yourself with a background story right away."
The group headed back to the road and began following it west once more. On foot the traveling was fairly easy, though Drom could see that it would be quite difficult for anyone attempting to take a wagon down the track. As they walked he considered the background Malik had fabricated, both for himself and for Drom. Raine, now Tara, didn't seem to have a new background, however she had changed her looks enough that anyone who hadn't seen her change wouldn't be able to recognize her. She acted no differently than she had since he first joined them; that is to say she rarely talked and when she did what she had to say was generally short and to the point. Her overall attitude at least seemed better now that she had eaten the night before. As long as she had regular meals she was almost pleasant to be around, if a little blunt.
From time to time Drom spotted Trick as he flitted from tree to tree above them. The little dragonling would be almost impossible to see if he hadn't known where to look for it. Drom would have thought the colorful animal would have stood out against the green foliage, like it had during the hunt the evening before, but it seemed to be quite capable of blending in when it didn't want to be noticed.
"You shouldn't watch him like that," Tara observed. "Should anyone pass by and see you looking up like that it will naturally draw their eye in that direction, to see what you are looking at. It would defeat the purpose if others noticed him."
"Sorry," he replied sheepishly. From that point on he made certain to keep his eyes firmly at ground level, alternating between scanning the road in front of him and the trees to either side of him. A guard would be watching the surroundings, keeping alert for any surprises. If anyone saw him, he wanted to act his part as best he could. Drom thought for sure that anyone paying attention would surely see through his disguise. The sword constantly banged uncomfortably against his thigh as he walked, and he had to adjust it constantly.
Nothing and no one appeared that day, though Drom watched diligently. The group didn't stop until nearly sundown, by which time he had started hoping someone would appear, just to break up the monotony of the day. His two companions barely said a single word.
The pace they set was rugged. Not as bad as one they had set the day before, but certainly more than Drom was used to. Drom suspected that this was the normal pace for them. The day before they had moved faster to stay ahead of the guard. Now that they no longer looked like the people the guards would be looking for, they didn't feel the need to rush. Still, the pace was difficult for Drom to keep up with. He could match it, but he knew it would take him a while to get used to the constant, hard travel.
When they finally stopped for the night Drom was already exhausted. His day, however, was not yet over. While Tara prepared a small fire for their campsite, Malik left them at their makeshift campsite, looking for wood of a different kind than the firewood Tara collected. In a few moments he returned with two stout sticks, perhaps two inches thick and nearly four feet long. He tossed one of them to Drom.
"While Tara gets dinner ready for her and I, I'll begin your instruction. Tomorrow will be a shorter day, so you’ll have time to gather wild greens to cook yourself a hot meal. For tonight, you'll have to deal with a couple of oranges.
“Now, before I can teach you how to attack or defend yourself with a sword, you'll need to learn how to hold one. Hold the stick out in front of you as if it was a sword. Let it rest between your thumb and your index finger. Grip mostly with the index finger and your middle finger, leaving the last two fingers on your hand loose. Like this," Malik showed him using his own stick, his little finger putting almost no pressure at all on the makeshift weapon.
Drom tried to copy the grip on the stick he had been handed, though Malik had to adjust his grip slightly. It felt as if the wood only floated in his hand.
Surely such an insecure grip can't block or attack without me losing my hold, he thought.
"Wouldn't I get a stronger swing if I gripped it tighter?" he asked. "This just feels like a really weak grip."
"If you held it the way you're suggesting it would be easy to knock it out of your hand," Malik answered candidly. "You leave your grip loose until you move, whether you strike or block. The same is true for the muscles in your arms. Your natural response is to tense up. However, a tense muscle takes longer to move than a loose one. When you strike, don't swing with just your arm. Swing your hips and waist with it. At the last second, tighten the grip on your last two fingers. It will add speed and strength to your attack. Watch what I do, and swing like this."
In one swift, easy move he shifted his body to the side, striking a thin sapling next to him with a vicious hit. The wood collided with a loud crack, sending bark flying in all directions. It seemed to Drom as if the assassin had hardly put any strength into the attack at all, yet the results were obvious.
"Now you try it," Malik instructed. "Step into your swing and strike as hard as you can. Don't forget to keep your muscles loose until the moment you strike, then tighten your grip just before you hit. The weapon will flow into the strike naturally. Just move with it."
Drom did as he had been told, and swung with all his strength at a sapling like the one Malik had hit. The tree shook violently from the blow. Unfortunately, so did Drom's hand.
Ouch!
He nearly dropped the stick when it hit. His arm felt numb all the way up to his elbow, tingling as if it had fallen asleep. Malik choked back a laugh.
"Now you see why you don't want such a strong grip," he joked. "Remember to leave your hand loose until just before the moment of contact. When you tighten down on the last two fingers it will pull the weapon into the swing naturally. Also, I noticed that you put nearly all of your power into the blow, but most of that power came from your arm. Fighting like that you'll tire yourself out quickly, and your blows won't cause any more damage than they would if you used your body instead. Move your hips into the strike, and don't use as much of your arm. You'll be faster and will be able to fight longer without tiring that way. Try again."
This time Drom managed with effort to avoid tightening his grip too soon. His mind told him to grip it as hard as he could, but he had been told otherwise.
Just relax and do as you were told.
The stick swung around hard, cracking the tree with a thwack. It wasn't as hard or nearly as fast as it had been when Malik did it, but at least he didn't hurt himself again.
"Better," Malik observed. "Not great, but it's a beginning anyway. There are four types of sword strikes. Only four. Everything else is either a variation of those movements or it's not being done correctly. The first is the on-side strike, which you just used on that sapling. The second is the off-side strike. For that strike you move you arm forward, just as you would with the on-side strike, but at the last moment you turn you wrist and pull your body weight in the opposite direction. This will turn the sword around to strike at the other side of your opponent’s body, Like this."
As before he demonstrated the attack technique, this time striking the tree on the opposite side. Drom had seen Malik fight before, and knew the man was slowing down his movements considerably. Even at the slower speed Drom could still just barely see the change in the man's grip.
He tried his best to copy the move, finally completing it passably after the third attempt. It wasn't great, by any means, but it was at least he was beginning to understand how the weapon would move.
This is nothing like the grips and movements I used when I was using the tools on my father’s farm, he thought.
"For today we're going to work only with those two attacks. Whether you are striking the head, the body, or the legs, it still uses the the same body motions of those two techniques." Malik punctuated each of the strike locations by demonstrating them as he marked them off, leaving three clear, precise marks on each side of the young tree, one for each height of the body parts he spoke of. Drom followed suit, though his movements were slow and sloppy in comparison to the smooth gliding motion of Malik's strikes.
"By using the momentum from one strike as it bounces off the target, you can flip the weapon to strike the other side. Your movements will be much faster that way. Watch closely." Malik struck hard with an on-side shot, then spun the weapon and flipped his wrist, striking the other side in a blur.
Wow is he fast!
Drom could barely follow the attack, though with the description he had been given he knew what Malik had done.
"Practice that attack three hundred times, then you can stop for the night to eat," Malik instructed. "Don't forget to move your body into the strike. All of your power comes from your body. I'll watch and let you know if you’re doing anything incorrectly."
"Three hundred times?" Drom was daunted by the prospect of striking the tree like that so many times.
Is he serious That will take over an hour!
"Yes, three hundred times," he repeated. "You've never used a sword in your life. We need to get your body used to the motions. After a few weeks of practicing those strikes you'll find that the movements come far easier to you than they will right now. The easier it becomes, the faster you will become. Remember, strength can allow you to fight longer and hit harder, but speed is how you win. You saw the other day how good that trog's strength served him. I defeated him so easily, in part anyway, because I was much faster than he was. Well, that and just simple skill. This is how you begin. This practice teaches you how to move, and the speed will come naturally."
He could not see how hitting a tree over and over again was going to turn him into a great swordsman, but he did as he was told and began swinging. Several times Malik stopped him, changing minor details like how he placed his feet, how he moved his body, or how he held the stick he was using in place of a sword. After a time he began feeling a certain rhythm to the movement, and he noticed that, without trying, he had started moving much faster.
Malik watched him closely the entire time. Once Tara had finished roasting several strips of boar over the fire she joined him. As the two idly munched on the meat, Drom wondered what they could have been thinking about.
Am I actually doing well, or am I really as bad at this as I feel?
Certainly his two companions seemed to find him amusing, though they didn't say anything aside from the minor changes Malik would make from time to time.
By the time Drom had finally finished with his sword practice he was starving. Strangely enough however, he no longer felt as tired as he had when the group had first stopped for the night. In fact, he felt invigorated. He fell into the tangy oranges with gusto, barely taking the time to peel the first two before gulping them down. In a few minutes he had already eaten four. He stopped himself there, not wanting to eat too much at once and dwindle his supplies too quickly.
"Eat as much as you need," Tara told him. "Tomorrow evening you'll have plenty of time to gather more food. I'm not sure if there are oranges there, mind you. I've occasionally used them to flavor the meat I'm cooking, but I don't really eat them, so I don't really remember if there are any orange trees there or not. I know for sure, however, that you'll be able to find something you can eat. There used to be farms all along here. You'll find that in most of the places we'll be stopping for camp you can gather some sort of food. I know where we are stopping tomorrow is right beside a small lake. I fish there when we are in that area. There are plenty of edible plants Malik has gathered there while I fished, so I know you'll find something."
Even with such assurances, he stopped after only two more oranges, which was a generous enough meal even for him. He was used to eating more greens and grains, and the rich citrus fruit was hard on his stomach. As he lay down to sleep for the night, he heard Trick fly down from the trees somewhere above them.
Trick hasn’t come down to join us all day. Surely the animal must be hungry.
Drom had seen the animal eat regularly throughout the day when Malik was still calling himself Garan, yet somehow the creature had gone all day without eating as far as he had seen.
I wonder just how intelligent Trick really is. I’ve never heard of a pet that could follow instructions well enough to ignore its own needs.
As Drom fell asleep to the sounds of crickets and the rustling of small animals in the wilderness around them, he wondered once again why he trusted his new companions at all. Everything he knew about them suggested that they were not people he should really associate with, and yet for some reason he found he trusted them completely. He just couldn't understand why.



Chapter Five
 
 
Drom woke up to find his companions already awake and ready to leave. He sighed. He had hoped that somehow this day might start out differently than every other morning had over the past several weeks.
I should have known better, he thought.
Today, just like every other day, they would walk until nearly sundown. Then, before he would be allowed to eat whatever he could scrounge up for himself for a meal, Malik would instruct him in the use of the sword.
Most of that time he spent monotonously hitting small trees with sticks. Malik insisted that he needed to create muscle memory, so that should he need to use his weapon in a real confrontation he would do so naturally. Or so that was the theory at least. Still, Drom was skeptical. How smacking a tree over and over again was suppose to make him a good swordsman was beyond him.
Thankfully, Malik and Tara had not lied about the amount of food they would find along the path they followed. It seemed that no matter where they were there was always something to eat. Drom was sure he wouldn’t have made it if he had to go on sparse rations. He never knew what he was going to get each night, but there was always something, and it was always plentiful.
Tara ate nothing but meat. Her species, it seemed, was entirely carnivorous. Trick was the same way, eating small scraps of meat that Malik gave them when they stopped for the night.
Drom was amazed by the small animal. Even he had trouble going for such long periods without eating, yet the dragonling stayed away from the group every day, right up until nightfall.
Perhaps Trick hunts for himself during the day, eating small rodents and the like, he thought.
If that was the case Drom never saw him doing it.
Malik would eat nearly anything put before him. It didn't seem to matter in the slightest if it was cut from an animal or grown in the earth. Drom couldn't even tell if the human preferred one over the other. He seemed to enjoy them both equally.
At least Malik won’t ever go hungry.
Drom had thought that his father grew nearly every fruit and vegetable worth eating on his farm, but Malik knew about all sorts of edible plants he had never even heard of. He had eaten things on this road that were unlike anything he had ever tried before. Not all of them were things he wanted to try again, but there were others that were quite tasty.
With two carnivores in the group they had to both hunt and fish regularly. Every time the group caught an animal they had to kill for meat, Malik made Drom do the killing. The sorvinian man hated every minute of it, but he understood why Malik made him do it. He wanted Drom to get used to death. He wanted him to understand the need to take life, whether to feed his companions or to protect them.
Drom still wasn't sure if he could take the life of a humanoid, regardless of which race that victim belonged to, but for the first time in his life he began to consider it.
Perhaps in an emergency, if someone I care about was being threatened or my own life was in danger.
Even then he wasn't sure he would be able to bring himself to do it. He just hoped it didn't become necessary, at least not for a long while. The very thought of it put his nerves on edge.
The first time the group stopped at a still body of water, Drom stared in amazement at the stranger staring back at him. His face was bright red, as was the false hair on his head. He remembered that Malik had said the skin on his face had been pale white before. Now with the fur shaved off the sun had burned his skin terribly.
It just won’t stop itching!
In time, Malik assured him, that burn would darken into a tan. Until then he should try not to scratch it, the assassin told him, or the skin would start peeling before it was ready.
Every few days Tara shaved his face again. If he wanted to continue to look human he had no other choice. Once the fur grew back it would be obvious to anyone who might see him that he wasn't human. Unfortunately, the constantly regrowing hair irritated his itching skin all the more.
Within the first week or two Drom felt certain that Malik knew exactly where they would be stopping on each leg of the journey. The campsites they stopped at were never right on the road. Sometimes they were as much as a half mile into the woods to one side or the other. No matter how hard Drom looked he could never see any sign that would indicate a trail, but somehow his companion found these hidden clearings night after night without fail.
His training was going remarkably well, if Malik's observations were to be believed. After the first week Malik started training him in hand to hand combat as well as his sword training. There was far more to fighting than Drom could ever have realized.
It was not just throwing a punch or a kick like he would have thought. Each movement, even a small change in the position of his feet, would make a huge difference in how an attack presented itself.
Where he hit was just as important as how he moved, he learned. Malik taught him each point of weakness, which bones could be broken, the position of organs and how to strike them, and every conceivable way to inflict the greatest amount of damage possible.
His own techniques were not the only aspect of combat he was taught. Malik also taught him how to predict his opponent’s movements based on how they positioned themselves. Malik informed him that, once he was better at it, he would know what his enemy would do three steps or more before they did it.
For the most part Malik barely said anything at all outside of his instructions, choosing instead to simply watch as Drom practiced each movement over and over again. Drom wouldn't have believed that his training was really going well at all, however Malik rarely corrected his stances or movements any longer, so he must not have been doing too badly.
The main changes that Malik would make was in his footwork. He would often step just a little bit out of place when he moved forward or back. It didn't seem to make much of a difference in his attack techniques, but Malik insisted on correcting it each time.
Drom decided on a new name for himself during the first week of the journey. He called himself Roland, after a fictional hero in one of the stories his mother told him as a child. Unlike her histories, which she insisted were true tales from ancient days, the tales of Roland had no basis in truth. They were tales that were once used to teach morals to children, which is the reason his mother had told them to him.
Roland had not been like most heroes, not any Drom had heard of anyway. He was not good looking or overly skilled. Instead he was just a normal, average man, who found himself in a difficult situation, overcoming it through shear force of will and more than his fair share of luck. Drom hoped that, should he find himself in a similar situation, he would fare as well.
As expected, his companions had no difficulty with the new name. For people who shed their names as quickly as snakes would shed their skin it would be quite easy for them to deal with his name change.
The background he chose for his new persona was not that different from his own, as Malik had suggested. Since he now appeared human he fed into that, claiming to have come from a family of human farmers in the north. That way, should he for some reason be questioned, his story was more likely to be believed. After all, he really had grown up on a farm, and knew plenty about that lifestyle. 
"We should reach the city in about three more days," Malik announced after days of saying nearly nothing at all. "We'll need to leave the road about a mile up ahead to gather herbs that grow in the woods there. Not many people know about them and they're difficult to get to, so I'm almost certain they'll still be there. We can sell them to merchants in the marketplace once we are in the city."
"I thought you were meeting your contact in the city?" Drom, now Roland, questioned. "Why do you want to gather herbs to sell?"
"It's part of our cover Roland," Malik explained. "If we try to go in without anything to sell it might look suspicious. When you create a cover it has to be believable enough that anyone who looks won't find anything that could give you away. I'm posing as a merchant who sells black market gems. The herbs are what he sells openly to avoid suspicion."
"So, what you're telling me is that your cover story needs supplies for his cover story?" Drom, now Roland, asked. "That sounds incredibly confusing. How do you keep all of your stories straight?"
Malik grinned. "You don't get confused when thinking about people you've known for a while, right? It doesn't matter how detailed their life might be, you still know their story and can remember it fairly well. Knowing your persona isn't much different. I'm not telling a lie so much as creating an entire fictional person. Details I keep vague, so that way no one can see through the person I am at that time.
"In this case though, you're basically right. This persona, Malik, does need supplies for the lie he creates to hide who he is. The real me, the assassin that exists behind all those covers, stays hidden under so many layers that anyone looking into him won't look far enough to ever learn the real truth. If someone looks into Malik, they might see through the man who sells herbs, but underneath they'll find someone who sells gems illegally. They would never have a need to look further, so they’ll never find what lies under all of those layers. Understand?"
"I get it. Instead of just hiding behind one person, you hide who you really are behind several. Even below the assassin that Tara and I have come to know, I'm willing to bet that there are even more layers. You won't ever let anyone know the real you, will you?"
Malik laughed heartily. "Of course not. It would defeat the entire purpose of hiding my identity if I did. Tara has come closer than anyone to understanding who I really am. Now you know almost as much as she does, though she knows more of my aliases than you do. Of course she's been with me longer, so that's to be expected. The only other people who know anything at all about me I haven’t seen in years, and most of them are dead. Who they were isn’t really important."
"I take it that it's safe to assume that you have the gems to sell as well?" Roland asked, almost more of a statement than a question. Malik didn't bother replying. The answer was obvious.
Of course he does.
The group continued down the broken road, until by some unseen sign Malik turned them into the woods to their right. With Malik leading the way, they pushed their way through the thick brush. Roland kept his eyes open, watching the ground and trees to either side of him.
He had heard tales of huge serpents that lived in some of the swamps and woods in the areas. From what he had been told about such animals they were supposed to live further south, in and around the deep swamps, but he had no intention of taking any chances. Certainly there were rattlesnakes and moccasins to be found nearby, and they were dangerous enough to warrant caution.
Malik threaded his way through the thick scrub for nearly an hour, down a path only he could see.
He certainly wasn't lying about this place being difficult to reach, Roland thought sourly, as the bottom of his tunic caught on the low hanging branch of a tree and held. The fabric tore before he could stop himself from going any further forward. With a disgusted snort he glared down at the rend.
I’ll need to repair it when we stop for the night, he thought, hoping he would remember to do so. He was certain that Malik wouldn’t be very happy if the uniform he lent him was destroyed while they stomped through the woods.
Finally they came to an area where a narrow stream ran through. Small trees sprouted sporadically along its banks, and the brush along the ground was much thinner than what they had been walking through to get there.
"This is what we want to gather first," Malik told him, bending down to pull a small, narrow leafed plant out of the ground, roots and all. Tara must have known already what they had come for, as she had already started picking the plant he indicated without looking to see what Malik had said.
Roland nodded and starting gathering the strange herbs. He could have been certain that this was a plant he had seen before. It look disturbingly similar to a plant his father had pointed out to him once when he found it growing in his fields. The plant had leaves that were extremely poisonous, he had been told. Still, he had been a small child then.
This must be something different.
A light breeze in the air caused Roland to pause, sniffing. In the span of two heartbeats he traced the smell back to the plants that his two companions were picking. The smell was similar to basil, though different in a way he couldn’t quite put his finger on.
It smells absolutely delicious!
"Do you think there will be enough that I can add some to my dinner tonight?" Roland asked finally, interested in testing the taste of the fragrant weed.
"Not if you want to reach the city," Malik answered in amusement. "The leaves of this herb can be boiled down to a deadly poison. Just eating them raw is likely to kill you. The roots, however, can be used to help break fever, and is gentle enough that it can even be used on infants, which few medications can claim. I'll sell the roots to a healer in the city. As for the rest of the plant, I'll keep that for myself. I don't often use poison, but on occasion it can be useful. The poison I make from this takes several hours to take affect and leaves little trace. When you want someone to appear to have died naturally, it works well."
Roland looked away and said nothing, grateful that he hadn't simply tasted the plant before asking anything about it. The group continued picking for another hour before moving on to a different plant, this time one that Roland recognized as an herb generally used to flavor poultry and fish. It wasn't something he had any interest in, but he was certain that his companions would likely be using it that night.
After several hours spent picking various plants, Malik decided they had enough for trading in the city. They only needed enough to give the appearance of herb traders, he said. They weren't actually trying to make a living this way.
"Once you’re finish with your evening workout, wash your clothing in the stream," Malik ordered. "Both the uniform you are wearing and your old clothing in your bag. Once we’re close to the city you'll be changing back into your regular clothing. There are sure to be Thanes in the city, and they have certain ways of recognizing each other that you don't know about yet. It would take too long to try and teach you. No one has seen your face in that disguise, so we don't need to worry about someone recognizing you.
"In fact, it might be better yet to change now. While a Thane guard on the road is less likely to be questioned, there's always a chance someone might stop you at the city gates. Once we’re in the city we'll do a little shopping. Keep the sword until then. There are enough mercenaries working as guards that you'll get through the gates with me no matter what you're wearing."
"What are your plans once we get into the city?" Roland asked. "I mean, where am I supposed to go?"
"First I'll need to see my client," Malik answered. "I’d like you to come with me for that. I think that meeting my client will go a long way in helping you understand what it is I do. I don’t know if you’ve decided if you want to stay with us longer or not, but I think that meeting the client might convince you to stay with us. It’s up to you whether or not you want to meet the client. I’m not going to force you to do anything you don’t want to. If you don’t want to meet the client you can just go with Tara to get us a room at the inn and we’ll square up the following morning. Think about it for a bit and let me know what you decide once we get to the city."
That said Malik walked off, refusing to say another word. As usual his companion kept his thoughts to himself, and would not reveal anything more than what he wanted. Roland watched as Malik started gathering wood for the night's fire, although sundown was still a long way off. He pulled his clothes out of the bag and stripped down to his underclothes.
"Be careful walking too close to the water," Tara advised, coming up behind him so silently that he jumped slightly at her voice. He had thought she had already gone off to fish. He quickly pulled his clothing in front of him before realizing that his underclothing still covered him decently enough.
Pretending that she didn't notice his discomfort, she continued. "There are occasionally alligators in the water, and other things almost as dangerous. I caught a snapping turtle here once that was nearly three feet across. While it wouldn't try to eat you or anything, it could certainly take off a hand. That would end your chances of becoming an accomplished swordsman pretty quickly."
"Thank you," he answered, unable to think of any other reply. Though he had never thought of himself as accomplished at anything, he had been practicing every night.
Tara never seems to pay much attention my nightly practices, but perhaps she really has been watching all along.
 The thought brought a smile to his face, which he tried to suppress as quickly as it appeared.
"When you're finished with your laundry, perhaps you can show me what you've learned so far," she continued unexpectedly, ignoring his stifled grin. "I can use a little practice myself. I promise not to be too rough with you," she teased.
Roland was taken aback with her banter. She had hardly spoken to him at all during the month or so they had been traveling together, as if she hadn't expected him to be around long enough to be worth getting to know.
Has something changed that I’m not unaware of?
He finished the washing quickly, excited with the prospect of sparring with the feral woman. So far he had only fought with the trees around him. He had yet to try his skills against a live opponent. Not only that, but he had known the woman for nearly a month and had yet to see her pull out her weapon. Even if she only used a fraction of her real skill, it would be interesting to see what she was capable of.
He was almost disappointed when she came forward with two stout sticks. He was rather hoping that he would get to spare with real blades. He realized at once how foolish that thought really was. Even if he didn't hurt himself with the sharp weapon, the combat could still damage the blade. There wasn't much point nicking a blade in practice when a stout stick would work just as well. He hefted the makeshift weapon to gain its balance.
"OK, show me what you've learned so far," she taunted, flashing him one of her rare, toothy grins. When Drom had first joined them her sharp, pointed teeth made him nervous, but he had gotten used to them during their time on the road. Now he viewed them as a rather attractive feature on his feral friend.
Taking the initiative, he stepped into a hard swing to her left thigh, which as expected she blocked with a downward swing. Twisting his body and turning his wrist, he used the momentum of her block to propel his blade back around in a shallow arc, firing a quick shot to the right side of her head. She smiled and ducked under the swing, bringing her branch up high into his stomach.
Oomph! He doubled over as the air rushed out of his lungs. Thankfully, she pulled back on the strike at the last second, so the attack only knocked the wind out of him.
She could easily have broken one or two of my ribs with that attack, he realized. Had it been a blade she surely would have gutted me.
Once again he saw the prudence in using the imitation weapons, though even they could be dangerous.
"Your speed was decent for a beginner. However, your footwork was off and you telegraphed your attack pattern." Even while she was scolding him she seemed to be enjoying herself. She strutted across the other side of the small clearing they fought in, her tail flicking behind her playfully. "Try something different. Assume you are fighting a skilled opponent, which you are, and treat this as a fight to the death. Treat every fight like that from now on. Remember, it's not always the strongest fighter who wins. Try to think of a way to defeat me."
He faced her a second time, refusing to comment.
I was treating the fight seriously, he thought silently. He knew, however, that she had more experience and skill with a blade than he did.
How do I defeat someone who’s a lot better than I am?
She stood across from him confidently, certain of her own ability. He jumped forward, attacking the same way he had the first time. Once again she blocked with a downward strike, and once again he turned to fire an attack at the opposite side. He hoped that she would move the same way, ducking underneath and going for his exposed midsection. He planned on stepping back, using his greater reach to his advantage and cut straight across, which would block her attack and counter at the same time.
As if sensing his plan, she changed her tactic. This time she didn’t duck underneath the blow as she had, but instead stepped forward and blocked directly, using her momentum to counter with a downward strike.
He saw the attack coming and rolled his wrist to bring the bottom edge of his blade in front of him, blocking high. Instead of countering with his blade, however, he threw a palm strike at chest level with his other hand. For a brief second he was certain that his blow was going to land. In fear he tried to pull the strike, but knew that there wasn’t enough time.
No!
He had just enough time to see her smile.
She moved smoothly to her right, neatly dodging his strike, and countered with a vicious vertical attack aimed at the top of his head. He raised his sword quickly to block. He barely got his weapon up in time. He clenched his muscles against the powerful blow he knew must be coming.
The blow he was expecting never came. In fact, her strike barely touched his blocking blade at all. Instead, it slid down his weapon’s edge and, like a striking snake, thrust directly at his heart.
His mind screamed in panic.
Even a wooden stick could kill me if she stabs me in the heart with it! He felt something inside him change.
No, this was not a change at all, he realized. It had always been there. It had been waiting, hidden behind a curtain, and now that curtain lifted, allowing what was once inside to come out.
His body moved quickly to the left, almost of its own accord, as if instinctively. Tara’s imitation weapon passed harmlessly under his sword arm, which he pulled across in a lightning fast strike aimed at the side of her head.
With amazing speed her sword arm came up above her head, her sword pointed down in front of her body.
How had she managed to get her sword back in front of her so quickly?
While a part of him was asking this, however, another part of his mind, the part that was once hidden and dormant, was controlling his body. The slumbering dragon waking inside of him knew what to do.
Instead of stepping back to regain his range advantage, which was what he had been taught to do, he stepped forward, neatly pinning her weapon between them while at the same time twisting his own weapon into an arcing swing that wrapped around to the back of her head.
Stopping just a fraction of an inch before the break in the wrist will keep the attack from hitting her forcefully, this new part of him said into the void of his mind.
The other part of him, the part of him he had been before, wondered how he knew that.
Her eyes opened wide in surprise.
She must not have expected that move, he thought. I have her!
The sudden elation he felt at the thought snapped the two pieces of his mind back together like an elastic band. His attacking arm slowed a fraction of a second, wavering ever so slightly, as his original self gained control once more.
At the last moment, just before he meant to pull the attack, he saw it. The slight glint from her sharp, bright teeth as she smiled.
She pushed herself harder against him, sliding down his body, melting away from him like water cascading down a mountainside. Tara moved so smoothly that it felt to him as if she moved in slow motion, yet it was so fast he could do nothing against it. In one fluid movement she dropped underneath his wrapping strike, twirling completely like a spinning top.
Before he could move she had completed her first rotation, sliding her wooden weapon across his side in a smooth, gentle slash as she did so. She continued her revolution a second time, rolling against his back to end on the opposite side of his body, the stick in her hand poised feather light, hovering less than an inch above his forehead.
"Much better," she laughed, removing the stick from above him. He exhaled loudly, not realizing that he had been holding his breath until she had taken her wooden sword away. He knew without asking that either of her strikes would have killed him had she been using a sharpened blade. Even the wooden one would have hurt if she hadn’t pulled her attacks.
He did a quick mental inventory on himself, making sure that her blows were really as gentle as he had first thought.
Everything seems to be in order, he thought, breathing an unconscious sigh of relief.
He could feel a slight stinging where her stick had slid against him. Gratefully, she hadn’t put enough power into it to do any real damage.
"That time you attempted to use your strength to your advantage, but you didn't rely on it. Quite a few men I've fought before have died from the thrust I attacked with right after my false vertical blow, but you managed to avoid it completely." She seemed pleased with his success, if her wide, toothy grin was any indication.
"Granted, I didn't use my full speed, but that's still quite an accomplishment after only a month of practice. Your training has really only been in attacking. You haven't done any sparring, and haven't been able to study much defense yet, which means you avoided that blow naturally. With enough training you could potentially become an excellent swordsman. I'm impressed, and I'm not impressed easily, or often.
"You lost that last round when you did only because you lost your balance after your wrap shot. You might have lasted longer if you hadn't been so far out of position. There wasn't any way you could block my attack afterward. You need a lot of work on your defense, but you have quite a bit of natural ability that you haven't tapped into yet."
Roland nodded vaguely.
Why was I out of position on that attack, he wondered? Did I really lose my balance, as Tara had said?
For some reason he couldn’t quite remember it.
The adrenaline must be affecting me, he thought.
Now that the sparring was over, he barely remembered what had happened during the fight. He shook his head slightly, trying to dislodge the cobwebs that seemed to be covering his memories like a veil. As much as he tried, however, he found that he couldn’t shake them.
Next time I’ll have to pay closer attention to my movements, he vowed to himself.
The light of the day was beginning to fade, so Tara decided it might be best not to spar any longer. Instead she spent about another half hour helping him with his footwork, which she had said was where he needed the most work. Having the correct footwork was a quintessential part of a proper defense, she insisted.
Malik has been telling me the same thing, he recalled.
"Mind if I ask, why the sudden interest in my training?” he asked Tara suddenly. He had wondered why Malik wanted him to stay with them, but he didn’t think he was going to get an answer from the assassin any time soon.
Perhaps I might have better luck getting answers from her.
"For some reason Malik has taken a liking to you. Judging by what he was saying to you earlier, it looks like he hopes you'll stay with us for a while longer." She seemed a bit reluctant to give him more information, but at the same time understood why he wanted to know more.
"I don't really know why," she said. "Sometimes I have no idea why he does things the way he does. I've known him for a long time, and one thing that I've learned is that there's always a reason for the things he does, even if no one else can understand it until later.
"If he wants you around, I can almost guarantee there's a reason for it, but he's not going to tell you what that is. You'll have to figure it out for yourself. I can suggest one thing you might want to consider. If he thinks you should go with him to see the client, you should listen to him. Whatever you learn there might be important to you someday."
"What about you? Do you like having me around?"
Tara chuckled. "You certainly do ask a lot of questions, don't you? You seem like a pleasant enough person to me. Still, whether or not you stay with us longer is not really my call. Malik is in charge, and I'll go with whatever he suggests. If you're asking for my opinion alone, I can't say I know you well enough to trust you yet, but you seem all right so far. I think that you could find a place with us, and if he wants you to meet the client, I'm guessing he's probably thinking the same thing."
Roland, who had spent all of life with another name, considered that.
A place with them, she had said. Someplace where I could fit in; where I belonged.
He had spent his entire life thinking that no such place would ever exist.
He certainly had never fit in with the sorvinians where he grew up, not even with those his own age. His parents farm had seemed like home to him, but he never felt any desire to become a farmer. He would not have stayed there all his life, even if he could have. Finding a place with people who accepted him, even people living the insane life these two seemed to live, certainly had an appeal to it.
Perhaps I’ll go and meet with Malik's client after all, he thought.
Tara said that it could be important to him, she just didn't know how. Roland certainly didn't either, but he couldn't see how it could hurt anything. He knew only one thing for certain; Malik wasn’t going to tell him anything until he was good and ready to.
He looked over at Malik, who was busy feeding Trick small strips of venison saved from an animal they had killed two days before. The dragonling sat, perched heavily on his shoulder, its thick tail wrapped tightly around the assassin’s neck. The orange crest on its neck was folded down so that only the deep red on the outside edge was visible.
Each piece of meat that Malik fed him was taken gently from his fingers, either by a carefully placed tooth or picked up daintily in one of Trick’s bird-like claws. Roland had watched Malik feed the animal every night the same way. Never once had Trick accidentally nipped his master, and Roland was certain that the dragonling took pains not to.
Tara had walked downstream after their sparring, he had assumed to fish. The feral woman ate any type of meat, it seemed, though in the time they had spent together he had noticed that she seemed to prefer fish or fowl over game. Even when they had meat in their packs she still would often stop along waterways to gain for herself what she wanted most.
Roland was more certain than ever that the packs his companions carried were magically enhanced. He had seen them put fresh meat into the packs, then two days later take it out again without any spoilage at all. No normal pack could do that. He hadn’t known that magic packs could, but then he had not met anyone else who had them, so how could he have known?
Shortly after sundown, before the light had faded completely, Tara returned, her form barely visible in the failing light. In her hand she held a long, thin bodied fish with large, sharp scales and a narrow, long toothed snout. Roland guessed the animal had to be nearly five feet long from nose to tail, almost as long as the woman who carried it was tall. He stood, assuming that he would have to kill and clean the fish, but he wasn't going to have to take care of this one.
Malik glanced up at her return, chuckling as she held up the huge monster triumphantly. "So you've brought us back an alligator gar," he laughed. "You do realize it's going to take half the night to clean that thing? Couldn't you have just brought us back a catfish or two?"
"We can always sell the scales to the fletcher," She replied merrily, her tail twitching back and forth in excitement. "It'll be worth the extra work. Besides, it's just so tasty!"
"OK, I must be missing something," Roland said as Tara dropped the fish, still flipping and flopping, on the ground next to the small fire. "What's with the fish?"
"You must have never seen a gar," Malik answered. "These fish have scales as hard as iron and as sharp as razors. To clean them you have to carefully cut down the belly, and then skin them from the inside. Sometimes they are used as a cheap alternative to iron or steel for arrowheads. They're not strong enough to use against armored soldiers, but they are good enough for hunting.
“Were it up to me I wouldn't bother with it. We won't get much for these scales. Unfortunately for me, this fish is Tara's favorite food. She'll eat this entire fish in one meal if I let her. Tara doesn't ask for much. Helping her with this is a little enough thing to ask for."
Roland couldn't disagree. He had been traveling with the pair for a month and, aside from an irritable disposition when hungry, he had never seen her act demanding, or really ask either of them for anything. Now she seemed positively giddy with the prospect of having this creature as a meal. The monstrous fish did not seem pleased with the idea of becoming her dinner, however, and it turned this way and that, snapping its long jaws together loudly.
Malik turned the fish on its side and plunged a dagger directly into the underside of its head, being unusually careful to avoid its sharp teeth. The animal thrashed hard one last time before finally going still. Malik didn't waste a moment. As the creature breathed its last breath, he slowly and methodically slit it vertically down its belly.
Roland could see it was a difficult procedure. Malik had to cut through the meat and the skin from the inside, then carefully part the scales as he cut. Roland understood what Malik had meant when he said that the scales were as hard as iron. On the rare occasion that Malik's dagger tried to go through one it stopped as if it had hit a reinforced shield. As hard as the scales on the fish’s belly were, the large triangular scales along its back and sides appeared to be far worse, being both larger and thicker.
Roland was grateful that his companions didn't make him clean this one. Once Malik had finished gutting the giant he had set to work removing the meat from the inside, cutting it off in thick slabs. Tara started cooking the first piece over the fire, while Trick seemed quite happy gorging himself on the soft organs.
Roland finished off his own meal, a generous plate of the various, delicious vegetables that he had picked while they collected herbs, and lay down heavily, his broad back to the fire. He tried to ignore the sound of sizzling meat behind him. It didn’t bother him really, not like it had before, but it was rather loud for someone who was attempting to go to sleep. Exhaustion can ignore most things, however, and in no time at all he fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
Long after Roland had fallen asleep despite the rank smell of fish, Malik was still cleaning the beast. Finally finishing after nearly two hours of work, he laid the heavy scales out near the fire to dry. Tara munched happily on the cooked fish steaks long into the night, while Trick lay curled in a nearby tree, snoring loudly. Malik pulled a generous portion of the meat off of the fire, savoring the strong taste.
"So why is it that you want to keep Roland with us?" Tara asked between bites.
"I have my reasons Tara," Malik answered. "There's more to him than what you might think, at least if I'm right about who I think he is."
"I have a feeling that you're not going to tell me," She laughed, tossing a thick rib bone into the water behind her.
"Not until I know more," he said mysteriously.
"I've known you long enough to know that there's more to what you've been doing than you've told me. Are you ever going to let me in? Roland is right about one thing. You have so many layers covering who you really are, no one can ever figure out you out. Do you even remember yourself?"
"I know exactly who I am," he responded defensively. "I have my reasons for keeping that hidden."
"Well, when you're ready to tell someone else, I hope you know you have at least one person you can talk to. I would like to think that the two of us are friends. You might even be my only friend. You're the only person I've trusted with the secret of my past, the whole thing anyway. You can trust me with yours too you know."
"I do think of you as a friend," Malik said softly. "Sorry if I've sometimes been a little sharp with you. There are things in my past I'm not comfortable talking about. Someday I'm sure that I'll be ready to talk about everything. When I'm ready, you'll be the first to know. For right now, it's probably safer for both of us if no one knows, not even you."
"Should I assume that the reason you want to keep Roland with us has something to do with your past then?" Tara asked quietly. As she expected, silence was the only answer she received.





Chapter Six
 
 
When Roland awoke he was surprised to find, for the first time since they had started traveling together, that Tara was still asleep. Normally his companions were already awake and ready to go before he opened his eyes. The feral woman had her face tucked into the inside of her elbow, shielding her eyes from the light of the morning sun. As he looked at her one of her ears twitched involuntarily, as if brushing away some unseen insect.
"She ate nearly half of that fish last night," Malik said from behind him. He turned to find the man leaning against a tree, meticulously running a dagger across a small whetstone. Roland noticed that it was the same dagger that he had used the night before to clean the gar, though he knew that the assassin had several daggers hidden on his person. "She'll probably be asleep for at least another hour or two. She doesn't normally eat like that, but when she does it takes her a while to sleep it off. You might as well relax for a bit."
Roland reached into his pack, pulling out the last orange he had left. He had been able to refill his pack with more fruit only a few days before, but he was already starting to get sick of them. The night before had been the first time in nearly a week that he had been able to eat a meal of cooked vegetables. Every night before that had been fruit, mostly oranges.
On the farm he had grown up eating more green vegetables than any thing else. Tart citrus fruits were more of a treat than a staple, but it seemed as if on this road the opposite tended to be true. He tossed the fruit back into his pack, not hungry enough to really want to eat it.
"I would have thought you would still be asleep as well," he commented instead. "I remember you said it would take half the night to clean that fish. Aren't you still tired?"
"I didn't sleep," Malik answered. "I stayed up last night and kept watch. There are dangerous animals that live out in these swamps and waterways. The people that move up and down the road we’re on can be even worse. Tara and I have been switching off watches every night. So far we haven't seen a soul, and we should consider ourselves lucky for that. Tara and I can take care of ourselves, but you can still use a bit more training before testing your skills on the type of men who would frequent that road."
"Why haven't you given me a watch?" Roland asked. If he was going to be a part of the group he wanted to pull his own weight. Tara had suggested the night before that he might have a place with his two companions.
How can I hope to really be a part of the group if I don't take part in all aspects of our travel?
"The type of men that would risk attacking a group of people along this road, even a group this small, know how to stay hidden in the dark. Tara and I have both been doing this for a long time. We've dealt with those type of people before. We know what to watch for, and how to deal with them. Many of them would recognize me in this persona as well, especially this close to the city. Anyone who's given us trouble before and survived won't bother us a second time. They wouldn't know you."
"Tara told me yesterday that she thinks you want me to stay with you two permanently, or at least for a while longer. Was she right?"
Malik paused for a moment before answering. "That would be up to you," he said finally. "I told you that once before. I'm not going to tell you to stay. If you stay it will be because you chose to."
"That wasn't what I was asking. What I'm asking is, do you want me to stay?"
"I do, though my reasons are my own. I don't think it would be wise to divulge them, at least not yet. I want to know you better before trusting you with my secrets. If you choose to stay you may, in time, learn those reasons. I'll leave that choice to you." Malik turned away, and Roland knew from the time he had spent with the man that he would say no more on the subject.
"Should I be worried about anything when we reach the city gates?" he asked instead.
"We shouldn't have any problems," Malik answered. "Just let me do all of the talking and we'll be fine."
"What about the Thane? I know none of us will be dressed in their uniforms going into the city, but couldn't someone have seen us on the road? If word somehow got back to the city, they might be expecting you to have a Thane guard. Should I keep my eyes out for trouble?"
Malik chuckled. "I like the fact that you're thinking ahead, however there's no need to worry. If anyone came within sight of us I would have known. Trick would have seen them. His eyes are better than ours ever could be. If he had seen someone on the road he would have warned me. He knows we are trying to keep a low profile."
"You act as if he can understand every word you say and knows what it is that you do," Roland commented jokingly.
"That's because he does," Malik replied lightly. It took Roland a moment to realized that the man was completely serious. "Dragonlings aren't like normal animals. They were created by magic, and like many magical beings they don't really fit into the mold of other animals. They are as intelligent as humans are, or very nearly so. They just lack the proper vocal ability for speech. True dragons are said to be the same way, though I wouldn't want to get close enough to one to ask."
"How do you know that they are that smart?" Roland asked, amazed. "Is that why you keep one as a pet?"
"Hardly a pet, though I can see why someone might not know the difference. I had no idea that Trick would be that intelligent when I first found his egg. I wasn't even planning on keeping him originally. I was going to take the egg to the market to sell. He hatched along the way. When a dragonling egg first hatches they look for their mother, who would under normal circumstances be there to greet them. They would stay with the mother for the first few months, until they are old enough to care for themselves.
"When Trick hatched he saw me as his mother. I could see it in the little creature's eyes. So I kept him. I fed him and kept him safe. Later, when he had gotten older, he watched as I hunted and in no time was joining me in the hunt. On one hunt I started talking to him, just giving instructions on what I wished I could get him to do. To my surprise he followed them word for word."
"Couldn't that just be a coincidence?" Roland asked skeptically. "It would, after all, be in his nature to hunt, and if they learn from their mothers naturally he could have just been learning from you."
"Which is exactly what I thought at first. However, since then he has proven time and again that he can understand at least some of what is said to him. Certainly more than any animal I have ever heard of. Dogs can be trained to understand some commands, but have you ever heard of one that can understand complex strategies? He has even come up with a few on his own, though I admit I didn't understand them really until afterward. I wasn't looking for it, so I didn't see his intelligence for what it really was. Now he's a valued member of our group. His eyes and ears are both better than Tara's, and hers are far better than mine, or yours for that matter."
"What do you mean when you say he came up with strategies?"
"Well, as a perfect example, I once had an unfortunate run in with someone almost as skilled as I am. The man had been sent to kill me. I didn't even know I had a contract out on me at the time. As soon as the man walked in, Trick knew what he was about. How he knew I couldn't tell you. He was sitting in the rafters of the bar I was in at the time. Just as the man pulled out his dagger, which he could easily have tossed into my back, Trick flew down and bit him right in the ass. Probably the second funniest thing I've ever seen.
"Trick had done a great job distracting the man, at least that's what I think he meant to do. As soon as the man turned he flew directly into his face. He tore off the man's fake beard, grabbed his glued on mustache, and flew back up to the rafters with it. Then he put it on his own face and started chirping loudly. It might not have been the greatest impression of all time, but it was without a doubt the absolute funniest thing I've ever seen.
"The man was so distracted by what my little Trick had done to him that he completely forgot about me for a second. It was so unprofessional I had to teach him a lesson for it. Normally I would just kill the man and be done with it, but instead I knocked him out and dragged him back to my room in the inn. I spent three hours extracting information out of him. Before it was finished I made him tell me who hired him, who trained him, everything."
"Did you kill him?"
"No," Malik answered, smiling at the memory. "Killing him would have done him a favor. He let himself get distracted in the middle of a hit, and against a professional at that. Instead of killing him I turned him over to his guild master, bound and gagged. I'm certain his teacher killed him, rather then allow him to continue to do him such dishonor. If I train you I'm sure you won't tarnish my reputation like that, right?"
"What! No, of course not!" Roland cried in shock and fright. The thought of doing something accidentally that could sign his death warrant was not something he wanted to even contemplate, nor was such a concern something he expected to have.
Malik laughed loudly. "Relax. I was only joking with you. I wouldn't give you any assignment you couldn't handle. Right now, that's not anything. Besides, I don't remember saying that you were ever going to be an assassin. I said you could stay with us, but I never said anything about what capacity you would be joining us in. At the current rate of your training, you are months if not years away from being ready to attempt an assassination, even a simple job. Don’t get me wrong, your training is going well. You could probably hold your own as well as most in a fair fight, which is great after only a month of training, but assassinations aren’t meant to be fair fights. There’s a lot more involved than just swordsmanship. It will be a while before you’re ready for something like that."
"What did you plan on having me do then?"
"I hadn't really thought about it much. Don't forget, you haven't decided yet whether you're even going to stay with us or not," Malik reminded him. "Last time we talked about it, you were more inclined to leave us once we were in the city. Have you changed your mind already?"
"No," Roland admitted. "Tara seemed to think that you have something in mind to get me to stay. She agreed that I should go with you to see your client; that somehow whatever will happen there will convince me to stay. I don't know if she's right.
“I have enjoyed the time I spent with you, so maybe I might decide to stay if you can think of something I might do to contribute to the group. Right now I feel like an outsider. I haven't really done anything to help out. Even Trick does more to contribute than I do, and he eats a lot less."
"It's not like we've been buying those supplies," Malik joked. "You've been gathering your own food as we go. You haven't been a burden to us, not in the slightest. True, you will need more training before I want you in a fight, but you're learning faster than you might realize. In fact, faster than nearly anyone I've ever seen. Don't think that just because you didn't last long against Tara in that sparring match yesterday that you're not learning. She's one of the best I know, with a weapon or without. It would take you years of training just to have a shot at matching her. I might suggest trying a heavier weapon. It seems better suited to your natural ability."
"Honestly I did better in that match than I thought I would have, though I'm sure she wasn't using even a fraction of her true skill. I think I even surprised her a little." He chose not to mention to Malik that he didn’t really remember much at all about the second half of that match.
It would be better to keep that to myself, he decided. At least until I understand it a little more.
"I watched that match, and you're right, she didn't even use a little of what she could really do. Still, I haven't shown you that much yet, and you managed to use the few things I've taught you in ways all your own. Given enough time, you could become really good. I've told you that before."
"You have, though I'm not sure whether or not to believe it. You might have some reason to lie to me, but if so I can't think of what it might be. You could have just been trying to keep my confidence up. What little I know about you leads me to believe that you have a reason for everything you do, and Tara has said pretty much the same thing. So while I don't know what those reasons might be, I believe that they exist at least."
Malik chuckled. "I've been hearing that a lot lately," he said. "Well, if you're right and I have a reason that I'm not talking about, I guess you'll just have to stick around a bit longer if you want to find it out. Don't worry, whatever secrets I'm keeping have nothing to do with whether or not your training is going well. I don't have any reasons to hide that from you. You won't learn anything if you don't know your own skill, and I want you to learn."
"Why should you care whether or not I learn how to fight?" Roland asked, coming back to that same question once more. "I just don't understand."
"You worry to much Roland, "Malik scolded. "If you want to learn, learn. If you don't want to learn more, then you can leave us once we are in the city. I'm sure with your strength and knowledge you'll have no trouble finding some kind of work. So it's up to you. Don't worry about my motivations. Learn what you can, if that's what you want to do. We like having you around. That's all the motivation you need to concern yourself with."
He's exactly right, Roland realized.
 He had been worrying about why such strange and unexpected things had been happening to him, instead of just accepting them. If Malik has ulterior motives, they would not be revealed until the man was ready to talk about them, and not a moment before. Drom knew that if he ever wanted to learn them, he would just have to stay with the two until then. For all he know, Malik's entire reasoning was simply to let that question hang in the air. The question itself might be his way of trying to get Drom to stay.
He chuckled softly under his breath at the thought, barely audible even to himself as he made the sound.
"Have you come up with something you think?" Malik laughed.
Roland refused to be baited. He knew that Malik wasn't going to tell him, even if he was right.
If nothing else, my companion enjoys his mysteries. Anything he tells me will only lead me further astray.
 It seemed to be the nature of the man.
He heard a noise coming from near the fire, and turned toward the source, already knowing what it was. Tara was stirring. She lifted her head, looking around the campfire.
"Fish?" she asked groggily.
"Already packed away," Malik answered before Roland had a chance to. "You can have it for dinner tonight. You ate too much last night. If you eat any more right now you'll make yourself sick. It would be better to wait."
"That should be my choice." Tara said testily. Roland could see what Malik had meant when he said that the woman would eat the entire thing in one sitting if he would let her. She didn't even seem to care if eating too much at once could make her sick.
"You know I'm only looking out for you," Malik chided. "I'm also looking out for myself, of course. The last time you ate too much you were impossible to be around for nearly a week. I would like to avoid that if we can."
She wordlessly shouldered her pack and stomped back toward the road. The two men grabbed their own packs and followed her. Trick still lay curled in the bough of a tree above them, though Roland knew that the little dragonling would catch up to them shortly. He never could be certain when the creature would leave to follow them, but if what Malik had told them the night before was true, Trick was most likely well aware of everything that was going on around him, even if he seemed to be completely asleep.
"Is she going to be alright?" Roland asked Malik under his breath. He noticed, however, that Tara's ears swiveled in his direction. The hearing of the feral woman continued to amaze him.
"She'll be fine," The assassin answered merrily. How the man continued to be so cheerful, considering he hadn't slept the night before if he was to be believed, was a mystery. Roland thought he was telling the truth about staying awake and keeping watch during the night. It certainly fit in with what he knew of the man.
"She's just sulking right now," he continued. "Most likely, she's in a rush to get to the next camp site. The sooner we get there, the sooner she can eat the rest of the gar."
Tara proved to be an icy, silent companion the rest of the day, even more so than normal. Roland tried talking to her off and on as they walked, but she seemed to have no intention of talking to anyone. Why she seemed to be taking her annoyance out on him he couldn't guess.
It wasn't as if I had told her not to eat any more that morning, he thought. It was Malik who had done that.
 Drom thought that the only time the feral woman was so testy was when she was hungry, but she certainly seems to be proving that wrong now.
In the late afternoon Roland heard a shrill whistle, not a single, solid note but several sounds in succession, from somewhere in the trees above them. He scanned the sky and treetops, but couldn't see anything that might have made the strange sound. Tara stopped ahead of them, waiting for them to catch up.
"There's someone ahead," Malik told him. "That was Trick warning us just now. From what I gather there is a small group up ahead. Five I think, judging by his call, though he's better at understanding me than I am at understanding him."
On this occasion Malik's interpretation of Trick's whistling call proved exactly right. Within a matter of a few minutes a group of five men could be seen in the distance, further down the road. The two men leading the way, dressed in light earth-tones, were clearly mercenaries of some sort. Roland could just make out the long, thick sabers strapped to their waists. Judging by the easy manner with which they carried themselves he was certain the men knew how to use the wicked blades.
Behind them walked a heavyset man leading a chestnut brown horse. The man wore bright blue trousers that billowed out loosely from underneath a deep red tunic. On his head he wore a black hat that bore no feather or adornment. The horse he lead by a thick tether was heavily burdened with several packs, all of which appeared to be full.
Behind the horse walked two more men, dressed similarly to the two that led the group. Roland couldn't tell if they were armed the same way.
They would be guards, he thought. Two in the front, and two in the back, to protect the cargo and its owner from every direction.
As the Roland and Malik reach Tara she pulled up the cloth that was around her neck, covering her face as she had done when Roland had first met her. He could understand why. A feral woman was rare enough that anyone might take notice of her. Far better for her to cover her features whenever possible.
"Do you think they could be dangerous?" he asked Malik. "Perhaps you should carry the sword. You're far better with it than I am."
"No, you should keep it for right now. You're our mercenary guard, just like those men are guarding that man there. They aren't looking to cause trouble, at least not likely. Those packs look heavy already. They are most likely heading toward one of the cities east of here.
“It's a good guess that this merchant doesn't want to advertise his cargo. Either he's transporting goods that are not allowed to be sold, which could be nearly anything that the mages don't agree with, or he wants to avoid paying transport taxes on whatever it is he has. Right now he's probably wondering the same sorts of things about us. He might think that we mean to rob him, since we wouldn't seem to be carrying much at the moment.
“However, if we were looking to rob him we wouldn't have stayed on the road. He'll know that we can fit a decent amount in our packs, more if he thinks they are magicked, and even if he doesn't he'll know that there's plenty of cargo that doesn't require much room, such as jewels or spices. Most likely he thinks we are no different than he is, which is good. That is our cover after all."
“Are you sure I won’t have any problems passing for a human?”
“Don’t worry. Even if they question that, not all Thane’s are human. Just let me do all the talking and you’ll be fine.”
A few minutes later the two groups met on the road. The guards leading the way for the colorful merchant eyed the three warily.
Obviously these men aren't going to take any chances with us.
Roland did his best to look intimidating, which he imagined that a proper guard would do in a situation like this. It certainly seemed to be how these men carried themselves.
"Any news from the city?" Malik asked the merchant in a deep accent, ignoring the guards entirely. Roland had completely forgotten about the accent his companion had used the first time he had seen him in this disguise. "We've been on the road for some time. It's always good to know what you're walking into."
"Nothing out of the ordinary," the merchant replied casually. "We left there only two days ago. Any news out of Lando? We're on our way there now with bundles of silk and cotton cloth."
"Sorry friend, but that's not where we're coming from. We're coming back from Port Dayton. We delivered several bundles of medicinal herbs that I collect in the swamps. We're heading to Port Tam now for the same thing. The road behind us is clear, or was when we passed through. You're the first traders we've seen along this road."
"You won't find many ahead of you either," the merchant told him. "Not too many people travel this road. You'll start running into people a few miles from the city, but there won't be much between here and there. The guards at the city gates have been a bit overly enthusiastic for the past couple of weeks. Bloodheart decided he needs more taxes, no doubt. His tax collectors are stationed at the gates, and his import and export taxes have gone up another three percent this month. You might want to find a different way in if you want to make any sort of a profit from your herbs. I don't know of any myself, being a respectable merchant, but I've heard there are ways in along the east wall."
"Since I'm also a respectable merchant I wouldn't really need to know that, however thank you for the information all the same. I'm sure that the mages are making enough from their taxes already after all. No need in helping them get richer, I say. If someday I decide that those mages are rich enough I might need to know of such routes, though undoubtedly the one you are talking about right now would be closed by then. Still, I'm sure that new ways into the city besides the gates open as quickly as the guards find ways to close them."
"Of course friend," the merchant said with a sly smile. "I'm Carn. Should you find yourself with some extra time in the city, head on over to the Gatortooth Inn. The bartender there is a friend of mine. Could be that he'll know of a few places where you can sell your herbs at a fair price; discreetly of course. As you said, there's no sense in making the mages richer if we don't have to. My friend has an ear to the ground, so you can count on him to give you a hand should you need it."
"I'm Malik, friend. I've met your bartender friend before. He's a good man from what I know, though I don't know him that well. Once in Lando you should try the Grinning Shark Pub. There's a trill that spends a lot of time there. I'm not sure if he can do much with cloth, but he has his hand in most things. He might find you a better price than your regular buyer. He goes by the name of Pax. Just mention me by name and he'll treat you fairly. I'm afraid I can't give you much information on what's going on there right now. I haven't been there in some time, but he was there last year when I went through. I see no reason why he wouldn’t still be there now."
"Thanks for the advice," the merchant, who had named himself Carn, replied. "Good luck on your endeavors. Hopefully we'll meet again sometime, and you can tell me how things worked out for you."
"It's always possible," Malik replied. "We seem to frequent the same places in the port cities, and not many others use this road. Good luck to you, Carn. Until we meet again."
"Until then Malik."
Carn turned and headed down the road where they had just left. His guards kept a close eye on Roland and his companions until they were nearly out of sight, far longer than they really had to. Malik waited until they were completely out of sight before turning back to the group.
"It looks like there might be some problems at the gate after all," he said to them. "We won't be going in through the gate like we planned. The guards will be going through everything, and I would prefer to avoid any sort of trouble, or scrutiny. We’re playing the part of smugglers after all, so we really do have items we need to keep hidden. We'll have to find another way in."
"The merchant said we should try the east wall," Roland suggested. "Do you think we can trust him?"
"He wasn't a merchant," Malik answered. "He was a smuggler, and not a very good one. He thought that we were smugglers too, which tells me everything I need to know. There are certain rules that govern how smugglers treat each other. Otherwise they would just kill each other all the time, and no one would profit from that. So I know that we can trust some of his information, but not all. I even know what information we can trust and what we can't."
"What do you mean?" Roland asked. "I listened to the entire conversation, and I didn't hear anything out of the ordinary. It just sounded like two merchants exchanging pleasantries to me."
"Like I said, he wasn't a very good smuggler," Malik said cheerfully, obviously happy to share his unique knowledge. "It's several weeks journey to Lando, and yet he had only one horse laden with packs to carry what he claimed to be silks. No intelligent merchant would ever transport silk cloth on the back of a horse like that, especially on a long journey. They would use a covered wagon to protect the cloth from the salt in the horse’s sweat, and more importantly, from the ever unpredictable weather. Those bundles of his didn't even look like cloth, so his story wasn't close to believable."
"So we shouldn't go to the east wall then?"
"Actually that's exactly what we are going to do. It's part of the rules between smugglers. They help each other out with little things like that. Sharing information that way benefits everybody. If I had a way to help him get to where he was going then I would have told him."
"And the bartender he told us about?" Roland asked.
"He probably doesn't even exist," Tara told him, uncovering the cloth from her face. Roland realized that she had kept it covered the entire time the merchant and his men were in sight. As usual, she didn't want anyone to recognize her as a feral.
At least she finally said something, he thought. She had not said anything the entire day.
"But I thought you said that you knew him?" he asked Malik, perplexed.
"Of course," he answered pleasantly. "I was telling him that I knew what he was and that I knew that there was no such man. You see, I wanted him to think I was a smuggler too, so I was basically playing into the whole game they play. Naturally the person I told him about doesn't exist either. He was well aware of that. It's a strange game those people play, but it can be amusing from time to time."
"I thought that you said that the smugglers help each other? Why would you send each other to fake contacts?"
"For the same reason that we wouldn't tell each other what we were really selling. There's always a chance that we might be smuggling the same thing. If that were the case than we would be rivals, which could lead to all sorts of unpleasant outcomes. This way, there's no way for me to know what he has and vice-versa. Everything stays friendly that way."
Roland shook his head.
I could spend a month trying to figure all this out and it would likely still continue to elude me, he suspected.
Tara had already started down the road again, eager to reach their camp site for the night. Roland wondered just how many of those sites the two of them had spread out along the roads. It was obvious that they knew exactly where they were. It was likely that most merchants, both honest and otherwise, had such sites along every road that existed. He had just never had a reason to think about it before now.
They reached this particular location with at least an hour of sunlight left. That one smuggler and his guards were the only souls they had seen. Malik assured him that they would begin running into more and more people as they got closer to the city. Roland found a stout stick for his nightly practice, while Tara quickly gathered wood for their fire. As he sparred with a stationary sapling she spread a thick slab of fish from the night before over the flames.
Hopefully her attitude might change once she had her meal, Roland thought.
She hadn't been rude to him, though she had said almost nothing during the day, but she had pointedly ignored Malik. He had said that morning that she was just sulking. Roland hoped that the man was right. While it was true that he knew very little about her, about either of his companions for that matter, he realized that he had grown quite fond of them. He wouldn't want the feral woman to stop talking to him altogether.
"Tara," Malik said finally, addressing her directly for the first time in a while. "I think you should take first watch tonight. I need a bit of sleep, and I'm sure you'll be up for a while finishing your dinner. Wake me up for second watch. If you could, keep Roland up with you tonight and show him the ropes. He showed an interest this morning in becoming a more integral member of our little group. Learning what to watch for during the night and helping us guard the camp would be a good start."
Tara garbled something that sounded roughly like an affirmative. Roland reminded himself never to get on the woman's bad side.
She can hold a grudge better than anyone I’ve ever met, he thought.
Trick flew down from an unseen perch somewhere above them and landed next to Tara, chirping with what sounded to Roland's ears like a distinctly inquisitive sound. Tara chuckled lightly, and gave the dragonling a generous portion of the gar she was cooking over the fire. Roland wasn't sure if the small dragonling cared about how hot his dinner might have been, but it seemed to enjoy the fish almost as much as she did. Malik, seeing that his little friend was taken care of for the night, lay his head on his pack and rolled over.
If he didn't fall asleep at once he certainly was doing a good job of pretending, Roland thought.
The last of the day’s light faded into night. Roland sat next to the fire, slowly stirring a small pot of boiling tubers he had uprooted from along the edge of camp. Tara sat next to him, munching away happily on her fish. Roland breathed a light sigh of relief. She had continued her silent pouting for more than a half hour after Malik had gone to sleep, then switched instantly to the happier version of herself that she had been the night before.
Her mood was probably nothing more than an act to get under Malik's skin, Roland thought, though he kept that opinion to himself.
Trick had long since finished his meal and had flown up into the trees, likely sleeping off the large piece of meat that Tara had given him. Malik still slept, as silently as he would in his grave. Not a sound escaped to prove his slumber.
Even Tara snores slightly when she sleeps, Roland thought. As he recalled the sound she made when sleeping seemed more like a purr than a snore, but at least there was some sound there.
The only sounds in the night Roland could hear were the loud chirping of night insects and the crackling of the fire. Even Tara's eating hardly made a sound. In the distance he heard what he thought might have been the croaking of a bullfrog, though he couldn't remember seeing any water when he looked around camp. Still, the entire part of the world they were in was covered sporadically with swampland, so he figured it was probable that there was a lake or stream somewhere nearby.
With only small campfire, burning merrily in the center of the clearing, Roland peered out into the darkness. Try as he might, he couldn't see much of anything beyond its feeble light. He clenched his fists lightly in frustration.
How am I going to be of any use as a watchman if I can’t see more than a few feet away?
 With Tara beside him he felt certain that he really didn’t have anything to worry about, but he didn’t want to have to rely on his companions all the time. He wanted them to be able to rely on him. He wanted to contribute to the group no differently than anyone else. Tara was far more useful than he was, he knew, and she was paying more attention to her dinner than her surroundings.
"You might as well sit down and relax," Tara said between bites, breaking the silence of the night. "If anyone approaches Trick will know. He’ll tell us long before anyone gets close enough to see our camp. I don't know if he can see them or hear them or what, but I've never seen anyone sneak up on him. I can see in the dark better than nearly anyone, but even I don't see as well as Trick does. I suspect his hearing might be better than mine as well. Even when he's completely asleep, he still knows whatever is going on around him, almost like a sixth sense or something. Dragonlings are magically created creatures, so who knows what they might really be capable of. However he does it, he's always known when trouble is near."
"Why do we even need a watch then?"
"A couple of reasons. For one, it's not easy for Trick to wake us up quickly. The last time he had to he nearly pulled my hair out, and I'm not a heavy sleeper. For another, there are times when we travel separately and meet up again later. It wouldn't be good for us to become lax in our attention. So I guess that it's sort of like practice. That's what you are learning tonight. I'll teach you a bit more in a while, once I've finished eating. For now, just listen to what's around you. Pay attention to every detail. Even if there's nothing dangerous nearby, you can learn a lot about what's in the area just by listening. Tell me what you hear now."
He listened once again, but no matter how hard he tried he couldn't hear anything out of the ordinary. He heard insects, though other than the chirping of crickets he couldn't identify any of them. Once again he heard a croak that could have been a bullfrog in the distance. Unfortunately it was too far away from him to be certain of where it was coming from. Aside from that he heard nothing.
Surely there isn’t anything out there.
"I don't hear anything," he told her at last, feeling defeated. He was certain that she must have heard something that she expected him to hear, but he had no idea what it might have been.
"So you didn't hear that loud, low groaning sound?"
"You mean the bullfrog? I heard that, sure. I just didn't think that it was anything important."
"That wasn't a bullfrog," she told him. "I can see why you would think that it was, it certainly sounded similar to a bullfrog anyway, but that’s not what it was at all. That was a bull alligator threatening another male. They make a similar sound when mating. I wouldn't be surprised to find that one had killed the other before morning. Males in most species tend to be overly aggressive, and alligators are far from being an exception."
"I wouldn't think that a gator would really be a danger to us this deep in dry woods. It sounds too far away to be something to worry about."
"You're right about that. We're too far from the water for it to attack us here. Still, what that does tell us is that there is water nearby. Enough to support a large alligator, or even a few of them.
"That's something that we could use come morning, if we needed water or food. Some plants grow better near water, which would be good for you, and that could also mean fish for me. Other animals, like deer or wild hogs, might frequent there for drinking, so there could be well established game trails. Remember that while you might not eat meat, that doesn't mean that you shouldn't keep your eyes, or in this case your ears, open to help your companions."
Roland considered that. Granted, he had been cleaning most of the animals that they had killed, but he had barely participated really. He had only been doing what he had been told. Instead, he realized, he should have been paying closer attention to how much they had left and what they might need. Tara and Malik had certainly been paying attention to his needs. With the packs that they had been using it was impossible to know how full they might be just by looking at them from the outside, but he could still ask them what they needed from time to time.
"Are we low on water now?" he asked. "I could follow that sound and refill our supply."
"Only if you wanted to become dinner for that gator down there," she teased. "I wouldn't even go near the water at night. I can see in the dark, but not into the depths of deep water this late at night. You would never see that thing coming. Besides, I happen to already know that the water nearby is not very good for drinking. I wouldn't go there for water except in the greatest of emergencies."
Of course she’s right, he thought sullenly. I should have known. I’m not even good enough to gather water properly. I’m completely useless. There’s really no reason that Malik and Tara should want me around.
"If you want to do something you could always gather more wood for the fire. Just don't go far beyond the light. It's easy to get lost in the dark if you're not careful. Also there are animals that will stay away from the fire but might still come close, staying just out of the light. I've found tracks of cougars and skunk apes from time to time over the years that I've been in this part of the world, though it's rare to see either of them. If they get too close Trick will probably warn us, and if it's a skunk ape you'll notice the smell long before it gets close enough to be dangerous."
He involuntarily wrinkled his nose at the thought. Roland had heard of the skunk apes. They are said to be so rare that most people believed them to be nothing more than superstition. They were said to have the worst smell imaginable. He had heard jokingly that they could spoil vegetables in a field with their smell alone, just by walking near.
Some thought that they were one of the species that had been changed during the Mage War and had never joined the others, so they reverted back to being more like animals than humans. Others said that they had existed long before that, hidden out in the deeper parts of the marshes, where even in the ancient times few people would go. His mother, of course, said that it was unlikely that such an animal existed at all. If it did it was certainly just an animal, no different than any other.
Thinking about his mother, he suddenly felt very homesick. He wondered, not for the first time, where his mother might have heard the stories that she had told him. Some of it she had read in the books that she had with her, he was certain of that, but there was other things she knew that he had no idea where she might have heard it.
She certainly hadn’t heard any of her stories from his father, that much he was sure of. His father had little interest in anything beyond the borders of his land. His father had spent all his life in the same place, and had spent more time with his crops than he had with his own family. However, he had never mistreated them in the slightest. He was a loving, caring man. He just understood his fields more than he did his feelings.
Roland wondered why his father was like that; why all sorvinians were like that really. One thing he had realized during his time with the group was just how strong sorvinians really were when compared to the other races.
They could have done anything with themselves, he thought.
 As soldiers they could have been the terrors of the battlefield. They could wear armor many times heavier than what other races could wear. The steel could be thick enough that nothing could penetrate it. Give a sorvinian a hammer or an ax and they could wipe out entire shield walls with one blow. It would be easy for someone who could carry a weapon that weighs a hundred pounds or more.
In all of his life though, he had never heard of a sorvinian taking up arms. Not even in his mother's stories had such a thing had ever occurred. Sorvinians ate only growing things, and they had no interest in anything beyond the land that fed them and kept them whole. Land was plentiful, so for a sorvinian there was never any need for war. Granted, the mages taxed them so heavily that, though they grew the food that fed most of the races, they still could barely afford to cloth themselves. That didn't seem to matter much to them. Their needs were few, so they could ignore the heavy burden put on them.
A movement above him broke him away from his thoughts. Trick flew down from the trees, chirping softly. It was obvious that he was trying to warn them about something, and that he didn't want whatever it was to hear him. Roland strained his ears, but he couldn't hear anything.  
What could be out there?
"On second thought you better wait for a bit before gathering more wood," Tara informed him unnecessarily. "I'm not sure what it is that's out there, but Trick is giving us a warning. If Malik was up he might be able to tell us exactly what it is that Trick is warning us about. The most I can say is that it's an animal. I've heard his warning when it's a human attacker. It sounds completely different then."
"What do you think it might be?" he asked her. "I can't see or hear anything. I can't smell anything either," he added, remembering what she had said about the skunk apes.
"I don't know. If I had to guess, I would think cougar. Cougars are silent killers. We would hear most other things moving through the brush. Don’t worry, we shouldn’t have much to worry about here. Cougars won't come close to the fire, and neither will most of the other things that Trick would feel the need to warn us about. As long as we stay in camp, we'll be safe."
Trick flew over them for a few more minutes, until he was certain they understood the warning. Finally satisfied that they would stay in camp, the dragonling landed on the ground between them. He stayed there for nearly a half an hour, peering intently into the darkness at an enemy only he was able to see. Roland looked at Tara, who also gazed into the darkness sporadically while she ate. It was obvious that she couldn't see whatever it was that was making Trick nervous. Finally, apparently satisfied that the danger was gone, Trick took to the air, gave one quick, sharp chirp, and disappeared into the trees above them.
"I'm guessing that was Trick's way of telling us that the danger is passed and it's safe to gather more firewood," Roland joked dryly.
Not a moment too soon, he thought.
He couldn't understand how guards did this job night after night. With nothing to see and nothing to do, he had never felt so bored. Even staring out into the woods after Trick’s warning had become dull after only a few minutes.
At least gathering firewood would give me something to break up the monotony, he thought.
He knew that Tara wanted him to continue listening to the forest around them, but he could tell she wasn't hearing much more than he had been, even with her superior hearing.
He started gathering thick sticks, as large as he could easily fit into the fire without breaking. He could have snapped some of the longer pieces if he had to, he knew, but thought that the noise might wake Malik.
It would be better to let the man sleep as long as he could, he believed. Malik had said to wake him for the second half of the night, so he was going to get little enough sleep as it was. Roland was strong enough that he would be able to carry enough wood to keep the fire going for most of the night, if not all of it.
There isn’t any need to make more noise, he decided.
Although Trick had already proved that he would give warning if there was any large, dangerous predators in the area, he still took Tara's advice and stayed close to the fire, never allowing its light to leave his sight. As he bent to pick up a large piece of wood he saw something odd. He almost didn't notice it in the weak light beyond the camp, but once seen it was unmistakably something unnatural.
A long, unbroken trail cut itself through the forest floor, only about a foot wide, as if someone picked up a thick log and dragged it around the camp. Roland followed it for a moment, trying to fathom what could have made it. At one end it went directly away from the camp, continuing until it was out of site. Turning around, he followed it once again the other way. The trail turned sharply when it reached the camp perimeter. It followed the camp around in a half circle, where once again it turned sharply away.
Whatever made this path had come across the camp, carefully made its way around them, then kept going in its original direction, he surmised.
The strangest part was that whatever creature had come by them had apparently done so without anyone in the camp being able to see it, aside from Trick, who must have spotted it at once. Even Tara, who could see in the dark, hadn't been able to find it.
The trail was much closer to the camp than he would have liked. For Trick to have warned them he must have thought it was something dangerous. Otherwise he wouldn't have been concerned.
"Hey Tara, you should come have a look at this."
The feral woman didn't seem happy about setting aside her dinner, but she did so after a moment, without saying so much as a word. Whatever complaints she had would wait until after she had seen whatever he had to show her.
If it’s important enough perhaps she won't voice any complaints at all, he hoped.
She gracefully glided over to he spot on the ground he indicated. She looked down, studying the track thoughtfully.
"Well, at least now we know what Trick was warning us about," She stated after only perhaps a minute.
"I thought the same thing," he replied. "Do you know what could have made a track like this?"
"I know exactly what made this track. This was made by a snake. A very large one in fact, either a python or an anaconda if I had to make a guess, though there might be other species that I'm not familiar with. This one here was at least twenty feet long, probably twenty five, and would have had no trouble at all swallowing one of us whole if we had wandered far enough from the fire.
“It would explain why I hadn't seen it. It was too close to the ground for me to be able to spot in the dark. Still, I should have been able to hear it, considering how close to the camp it had come. They don't make vocalizations like most animals, but you can still usually hear them sliding across the ground. If this ground wasn't so soft right here it might not have left any track at all, and we wouldn't have known what was out here."
Roland had seen plenty of snakes on his father's farm, but the thought of one large enough to eat a man was completely beyond his comprehension. He thought back, trying to remember the largest snake he had ever seen. He vaguely recalled a rattlesnake that his father had caught once and taken to the edge of their land. It's body had been nearly as thick as his father's forearm, and yet if his memory served him it was only a little longer than his father had been tall.
That would make the animal about seven feet long, give or take a little. As a child it had seemed huge. Tara had said that the snake that had passed them had been between twenty and twenty five feet. Roland couldn't imagine a snake that massive.
I wish I could have seen that, he thought, then decided against it. Some things are best left to the imagination.
"It's gone now, I'm sure," Tara assured him. "Otherwise Trick wouldn't have gone back to roosting in the trees. It's not often that you see one this far north, but down in the deeper swamps in the south I've seen snakes even bigger than this one. In the southern continent there are supposed to be anacondas that make this snake look tiny. Over fifty feet long if the stories are to be believed, though I've never seen one that big myself. The biggest one I’ve ever seen was just a little over thirty."
That said, Tara returned to the fire and the meal she had waiting for her. She was just finishing as he returned to her side at the edge of the fire. They still had a few hours left of their watch, so she passed the time teaching him how to listen to the woods around them. He thought he had understood before when she had told him to listen, but now she tested him by picking out small sounds made by insects, birds, and other nocturnal dwellers in the darkness around them. He realized quickly that it would take much longer than he would have thought to learn how to locate things just by their sound. He wasn’t sure if he was ever going to be able to get the hang of it.
It seemed that hardly any time had passed when she abruptly told him it was time to wake Malik, and for the two of them to retire. He hadn't realized that it was so late already.
How Tara had kept track of the time during the night? he wondered.
"Are you sure?" he asked her. It wasn't that he didn't believe her. He just wanted to understand how she knew, so that he could tell time in the middle of the night the same way.
"Absolutely certain," she answered. "See that star there, just at the edge of the horizon? It started almost directly above us when the sun fell, and will pass out of sight in only a few more minutes. That tells me that the first watch is over, and it's time to wake Malik. You mean you don't know how to read the stars?"
Roland shook his head. "My mother understood the star charts, and my father knew a few of them, enough to tell when it was time to start planting and when to harvest, but I never learned them. Had I stayed on the farm I would have."
"Knowing your stars is important if you want to travel at night. It can tell you where you are at, which direction you are going, or what time it is at any moment during the night. I'll talk with Malik tomorrow and you'll be staying up with me on watch from now on. I'll teach you about the stars, how to find and track animals by their sound alone, and a few other things you should know if you're going to stay with us. We'll reach the city in another two days. Once we're in the city you might decide to leave us, I know you're thinking about it still, but until you do we might as well continue teaching you as if you were staying with us indefinitely."
Roland couldn't help but agree. While he wasn't sure what he wanted to do once they had reached the city, there was no reason not to learn as much as he could until then. He only wished he had been doing so right from the beginning, but knew that, for the first few weeks at least, he had been too tired from travel and practicing swordplay once camp was set up to stay awake for a shift on watch.
He marveled for a moment at the change he had undergone in such a short time. It was already half way into the night and, while he was certainly tired, he was not nearly as exhausted now as he would have been at sundown only two weeks before.
As Tara woke Malik for his watch Roland lay his head on his pack, this time staying closer to the fire than he had on previous nights, just in case that massive, unseen snake decided to return for another visit. His mind swam with all of the information he had learned in just that one night.
What might I learn tomorrow, he wondered.
It was the last thing to enter his mind before he fell into a deep sleep, troubled with thoughts of giant serpents chasing him through dreams.





Chapter Seven
 
 
Two days later the three companions reached the walls of the port city. The day was winding down toward night, though the sky was still bright. The group had left the road behind over a mile before they would have intersected the main road, which would have led directly to the city gates. That road was patrolled by guards, and as they were not planning on using the main gate, Malik thought it best that they avoid it, and the men that would be guarding it, altogether.
So instead they pressed into the thick, swampy forest, away from prying eyes. The woodland was so thick Roland could barely see ten feet in front of him. After the first few minutes he stopped paying attention.
There isn’t much point to it when I can’t see anything, he thought.
He kept his eyes at his feet, trying not to stumble on the uneven ground, where tangled roots and unseen holes threatened to throw him to the ground with every step.
At least if I fall it can’t make me much uglier.
So thick was the growth that he never saw the wall at all until he was right in front of it. He nearly ran into Malik, who had stopped at the barrier, waiting for them to catch up to him. Roland was amazed at seeing the whitewash stone wall that rose out of the ground before them, extending at least fifteen feet high. Had it been painted green, or even left the original color of the stone, he might have thought that the wall had been grown instead of built, but the pale white paint, peeling in some places, left too startling a contrast to the forest green for it to be anything other than man-made.
It appeared that someone in the city had tried to hack away at the thick vegetation that surrounded it, but mother nature pushed back, reclaiming the land as quickly as they cut it away. Because of this trees and bushes grew thick right up against the walls, even cracking the stone between the mortar in places and growing right through.
What they were looking for he had no idea, but as usual Malik seemed to have something in mind, winding his way through the impenetrable seeming brush as if it wasn't there at all. Tara seemed likewise unencumbered by the growth, drifting through it as smoothly as water flowing in a gentle river. Roland could only wish that he had such ability moving through the underbrush. He forced his way through loudly, stomping down the vegetation when it proved to dense to push passed.
"You do realize that we're trying to sneak in without being noticed, right?" Tara asked him sarcastically. "You're loud enough that a deaf drunk would know you were coming. Try walking softly and sliding between the bushes. Like this." She punctuated her statement by showing him how she moved through the foliage, exaggerating each of her movements so that she could see what she was doing.
Roland tried to copy her motion, but he was easily twice her size, and didn’t have the smooth, feline grace of the feral woman. He looked humorously cumbersome by comparison. Finally, with quite a bit of effort, he managed to damper the sound of his movements somewhat, though he was still quite a bit louder than either of his two companions.
Tara chuckled softly at his efforts, but kindly refrained from further comment.
Perhaps she thinks I'm not doing too bad for my first try, he thought hopefully.
He tried not to think about the possibility that he was just so clumsy that his companions didn't have the heart to tell him how bad he really was.
Trick flew down from his invisible path above them, circling an area somewhere ahead several times before coming down to land softly on Malik's shoulder. The sapphire scales of his hide glistened where stray rays of sunlight managed to peek through the canopy just above the top of the wall beside them.
It’s still easily two hours before sundown, Roland realized. Very soon the sun would pass down lower than the wall itself, and once it did it would become considerably more difficult to see if they didn't make it through beforehand.
"Trick is circling above part of the wall ahead of us," Malik informed them. "That should be the place that the smuggler was talking about. Anyone who wants to come and go in the city without being seen will want to keep that a secret from the inside. From this side it's so hard to get to that it doesn't need to be disguised. I'll go in first and make sure that the city guard isn't watching this hole yet. I'll signal you if it's safe to follow."
Only a few minutes later they came to the place that Trick was indicating. A thick vine had grown into the wall itself, cracking the mortar and knocking out several large pieces of stone. On one side of the vine enough of the wall had crumbled that a man might squeeze through. Malik slid passed into the depression, just barely fitting. Roland watched him disappear, wondering how he was supposed to follow once the signal was given. He was quite a bit larger than Malik was.
After a few seconds had gone by a low, sharp whistle came from the other side. Still wondering how he was going to get passed, Roland looked up to see Trick peeking his head over the wall inquisitively.
It seems Trick is wondering what’s keeping us. Roland chuckled. He might not know what Trick was trying to say most of the time, but on this occasion it was fairly obvious.
"You should go first," Tara told him. "It's wider closer to the top. I'll help boost you up so that you can get through. I won't have any trouble getting in, so I'll be right behind you."
After tossing their packs over the wall to Malik, Roland pulled himself up as high as he could go. He quickly discovering that Tara was right. The gap was just a little wider near the top of the wall.
He pushed and wiggled his way into the gap. For a moment he was certain he would be stuck. A brief vision of being captured by the wall itself, never being able to leave it, to slowly die of thirst, entered his mind.
With a final heave he shoved himself further. He heard a loud crack as he burst through to the other side, making it through only by taking a part of the stone wall along with him. As he dusted himself off Tara simply walked right through the gap, now nearly two feet wider than it had been before.
"Here, help me put this back into place," Malik ordered. Together they pulled a long rusted sheet of metal against the wall, almost but not quite completely covering the opening. Malik chuckled softly under his breath. It took Roland a moment to realize that his companion's amusement came from the knowledge that at one time the slab of metal had been used to cover the gap entirely, but it was unfortunately too small to do so now.
"Tara, why don't you head over to the Inn and get us a room for the next two nights. If we stay longer than that we'll pay for more days when we need to. Roland and I will head over to the client now. It's not too late yet, so we might as well get our business done and over with. We'll see you in an hour or so. Roland, come with me. I'm assuming that you'll come along to see the client like we had talked about?"
Roland nodded, and the two men headed off into the city. This was only the second port city Roland had ever been in. He quickly realized that this city was nothing like Port Dayton had been. Dayton had been more like an open market, with merchants hawking their wares along the sides of the streets or under canvas tents. This city, on the other hand, was tightly packed with buildings of every shape, size, and condition imaginable.
Most of the buildings appeared to be in a severe state of disrepair, abandoned sometime in the distant past and left to fall into ruin, occupied only by the animals left to run wild through the city or desperate men with no other place to go.
Men who would live here would be little more than animals themselves, Roland thought.
From what he could see there wasn't any trade merchants anywhere. This was nothing like what he had been expecting.
"What happened here?" he asked Malik.
"This is the old city, what's left of the city that existed here before the Mage War," Malik explained. "Most of the cities tore down the old buildings when they started to fall apart. This city built entirely new structures west of the old buildings, so many of these old ones are still standing, as you can see. Homeless vagrants will sometimes come here in bad weather. The mage that runs this city believes that since they come here it keeps them off of the main streets and away from more civilized people. It's just an excuse not to help the poor if you ask me. Those beggars that wander into the main thoroughfares are aggressively discouraged by the city guard, just like in most of the ports. As long as they stay here and away from everyone else the guard leaves them alone, most of the time anyway."
"You don't seem to like the mages much," Roland observed. "I can understand why you want to avoid the guard, but what have the mages done?"
"Nothing," Malik spat. "That's the problem. With the power they possess they could make this world so much better than it is. Better for everybody. You've already seen how plentiful food is. Just walk down any of the old roads, and you can pick all the food you would need. Enough to feed every beggar and nobleman in every city. You don't find that on the main roads though. The mages have had every fruit tree cut down and every turnip uprooted. The only ones left are the ones that their guards haven't found. They don't want to help people, they want to stay in power. They keep supplies low and the demand high, then they put an excessively high tax on everything. All the power they control depends on keeping everyone else weaker than they are."
"You make them sound like monsters. Surely there has to be a few good men among the mages."
"They are monsters," Malik replied in a low, harsh voice. "Never forget that Roland. I once heard a story about a noble mage, a man named named Fallon Goldstone, that tried to change how things are. He tried to help the people in his land instead of just suppressing them. The other mages met secretly, and in the dead of night they summoned a dragon to burn down Goldstone's house, with him and his family still inside. Afterward they took the land that Goldstone had controlled and enslaved its people. That's the sort of justice you can expect from the mages. They won't risk their power, and are even willing to kill their own to keep it. The few mages that aren't like that have to hide themselves, or else the rest of the mages will wipe them out, just like they did to Goldstone."
"So they killed the entire family? Could any of them have survived?"
"Goldstone had two children, and boy and a girl, and some believe that Goldstone's last act was a spell that spirited his children away. No one knows what might have happened to them afterward. They were never seen or heard from again. Most would say that they had died in that fire, rumors aside. Not much survives dragonfire. The mages didn't know enough about the children to scry for them, so there wasn't any way to know for sure. It hardly mattered. They knew that Goldstone was dead, and that was their only real goal. Those children, if they really survived, wouldn't be able to do anything about what happened to their parents."
“Why wouldn't the great mages have been able to scry for them?” Roland asked. “I thought they could find anyone with the magic they possess.”
“Even the strongest search spell has to have a viable target,” Malik explained. “They would have to use something that the target owned that the spell can latch on to. After the dragonfire burned out Goldstone's home there wasn't anything left to fuel the spell. There wasn't any way for the mages to find them. Most would guess that they died in that fire along with everyone else. The dragonfire would have burned everything to ash, even the bones. There could have been a hundred people in that building and no one would have had any way of knowing.”
"Did all that really happen?"
Malik nodded. "That was about thirty years ago, but the story is true, for the most part anyway. No one really knows the details save the men who committed the crime, and they certainly won't talk. That Goldstone had once lived, and that his family was killed by a mage summoned dragon, that much I know is true. In fact he used to be the mage in control of this port and everything south of here, half way to Miani. As to the rest, I couldn't say if it was true or not really.
"That's just one example in a long line of atrocities committed by the mages. People might think that I'm an evil person; they might even be right, considering what I do for a living, but my crimes don't begin to compare with what those mages have done."
"How old were Goldstone's children?"
"According to the story his son, the elder of the two, would have been about thirteen. His sister was perhaps two years younger."
Roland wanted to know more, but could see that his companion didn't want to go on any further.
Perhaps the story is something close enough to Malik's own hidden past to dredge up memories he feels are best left forgotten, Roland surmised.
Certainly it seemed that he had some personal grudge with the mages, though the man said so little about his past that there was no way to know what the reason for that animosity might be.
He had even told Roland to hide his past.
Those things left behind in your past, family and friends, could be used against you by your enemies.
 Roland recalled that lesson well. It was the very reason he had decided to change his identity.
After the two had walked for nearly a half an hour Roland noticed that the buildings they passed were no longer the same as those he had seen when they first entered. Newer buildings of wooden construction, many of them recently painted, took the place of the dilapidated husks found in the old city. The buildings were set up in a squared, grid-like pattern, with streets spaced roughly at regular intervals.
Some streets seemed to be designated as merchants shops, while others seemed to be domiciles for the people who lived in the city. The homes in this part of the city seemed to be set up for the low income residents. Roland wondered where the richer part of the city might be located.
Probably no where near the main roads, he thought.
Lights were just starting to be lit, in preparation for the coming dark. Directly ahead of them to the west the setting sun blazed a brilliant crimson along the edge of the horizon. Young boys with torches ran down the streets, sporadically lighting small oil lamps placed at intervals along the main roads.
The sun had nearly disappeared completely before Malik finally stopped in front of a small, two story building painted a light blue. The sign above the white wooden door indicated that the occupant was an herbalist, though Roland thought that the building looked more like a home than a place of business.
Still, many people are said to work out of their homes, he recalled. Perhaps that was what this herbalist did.
"I thought you were going to your client tonight and that you were going to the market to sell your herbs tomorrow?"
Malik smiled. "This is the client," he answered. "I'll give him some of the herbs we gathered, mostly to give us a reason for being here. Our true business others would know nothing about. Tomorrow we'll be going to visit my gem dealer if I have the time."
He walked up and knocked rather softly on the door. Enough time went by that Roland began to wonder if whoever was inside hadn't heard the knock; it certainly wasn't very loud.
Is he really even home at all?
He was about to suggest that perhaps Malik should knock a little louder when the door opened, just a crack, and a white feathered face peered out at them. He looked at Malik for several seconds, and Roland could see the recognition in his eyes dawn before he spoke.
"Please, come in," the man said, stepping aside to allow them to pass. "We don't often get visitors this late, however in your case I can make an exception. Nice to see you again, Mr.?"
"Malik," he replied. Roland understood the exchange well enough to understand that the man knew at least enough about his companion to know that he didn't always travel under the same name, and was being careful not to refer to him under the wrong one. "My associate here is Roland. Roland, this is Lark."
The room they had entered was brightly lit, considerably brighter than it had been outside. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the light. The room was lightly furnished with small decorating tables, each holding a colorful vase filled with flowers, a different one for each table.
The walls were painted light blue, similar in color to that which painted the outside of the building.
As if to imitate the sky, Roland thought.
Only a few paintings decorated the walls, mostly paintings of flowers of every color imaginable. At the back of the room was a small counter. It was obvious to Roland that this was his place of business, however he suspected the rest of the building was also the man's home.
The man who stood before him was an avian, and every part of him appeared little different from the birds his race had originated from. His feathers were a bright white, covering every visible part of him save the palms of his hands and his long orange beak. Much longer feathers hung down along his exposed arms and connected all the way to his waist.
Roland had only heard of avians from his mother. Most of the avian species had retained the ability to fly. They frequently lived in places other races could not follow, high in the mountains or in the tops of trees in dense forests. Their hollow bones made them lighter than other races, which made them more vulnerable to assault. Because of this they generally stayed away from the rest of society, preferring their lofty, hidden homes. Roland had never expected to actually meet one.
"Who is it dear?" came a high, musical voice from one of the other rooms. A woman, another avian who looked almost identical to her husband though clearly feminine, glided gracefully from a doorway that led from the back of the building.
"You remember Malik, don't you love?" Lark said as she came in. It was clear the woman didn't recognize the name. When she saw Malik's face however recognition came quickly enough. "His friend here is named Roland. Roland, this is my wife Wren. Wren dear, perhaps you could bring us something cold to drink?"
She doesn't look like a wren at all, Roland thought, regardless of her name. They both resemble storks more than any other bird.
He was polite enough not to mention it. He didn't know anything about avian society, and didn't want to offend the couple accidentally.
In only a few moments she returned with four clay cups filled with a dark red liquid. Roland sipped his drink gingerly, expecting some sort of fermented wine, but was relieved to learn that the cups were filled with nothing more than berry juice. It had a light sweet taste that Roland didn’t recognize. The drink was pleasantly cool, though Roland didn't know how the couple might have chilled it.
"Please tell me sir," the woman said to Malik in a pleading voice as soon as the drinks were served. "What news do you have of my brother?"
"Darling, don't be rude to our guests," Lark admonished. "I'm certain they are weary from their journey."
"It's alright," Malik said quickly. "I would be the same way if I was in her position. First I must apologize. I traveled to Port Dayton as quickly as I could, but I'm afraid I was too late to save him. Prisons aren't kind to anyone, but they are particularly harsh on avians, who are meant to fly free."
"I understand," she said sadly. "I know you did everything you could. What about the trog that imprisoned him? Did you at least get revenge for what he did?"
Malik nodded. "I won't go into the details of that creature's demise. They would only serve to harm you more than the beast himself already has. It is enough to say that he is dead, as I promised. He won't harm another soul as he has harmed you and your family."
"Thank you," Wren cried through tear filled eyes. "Here is the coin I promised you. I know it's not much considering what you've done for me, but it's all I have to give. I know my brother would be glad that the beast won't hurt anyone else."
She reached underneath the small counter in the back of the room, retrieving a small leather bag from a hidden compartment concealed there. She tossed the bag to Malik, who caught it deftly. "You can count it if you like. It's all there."
Malik tested the weight of the bag in one hand. Opening it, he emptied the entire bag on the counter. In seconds he had split the coins into two separate piles. One pile he put back into the bag, then stepped away, leaving the other half.
"Keep that half for yourselves," He told the couple. "This is enough."
"I don't understand," Lark said in confusion. "We had agreed on two thousand. That was the price, whether you could get her brother back for her or not. Why do you want to change it now?"
"I never planned on taking your life savings from you. I knew before you hired me that two thousand was everything that you had. Paying to have a man killed isn't something that you can do arbitrarily. You have to be fully committed to it. I had to know that doing this was worth everything to you. Otherwise it wouldn't have been worth anything at all. This is more than enough payment, and it's helping far more people than you could ever realize. I wouldn't even take this money from you if I didn't have to. Unfortunately even I have expenses."
"As long as that monster is dead, it's worth everything I have," Wren replied solemnly.
"He's dead. I know that for certain," Roland told her, though he knew that Malik had wanted him to remain silent. "I was there when he died. He won't bother anyone else ever again."
For a moment Malik looked nervous about something, but seemed to relax when Roland finished. Roland didn't know what bothered him. Maybe Malik was just worried that he would say too much and upset the woman. He had noticed how his companion was very cautious about what he said about the trog's death.
With sudden clarity Roland realized that, while they might wish death on someone who deserved it as much as that trog had, it was completely different than knowing the intimate details of a murder, regardless of the reasoning. He had grown used to the idea only because he had been there when the deed was done.
"Where is that beautiful companion you were with the last time we saw you?" Wren asked unexpectedly, changing the subject. "Nothing has happened to her I hope."
"No, she's fine," Malik answered. "We will meet up with her again later on tonight. She wanted to send her greetings. She wished she could be here herself, but we are busy people after all. I'll tell her you asked about her when we get back."
Roland didn't remember Tara mentioning anything about it, but supposed that this was one of those times when it was best to stay quiet. There must have been a reason for Malik to lie to the avian woman after all, though he couldn't guess as to what it might be. There was too much going on here that he didn't know about; too much that he still needed to understand.
"You should stay with us tonight," Wren said seriously. "You're more than welcome to."
"I'm afraid we can't do that. We have some dangerous enemies after all, and I wouldn't want to take the risk that one of them might follow us here. I brought herbs to sell, so it would make sense for me to go to the buyer as soon as I get into town. How else would I pay for my room at the inn? This way you don't have to worry about us being followed back here somehow. I don't think that it would happen anyway, but I like to keep all of my bases covered. You wouldn't offer to put up one of your other suppliers, would you?"
The woman shook her head. Roland had to stifle a laugh. Malik had maneuvered the woman into agreeing with him, even though she had planned on acting completely differently. His companion had been doing the same thing to him, he realized, but found that he really didn't care. Malik convinced him to do what was best, even if it wasn't what he thought was the best thing to do at the time.
"As much as I would like to stay and talk longer, we really should be getting back to our companion," Malik said, putting his empty cup down on the counter next to the coins he had left there. "She'll be worried if we are too late."
The two men left the home and the two avians behind, Malik leading the way. By then the sun had faded away completely, however the streets were still bright and cheerful with merry light from the oil lamps that Roland recalled the young boys of the city lighting earlier. He wondered briefly how long the oil in the lamps would last.
Most likely they only put in enough oil to last until a certain time in the night, then they refill them again with more oil before the following night, he guessed.
He couldn't imagine how much oil they must go through each day, but he was certain that if he asked Malik he would be told that the mages charged far more than they paid for it.
It didn't take them long to reach the Gatortooth Inn, Malik expertly leading the way. Roland wasn't certain he would have found the place on his own.
These streets would be a maze in the middle of the day, he thought. The lights would only help a person if they knew where they were going to begin with.  
To Roland, who had never been there before, each street looked no differently than the one before it. There were signs to mark the different streets, but that wouldn't help someone who wasn't familiar with those names.
He knew he had heard the name of that inn before. After searching his memory for several minutes he remembered where he had heard it. The smuggler they had passed on the road only a few days before had mentioned it. He had told them that the bartender could help them sell some of their less than legitimate wares.
"Are we going to talk to the bartender that the smuggler we met the other day told us about?" he asked Malik. "I don't remember what name he mentioned, but I know that this was the right inn."
"The smuggler's name was Carn. He never did tell us that bartender's name. It doesn't really matter. Even if we did have something for the man to help us sell, which we don't, we wouldn't want to talk to him about it anyway. Like I said before, smugglers don't give away real contacts. There's always a chance they could be competitors. If I was actually a smuggler, the last thing I would do is go to the man he suggested."
"Sorry, I forgot that," Roland said sheepishly.
"Don't worry about it," Malik said in an off-hand manner. "It's not really that important. It would only be necessary to remember it if you ever wanted to act the part of a smuggler as a false identity. You should never use a cover you can't pull off, and try to learn everything you can about the covers you want to use. The more believable your cover is, the less likely it is you'll be discovered."
"And by using more than one cover simultaneously most people won't look passed the first," Roland added, recalling the layers of Malik's own current cover.
"It helps," Malik grinned wolfishly.
The two found Tara seated in a corner table at the back of the bar room, her back up against the wall where she could see someone coming from any direction. Unlike the last time Roland saw her in an inn or when she encountered others on the road, her hood was down, her jet black fur and feline face clearly visible.
Roland looked around the rest of the room, peering into the deep shadows along the rafters, but he couldn't spot Trick anywhere. Either the dragonling wasn't in the room at all, or he was keeping himself well hidden. Two other customers were seated at a table closer to the front door. Roland noted them, but otherwise paid them no mind.
Surely Tara would give them some indication if the two might be dangerous, he believed.
"Trick is waiting in our room upstairs," Tara informed them before Roland had the chance to ask where their small companion might be. "We should probably bring him something to eat before too long. He hasn't eaten yet today, and he was acting a little peevish when I came down. I didn't close the window, so he could go out and take care of his needs, but we don't want him going out into the city looking for food and causing mischief."
"Does he do that sort of thing often?" Roland asked.
"Normally he's fairly well behaved," Malik answered. "However if he doesn't eat enough he might revert more toward his wild nature. Should that happen, he'll do whatever he has to in order to get food. Most likely that means nothing more than hunting a rat. Certainly no one would complain about that. He might also take food someone might have left out though, like meat hanging in a butcher's shop for instance, if it's easily available and he was hungry enough. We don't want any trouble with local butchers. Anything that draws attention to us is something we need to avoid. I'll go feed him now and come back down for dinner when I'm finished. He doesn't eat much so I shouldn't be gone long."
Tara wordlessly tossed him the keys to their room, leaving the two of them at the table. Roland disliked not being able to see behind him, a by-product of the training he had received from Tara and Malik he supposed, but he had little choice in the matter. Tara was already sitting in the corner of the table, and he thought it would look strange for them both to sit on the same side, leaving one side of the table empty. One of the last things that Malik had said had been that anything that draws attention to them was something to avoid.
Two people who both refused to turn their backs to the room would almost certainly draw attention, he suspected.
Before either of them had said a word a waitress came to take his order for dinner.
She’s probably younger than I am, he thought.
She had dark auburn hair that hung down passed her ample bosom, nearly even with her thin waist. Her bright green eyes, wide apart on her broad face, gleamed with merriment. She was dressed in a simple blue tunic that just barely covered her upper thighs. Roland's first thought was that the girl was quite beautiful, though he was too shy to consider telling her that.
"Hi, I'm Tammie. Your friend here was waiting for you before ordering. Can I bring you anything to drink while you decide what you would like to eat tonight?" The girl's hair bounced this way and that as she talked, completely distracting him. He shook his head slightly to clear it.
"I'll have a flagon of ale for now," he answered after a moment.
Roland watched as the girl bounded away, flipping her hair as she turned. He realized shamefully that it hadn't been her hair he was watching as she headed for the bar. Tara snickered loudly once the girl was out of earshot.
"You should talk to the girl," Tara commented, chuckling. "She wasn't nearly as friendly with me before you got here. I'm willing to bet she's game. The worst she can do is say no, right?"
Roland refused to comment, though his sun-burned face turned even redder than it had been already. He knew exactly what Tara was suggesting.
Yeah right. As if a girl like her would ever be interested in an ugly troll like me.
The girl returned a few minutes later with his ale. He thanked her awkwardly, keeping his eyes directed at the table the entire time. The young girl lingered longer than perhaps was necessary before simply telling them to call her back over when they were ready to order.
"You probably should have said something," Tara told him seriously as the girl walked away. He had pointedly refused to look at her as she left that time. "I'm pretty sure she was flirting with you, just a little bit. She looked like she felt rejected when you didn't look at her. I would guess she knew you had watched her walk away the first time. She might even have walked so provocatively on purpose, and probably thinks that you saw something you didn't like. You would think that you've never talked to a woman or something."
He once again refused to speak, his face somehow managing to turn an even deeper shade of red. He stared at his drink as if there was nothing else in the room. Tara watched him for several seconds, managing, just barely, to stifle a laugh.
"You never have known a woman, have you?" she asked softly once she had completely regained her composure.
Of course not, he thought.
"The only people around me growing up were from neighboring farms, and I wasn't very popular with any of the women there. I never met any human girls until, well, just now really, and the sorvinian girls thought I was ugly. They wanted big sorvinian brutes, not someone, some thing, like me. I just figured the human women would think the same way, only interested in their own species. I met you and Malik in the first place I went once I was away from the farm. I never had time to talk to anyone else. I hadn't really thought about looking for a woman."
"Sorry. I didn't mean to tease you. I didn't realize that you really hadn't...well, you know. It doesn't matter. You're not on the farm anymore, and it seems like this girl might be interested, even if it's only for a night."
"I'll think about it," he said noncommittally.
Yeah right. As if she would ever be interested in me.
"Good. Just be careful not to give away your true identity. You're a human right now, at least that's how you look. Try not to do anything that will make her think otherwise."
Malik returned a few minutes later, looking from one grinning face to one embarrassed looking one. Before he could ask what was going on the waitress returned to take Malik's drink order and to see if anyone was ready to order their meal.
"Might I recommend the garlic chicken and the spiced potatoes? The garlic is fresh picked today, and we're starting to become famous for our potatoes. We just hired a new cook two months ago and everyone loves him. You've missed the rush so you won't even have to wait long for your meals. The breaded steaks are good too, but I prefer the chicken myself." Her voice had a resonating quality to it that reminded Roland of the reed flutes one of the merchant workers used to play while his employer haggled with Roland's father.
"I'll try the potatoes," he ventured. "A plate of greens and a side of cooked carrots if you have them as well." He looked the girl straight in the face and tried to give her what he hoped was his best smile. It was a clumsy attempt at best, he believed, though the girl's eyes flashed merrily and she awarded him with a bright smile in return.
Could she really like me, like Tara suggested?
"What would you like as a main course?" she asked.
Of course. She thinks I’m a human, so she would never in a million years guess that I’m a vegetarian. Very few humans would chose to be.
"I'll have the chicken you suggested," Malik cut in when Roland didn't offer an answer. "I'll also take a few pieces of jerky for later if you have it. If not I'll just get some in the market tomorrow. We've been on the road for some time now, and we've had nothing but meat for the past several days, so my guard here probably doesn't want anything but his vegetables. I'd imagine he might want some jerky for later on though. We're so used to posting watches on the road that we'll probably all be awake and hungry at different times of the night, so something to keep with us is always a good thing. I'll take a plate of those potatoes too."
"A guard huh. That sounds incredibly exciting. You're all by yourself too. You must be really good with a blade. Most guards I see go through here are in groups of four or more. Only the best ever work by themselves, or so I've been told." There was no question now whatsoever that the girl was flirting with him, but Roland still wasn't quite sure what to say to her. He shyly smiled back at the girl as she looked down at him.
"Oh, he really is that good," Tara cut in. "We only hire the best, or the best we can afford anyway, and Roland here doesn't want to work for anyone disreputable. We were able to hire him at a price we could afford, even though he already had offers for twice that. He doesn't like to brag about it, but he's one of the best I ever heard of. When we ran into some bandits on the road he chased them off just by his name alone. One of the guys said he had heard of him and they ran off. He didn't even have to pull his blade."
What is she talking about? I’ve never even used a blade!
"That's incredible! I've never heard of anything like that before. For someone so young to have a name that brings fear to the hearts of cutthroats, you must be truly remarkable. You must have started training while you were still just a small child. How old were you when you first picked up a blade?"
Roland stammered, unable to come up with a reply. Tara's tall tale had put him into parts of his background story that he hadn't invented yet. He had only gone into the basics, not into details like his companion had been providing. Had he added those details they certainly wouldn't have been anything as unbelievable as the story that Tara was telling about him.
What should I say?
"He started training with the blacksmith in the town where he grew up when he was still only five," Tara added for him. She was much better at making things up on the spot than he was. He didn’t have the foggiest idea what answer to give. "Even then he was a powerful child, or so the smith had told us. He was the one that introduced us to Roland. I haven't seen him use a blade yet, but I have seen him pick up a log that was in the road and throw it back into the woods. That thing must have weighed five or six hundred pounds at least, but he picked it up and threw it as if it weighed no more than a thin spear."
Well, I am strong at least, he thought. If this girl decides to test my strength I can prove that boast.
"Wow, you must be really strong!" Tammie exclaimed, putting a small hand on one of his broad shoulders and boldly giving the muscle a soft squeeze. He suppressed a shudder from the unexpected contact. "There's not too many customers today, so maybe we can talk a little more later. Most of our regulars are fishermen, and won't be back for another day or two, so I shouldn't be very busy. Maybe after you've eaten you can show me a little of that strength if you want. I should get your orders in for now so that the cook can get started. What would you like miss?"
"I'll have the chicken too, though no potatoes for me thanks" Tara answered. Her order took Roland by surprise. He had expected her to order fish, but of course she had already eaten enough fish on the road for five women her size. Chicken, on the other had, wasn't something they were likely to find in the wild very often. "And another pint of ale," she added, sliding her empty mug to the end of the table.
"Sure thing. Your meals should be ready soon, and I'll be right back with your drinks." As Tammie turned to walk away she softy ran a finger across the back of Roland's neck. This time he watched her as she bounced away, her long hair swinging back and forth playfully.
"OK, so what was that all about?" Malik asked once she was out of hearing. He had said little during the exchange. Now he wanted answers.
"Just helping our boy here grow up," Tara answered, then broke down into peals of laughter.
She must have been holding that in for some time, Roland thought, wishing he could crawl away without being noticed.
Malik looked from her to the kitchen door where the waitress had disappeared. For only a second he appeared perplexed, then chuckled softly with sudden realization. It only served to make Roland feel all the more embarrassed.
I wonder if anyone would notice if I just curled up into a little ball in the corner and died?
"Well, she's cute," Malik said once he stopped laughing. "Certainly worth getting to know a little better if that's what you want. Just try not to be too loud. We are sleeping in the same room after all." His joke made Tara, who had just managed to stop laughing, start up all over again. Roland buried his head in his thick arms awkwardly, wishing all the more that he could just disappear.
Poof, abracadabra!
As the girl returned with drinks, Malik slid across to the other side of the table to sit next to Tara, leaving the seat next to Roland unoccupied. With a small gesture Malik indicated that she should take the empty seat.
"I have a bit of work left to do in the kitchen, and I have to take care of the other two customers first, but I can sit for a minute once I'm done," the girl said. "We'll have plenty of time to get to know each other later. We might have a few people wander in before the bar closes, but we won't be that busy today. Our rush hour is a couple of hours before sundown. Only a few locals come here this late, and as I mentioned, most of them are out for the next couple of days. Most of the travelers go to one of the more popular bars to drink." She looked at Roland and flashed him a bright smile. "I'll see you again soon," she said suggestively. Leaning over she gave him a quick kiss on his cheek, then went back to her work.
"What am I supposed to do now?" Roland moaned after she had left.
"Well if you don't know I could give you a few suggestions, though I'm sure you could figure it out on your own," Malik joked. "Just do what come naturally. If you're not doing it right, I'm sure she won’t wait long before letting you know."
"That's not what I mean. Tara made me out to look like some great warrior, but I'm just, well....me. How long do you think I could keep up with the story she told? This girl's going to figure it all out and I'll end up looking worse than I already do."
"Is that all you're worried about? Tara didn't say anything about you that isn't at least partially true. You really can lift more than most other men could hope to. You know your way around a sword well enough, and it's not like she's going to ask you to show her your blade. Well, not the steel one anyway. Even if she does suspect that you're not everything that Tara claimed you are, it wouldn't be anything the girl doesn't expect. You wouldn't be the first man to exaggerate a little to get a woman into his bed, and most of what she said you can do wasn't a lie. She just gave you a different story about how you learned it is all."
Roland glanced behind him, hoping Tammie didn't overhear their conversation. Thankfully she was busy with the other two customers in the room, a tall human man with dark hair and a thin, wisp-like woman. Roland couldn't tell for certain what race the woman might have belonged to. She had features that somewhat resembled human, though there were others that were decidedly not.
It was likely that she was a cross-breed between humans and one or more other races. He wasn't certain which ones. While all the races could interbreed they rarely did, but it was still possible. It could have been a combination of nearly anything. Thin, light grey hair covered her face, and her jaw extend longer than would have been normal for a human.
Even with her unusual features she’s still rather attractive, Roland decided. She’s lucky. She could have turned out like me, the worst of both my races.
After only a moment Tammie bounced away to the kitchen again, presumably to fill the couples order. Thankfully his companions decided not to tease him further about her, at least for a few moments. Roland watched as his Malik's face grew serious. Apparently there were more pressing issues that needed to be discussed before the girl returned to their table.
"Tomorrow we'll head into the market and purchase you some new clothing and a sword like we planned," Malik said, sliding a small bag across the table. It stopped right in front of Roland. When he picked it up the bag jingled softly through the cloth.
"What's this?"
"That's the fifty gold coins I promised you when you joined us. You can buy the things you need with that. I'll take you to the blacksmith first. I know a man who will give you a great blade for a fair price. I've bought blades from him before, and I've always been happy with the work he's done. In fact he made the blade that Tara's wearing now. We can purchase clothing afterward. What you want to buy will depend on what you wanted to do from here. If you stay with us the clothing you buy will not be the same as what you would want if you stayed here. The blade might be different too. You should make your decision before we leave in the morning. Don't let the girl distract you so much that you don't make up your mind."
"I've already made my decision," Roland replied. "You were right. Meeting with your client, seeing part of why you do the things you do, really did make a difference. When I first met you I thought you were nothing more than a cold-blooded killer. I don't think that's true anymore. I won't pretend to know what motivates you, but I think that at least a part of why you do this is to help people. You brought that family hope when they had none, and when you couldn't save that woman's brother you at least avenged him, which is more most people would have done. You don't just do it for the money either. If you did you would have taken the entire two thousand, but instead you only kept half of that. I never thought an assassin could have a heart, but you seem to."
"Not all of the jobs I take have such benevolent reasons behind them," Malik admitted. "I just try to do good where I can. There are plenty of jobs I take that are nothing more than what they appear to be."
"Even still, I'm convinced it's at least worth sticking around a little longer. I can always change my mind and go off on my own later. I think you know me well enough by now to know that even if I decide to leave at some point you won't have to worry about me turning you in or anything. Any secrets you tell me are safe with me."
"Alright then, as long as Tara doesn't have any objections, you can stay with us for now. You'll be training as one of us, and once you've trained enough I'll give you a job that I think you can handle. I'll also help you pick out a blade tomorrow that will fit in with your personal abilities. You have a few unique traits that I think we can do some interesting things with."
"What did you have in mind?" Roland asked. He never had the opportunity to receive an answer. Malik gestured behind Roland, and at that moment Tammie returned with their meals. She set down the plates in front of each of them. Roland couldn't help but notice that the plate of potatoes in front of him nearly spilled over with the amount of food the cook had piled on it, possibly at her request, Roland suspected. Malik gestured to the empty seat.
"I can only stay for a little bit," she informed them. "The other customers will want their meal soon, so I'll have to go once they’re ready. I should have at least a few minutes. So Roland, your friend was telling me that your father was a blacksmith? What was that like growing up?"
Roland paused for a moment before answering. "No, my father was a farmer," he admitted, wanting to make the story somewhat more believable at least. "My strength came from working on the farm. The blacksmith I worked with was in the town nearby. I always had more of an interest in blades than plows, so it made sense for me to spend time there when I could. I would have taken an apprenticeship with him but my father wouldn't allow it. He wanted me to stay on the farm. I learned how to use a blade well enough, though I never really did get the hang of making them. Once I was old enough I left my father's farm and headed out on my own. That's pretty much my entire story.”
Or close enough that I won’t screw things up anyway.
“What about you?” He asked her. “You haven't told me anything about yourself."
Tammie briefly told them of her past. Her father had been the captain of a fishing vessel, she explained. When she was ten years old her father's ship had disappeared without a trace. A few storms had gone through the area so it was believed that his ship had gone down in one of them. Her mother had spent all of the coin her father had saved in only a year, and so she was forced to remarry or fall into poverty.
The man her mother married worked for Bloodheart, the mage that ran the city. She didn't know what he did for the mage. Probably something unsavory, she suspected. It paid enough that her mother was well provided for at least.
Tammie would have been provided for as well, however it quickly had become obvious to the girl that the weasel of a man was more interested in her than he was in her mother. She didn't go into details, but Roland could easily guess what an evil man might do with such an attractive girl, even though she would have been nothing more than a child at the time. Anger welled up inside him. It took everything in his power not to show it.
"So when I was thirteen I tried to turn him in to the guard for what he had done to me, but no one would believe me. Even my mother thought I was lying. Even if they had believed me, I don't know if they would have done anything to him. He was too powerful a man. So I left home and found myself here. Though I was only thirteen at the time, John took me in. He's the owner here. He gave me a job waiting tables for him. Now he watches over me and makes sure I don't get into any trouble. Our bartender, Silus, watches over me too, and makes sure that no one gives me any unwanted attention. I have my own room here, a decent wage, and I can come and go as I please, so long as I do my job."
"I don't want any trouble with your guardians," Roland said quickly. "They won't be upset about you spending so much time over here with us, will they?"
"Don't worry," she said, putting a hand softly on his leg. "Silus has a bit of a crush on me, but he knows that I don't see him that way. He's like a big brother. John isn't concerned about who I spend time with. They keep me away from unwanted attention, but sometimes I like having a little attention. Not too often really, but every once in a while it's nice to have someone else around. It's never good to be lonely all the time. Regardless, they won't bother you unless I tell them to, and I don't have any reason to do that." She ran a finger softly up his thigh, and he nearly jumped from the electric contact. "I have to go check on my other customers, but I'll be back in a moment. Don't go anywhere." She gave him a bright smile and a wink before leaving for the other table.
"She really seems to have taken a shine to you," Malik commented. "And she did mention that she has her own room here. I guess you'll be meeting us in the morning then?"
"Maybe," Roland answered. "I feel like I'm taking advantage of her though, with everything that's happened to her. How could she really want me with everything she been through? Still, I might take her up on her offer. It would give you two a night alone at least. I'm sure you could use one. You haven't had any time alone since I joined you."
"You have the wrong idea about the two of us." Tara stated flatly. "We're friends and partners, nothing more. You don't have to worry about getting in the way of anything. As for the girl, she has been through some bad things, but what she does is her choice. You haven't been trying to push her into anything. If anything it's more the other way around. She will do what she wants, as long as you're willing. Obviously you're attracted to her, so I don't see any reason for you to turn her away."
Tammie returned a few minutes later, sitting next to Roland and placing an arm on his broad back. She ran her tiny fingers down the back of his tunic.
"Hm, your back feels so hairy. I like a man with hair." Tara had to stifle another laugh, but the girl seemed so engrossed in her conquest that she didn't notice. Roland nearly choked on his ale. Upending the mug, he drained its contents in one gulp.
"Could I get another ale?" he asked quickly.
"Sure hun, I'll right back. Anyone else need anything while I'm there?"
Malik asked for another drink as well, and reminded the girl to ask about the jerky. Trick would likely be hungry again as soon as they were back in the room, he knew. Something besides the fare they had with them would be much to the dragonling's liking. Roland didn't say a thing until the girl was completely out of sight.
"I've got a problem," he said once she had disappeared. "I can't do what she wants me to do with her."
"It's not really that difficult," Tara giggled.
"That's not what I mean. I can do that part, or would have been able to anyway. The problem is that she thinks I'm a human."
"So? Malik pinned down the wig you’re wearing, so you shouldn’t have to worry about her seeing your ears underneath. Just don’t let her run her fingers through your hair and you’ll be fine. You worry too much."
"That’s not the problem I’m thinking of, though now that you mention it that could be a problem too. The problem is, I didn’t shave or trim all of my body. I didn't think that I would be looked over that closely, so I didn't think I would have to."
"That shouldn't be an issue," Tara told him. "I've seen humans with hairy chests. Even some with hair on their backs. She already said that she likes hairy men. I'm sure you'll be fine."
"You don't understand. I'm a sorvinian. We have hair in places that humans don't. Private places that I never thought I would have reason to shave off. There's no way I'll pass for a human. Even if she doesn’t light a candle or a fire for light, she'll know the difference. She’ll feel the difference!" He dropped his head into his arms, burying his face in defeat.
"What do you....oh. Oh! Well, you could always shave that off too," Tara suggested, trying to hide her toothy grin behind her hand. “You’ll have to do that one yourself though. I’m certainly not going to shave that for you.”
"Trust me, even if I wanted to, which I really don't, that wouldn't work. I can't spend a night with this girl without her knowing that I'm not what I claimed to be. You've told me never to break cover for anything, and this will shatter my cover completely. What am I supposed to do about this? If I just turn her away now she'll think that she's done something wrong. She's a nice girl. I don't want her to think there's something wrong with her. She's been through enough already."
What did I get myself into?
"Alright, just relax," Malik said. "We'll tell her that I need you early tomorrow, and that you won't be able to spend time with her tonight. We're fresh from the road today, so we could get away with it. That will do for tonight anyway. We'll still have to come up with something for tomorrow night, unless you decide to shave between now and then. She seems like she could be worth it. You have all day tomorrow to think about it. It might hurt her feelings a little, but as long as she doesn't think it's anything she's done, she'll be fine."
It’s probably for the best, he thought, hoping she didn’t take the news too badly.
Of course she wouldn’t want me anyway if she knew who and what I really was. I’m surprised she took an interest in me to begin with.
"Hey Tammie," Malik said when the girl returned. "I'm afraid I have to apologize. I forgot to mention it to Roland earlier, but I'm going to need him early tomorrow. I'm meeting with a merchant that I don't trust all that much right after sunrise. I can see that the two of you are getting along quite well, and though I don't know what you had in mind for tonight, I can't let him go. Will you still be around tomorrow night by chance? I can spare him then. We don’t have to leave until the day after so we shouldn't be in a rush. I'm sorry again, but he won't be available tonight. We can stay for a while longer, so you can still spend more time with us here when you're not busy if you like."
"I can have him back before sunrise if you need him to be. I promise he won't be late."
Is she actually fighting to have me?
"Sorry but I can't take the risk. I can't be late for that meeting. I already don't trust the man I have to meet, and I don't want to give him any excuse to go back on our deal. I'm sure you understand. You can still have him tomorrow night. Surely one more night won't make a difference."
"I suppose not," she admitted reluctantly. "Just as long as I get to have him tomorrow night."
"He could always spend some time with you now," Malik suggested. "As long as he's back in our room before we lock the door for the night, I don't mind. I'm sure we won't have any trouble in your fine inn."
What was he thinking!? Roland's mind raced.
 Malik and Tammie were bartering over him as if he was a piece of prize beef. Malik knew he couldn't be with the girl, and yet he just told her she could take him to her room right then! Had his assassin friend lost his mind!
"I can't do that," she said in answer.
Thank goodness!
"I have to be here on the floor until the bar closes. I can only get a few short breaks between now and then. Not nearly enough time for us to, um, get to know each other better."
"Then the two of you will have to wait until tomorrow night," Malik concluded. "I've heard that waiting makes most things that much sweeter. I'm sure that this is one of those times."
Tammie didn't appear even remotely convinced of that, but she seemed to buy the story enough not to argue the point further. Roland kept silent, realizing that Malik had already known the girl couldn't go with him and leave her work behind. He must have been counting on that when he suggested they go to her room right then. Once again Roland had to marvel at the man's skill at manipulating those around him, binding them entirely to his will. He seemed to take nearly everything into account.
For the rest of the night Tammie spent as much time as she could with the group, mostly flirting with Roland. Now that it had been established that he wouldn't be staying with her that night, she seemed to go out of her way to make certain that he wanted to spend his last night in her bed. Roland spent the first portion of the night wondering what ulterior motive the girl might have for wanting to spend a night with him. He knew that he was not at all an attractive man.
Surely Malik would have been a better match for her, he thought, or nearly any other man for that matter.
In the end he had to conclude that she really didn't have one. Perhaps she might have thought that Malik and Tara were a couple; even Roland had suspected that. During the night, however, several more customers had come in for drinks, Many of them were humans, and all of them, in his own opinion anyway, were far better looking than he was. She waited on each one that took a table, but she didn't seem to have even the slightest interest in any of them.
Where doe her interest in me come from?
The bartender, Silus, came in for his shift at the bar shortly after they finished eating. He was a young human man, with a round face and wiry muscles under a sleeveless tunic. He glared at Roland whenever he saw sitting Tammie next to him, but didn’t say so much as a word to him. Roland glanced at the man from time to time, but though he tried he could not find a single thing wrong with him. He was certainly better looking than Roland could ever hope to be, yet she had already mentioned that she had turned him down.
"I have to ask, what is it you see in me that makes you have such an interest in me?" he blurted out finally after she returned to their table once again. "I know what I look like, and yet you still seem to want me. I know that most of the men in here are better looking than I am, yet you haven't given a single one of them a second look. You can't be looking for a husband. You know I won't be here long, and neither one of us know if or when I'll be back in this city. You can't plan on robbing me, since you know I don't have much to take. I don't think you're that type of person anyway, but even if you were you wouldn't want to rob a man who doesn't have anything. So I have to know, what is it?"
Tammie stared at him for nearly a full minute, abashed. She looked around the room for a moment, and Roland thought for a brief second that she might flee entirely.
He realized belatedly just how horrible what he had said sounded. He had not planned on it coming out so bad. He had not planned on saying it at all. Like a fool he had opened his mouth and spoke before thinking.
I’m such an idiot!
He only hoped that she didn't have him thrown out or sent up to his room. Instead the girl puffed up, squared her shoulders, and looked him square in the eye. Her green eyes darkened like a forest under a thunderous sky.
Oh boy.
“What would I want one of these tiny twigs who call themselves men when I could have a strong, burly man like you?" she spat viciously.
What!? I know that what I said and how I said it was a little blunt, but it wasn't bad enough to warrant this reaction! And did she just get angry at me and give me a compliment at the same time?
"My mother married a little man. I've had more than enough of them for the rest of my life! I thought you were sweet, and you're exactly what I look for in a man. Obviously I was wrong about you! I know I'm not that good looking, but you could at least have turned me down nicely, You didn't have to act like such a jerk! If I'm not good enough for you just say so! So what if it would only have lasted for a night or two. Even girls like me want our occasional fantasies, even if I'm not good enough for anyone to want to be with me for longer than that."
Now it was Roland's turn to be taken aback.
Nothing that Tammie just said makes any sense at all! She’s gorgeous! And yet she thinks that she isn't good enough for me! As if!
"Wait, I think you misunderstand. You're one of the most beautiful women I've ever seen! You could have any man you want! Certainly any man in this room! I thought that I wasn't good enough for you, not the other way around! You've got it all wrong! I've been laughed at all my life for being so ugly. I wasn't trying to be mean, I was trying to understand how a woman as incredibly breathtaking as you could ever see me as anything other than a disgusting animal."
Tammie opened her mouth to voice a planned retort or hurtle an insult, Roland wasn't sure which, but slammed it shut abruptly. For a moment she was rendered speechless. While it was true that from time to time one of the patrons, well into their cups, would make an awkward attempt at flirting with her, almost no one had ever referred to her as beautiful before. Certainly no one, not even Silus, had ever called her breathtaking. It was completely unexpected.
"Is everything alright here Tammie?" a menacing voice asked darkly from behind him. Roland turned to find Silus standing over him. It looked as if the man was hoping for a fight, and Roland was certain that, although he was not large, the bartender would be quite capable of handling himself in one.
"Everything's fine Silus," Tammie answered softly, finding her voice once more. "It was only a misunderstanding. I'll call you if I need you for anything."
"The two sailors at table two are ready for another drink," he mumbled. Roland suspected it was more to get her away from the table and the three companions sitting at it than anything else.
"Of course. I'll take care of it right away. I'll be back in a minute Roland. I know you and your employers are going to be going up to your room soon, but please stay here for a little bit longer if you can. I would like for the chance to talk to you for a while longer if that's alright." That said she turned back into the room and her waiting patrons.
"She's a sweet girl," Silus whispered in a deep, sinister voice. "Who she spends her time with is her own business, but you should know that if you do anything to hurt her, you're going to wish that you hadn't. I'll see to it that you wish you had never been born."
"You don't need to worry about that Silus," Roland answered. The bartender looked surprised to learn that Roland knew his name, even though Tammie had just used it. "She is a nice girl. I'm glad to know that she has someone who cares for her so much, and will protect her when she needs it."
"Silus, is there somewhere we can go to talk in private," Malik asked unexpectedly. "I don't mean you any harm. I'm unarmed. I only want to ask you a few quick questions."
"Why should I want to talk with you?"
"I met a man on the road the other day. He was a merchant; said his name was Carn. He suggested I should talk with you."
"I never heard of that name," Silus answered.
"I would have been surprised if you had," Malik said casually. "Still, whatever his business was, it has nothing to do with what I wanted to discuss with you. It will only take a moment of your time.”
Roland looked at his friend, but decided to stay silent. Nothing Malik had just said made even a little bit of sense. When Silus asked the reason he gave one a useless one, then turned right around and said that his answer had nothing to do with what he really had to discuss. He never actually gave any reason at all!
The bartender appeared thoughtful for a moment. "Fine," He said finally. "I can spare a few minutes. There's an office in the back where we can go and talk."
He turned and headed back toward the kitchens without another word.
"Be careful not to do anything to give yourself away if you talk to the girl before I get back Roland, and try not to stick your foot quite so far into your mouth. Just a suggestion." Malik cautioned, then followed Silus to disappear beyond the kitchen.
Malik followed Silus passed the kitchens to a small room just beyond it.
The kitchens are empty now, he realized. He hadn't noticed that the inn had stopped serving meals altogether and was now only serving drinks.
I will have to be quick. There are not many customers, but Silus will be missed if he’s gone for too long.
"So what is it that you thought was so important that you had to take me away from my work?" the bartender asked sourly. “I’m guessing that you don’t want your companions to know what you wanted to talk to me about. I hope you’re not planning on just wasting my time. I don’t have time to waste.”
Obviously not an overly pleasant man, Malik thought to himself.
"When Tammie was telling us about her past she mentioned that her mother remarried," he said, going right to the point. "I thought it strange that her mother didn't believe her when she told her what the man had done. Also she said that the authorities wouldn't do anything to help her. I can see that you care for the girl. I'm hoping you might be able to tell me a little more about it. Was she telling us the truth?"
"What does that have to do with some merchant you met on the road?" Silus asked, clearly annoyed.
There’s no distracting this guy.
"Nothing at all," Malik replied quickly. "I mentioned him so that the others wouldn't know what I really wanted to talk to you about. I have my own reasons for wanting to know about what happened to Tammie. So was she telling the truth? I mean, was she right about the authorities refusing to help her?"
“Why should I tell you anything?”
“I’m hoping that I might somehow be able to help,” Malik answered. “I don’t know if there’s anything I can do mind you, but if I know the whole story there’s a chance I might be able to do something. I know a few influential people.”
Silus looked at him squarely, as if trying to decide if Malik was really telling the truth or not. Finally he sighed.
"Well, there’s no harm in telling you,” he decided at last. “You could find out most of it from a dozen other people anyway. It doesn’t matter who you know though, there’s nothing you can do to help her. She was telling you the truth, to the best of her knowledge at least. When she first came here I looked into it myself. Her mother did believe her, but she couldn't do anything about it. The man she married was Thorin Sloan. He's a mid-level mage who wouldn't be worth anything on his own, but he's the right hand man of Bloodheart, the mage that runs this city.
“More accurately, he does most of Bloodheart's dirty work, or that’s the rumor anyway. He could get away with anything, and anyone who tries to touch him will wind up in a prison cell, or worse. He would come after Tammie too, if he thought she was any sort of a threat. We thought he was going to send someone after her anyway, just for trying to get away from him.
“He would have gotten away with that too. Bloodheart doesn't care what happens to the rest of us as long as he gets his money. Most of his money is from taxes, but there is plenty of less honest means that his men employ to get his money for him. It's those funds that Sloan gathers for him. Sacrificing the happiness of one small girl to keep Sloan happy is certainly to Bloodheart's benefit, and the bastard probably couldn't care less."
"Why didn't you tell her the truth?"
"I didn't have the heart to," Silus admitted. "Her mother is just as trapped now as Tammie was before she ran away. The only thing telling her would do is make her angry about what that creep is doing to her mother. She wouldn't be able to do anything about it, so why open old wounds? She's been here with us for five years already, and it took her most of that time to put what had happened behind her. Sometimes it's best to leave the past exactly where it is; in the past."
"And sometimes it comes back to haunt you," Malik mumbled in reply.
"What was that?" Silus asked with a sharp look.
"Nothing," Malik answered quickly. "We should get back out there before you are missed."
"That's all you needed to talk about then?"
Malik nodded. That’s all I need to know.
The two men walked back out through the kitchen, separating right after they walked through the door. There didn't seem to be anything he was needed for at the moment, so Silus headed to his position behind the bar. Malik went back to his table, where Tammie was once again sitting where she had been before, with her arm once again draped over Roland's shoulders.
"They both spent over a minute apologizing to each other right after you left," Tara whispered into his ear as he sat down next to her. Her voice tingled with amusement. "I'm starting to think that she's almost as awkward when dealing with the opposite sex as he is, though she's certainly not shy. I could watch this all night if they would let me. It's one of the funniest things I've seen in a while."
"Tomorrow we'll be splitting up after a bit,” he told her, completely ignoring his friend's tasteless sense of humor. While he was often guilty of the same sort of thoughts, Roland was as close to a friend as the two had outside of each other for far too long. He didn't like taking pleasure in his companions distress, even over something as trivial as a woman's affections.
“I have something I want to take care of with Roland. Just the two of us. Don't worry, I'm sure we can handle things well enough. I'll need you to come back here and get our things ready to leave at a moment's notice if we need to. I don't think it will be necessary, but I want to be prepared just in case."
"Are you expecting some sort of trouble?"
"I hope so," he answered with a wolfish grin. "We'll finish our shopping first, then I want to look into this little problem I noticed earlier. I'll split with you after the shopping, and I'll let you know when we get back whether we can stay another night or not. Don't mention it to Roland. I'll tell him when he needs to know about it."
Tara didn't seem happy about being left out of whatever he had planned, particularly when he was being so cryptic about it, but she knew better than to ask. Malik would tell her everything he thought she needed to know, and nothing more. She knew that he could take care of himself in nearly any situation. If he couldn't handle it, than it was unlikely she would be able to do much to help.
He handed her a small, black leather bag that jingled softly. "Pick us up some dried food on the way back, anything that will keep for a decent length of time. Depending on how things go tomorrow we might have to winter in the Hut. Pay more attention to those things that Roland can eat. You and I can always hunt for more food, but he doesn't have that option. There won't be much for him once winter sets in fully. Get us a pack horse. We won't be able to carry everything we need for the entire winter."
"Are we really going to need that much?" The packs they normally used not only carried far more than they appeared to, but also greatly reduced the weight of whatever was put inside. They almost never needed more space than what those packs provided. For the two of them, using a pack horse was almost unheard of.
"He wants to be trained, to be one of us. I can't think of a better place than the Hut to go for that training. The horse isn't just for carrying the packs. It's also a way for us to travel the south road freely without as many questions. Most of our things we should put into regular packs to keep up appearances, and we'll need a horse for that. We won't have to worry as much about appearances once we reach the Hut. No one will bother us there."
"That's because no one else wants to go anywhere near there at any time of year, let alone during the winter," Tara retorted.
"We're going to have to head up to our rooms," Malik said, ignoring Tara's barbed comment. "Would you like to do the honors and inform Roland that it's time for him to leave his friend behind?"
"I'll leave that up to you," she said lightly. "He only just managed to get her to come back. I'm not going to be the one to tell him he has to leave now."
"Wonderful," he said sarcastically. "Just remember that the next time you want me to do something distasteful."
Raising his voice he informed his companion that it was time for them to retire. While the sorvinian man knew that he wouldn't be able to stay, he was still reluctant to leave. Tammie seemed more inclined to understand the need.
"It's alright," she said with a bright smile. "We'll still see each other tomorrow night. I'll be counting the minutes until then." She leaned over an kissed him hard on the mouth. The kiss lasted only a few seconds, but to Roland it felt like it would never end. It was the first time a woman had kissed him, aside from his mother, who didn't really count. When it finally did end it was all too soon.
"Goodnight," she whispered, and skipped away before he had the chance to reply.



Chapter Eight
 
 
The three companions woke and were out of the inn before the sun had crested the eastern horizon, finding the streets to be dim but visible in the predawn light. It was still a bit too dark for Roland to read the small street signs at each corner they came to, though it wouldn't have mattered if he could have. He had no idea really where they were going, and he didn’t know the roads anyway. He unsuccessfully tried to stifle a yawn and continued to follow Malik, who led the way.
His dreams had been filled with fantasies of the waitress, Tammie, who had inflamed his heart in ways he never thought possible.
Well maybe not my heart, he corrected, but she had certainly inflamed something.
It wasn't love, he knew that. He wasn't foolish enough to really believe that he could have fallen in love with the girl in only one night, cut far too short for either of their liking.
She was, however, the first woman to show even the slightest interest in him, and she was the first girl he had ever kissed. Even if they never saw each other again, that alone would give her a place in his heart forever. He knew that by choosing to stay with Malik and Tara he had also chosen to leave Tammie behind, but a part of him still hoped that someday he could return.
He found himself daydreaming of her as he walked a few steps behind Malik. Tara followed a few steps behind him, occasionally giving him a nudge when he started to lag too far behind. He knew what she was thinking. She thought he was acting like a love sick puppy. Only one thing kept him from feeling angry or upset. He knew she was right.
The sun had only just risen, little more than a bright wedge over the wall too far in the east for any of them to see, when Malik turned down a street packed with merchants booths. Most of them were still closed, all of the merchandise either covered with tarps or boarded up in false walled rooms. Unlike most of this city, several of the merchants seemed to be selling their wares on the street, reminding Roland of Port Dayton more than it did the little of this city he had seen. Malik passed several shops quickly, not giving the slightest attention to the clothing shop, the herbalist, or the glassblower they left behind them.
He finally stopped at a shop with a sign above it that read Baldor's Swords and Cutlery. Underneath the words was a hand-drawn picture of two swords crossing each other, for those people who could not read and write. A huge canis was just bringing out a load of blank shields, little more than shaped sheets of steel without any sort of insignia on them. Roland was thankful that the shop was faced away from the rising sun. The bright steel would certainly have caught the sun and blinded him had the light been able to reach it.
The canis himself was a marvel. Roland had thought that the canis who had tended bar in Port Dayton had been large, but he was as tiny as a trill compared to this man. The canis was not unusually tall, in fact he and Roland were fairly close to the same height, but the man's entire upper body was so heavily muscled it seemed entirely disproportional to his lower half. His forearms were as thick as soup bowls, while his massive biceps as big as dinner plates. His huge barrel chest jutted out from the rest of his body, showing above the thick leather blacksmith's apron he wore.
"I'll be open in another few minutes," the canis said tersely as the group stopped in front of his shop. "You'll have to wait until I'm finished setting things up."
"You'd even make an old friend wait?" Malik asked politely. He used the same strange accent that he had been using with his persona as Malik, which for some unknown reason he had refrained from using at the bar. Roland hadn't even noticed that he didn't use it until now, when he heard it again.
The canis looked Malik over completely before answering. "I don't know you," he said finally. "I never forget a face, and I haven't seen yours. What makes you think that I should think of you as an old friend?"
He looked over the other companions. Tara had added a veil to the hood she regularly wore. Her face was so completely concealed it would have been impossible for him to tell much about her. He looked Roland over quickly, deciding with a glance that he had never seen him before. He opened his mouth to say so when his gaze fell on the sword at Tara's hip.
"I don't recognize any of you, but I do know that sword," He said. "Where did you get it?"
"You made it for me Baldor, " Tara answered lightly, pulling down the veil that covered her face just enough to allow herself to be recognized. "It was my friend Malik here who commissioned it for me."
"Malik?" Baldor started, then stopped himself. He looked closely at Malik. After several seconds his eyes lit with recognition. "Of course. Sorry my friend, I didn't recognize you. I must be losing my memory somewhat in my old age."
"As long as you haven't lost your touch old friend. I have a friend in need of a good blade, and yours used to be the best."
"They still are," Baldor assured him. "We should go back inside. If one of you could help me with these shield blanks I'll close back up for now. On occasion I need to do a little shopping, and don't open until later in the morning. No one will think anything of it if I open a little late. I don't think that it would be good for us to be interrupted while we catch up on old times."
"I don't think we'll have much time to catch up I'm afraid," Malik said seriously. "Still, it would probably be best if we could conduct business without anyone walking in on us."
Baldor nodded. Grabbing several of the blank shields he headed for his door, which Tara politely held open for him. Roland picked up the remaining shields, perhaps two dozen of them, and followed him. Baldor dropped the half dozen shields he carried on a stout oak table in the middle of the room, then turned to go back out to help with the rest. He gasped in surprise when he saw Roland behind him carrying all that had remained.
"Those shields weigh twelve pounds apiece," he exclaimed. "That load has to be nearly three hundred pounds!"
"My friend here is a pretty strong lad," Malik remarked. "I was hoping that you might have something in the shop already that might suffice for him. What's the heaviest sword you have in at the moment?"
Roland gazed around the room in wonder. Despite the story they had concocted for Tammie the night before, he had never been in a sword shop. All along the walls hung blades of every size and shape imaginable. A line of axes hung from thick wooden platforms behind the oak counter directly to the right of the doorway, just far enough away from the door that it didn't block customers that might be coming in or leaving.
A complete suit of steel armor stood on the opposite side of the door, and several other armor pieces decorated the shop. There were several rows of glass cases along one wall that contained small knives, everything from expertly weighted throwing daggers to kitchen knives that the women would use to cut the evening's roast.
"You've never asked for a heavy sword before," the smith remarked casually. "Didn't think it was really your style to rely on strength. I always thought you were more of a speed fighter."
"I am, but as I said, this sword isn't for me. I've always believed that each person should take his own natural strengths and build on them. In this case his strength is, well, his strength. We will probably be commissioning a sword to be custom made for him sometime later, but he needs something to work with until then. Do you have anything ready that will work for him for now?"
The smith thought for a minute. "I might have one thing, though I not sure if even your friend here will be able to wield it. A few months ago I had a trog commission a sword for himself. I finished the sword, but before he could pick it up he came down with a sudden case of death. Apparently he tried to rob a merchant's caravan on its way to Miani along the main road. The guards put so many arrows into him he looked like a porcupine by the time they were done.
"I suppose the brute should have thought about getting himself some armor instead of a blade," Baldor continued, his deep laughter rolling from his lips like the sound of thunder. "Still, he paid half up front, so it wasn't a total loss even if I can't sell it. Like I said, I don't think your young friend here will be able to wield it effectively, but if he can I can give it to him for thirty gold."
"Thirty gold pieces seems a little expensive for a friend," Malik said skeptically. "Especially considering that you've already been paid half the price up front once already when the blade was commissioned."
"It's cheap actually. The full price was a hundred gold coins, fifty of which were already paid. I'll go get it and you'll understand once you see it why I had to charge so much."
The smith disappeared behind a door in the back of the shop. Roland felt a great heat coming from inside. He glanced through the open door and could just barely spy a huge forge in the back of the room. The coals inside were dying down to a deep red glow.
The smith must have been working on one of his blades earlier, before opening up for the day, he suspected.
In the room's center sat an anvil that stood about three and a half feet off the ground. He guessed the size of the steel tool to be about two feet long and a foot wide. From what he could tell it appeared that the anvil and its base were all cast from a single, seamless piece of metal.
He only had the briefest of glimpses before his vision was obscured by the returning smith, his massive frame completely shutting out every small detail inside. Even with the smith’s great size he seemed to strain under the weight of the large object he carried, as if it was almost too much to carry. It took Roland a second to realize that the object he carried was a sword; a massive weapon as long as the smith who carried it was tall.
That thing must weigh a ton!
The sword was mostly hidden inside a simple black leather sheath, with a black strap along its length.
It was meant to be worn on the back of the person carrying it, Roland noticed. And I had just gotten used to wearing one on my side.
The hilt and pummel were made of shining steel, with a thick black cloth wrapped around the grip. It appeared as if the entire weapon was forged from a single, massive piece of metal. The smith held it in two thick hands by its sheath, with its hilt facing Roland. He reached out and, after a nod from the smith, pulled the weapon free, holding the blade in one hand with his feet planted in one of the stances Malik had taught him.
Baldor stared at him in open-mouthed amazement. "How are you able to hold that so easily?!" the smith gasped in astonishment, his deep voice booming like the bellows of the forge he worked on. "Even the trog who paid for this meant for the weapon to be wielded with two hands! I would never have believed that someone could use it single-handed! That should be impossible!"
"It is a little heavy," Roland admitted. "How would I grip it with two hands and balance? Like this?" He put his left hand underneath the right and stepping into what he supposed might have been the correct stance for a two handed weapon.
"No," Malik said quickly. "I want you to get used to wielding this with just your right arm. You have the strength to do it, and I've taught you enough that you should be able to use it now. It might take you a while to become accustomed to the weight and balance, but I know that you have the power to wield it."
"I never expected this," the huge smith shook his head. "The total weight of this sword is seventy-eight pounds, ten of which are in the pummel alone. It's actually balanced toward the back just a little bit to allow for a faster recovery. The pommel itself is heavy enough that it can be used as a mallet. It isn't only the blade of this sword that can kill. I'm not sure if the lad will be able to swing it and recover effectively with one hand, even as strong as he is."
"Well, there's only one way for us to be certain," Malik said. "Will it be able to stand up to a little sparring to test it?"
"This sword could stand up to any blade," Baldor answered seriously. "Come put it on the table here lad so your friend can get a better look at it."
Roland did as he was told, carefully setting the great weapon down along the length of the counter. The blade hung over the end by more than a foot. The smith came over with a small lantern to allow them to see the blade in its full glory.
"This entire weapon is crafted from a single piece of folded steel," the smith declared proudly. The steel seemed to glow a faint blue, and all along its surface the metal appeared to ripple like the water in a soft flowing stream. The base of the blade was nearly a foot wide, tapering to a point at the far end in a long, slow arc along its blade. The spine of the sword was perfectly straight. The hilt of the weapon continued as an extension of the spine, with a narrowing before the pummel at the far end that melted into the rest cunningly.
The rounded pummel blended into the hilt so well that it didn't have any catch points where the back of the swordsman's arm might snag and take away from the sword's momentum. The pummel was an oval ball about six inches from front to back and three inches wide, without any angles or edges. Unlike most other swords Roland had seen, it didn't have any sort of crosspiece of guard, though considering how the blade was shaped it made sense not to have one.
"I'm impressed," Malik confessed. "It doesn't have ornamentation, but with a blade like this I think it gives a better impression without any. I have to admit it is truly a work of art. I think this blade might even be better than my own. You said you made this for a trog?"
The smith shrugged. "His gold was as good as anyone's. Considering how he died I can imagine how he came across it, but it's not my job to question how my customers make their money. I'm going to do my best regardless of who pays me to do it. I won't have it said that I allowed a poor blade to ever leave my forge. I believe that's the reason you came to me in the first place, isn't it?"
"It is," Malik agreed. "So is there a place we can test this blade? If it is as good as it appears than it shouldn't risk damaging it."
"I have a room in the back where I practice with the finished blades before I sell them to the customers. To be honest I haven't tested this weapon. I'm a strong man, but not even I can wield this blade. I don't normally allow customers there, and it's not big enough for a real match, but it should make do for a quick test."
The group followed Baldor through the door that led to his forge. As they walked through Roland glanced at the row of tools along the wall, each lovingly placed in its particular home on the wall.
Most smiths start by creating their own tools that they use for their craft, Roland recalled.
His father had a small workplace beside their barn that he would use to make and repair their farm tools. It included a forge and blacksmith's tools similar to these, though on a much smaller scale.
They continued on to a different door leading out of the room. Only Malik and Roland were ushered in. The smith motioned to Tara to wait outside. Roland quickly understood the reason why. The room would have been large enough for all of them were they only planning on standing and talking, but not for swordplay. Anyone in that room could potentially be in danger if a swing missed its mark. Tara watched from the doorway beside the smith.
"Alright," Malik laughed merrily as he often did at the prospect of a fight, even if it was only a short sparring match. "First let's see if you can handle your weapon while under attack. Remember to be careful of your balance, which will feel different than you're used to with the heavier weapon. Now defend yourself!"
Malik jumped forward into a hard downward attack. Roland knew his companion wasn't fighting with his true speed and power, simply testing Roland's ability with the massive blade he wielded. Roland brought the blade up into a quick parry, then blocked the next three strikes in rapid succession.
Malik was right, he quickly realized.
The greater weight and slightly different balance of the larger blade made it more difficult to move the same way he had been before with the smaller, lighter sword Malik carried, or the wooden imitations he practiced with regularly.
He noticed, however, that Malik's attacks barely affected the blade when he parried. It took less of an effort to keep Malik's strikes at bay. The man's smaller sword simply couldn't move his blade. Because of this he could parry much closer to his body than he would have been able to do with a smaller weapon.
Malik stepped back after a moment. "Good. It seems that you can move into the defensive positions despite the weight. You should be able to defend yourself with it decently. You'll get better with the blade once you've gotten used to it."
"I noticed that it was slower moving into the positions," Roland informed his companion. "When our blades struck, however, your attacks barely moved it. It felt as if you were barely touching my blade, though it looked like you put some power into a few of those strikes. I think I can get used to it. I'll have to change my fighting style a bit for it to move right though. It didn't quite feel right using the techniques you taught me."
"No doubt you’re right," Malik admitted. "We will have to change your stance and fighting style to compensate for the heavier blade. I already suspected as much. Now let's see what it can do on offense.”
“Alright,” Roland answered, shifting into one of the offensive stances Malik had taught him.
“Just don't use your full strength just yet. Use the first set of strikes I taught you, and try to bring the second attack as quickly as you can. That way I can see if you can swing it effectively and how long it takes you to recover."
Roland brought his blade into a shallow arc, putting only a small amount of his own strength into the attack. Malik quickly bought his own blade up to defend. The blades clashed with a loud ring, like the chiming of some great bell, and Roland stepped forward into the second strike. He suddenly stopped. His target was no longer there at all!
Malik literally flew through the air, the force of the contact between their blades throwing him backward. His back hit the wall behind him with a dull thud, the air driven from his lungs by the impact. He barely managed to stay on his feet after he hit, gasping for breath and shaking his head vigorously.
"I said not to use your full power!" Malik snapped as soon as he recovered enough to speak. "That blow could have cut me in half!"
"I didn't!" Roland replied in dismay. "I hardly put any strength into that swing at all!"
"It's my fault," Malik said quickly, his anger disappearing as quickly as it had appeared. "I didn't mean to yell at you. I greatly underestimated the striking power of that sword. The amount of weight it has combined with a fast attack can be devastating. How did it feel when you moved for the second strike and recovered the blade? Was it unwieldy? I couldn't see what happened after that first strike."
It’s no wonder, Roland thought, but decided against saying it out loud.
"It was a bit slow,” he answered instead, “but I could move it well enough. I think I could get used to it with practice."
"Amazing," the smith said in shock. "I never thought I would ever see one of my blades become capable of such power. This sword is even greater than I had expected it to be. No doubt that has as much to do with the man wielding it as it does the weapon, but still."
"As I said, it is truly a work of art," Malik said. Roland nodded in agreement. "The final decision though will have to be Roland's. So what do you think? Is this sword the right match for you?"
Roland considered for only a moment before nodding. "I could think of no greater weapon."
If it can throw Malik across a room like that, I wonder what it would do against a normal opponent?
"Sold," Baldor declared. "Let us return to the shop up front and we'll make the exchange."
They all headed back out to the front shop, where the smith smoothly fitted the sword back into its thick sheath. Roland handed over the promised price, and Malik helped him attach the blade to his back. They had to adjust the strap slightly, as it had been set to fit the larger frame of a trog, but the smith had made the strap to be easily adjustable, so it wasn't difficult. The blade felt strange to Roland; he had to move it several times once it was on his back to find the right position.
Wearing it will take as much getting used to as wielding it will, he was certain.
"I'm just glad that I was able to sell it," the smith commented happily. "It would have broke my heart if I had to destroy it. It might very well be one of my greatest creations. Any good sword needs a name, and it has always fallen on the first owner to name a blade. I never thought that this blade would have a name, at least not one I would ever know. Trogs don't often bother to name their blades, no matter how well they might be made. If you decide on a name please let me know. I would like to know what you would like to call my creation."
"What do you think I should name it?" he asked Malik.
"It's not my weapon," Malik answered. "You don't have to name it now, but when you do I would suggest it be something that the blade represents to you. By taking on this weapon it becomes a part of who you are. Think of how it feels when you use it and in time it will name itself."
Roland considered that. Something that is a part of who I am.
He remembered something his mother told him when he was a child. A person is created by the life they have lived, she had said. Their past defines them and makes them who they are. Roland's past, however, was something he needed to keep hidden inside him if he was to stay with Malik and Tara. Using something that was a part of his past might not be wise.
Malik had also said that he should think about how it felt when he wielded the blade. When he had defended with it the blade seemed as unyielding as a mountain, yet it had struck with greater force than a gale force wind. It had felt as if the power of a hurricane had rested in his hands, just waiting to be unleashed.
What could ever exist that was stronger than mountains and more forceful than the mightiest of winds?
Something else his mother had said once came to his mind. With sudden clarity he knew the blade's name. Perhaps it had always been its name, and had only been waiting for someone to see it for what it really was.
"I don't have to think about it," Roland announced. "I already know the name of this sword. It is Ocean's Hand."
Tara looked at him quizzically. Malik seemed thoughtful. "An unusual name," Malik commented. "How did you choose it?"
"It was something that my mother said to me a long time ago. Mountains have always been thought of as the most powerful monuments of nature's strength, and kings have stood as the most powerful of men, but even the greatest of kings must bow before the awesome weight of the ocean. Mountains have toppled and entire civilizations lost with only one wave of the ocean's mighty hand."
Baldor nodded. "That seems to be a very fitting name when you say it that way. I'm grateful that I have the chance to know it."
Malik had to agree. He had felt the power of Ocean's Hand once already, and only a small portion of its full attack at that. Once Roland mastered his use of the blade, he would become a truly formidable opponent. Something that he hadn’t seen, that he hadn’t expected, had just clicked into place.
"We should toast with a drink," the smith declared.
"Perhaps later tonight if we are still here," Malik promised. "It's still a bit early for drinking, and we have other things to attend to at the moment. Your shop was only the first stop in several we need to make today. If all goes as planned we will be staying at the Gatortooth tonight. Come on over after you close up shop. If we won't be there I'll leave word with the waitress."
"I know the place fairly well," the Canis smith replied. "The girl who works there is pleasant to talk to. She always seems to brighten the mood at the end of a hard day."
Malik grinned in agreement. The group took their leave of the smith, heading directly to the next shop on their list. Roland was worried that he wouldn't have enough funds for the rest of the supplies he needed. He had spent more than half of his funds on the sword alone, after all.
Would new clothes cost as much? he wondered.
The first shop they stopped at sold mainly leather goods, which took Roland by surprise. He had expected Malik to lead the group to a cloth merchant, or perhaps one of the ports many tailors. His companion, however, had noticed another need that he thought needed to be addressed first.
Roland's travel bag fit on his back in a particular way, but now that his sword rested there it would no longer fit him the same way. He would need a different bag to store his goods in. The group would need several extra bags for the trip as well. Tara knew where they would be going. She knew what they would need for the journey and the coming winter.
She purchased the bags they needed for their journey to the Hut, and quickly said her goodbyes to the others. She had eyed the magically enhanced bags with longing, but followed Malik's instructions, and left them on the shelves. Roland could choose his own clothing without her assistance, and she had other matters that needed to be dealt with before the group would be ready to depart.
She wasn't entirely sure what Malik had planned, but he had said he wanted everything ready in case they had to leave that night. He indicated it was in case something went wrong. Still, she knew him well enough to know that he had something in mind that could make such a move necessary.
Roland picked out a new pack that would fit well over the sheath of his sword. At Malik's suggestion he added a black leather jerkin and thick, black leather breeches to his order. They would be far too warm to wear comfortably in the warmer months, but winter was close at hand. While he didn’t think that the leather would be very comfortable in any weather, he couldn’t think of any other reason that Malik would want him to buy them.
Roland considered purchasing one of the magical packs for himself, but had to discard that idea. He only wanted one, however at a price of over sixty gold for the smallest of them they were far beyond his price range. He finished with a new pair of black leather boots, that covered his legs all the way up to his knees.
From there Malik told him they would be going to the cloth merchant. Along the way he stopped to get a large bag of thick cut, heavily spiced jerky. Roland had assumed it was meant for later, but to his surprise Trick appeared as if from nowhere, looking for his breakfast. Malik chuckled and turned into a narrow alleyway between a merchant selling sweet smelling bread and another selling wooden plates and bowls.
"I noticed Trick following us for the past half hour," he explained. "If he didn't get something in his stomach soon he might have done something that could have brought us some mischief. As it was he knew he was supposed to stay out of sight until we returned to the room tonight."
Roland hadn't seen Trick at all until he joined them, though the dragonling had to have been nearby in order to appear the way he had. He was certain that the only one that could have seen him would have been Malik, who knew how to spot those places the dragonling would use to hide his presence.
He would be able to see Trick no matter where he was, Roland suspected.
The aroma of the bread shop became too much for Roland, who hadn't eaten anything that day either, so while Malik was busy feeding his little friend Roland bought two small onion buns from the merchant to eat while he waited. Other customers, and even people just wondering through the market, stared at the huge blade on his back as they passed him. He couldn't hear their whispered comments, but he could guess the sorts of things they would be saying.  
He finished the warm bread only a moment or two before Trick finished his breakfast. Trick flew off, presumably to return to their room in the inn, though Roland wasn't certain if that was really the case. The dragonling could have just as easily continued to follow them without his knowing.
The two men continued to the clothing merchant two blocks away, where a young fawnling woman, the proprietor of the establishment, greeted them warmly. The woman was dressed in a light, mint-green dress that fell just passed her knees, accentuating her thin, shapely figure. Light tan fur covered her otherwise human looking face, her light brown, almond shaped eyes twinkled with unspoken kindness.
"I'll be with you in a moment," she said airily as they walked into her store. Clothing of every style and color hung from racks all along the walls and on circular stands throughout the shop.
His mother had always tailored his clothing, as well as his father's, her own, and occasionally even made clothes for neighbors who asked her for them. They wouldn't have ever been able to afford to have their clothes made for them.
Where should I start? he wondered idly while he waited.
He couldn't tell which clothing rack held articles made for men and which for women. There didn’t seem to be any sort of order to the room at all. He stood in the doorway until the woman finished carefully folding several light colored dresses that an older gentleman was buying.
"I'm sure your wife will love these dresses," he heard her assure the man as she ushered him out. "If she needs any adjustments done be sure to come back and I'll take care of them personally." She turned to Roland and Malik as the man left. "Yes gentlemen, how can I help you today? Perhaps a lovely dress for your wives, or a new tunic for yourselves?"
"My friend here is looking for a few sets of clothes for himself," Malik answered cheerfully. "We'll be going on a long trip, and won't be near a tailor for some time. Perhaps a half dozen or so sets for regular wear, and a set or two for formal occasions. Earth-tones or black would be best I think. We'll be spending most of that time outdoors, so blending in is generally best if we want to avoid predatory animals or for when we are hunting ourselves. Do you have anything that would fit him in stock? It has to be something that will stand up to wear and tear."
"A man who knows what he wants. I like that in a man, especially when that man is a customer. I think I have a few things that would fit him for daily wear, though I can only think of one good suit that might fit him. I don't get many customers of his build, so my stock in that size is limited. I think you're friend will like it. Most of the suit is black, with a dark blue trim. I'll get it for you."
The woman went straight to a rack with dozens of garments hanging from it.
How is she able to keep rack of where things are, he wondered in awe.
 All the racks looked the same to Drom. There wasn't any signs or pictures to mark off where things were kept.
She must know where every piece of cloth in her store is by heart! He thought in wonder.
His thoughts couldn’t have been far from the truth, for in only a few seconds she pulled a garment from the rack and brought it over to them.
"There's a small changing room over there where you can try it on," the woman informed them, gesturing toward the back of the building. "There's a small mirror inside so that you can see yourself." She eyed Ocean's Hand critically. "I’m afraid you'll have to leave your sword out here. You won't have enough room to take it off inside."
He did as she asked, handing the massive blade over to Malik. Even using both arms to hold the blade it was still heavy to the smaller man, who leaned it up against his side, the pummel on the ground. Roland disappeared behind the curtain that covered the small doorway. The room was tiny, barely large enough for him to carefully to take off the travel-worn clothes he had worn during their journey here.
He had never owned much clothing. He had never had need of more than a two or three pairs of breeches and a few extra tunics. Now it seemed that Malik planned on him having several different sets to choose from.
It’s no wonder, considering how often the man changes his identity, Roland thought.
He pulled the fine silk tunic over his head, and looked at himself in the shiny steel mirror. The new suit was a shining, solid black, with a deep, rich blue along the collar and the cuffs of the sleeves.
Well, I do look good in it, he decided, moving the mirror several times and twisting this way and that so that he could see all of his reflection.
Or good for me at least.
He wondered what the cost of the clothing might have been, hoping he had enough left. He had spent another three gold pieces at the leather shop, and two copper pieces at the bakery. That left him with plenty of money, but certainly this rich cloth had to be expensive. Finally satisfied that everything was in place he stepped back out into the main shop.
"You look wonderful," the shopkeeper stated gleefully.
She would probably have said the same thing if it looked horrendous, as long as she could get a sale, he suspected. Of course, what else could she say when she’s confronted by a mug like mine?
"It doesn't appear to need any adjustments at all,” she continued, oblivious to his thoughts. “I think that silk suits you quite well."
"Is it very expensive?" Roland asked tentatively. “I need to get quite a few things today."
"Yes it is," she replied sincerely. "I’m sure you'll find that it's worth every copper. It's strong and durable, as well as being fashionable. I took the liberty of getting together the other clothes your friend had mentioned. They are a cheaper material and won't look as good, but they are pretty durable as well. At your friend's suggestion I went more for functionality than style, and only picked out earth-tones. They will all fit you well, I'm sure."
"How much money are we talking about?"
"Well, what you're wearing alone will cost you fifteen silver pieces," the Fawnling said. Her eyes looked away for a moment, as if she was looking inside her own head as she figured out the tally with the other clothing she had picked out for him. "With everything altogether, which is what you are wearing now and the six sets of clothing I pulled out for you, the total would come to one gold and three silver pieces. Since you are buying so much at once I can give you a bit of a discount I suppose. I couldn't possibly take less than one gold piece for everything. Do you think that would be within your budget?"
Roland nodded. In truth he had expected the price to be much higher, closer to five or six gold pieces just for the fine tunic he wore alone. Of course, he certainly wasn't going to tell her that. He still needed to purchase supplies, he knew, and he wasn't sure when he would get paid again. It would be best if he put some of his money away in case he needed it sometime later.
"Here, change into these for right now," Malik told him, handing him the bundle that held the leather tunic and breeches he had purchased in the previous shop. "Once we leave here we'll head back to the inn to drop off your new clothes. There's one other stop we should make along the way."
"What should I do with my old clothes?" Roland asked.
"You could always burn them," Malik suggested jokingly. "I’m just kidding you. I would just stow them away in your bag for now. Just don't store them with the new clothes you just bought. The things you were wearing need to be cleaned a bit better than you did the other day, and we don't want to ruin any of the things you just bought before you get the chance to wear them."
Roland went into the dressing room and changed into the leather suit as Malik suggested. As outlandish as the thick, shiny leather was, he wondered why his companion wanted him to wear it. He knew better than to ask. Malik would not tell him anything more than he wanted to at any given moment. He had not tried on the suit of leather yet. He had just eyed the size, expecting it to be a little bigger than his regular clothes, as he figured that the thick leather had less give to it.
He had certainly been right about how much give it had, and it was just a little tighter than he had hoped it would be. The new leather seemed stiff to Roland, who had only ever worn cloth on his body. He assumed that the rigid leather would soften given enough time, just as a new travel bag would. Had he worn armor before he would have found the leather quite comfortable.
He finished putting it on with only minor difficulty and looked at himself in the mirror. The reflection that stared back at him through the polished steel was someone he almost didn't recognize.
Not even the new suit I was just wearing changed my looks this much this much!
He had lost quite a bit of weight during his month-long trek across the peninsula. Like all sorvinians he had always been muscular, but now the thick layer of fat he had once carried had turned to hard, chiseled muscle as well. His slightly thinner frame however was only a small change compared to the rest.
He had seen his reflection in the lakes and ponds along the way, but the rippling image in the water was not as clear as the polished metal he looked into now. He had gotten somewhat used to the difference in his face during their time traveling, but always before he had been wearing either the Thane uniform or his own clothing. He looked different, but he was always at least able to see himself hidden within. Even with the fancy silk cloth that he had been wearing only a moment before he could still see himself in it.
Now his human-looking face, together with the outfit he was now wearing, he could no longer recognize anything of the sorvinian farm boy he had once been. The reflection staring back at him was someone who appeared both powerful and frightening. He imagined how Ocean's Hand would look on his back with everything else, and shivered involuntarily.
No wonder Malik suggested the outlandish clothing, he thought with a slight chuckle. No one was likely to question if he was really the guard he pretended to be while he was wearing it.
"Impressive," Malik commented as he walked out, handing him Ocean's Hand. Roland strapped the weapon onto his back as it had been before. Now that he knew how it fit on his back it was much easier to put on than it had been the first time he had put it on, only a little while earlier.
He shouldered his new pack, now filled with the clothing he had bought from the fawnling woman, and followed Malik back out into the marketplace. Roland was so preoccupied with the stares he was getting on the way back to the inn that he completely forgot that Malik had mentioned that he had to make one other stop. His companion suddenly turned into a shop with a sign that read Gordan's Alchemy and Apothecary.
The shop was not at all what Roland had expected an apothecary to look like. Not in the slightest. He would have thought that it would have simply been a room full of herbs and such, similar to what they had picked in the forest a few days before, but the room before him was completely different.
There were herbs, to be sure. In fact there was an entire counter of them along one wall, with six or seven rows that stood one above another like a stairway. Each level of the shelving boasted multiple jars, each carefully marked with the herb that it carried. Roland couldn't read any of the labels in the dim light, but he knew that the alchemist would have been able to. Those, however, were only a small part of the shop's wares. Nearly every open space available in the room was filled with some unknown powder or liquid.
Bottles and beakers of different sizes and shapes sat along one wall. Roland wasn't certain if they were for sale or simply for use by the small man who sat behind a tiny pine desk, carefully mixing several chemicals that crowded around him.
The diminutive man held up one hand when they walked in, gesturing for them to wait until he was finished with whatever he was working on. Once his chemicals were mixed he said something under his breath, and the mixture in the glass bottle in front of him glowed faintly from the use of some magical art. Roland had only seen magic performed on a few rare occasions in his life, but he didn't recognize the type of magic that this man was using.
"Sorry about that," the man said in a nasally voice. "The properties of the bloodroot diminish quickly if I don't cast the preservation spell right away. What can I help you gentlemen with today?"
"My friend and bodyguard here just recently met a new woman he would like to impress," Malik stated, getting right to the point. "However, he discovered that the girl prefers less hair on her men than what he has. I thought perhaps you might have something that could remove unwanted hair safely and easily."
And here I was starting to think that the jokes from last night were done and over with, Roland groaned inwardly.
"Of course. Nothing to worry about young man. I get this sort of request more often than you might think," the small man replied sagely. Roland realized suddenly that the man was not a human at all like he had thought, but was in fact a brindle, a small, gnome-like race known for their short lifespans and poor eyesight. They were one of the few non-humans that could use magic, though only in small amounts. The brindles were exceptional diggers, and generally lived underground where their weak vision made little difference.
Obviously their nimble fingers have other uses, Roland realized.
"I'm assuming from your vague description that the part of the body you wish to remove hair from would require something that's gentle as well? I think I know just the thing. I often have women come in who want to remove hair from their eyebrows or a thin mustache, anything that they think of as a blemish to their perceived perfection."
He took a small jar off of one of the various shelves and handed it to Roland. Inside was a white cream that gave off a faint almond scent. Malik apparently noticed the smell too. He quickly grabbed the jar and placed the lid back on, holding it as far away from himself as he could.
"A man who knows his poisons I see," the alchemist chuckled. "No need to worry. It's not what you thought it was. Some of the women I've sold this to complained about the original smell of the cream. I found that by adding a little bit of almond extract I can hide the chemical smell without diminishing its properties. Had it been what you thought we would all be dead soon anyway, but you're perfectly safe.
“I'm not going to ask where you gained your noxious knowledge from. Bad for business and all that. You can use this cream on any part of your body you want to remove hair from. Just let it sit for five minutes, then wipe it off with a damp cloth. As long as you don't ingest it, it's perfectly safe. It won't leave any marks and it's completely painless."
"What happens if he does ingest any?" Malik asked.
"I wouldn't recommend it," the alchemist answered. "You'll be vomiting for the better part of two days. It won't kill you or anything, but you might wish it had."
"What if I accidentally get any in my eyes?" Roland asked, thinking of the hair that grew on the back of his eyelids. If it was safe enough he would feel far better about using the cream than a razor. Tara had yet to cut him, and he was fairly certain that she never would, but it still made him nervous to have a blade that close to his eyes.
"That was a consideration when I created it actually," the brindle replied. "Women are often using it for eyebrow hair and such. It shouldn't affect you at all in small amounts, such as rubbing your eyes after using it without properly cleaning your hands. If it starts to burn your eyes, then flush them with water. Any hair you remove with this won't come back for two months. I charge twelve silver for a jar of this size. I have one double this amount that you can purchase for twenty silver. Like all my products it's guaranteed for one month after purchase, so if you have any issues with it feel free to bring it back and I'll give you a full refund."
"I'll take the larger amount for twenty," Roland decided. "My work will have me traveling a lot, so it might not be a bad idea to keep a ready supply."
"I'll go get you one of the larger jars then sir. Like most of my products it's magically preserved, so you won't have to worry about it losing its effectiveness. There are directions for use on the bottom of the jar. Do you need me to read them to you?"
Roland shook his head. He wasn't going to tell the man that he could read himself. Most guards wouldn't have been able to. However, it was not too unusual for someone like Malik, who for all intents appeared to be a simple merchant, to be able to read. Even if he couldn't the man had already told him how to use the cream, so there wasn't any point in having him repeat the directions a second time.
Before they left Malik offered to sell the man some of the herbs he still had with him. In the unlikely event that someone should try to follow where the two men had gone sometime later on, they would appear to be nothing more than the merchant and guard they claimed they were. With enough time someone might come to question how they had gotten into the city in the first place, but by the time a curious individual might have gotten that far they would have been long gone.
After selling most of his remaining herbs to the shrewd alchemist, who paid them slightly less than what he could have gotten elsewhere but bought herbs that could only be used for poisons as well, the two men left and headed straight back to the inn without further stops. Roland was, for the most part, already lost in the large city. Everything looked the same to him. Malik, however, had no trouble finding his way. In no time at all they were back in front of the Gatortooth Inn.
Tammie was already hard at work when the two went inside, which surprised Roland somewhat. He knew that she had worked until the bar closed late the night before, and it was only early afternoon. She hadn't been working when they had left that morning, though the inn had already begun serving breakfast.
"Hey you," she exclaimed happily when he came in. "I almost didn't recognize you in that new outfit. And that sword! I've never seen a blade that big before! It's very scary looking, but of course I would imagine that scary is pretty much what you were going for."
"You're starting early," he said awkwardly, not entirely certain what to say to her. With the cream he had purchased at the alchemist he wouldn't have any trouble spending time with her that night, he knew. Still, even with that knowledge he found he was nervous around her.
"Just started my shift about ten minutes ago," she informed him. "You'll still be here later tonight, right?"
"As far as I know," he answered.
"We're just dropping off a few things that Roland bought today and then heading back out," Malik cut in quickly. "Whether we can stay or not depends on what happens with the merchant we have to go and meet with next. Do you know if our companion has returned yet? We were supposed to meet her here."
"I haven't seen her, though I only just started. I can ask John if you like. He's been here all day, and would have seen her if she came in."
"That's alright. If she's here she'll either be waiting in our room or here in the barroom. She's clearly not in here, and if she's in our room we'll know it soon enough. We only have time to drop these things off right now. Come on Roland. Say goodbye to your lady friend for now."
"Until tonight then," Tammie said before he could reply. The hidden meaning in her statement was fairly obvious. She gave him a quick kiss before disappearing into the kitchen.
The two men went up to the room. It took an extra second before they could get in, since Tara had the key with her. Malik had to pick the lock before they could enter. It only took him a moment.
If he hadn't become an assassin he could have certainly made a living as a burglar, Roland thought.
"Leave your bag here," Malik instructed. "Tara will be back before we return again."
"Where do you think Trick might have gone to?" Roland asked, noticing that the dragonling wasn't in the room as he was supposed to be.
"Right there," Malik answered, pointing out the window. Sure enough, there was Trick, curled up next to the chimney of a neighboring building. The little creature appeared to be sleeping, however Roland knew him well enough to know that if Malik called for him he would be there in a moment's notice.
"Where is it we're going?" He asked finally. The question had been bothering him since Malik had mentioned it the night before.
He certainly has something planned.
"To correct something that should have been dealt with a long time ago," he answered vaguely, and refused to say anything else on the subject. Without another word the two men headed back out into the city.



Chapter Nine
 
 
Half an hour later the two men were walking up to a huge building, different from any of the places Roland had visited before. Unlike the plain wood that the homes and merchants shops along all the main roads were made of, this building appeared to be made of polished grey marble. Roland would have believed that perhaps it was the domicile of one of the rich members of the city, but it didn't have the feel of a home to him.
Could this be a government building of some sort? he wondered.
"I'm here to see Thorin Sloan," Malik said loudly to the guard who stood by the door, baring their way. Gone was the carefree tone in his voice that Roland had been used to hearing, as was the accent he had been using since he had changed his appearance and became the merchant Malik. Instead, his voice rang with the distinct sound of superiority usually reserved for the rich and powerful; men that expected to be given what they asked for without waiting. Roland, who had never spent time with powerful people before, did not recognize it for what it truly was, though by his reaction the guard at the door certainly seemed to.
"No one gets in to see Master Sloan without an appointment, and if you had one he would have told me personally to expect you. Now get lost before I give you a reason to wish you had." The guard fingered the hilt of his sword eagerly to emphasize his point. The man wore his blade with the air of someone who used it quite often. Roland wasn’t concerned.
If this guy thinks that he’s any sort of a match for Malik he’s got another thing coming.
"If you know what's good for you, you'll tell that pathetic little weasel that Raiste Goldstone is at his door and is calling on him,” Malik replied as if he hadn’t heard the guard at all. “Or perhaps you would prefer to tell Bloodheart himself why you didn't think that I was important enough to announce?"
The guard gulped noticeably. He seemed torn between his order to keep away riffraff who might come to the door and the blatant threat implied with the mention of Bloodheart's name. Finally he seemed to come to a decision.
"Wait here. I'll send someone to talk to Master Sloan, and we'll see if he thinks you're worth bothering with."
"He'll see me," Malik assured the guard. "There's no way he wouldn't."
The guard said something to an unseen person just inside the doorway, then resumed his post. Less than two minutes later the page returned, coming out to talk to the guard in hushed, whispered tones. He was a young boy, only perhaps nine or ten years of age, but he seemed to be a capable enough lad. The boy whispered to him for several minutes, after which the guard stiffened and came over to where they waited a few feet away.
"I apologize if I seemed rude," he said. "We have had people come from time to time just looking to cause trouble, so I was given orders to deal with anyone who was not welcome. It seems that the master was not expecting you, but he will see you right away in his study. I was asked to relieve you of your weapons. It's nothing personal. Master Sloan has many enemies, and he doesn't allow armed men to enter his offices. Follow the page, he'll show you the way."
Roland moved to take Ocean's Hand off of his back, but Malik stopped him. "I also have many enemies, so my guard and I will keep our weapons with us. Your master will just have to deal with it."
The guard seemed to be expecting this. The young page behind him shrugged. "Very well. Follow him inside and he'll show you the way."
The inside of the building, which the guard had indicated was nothing more than an office building, was like nothing Roland had ever seen. He couldn't believe such a collection of riches could exist in one place. The walls were of a smooth white plaster, with dozens of murals and paintings hanging from every wall. Each step the group took clicked loudly on the polished marble floors, magicked to shine the dark red color of fresh blood. White marble statues, mostly of nude women standing in a variety of provocative poses, dotted the floors inside each empty room they passed. Not a single door in the building that Roland could see was closed.
The boy led them through twisting passageways, finally ending at the first unopened door they had come across, made of a single, thick slab of oak. Without knocking he opened the door and stepped inside. Unlike the other rooms, this office had a thick, forest green carpet extending from one wall to the other.
Roland knew nothing at all about art, but he knew without being told that the several paintings that covered the walls had to have cost a fortune. At the far end of the room a small, thin framed man sat behind a massive desk made of intricately carved cherry wood. The man seemed to be looking over a small pile of papers that were spread across the desk. He looked up at them as soon as they walked in.
"So you're Raiste Goldstone you say?" the man asked quietly, his beady eyes twinkling. "I had heard that you were dead. How is it that you are still alive when all of the reports say otherwise?"
"My father had his secrets," Malik replied. "Does it really matter? I'm here now."
"I don't suppose it really does. The real question is what are you doing here now? What, may I ask, brings you so unexpectedly to me?"
"My father might be dead, but as his son and legal heir, everything he owned rightly belongs to me now. I've come to claim what is mine. That includes this city, this building, and everything that slug Bloodheart has taken. I understand that it will take him time to gather what little belongs to him, so I will offer him one week to get his things together and leave. After that time I will be forced to take it from him."
Roland stared at his friend in shock. Bloodheart was the powerful mage that ruled this city with an iron fist, he knew, and yet Malik had just claimed that it did not really belong to the mage at all, but really belonged to him.
What game is he playing at?
 Malik might be a dangerous enemy, but Roland didn’t know what he thought he could ever hope to do against one of the great mages.
Has Malik finally lost his mind? Roland suspected that he very well might have, though the man seemed unusually serious.
Sloan laughed, a high, vile sound that grated on Roland's ears. "You must be mad! Even if you are who you claim, what could you hope to do against Bloodheart? You come in here issuing threats as if I have reason to fear you. I had hoped that you would surrender your weapons at the door as I requested. I know that Bloodheart would love to deal with you himself. I'll offer the two of you one last chance to throw down your weapons and surrender. Perhaps if you're lucky Bloodheart might kill you quickly, after you've told him everything you know of your sister's whereabouts of course."
Suddenly the doorway exploded with activity as several guards rushed in. All around the room hidden panels slid aside to allow more armed, armored men into the room. In a matter of seconds they were completely surrounded by over two dozen men, and Roland could hear more in the hallways outside. Malik stood as still as stone. He didn't seem the least bit frightened by the turn of events. Roland, on the other hand, had never been so terrified.
"You were a fool to come here so lightly protected," the weaselly man declared. "I can have an army at my command in minutes, as you are now witnessing. Now throw down your swords!"
"I will make you a counter offer," Malik answered evenly, completely calm. "If your men throw down their arms now, I will spare them. They may return to their wives and make them fat with children. You, on the other hand, have offended me by attempting to trick me in such a dishonorable manner. If your men surrender now, I will make your death quick and painless. If not, I can assure you I will not be so kind."
Sloan and several of the guards laughed loudly. "You really are mad! Take him alive if you can. Kill his man. He is of no use to us."
Roland sensed the movement before he saw it as three of the guards behind him rushed in with weapons drawn, eager for the kill. From out of nowhere, or perhaps only in his own mind, someone spoke in a low voice. It was slow and rhythmic, almost a chant. While he couldn't be certain, Roland thought it sounded like his mother's voice. It sounded vague and indistinct, as if he were hearing it from underwater.
Even the greatest of kings must bow before the awesome weight of the ocean, the voice droned, repeating his words from earlier that day. Mountains have toppled and entire civilizations lost with only one wave of the ocean's mighty hand.
Without warning a bright blue light surrounded him, and the air in the room began to spin and turn, as if a mighty hurricane had suddenly erupted around them. To Roland, who was in the proverbial eye of the storm, it seemed as if time itself slowed to a crawl. Everyone around him moved as if they were being burdened by a great weight.
All eyes turned to him. Even Malik eyed him with a look of awe. Roland pulled his mighty blade in one swift motion, and the chaos around him subsided until only the electric blue glow that surrounded both him and his sword remained.
If I’m about to die, I’m at least going to take one or two of them with me, he thought. With all his might he swung at his nearest attacker.
Roland hoped that his swing would be hard enough to cut deep into his adversary's armor, at least enough to cause damage. He knew that, as hopelessly outnumbered as the two of them were, they didn't have a chance at winning, regardless of whatever the magic Malik had just used on him might do. He never for an instant expected what came next.
The guard began to raise his blade to defend against the attack.
It was slow, Roland thought, unnaturally slow.
Even with such a slow movement the man's blade still reached its blocking position in time, though it mattered not a bit. Ocean's Hand crashed through the man's weak defense, cleaving his blade in two, then cut the man neatly in half at the waist in one brutal arc.
Roland moved as he had been taught to, stepping forward into a second swing at the next opponent. This time the man didn't have a moment to react. The blade didn't stop with the first opponent however. The swords momentum continued through to a second man, and then on through a third. With one swing three men fell, leaving six pieces of carved meat on the ground in front of him before anyone had a chance to so much as take a single step. With four of their number dead in a heartbeat's time, the rest of the guards hesitated.
Malik recovered from his own apparent shock, pulling his own blade he moved forward in a swift, dancing step. His blade sliced one man just under his thick steel helm, then without pausing Malik promptly thrust at the man behind him, neatly running him through.
The first guard clawed at his throat, as if hoping that somehow he could stanch the flow of arterial blood that poured out of his neck and down the front of his armor. The second man never had time to react to his wound. He dropped straight to the ground in a clanking heap, dead instantly, his heart neatly split down the middle.
Strange, even Malik's movements seem sluggish. The last time he fought I couldn’t even see him move. He should be faster, much faster, than he seems to be now.
Two more men moved forward to attack, diverting Roland's attention away from his companion for a moment. Though he was looking the other way, he still somehow sensed Malik's movements behind him. It almost felt as if he was standing above them all and could watch the fight calmly from some other place, yet at the same time he was still in his own body, in complete control his every movement.
He swung his blade in an upward swing, catching the first guard underneath his chin. The blade did not stop when it hit the steel helm however, but continue through with no more effort than it would take to run a hot knife through a slab of warm butter. The man’s momentum carried him forward even after the swing. He toppled to the ground to Roland's left.
The second guard hesitated for a split second, as if unsure of whether he wanted to fight or flee. Roland twisted his grip and brought Ocean's Hand down on his head in a vicious chop. The blade cleaved through the man's head and continued, passing completely through the armored body, imbedding the tip of the blade a foot deep into the floor beneath him.
Roland watched the man fall in two directions, as his body was split vertically down the middle.
Even his falling body seems to move in slow motion.
Roland knew he should have felt frightened, or at the very least angry, but for some reason he no longer felt anything at all, save for a small amount of confusion. It was as if he was completely detached from everything, simply watching it happen. At the same time every sense was heightened, like hearing a bard tell a tale where every detail is vivid and bright.
Malik cut down three more men in lightning flash movements, or so Roland suspected they must have been, as none of those men had moved to defend themselves. Roland pulled back on Ocean's Hand, which slid free of the floor easily, and held it before him, looking for the next enemy. The blade felt as light as a feather in Roland's hand, as if it weighed nothing at all.
"Enough of this!" Sloan shrieked, and lifted his hands toward Roland. He uttered three sharp syllables that Roland couldn't hear, and from his outstretched arms erupted a ball of fiery red liquid.
Roland knew that he had no chance of dodging the attack at that distance, even with the strange lethargy that the world seemed to have taken, and the man was still beyond the range of Ocean's Hand. Instinctively he raised the massive blade before him. Strangely he didn't feel fear or anger towards his fate, but instead waited to meet it with complete calm.
The fireball crashed into Ocean's Hand first. Roland expected the magically created missile to engulf the blade and him as well. Instead the ball of plasma struck the blade and stopped. Slowly, the fire seeped into the sword, spinning along its edge like a rolling wheel, getting smaller and smaller as it spun. As the fireball winked out of existence the weapon glowed red for an instant, then returned to the electric blue it had been.
"That will be enough of that," Malik yelled, and promptly struck, severing both of the mage's outstretched hands in one hard swing. Sloan screamed and fell to the floor. Blood pumped furiously from the hacked stumps at his wrists to pool on the ground at Malik's feet.
Behind him he sensed another guard entering through the doorway. He turned quickly, bringing Ocean's Hand to bear. As he held it before him the edge unexpectedly glowed red once again, and the fireball that it had swallowed emerged once more in its full glory, striking the guard in the center of his chest.
The guard's mouth opened in a scream that never sounded as the ball of plasma instantly engulfed his entire body. In less than a second it melted through his armor to blacken his flesh, but the guard was already dead. The fire had scorched his lungs and stole all of his oxygen. As he guard melted into nothing more than a puddle of molten steel and blood the spell's power ended, and the magma-like liquid disappeared.
This was too much for the remaining guards, though more than half of those that had come still remained. The men broke and ran, nearly trampling each other in their eagerness to escape. Roland watched them go with detached amusement.
To think that so many would be frightened off by only two men, he thought.
He turned back to the room, where Malik was now holding the mage by his throat in his left hand, his sword poised above him in his right.
"Please don't kill me!" Sloan begged. "I'll give you anything. Money, women, anything you want is yours! Only don't kill me!"
"Who ordered my father's death?" Malik asked harshly. "Was it Bloodheart? He was certainly the one who benefited the most."
"I don't know. I wasn't working for Bloodheart when your father was killed. I'm innocent!"
"We both know you're far from innocent, Sloan. Do you expect me to believe that you've never heard anything about it during all the time you've worked for him? What do you know Sloan?"
"Look, I don't know anything I'm telling you! Bloodheart was supposed to find you and your sister, and I was told to watch out for you. I didn't even know what to look for. No one does. All of Bloodheart's men have orders to report any information that has to do with you, that's all I know. No one ever expected to actually hear anything about you. Those orders to find you were all from twenty or thirty years ago. Most of us all thought that you must have either died or had gone so deep into hiding that you would never show yourself again to anyone. Please, don't kill me!"
"Was it Bloodheart that summoned the dragon? Did he kill my father?"
"Not by himself, if he was involved at all. No mage has ever been able to summon a dragon on their own. It takes several mages working together to accomplish that. Since mages rarely work together for anything, your father must have really angered a lot of people. I had nothing to do with it! It had nothing to do with me! Please just let me go!" His whinny voice was beginning to irritate Roland as he begged for his life.
"You were hoping to cash in by turning me over to Bloodheart I take it? That's why you had your guards hide themselves when we came in? So you could trap me in here?"
"There's a bounty on your head of ten thousand gold pieces to anyone who can bring Bloodheart your corpse and can prove who you are. Double that if they can bring you in alive. No one knows what you look like, but someone would have to be stupid not to try if they are lucky enough to find you. Even if you kill me, there are enough people who know who you are now that everyone will know before too long. You won't be able to hide forever. You don't need to kill me!"
"I have a message I need you to give Bloodheart for me," Malik said darkly.
"Yes, yes! I'll give him any message you want!"
Without warning Malik twisted his arm around in a vicious arc. Sloan's head left his shoulders in a single stroke, rolling across the floor to stop with a dull thud as it struck the far wall. His body toppled to the ground like a tree under the woodsman's ax.
"Tell him death comes to all," Malik whispered venomously.





Chapter Ten
 
 
The two men walked back to the inn as quickly as they could without drawing undue attention to themselves. Whatever strange magic Malik had used on Roland had long since vanished, leaving him feeling completely drained, as if he had just run a marathon or had spent an entire day working on his father's farm. The calm that had descended on him during the battle had gone with it, and now every nerve in his body was on edge.
Walk, don’t run. Walk, don’t run.
He felt certain that at any moment an entire army of city guards would come from around a corner and bar their way. More than half of the soldiers that had been in the building had ran, so without a doubt the alarm had to have been sounded. A part of him expected bells or sirens to resound, but no such sound came. Even the guard who had been at the door to the building had abandoned his post.
The guard must be mobilizing as quietly as they can to avoid concerning the citizens of the city, he thought.
A thousand questions raced through his mind. He had tried to question Malik, but to no avail. "Now is not the time to talk about it," was the only answer he received.
Strangely, he did not appear to have a drop of blood on him, though the thick, black leather he wore would have made it difficult to see had any existed. Ocean's Hand did not have any blood on it either. Roland suspected that the blue light that had surrounded both himself and the blade during the fight might have had something to do with it.
Malik, on the other hand, seemed covered in gore. Perhaps that was more in Roland's imagination than reality, but that was certainly the impression that his high-strung mind was receiving.
Malik had blood on him in a few splotches, all of it on the outside of his clothing. Not a bit of it was his. He had cleaned his face and hands in a small pool of water they had found in one of the open rooms they passed on their way out. He had also helped himself to a dark robe he had found there. The robe covered up the worst of the mess, at least enough that Roland hoped no one on the street whom they might pass would notice.
In their hurry it didn't take them long at all to reach the inn. Thankfully they didn't have an army of guards waiting for them, which Roland had half suspected would be the case. Tammie greeted them as they walked in.
"Hey you two," she said happily. "Your friend is waiting for you up in your room. Will you be coming down for dinner soon? I can save the booth in the corner for you if you like." She stopped when she noticed the state of Malik's clothing where it peeked out from underneath the robe he was using to conceal it. "Oh my! What happened? Are you alright?"
"Don't worry,"Malik said quickly. "It's not my blood. We had a small issue we had to deal with. We can't stay Tammie. People are going to be looking for us soon. Roland, go upstairs and get Tara. Don't tell her anything about what happened just yet. I'll do that once we're gone."
Roland hastened to comply. As much as he wanted to talk to Tammie himself, he knew that they didn't have much time before the guards would be after them. Malik would come up with something to tell the girl, he knew. He wouldn't have known what to say to her.
Malik waited until Roland was out of sight before continuing. "Listen Tammie. These people who will be after us are going to try and learn everything they can about us, and they aren't going to care much about how they get it. There were enough customers here last night that someone might talk about how much time you spent talking to Roland. There's a chance that you might be in danger if you stayed here."
The girl nodded. Malik could see she was holding back a tear.
She’s strong, he thought.
He was not certain whether her tear was for her own troubles or because of the opportunity she was losing between her and Roland, but either way she seemed determined to hold herself strong against it.
"I don't have anywhere else to go," she whispered. Malik could hear a slight quiver in her voice. She did remarkably well at disguising it. Were he not so well versed at reading people he might not have recognized it at all.
"You should go home to your mother," Malik informed her. "Your mother loves you, and I'm sure she misses you terribly. I'm sure you still love her too. You should be able to return here in a few weeks. I'm sure by then anyone investigating us will know that you were nothing more than a friendly waitress who served us at the bar, and won't trouble you further."
A look of horror crossed her face, and this time she made no effort to disguise it. "I can't go back there," she spat angrily, slamming her small fist down onto the table next to her. One or two of the few patrons in the room looked up at the sudden sound. "You don't know what that bastard did to me. And the whole time my mother denied everything I told her. She wouldn't believe me! I never want to see her again, and I certainly don't want to see him!"
"Your mother did believe you," Malik said softly. "He would have killed her if she tried to leave him, and he practically owned the police, so she had no one to turn to for help. I'm sure she was glad you were able to get away, and might have even helped to protect you from his wrath after you left. That could be why he didn't come after you. I don't know for certain. It doesn't matter either way. He can no longer hurt you, or your mother. You're free."
"What do you mean?"
"I know your mother's husband was a man named Thorin Sloan. He worked for Bloodheart, as you are well aware. Bloodheart has a reason to want me dead. I can't go into details right now, and it's probably better for you if you didn't know them anyway, but suffice it to say that he's had people looking for me for a very long time now. Sloan tried to capture me, just a little while ago. I had no other choice but to kill him, lest he kill me and Roland both."
"I hope he died a painful, suffering death," she cursed.
"No one could make him suffer as much as he deserved, but I can promise you he died painfully. He was on his knees, begging for his life. It will have to be enough. It would be best for you not to dwell on the past, but instead look toward your future. Sloan has already taken too much from you. Don't let him take your mother from you any longer, nor you from her." Malik tried his best to keep his voice low, hoping that none of the other people in the bar were able to overhear.
Thankfully the few who had looked over at Tammie's outburst had already gone back to their drinks. Generally people who started drinking at this time of the day were not the type to want to get involved in other people's business. They would have enough worries of their own already.
Tammie nodded bravely. A single tear slid down her cheek, and this time Malik felt certain it was a tear of joy. Not only was the beast who had once tormented her dead and gone forever, but she could once again be reunited with her mother, whom she had unwittingly cursed for a misunderstanding.
"What should I say to John and Silus?" she asked.
"Tell them whatever you think is appropriate. You won't have to be gone long. I don't know if that slime would have provided anything for your mother in the event of his demise. Probably not. Perhaps you can talk John into giving her a job here, or one of the businessmen they have befriended might know of a place she can gain employment. I don't think that it's something you'll need to worry about right away in any case. She has some protections under the law, even laws as unjust as those that persevere in these lands."
She’ll be just fine, Malik told himself. Just as long as no one realizes that Sloan was her stepfather anyway.
He hoped no one would. If they did her association with Sloan's killer might cause her all sorts of trouble, and neither he nor Roland were likely to be anywhere close enough to help.
Tara and Roland came back from the room, carrying all the supplies they had stored there. Most of the things that Tara had bought for their journey were being kept elsewhere, with the horse she had bought to carry them. It was only their personal travel packs and the few things Roland had bought that were in the room.
"Malik told you we had to leave?" Roland asked Tammie, though he was fairly certain of the answer. The girl nodded. "I'm sorry we couldn't stay. I don't know how much he told you, but with everything that happened, I'm not sure when we'll be able to come back."
"He told me enough," she answered, the sadness evident in her eyes. "He suggested I go home to see my mother for a while. She's probably going to need me, and I know how much I've missed her."
"I thought you couldn't go back?"
"Your friend told me that you took care of that for me today. I can go home now. I'll be back here someday soon, I'm sure. The next time you come to the city you will probably be able to find me here. Thank you for everything Roland."
Roland looked questioningly at his companion, but as usual Malik stayed mute. Whatever information he had to give would only be learned when he thought it appropriate to tell them. He must have told Tammie something that the others were not yet aware of, yet he felt she needed to know. Roland would accept that decision for now, he decided, but once they were safe again Malik would have much to explain.
I won’t take his silence forever.
"Don't worry Roland. I'm sure we'll meet again someday," she said. "Maybe then we'll have the chance to have that night we couldn't have now." She kissed him lightly on the cheek, her lips barely brushing his skin. "Don't forget me while you're away."
"I don't know when I'll return, or even if I'll ever be able to return. I don't know what will happen between now and then either. All I can say for certain is that no matter what happens, I'll never forget you," he promised.
"I won't forget you either," she vowed.
Malik tilted his head in a way that Roland understood as a clear sign. It was time for them to leave.
Without waiting for an answer Malik turned and headed out. Roland and Tara followed without another word. There was nothing more to say to Tammie, he knew. Anything more was just delaying the inevitable.
"Tara, I'm going to need you to go back to the stables and try to purchase an additional three horses. Pay whatever you need to. We don't have time for you to haggle. We will need to travel as quickly as possible. Leave by the south gate and start down southern trade road. Roland and I will be leaving through the same crack in the wall that we used to get into the city, and meet you a few miles down the road. You know the campsite you should meet us at. No one knows about you yet, so you shouldn't have any trouble going through the gate."
"What happened to you two today?" Tara demanded.
"I made a foolish, rookie mistake, and underestimated someone. I saw something that I felt needed to be dealt with, and so I used my true name to get myself in close to my target. I thought I would have to deal with only a couple of guards, and I could eliminate the mark without anyone left alive to pass on that I ever existed.
"I was so stupid," Malik clenched his fists in frustration. "He had over two dozen soldiers waiting for us, and there was more besides. I don't have time to explain everything. The point is some of those men escaped. I’m feel certain that word will soon reach Bloodheart that I'm still alive and that I'm in his city. They might even have a description of what Roland and I look like. We need to get out of here now."
"I know you've burned Bloodheart in the past, and a few other mages as well, but that isn't a reason for him to want you dead so badly," Tara said, obviously confused about whatever was going on. Roland had thought she would have known more than he did, but it seemed he was wrong in that belief.
"It's not who I am that he'll be after, but who I was. Look, we really don't have time for me to explain right now."
"You'll need to explain yourself later on," Tara informed Malik with a turbulent look.
Roland could tell that she was extremely angry with Malik, but she understood the stakes even better than he did. He recalled the name that Malik had said to the guard at the door. He called himself Raiste Goldstone. Something about that name troubled Roland. Something about it was disturbingly familiar, but with everything that had happened so recently he was having trouble putting his finger on it.
He considered this more as he silently followed Malik, or Raiste it would seem, through the city. Although they kept a fast pace, Roland wished it could be faster. He would break into a run if he didn't know without a doubt that it would cause them to be noticed by everyone they passed.
Walk, don’t run. Walk don’t run. People will take notice if you run.
That was already too likely to happen for his liking. People would stop what they were doing to stare at him as he passed, eying Ocean's Hand warily. For now it was only because a blade like his was so unusual that it was a bit of a novelty. Soon, however, word would spread of the battle with Sloan and his men, and the weapon he carried could not be mistaken for anything else.
Considering how dangerous it was to stand out for people like his companions, he almost regretted purchasing such an outlandish weapon. Almost, but not quite.
The more he thought about it, the more he found he couldn't regret it in the slightest.
If I had fought with any other weapon, most likely I’d already be dead. How could I possibly wish for any other blade?
He looked up and saw Trick flying at a distance above them. The dragonling was doing an admirable job of keeping himself hidden, however Roland had been watching for the small creature, and so was able to catch the occasional glimpse every now and then.
Though he tried to pay attention to his surroundings, his mind kept wandering back to the battle, and to everything that had happened when he fought. That, however, was the last thing Roland wanted to think about. Instead he distracted himself by trying to puzzle together the mystery of his companion's true identity.
Malik had told Tara before they had left her that he had used his true name. That meant that Raiste Goldstone was his real name. Sloan had said while he begged for his life that Raiste had a bounty on his head of ten thousand gold pieces. Double that, in fact, should he be captured and brought before Bloodheart alive. However, the weaselly man had also indicated that it had something to do with Raiste's childhood, and his father in particular. Raiste had even mentioned something about a dragon.
With startling clarity he recalled the tale his companion had told him the morning of the day before, just after they had entered the city. He had talked about how a mage with the last name of Goldstone had tried to change the established order between the powerful rule of the mages and those who could not use such strong magic, both human and non-human alike. The other mages had sent a dragon to burn down the man's home, and kill him and all of his family.
Raiste's story had also mentioned that some believed that Goldstone's two children, a boy and a girl, had escaped that night. Could his companion really be the long lost son of Fallon Goldstone? The thought seemed ridiculous, and yet Roland clearly remembered what had happened to him during the battle with Sloan's soldiers.
Some extremely powerful magic had been cast on him, he felt certain. It would make sense that, if Raiste was truly the son of one of the great mages, he would possess magic every bit as powerful as that which his father had wielded. Certainly it seemed like the magic that had been used had been that powerful.
It would also explain why Raiste hated the mages so fiercely. They had killed his father, destroyed his home, and had tried to kill him and his sister. Roland did not know the name of that hidden sister, but if Raiste had survived that night perhaps his sister had as well. Did Raiste have her spirited away somewhere, to stay hidden until such time as her brother could defeat the great mages, and restore her father's home and honor? Could she also have magic as powerful as her brother's seemed to be? Would she come out of hiding to help them in this war that Raiste seemed bent on beginning?
Because by killing Sloan, a man who worked directly for Bloodheart, he had quite clearly and loudly declared war against them. Of that Roland was certain. By killing several of his soldiers and helping Raiste kill Sloan, Roland had inadvertently declared himself as Raiste's ally against them. While he didn't agree with the way the mages ran their world, he did not feel ready to go to war with them over it. Even with the magic that his companion had shown, he couldn't see how they could defeat one of the great mages, let alone all of them.
That's what it would take to end a war with the mages, he believed. Defeating one would only bring the full power of all the mages together against them. There was no way they could win.
Now, it seemed, he had no other choice but to fight them, run, or die. Raiste, it seemed, felt the same way. For now at least his answer was to run.
In all likelihood the mages would have come after Raiste either way, now that they knew for sure he was alive. The mages had broken their own rules when they attacked Raiste's father the way they had, if his companions tale was true. Roland believed it was. He could understand why they would want such a thing kept secret. Raiste was living proof of what they had done.
Raiste quickened his pace once the two of them reached the old city. Roland felt as if he could feel eyes watching him from the dark interiors of the buildings around him. He couldn't see anyone, but he was certain that at least some of those buildings were inhabited, likely by those that did not have any other homes, or by those men who were wanted by the city guard, thieves and murderers and the like. Now they watched Roland and Raiste as they passed, as if they sensed one of their own.
After what seemed like an eternity they reached the hole in the wall. The sheet of metal that covered it did so poorly, but it appeared as if the gap hadn't been discovered yet, for which Roland was thankful. While he suspected that Sloan had deserved the death he was given, he could not say that about the guards that he had been forced to kill. Those men had wives, children, brothers and sisters who would miss them, and many of those men had only been doing their duty. Many of them might not have known that the true evil was the man they were working for.
As badly as he felt about killing those men, he also realized that he had been given no other alternative. He had been given a choice between killing them or being killed himself. He respected the lives of others, strange when considering the two companions he had fallen in with, but his sense of self-preservation was far greater. He would be forced to kill again, he knew without doubt. Ocean's Hand would act like a beacon to Bloodheart's men, who he knew would soon be hunting him if they were not already doing so.
Trick flew down to land on his customary perch on Raiste's shoulder, chirping rapidly in the man's ear. Roland couldn't be certain, he never truly understood the dragonling, but to his untrained ear it sounded as if the small animal was scolding him. If the creature understood why they were fleeing the city it was perfectly justified. Roland would scream at the man himself if he thought for even a moment that it would be of any use.
Slipping through the gap they made their way south along the wall, following the same path they had made themselves the day before. In another few days the narrow trail they followed would almost certainly be invisible once again, Roland suspected. The land reclaimed itself quickly if left to its own devices, and the few smugglers who used this route would surely prefer to keep it that way.
With the trail already made for them they reached the ancient road they had traveled before quickly. Of course, Roland already knew that they wouldn't be traveling along that easy road this time. He doubted it would have been such an easy road anyway with the horses that Raiste had asked Tara to get for them. His companion had already mentioned that the road was unusable by animals pulling a wagon. A horse could manage it well enough if it was being led, but he knew that Raiste planned on riding the horses at a fast pace once they met with Tara again.
They passed by the road entirely, continuing south. As before, Raiste seemed to know exactly where they were heading. Exactly where he planned on meeting Tara on the road Roland was unclear about. Raiste had only told her to follow the south road, and said she would know where to go.
Roland didn't believe that following one of the main roads would be such a great idea when it was likely that they were being hunted by soldiers from the city, but he refrained from mentioning it to his companion. Raiste knew what he was doing far better than Roland did, and if he thought that speed was more important than stealth in this instance, he would have to take the man at his word.
The travel became far more difficult as the continued southward. They no longer had any sort of a path to follow, but instead forced their way passed thick ferns and scrawny, tangled tree branches, from many of which hung thick vines. In more than one place narrow creeks, and once a larger waterway that Roland could only describe as a bog, blocked their way, but Raiste continued through it without wavering in his direction.
Well, at least he’s not having trouble with the growth, Roland thought irritably.
Roland could have cut his way through the brush with Ocean's Hand, but Raiste wouldn't allow it. The harder it would be for those who wished to follow them, the better it would be for the two of them, he explained with brief, terse words. It was obvious that the man didn't want to talk, but instead expected to have his instructions followed without question. For now Roland was inclined to agree, though explanations would need to come soon.
Tara will want to hear those explanations as well, he thought, trying to choke back the anger welling up inside him. He could wait until they meet back up with her to hear them.
He hoped that the leather clothing he wore might protect him somewhat against snake bites alligator attacks, but he doubted that such would be the case. Those reptiles pierced far thicker leather than that which he wore without difficulty. Still, Raiste refused to changed his direction, and Roland was forced to follow no matter what terrain his companion decided to navigate. Pushing away thoughts of what might lurk in front of them, hidden from their sight beneath the murky water, he pressed on.
They traveled for nearly two hours that way before Roland began to hear sounds coming from somewhere to the west. It took him only a moment to discern that the sounds were voices. At some point, he realized, they must have begun paralleling the southern trade road. Such a road would be heavily guarded, he knew, and it was entirely possible that guards would already be looking for them along that route.
We’ll have to be cautious.
With a wordless signal from Raiste, Trick flew off his shoulder and into the trees above them. What he had been sent to look for exactly Roland wasn't certain of.
Perhaps he’s searching for Tara, he thought.
Roland knew that the feral woman and Raiste already had a meeting place in mind, so perhaps Trick was searching for some sign of that location. Trick might also have been sent to discover how many guards were in the area. Raiste seemed to understand the creature to a point, Roland knew, but he still couldn't.
"The place we will be meeting Tara is about another hour ahead," Raiste whispered. "From what I can tell from the way Trick is acting, the road is crawling with guards. I couldn't say how many of them, if any, are searching for us, and how many are just protecting the merchants along the road, but its best for us to stay out of sight regardless. Try to stay as quiet as you can. If any of them spot us traveling off the road, they'll certainly suspect us to be thieves preparing to rob one of the merchants, and that's if we're lucky. If we aren't so lucky, they'll know exactly who we are. Either way we need to avoid being spotted."
Now it was Roland's turn to remained silent. He didn't need to ask anything, and wasn't ready to talk to his companion just yet. Once they had met back up with Tara, and Raiste was ready to explain the purpose behind what had happened in the city, then he would talk. Until then, he didn't really have anything to say to the man.
The travel didn't get any easier as they continued. Thankfully they didn't have any other swamplands to cross after the first; just two narrow streams that didn't get any deeper than two feet in the middle. Still, the leather clothing he wore was already wet after the one they had crossed before, and had already begun to chafe the skin along the inside of his legs as he walked.
He wished more than anything for a change of clothes. Anything dry would be better than what he was wearing now. All of the clothing he had bought that day, however, was now packed away on the horses that Tara would be meeting them with. He would just have to try and ignore the painful blisters that the wet leather caused with each step he took.
Just as he began to think that he wouldn't be able to take much more, Raiste turned back eastward, heading away from the road they had been following. Roland had no other choice but to follow, certain that the meeting place must be nearby. It would only make sense, he thought, that Tara would not be meeting them along the road, but instead at one of the hidden campsites that dotted the land, known only to those that traveled it regularly. Malik had hinted at just such a location when he told Tara to meet them. He hadn't gone into any details, but of course he wouldn’t have to. From their brief exchange, Roland was certain that Tara would already know those details, and didn't need to be told.
Fifteen minutes later his suspicions were confirmed, as the two men stepped into a small clearing next to a shallow pond. Roland could clearly see small fish dart along underneath the water. Near the center of the pond a small turtle, its head no bigger than Roland's thumb, stuck its head out over the surface to watch them intently. After a second it must have decided that they were not a threat, for it dived back under the water again to continue with whatever it had been doing before they arrived.
Raiste set down the small pack he had been carrying and sat down on it, using it as a cushion. "You may as well get comfortable," he said. "There's no way of knowing how long it will take Tara to reach us here. We should be safe enough for now. Not too many people know of this little site. Most of the merchants, the legitimate ones, camp right along the roadside. There are some camps that the guards know about, but I'm fairly certain that this isn't one of them."
"What makes you think that?"
Raiste idly pointed in the direction of a nearby tree. Dozens of peanuts still hung from it, though it was late in the season for them. If they weren't roasted soon they would no longer be edible at all.
Roland didn't need to question any further. If the site they were at was well known, surely someone would have gleaned every last nut that still hung from the tree. Instead, only the lowest hanging branches, those that would have been easier for smaller scavengers to reach, had lost a noticeable portion of its fruit. The ground was also littered with nuts that had fallen off of the tree, entirely of their own volition. Raiste had mentioned before that the mages destroyed most of the fruits and vegetables that grew wild near the roads.
If the guards knew of this place, the tree would have been destroyed already, Roland surmised.
Roland walked over and picked some of the nuts that were in reach. He could pick more once Tara arrived with the packs, as long as there was room in them to hold the extra food. Later on he would be able to roast them, assuming the group stopped and made a fire sometime during the next few days. Whatever he didn't eat right away he could make into peanut butter, which would keep for several weeks longer. He wished that he could use a preservation spell, similar to that which the brindle had used on his potions, but unfortunately he didn't have magic. As far as he knew Raiste didn't have that sort of spell either, or if he had the man had never mentioned it.
Thankfully, he didn't have long to wait before Tara arrived, leading four horses behind her on long tethers. All four horses carried bags and packs, though Roland suspected that most of them could have fit on one animal. Only one of the horses sported a saddle, possibly to fool anyone who saw Tara leave into thinking she was traveling on her own. Roland knew that two more saddles would be hidden away in the packs somewhere. More importantly to him, at least in that moment, was the dry clothing that would also be found there.
"They must have about half the guards in the city looking for the two of you," She informed them quickly, tying the lines she carried to a tree at the edge of the clearing. "I must have been stopped five or six times by guards along the road. The guards at the gate were even worse. I was beginning to thing that they weren't going to let me out of the city at all. If I had been in a group I wouldn't have gotten out. They had several people detained at the entrance. It was obvious to them that I wasn't who they were looking for. Still, it might not be safe for us to travel the road once we leave here."
“How much did you find out about us? Do they have any idea who we are yet?”
“I only overheard bits and pieces. As near as I can tell they don’t have much of a description of you at all. Just a middle aged man of average height and build. Roland's description, on the other hand, is wildly exaggerated. According to what I’ve heard, he’s about seven feet tall, dressed all in black leather, with flaming red hair and a ten foot long, magic sword. They guards at the gate said he cut down nearly thirty men in a matter of a few seconds. You know how that goes though. It’s only a matter of time before their descriptions get more accurate. So what really happened out there?”
"Damn, I had hoped that we would be able to ride,” he said, ignoring her question for the moment. “We need to move quickly, but it seems I've once again underestimated Bloodheart's response." Raiste started rummaging through the packs, finally finding the pack that he had been carrying on his back before they had arrived at the city.
Roland had suspected before that it had been magical in nature, and now his suspicions were confirmed as Raiste pulled out several small metal containers, as well as other strange articles that Roland couldn't quite identify. Roland could hear the sound of liquid sloshing inside the shining metal vials. Next to the metal containers he added a box, which opened to display over a dozen wigs of various colors, sizes, and styles.
There’s no way that such a small pack could hold so much.
“Roland and I will need to change our appearance again. It won't keep the guards from finding us if they search us closely enough, but I don’t want any merchants or other travelers we pass to consider us should the guards question them. We don't want to look like the men they are searching for. We'll hide Ocean's Hand under some of the packs. They'll be looking for someone in leather, carrying a huge sword. It will hopefully be enough to get us passed a glancing inspection. Just keep in mind that if any guards give a closer look we'll be sure to be spotted, so don't hide it so deeply that you can't get to it should you need it. Change your clothes, and we’ll pick you out a wig of a different color to wear for now."
"You still haven't told me what happened to you back there," Tara reminded him in a low, dark voice. Clearly she was still very angry.  
She’s not the only one, Roland thought sourly.
“That’s not something I can answer easily.”
“According to what I heard at the gate, you two picked a fight with the city guards. The only thing you really told me before was that you did a hit on someone that I didn’t know about and used your name to get to him. Does that about sum it up?”
"It's a little more complicated than that," Raiste replied vaguely.
"Then uncomplicate it," she ordered. "We've been traveling together for a long time, you and I, and I've never asked much about your past. I knew you had some vendetta against the mages, and I've pretty much figured it out that they aren't very fond of you either, but I never would have suspected the type of response that invoking your name seems to have brought. You know I wouldn't normally ask, but now we need to know exactly what sort of danger you've brought down in us. Who are you really, and what have you gotten us into?"
"I'm sure you've already guessed some of it," he answered after a moments pause. "You recall the story of how the mages betrayed one of their own, a man named Fallon Goldstone, and murdered him and his entire family?"
"Yes, I remember the story. You've told it a few times, using it as an example of how untrustworthy the elite mages really are. What about it?"
"Then you also recall how some of those stories claimed that Goldstone's children might have escaped the assault, spirited away by magic. Those stories weren't just an example for me. They were the story of my childhood. As his last, desperate act, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to defeat those who opposed him, my father used the last of his magic to transport my sister and I away. We were sent to some of his supporters, men whom he had discretely worked with and trusted for years. He couldn't send us to relatives, or any known associates. The mages would still have been searching for us if they knew we were alive. They would want to finish what they started.
"My father's friends, their names are not important, sent my sister and I in different directions to different people. They believed that as long as one of us survived, my father's legacy might also. By splitting us up they believed it increased our chances of escaping notice. I don't know for certain what happened to my sister, though I have my suspicions. I'll be keeping those to myself for the moment. I'm sure you understand my reasons. As for myself, I began training at an early age, in everything that I thought might be useful in completing my final goals. I felt that I needed to avenge my father's death. I still feel that way honestly."
"That still doesn't explain whatever it was that happened today," Tara reminded him. "What exactly did you do to get half the city chasing after us?"
"Like I said, I knew that Bloodheart would have been looking for me, and thought that there was a chance that he still was. I needed to get into one of his government buildings to deal with a man who worked there. I thought he might have information on what had happened to my father, and I had other reasons for killing him as well."
"And what might those reasons have been?" Roland spat angrily.
I’ve been silent long enough, he decided. I have questions of my own that need answering.
"What did you think was important enough to walk me into a trap and nearly getting me killed over, without even bothering to tell me what you were doing? What was so important that you think that a mistake like that is acceptable?"
"Aside from my own reasons, which would have been satisfied by simply questioning the man, I did it for you actually. Or to be more accurate, for your friend, Tammie. The man I needed to question just happened to be the same man that married her mother and, well you know more or less what else he's done. I found that out from the bartender, Silus.
“Killing Sloan was not a mistake. Not at all. My mistake, which I admit to freely, was underestimating the number of guards in the building. I expected a half dozen at most, easy enough to dispatch myself if I had to. I never expected the shear numbers that we had to deal with instead."
"So that was why you used that magic on me, to even out the odds?"
"What magic are you talking about?" Tara demanded. Roland had forgotten that they hadn't had the time to tell her about the battle, or what had taken place during it.
The only thing she knows are the tidbits of information she gleaned from the guards on her way out of the gate, and she probably doesn’t believe a word of those wild tales, Roland thought. He wondered what she was going to say when she found out just how close to the truth those stories really were.
"I did not use any magic on you, Roland," Raiste answered seriously. Before he could continue the group heard a splash, distracting them. Trick had flown down into the pond, reappearing a few seconds later with a small fish clutched in its claws.
Turning away as his friend greedily munched on its small prize, he continued. "I can't use magic in such a way. Admittedly I do have some secrets that I've kept hidden, and will continue to do so for now, but that wasn’t one of them. The magic you felt in that battle had nothing to do with me in the slightest. It was just as much of a surprise to me as it was to you."
"What are the two of you talking about?" Tara asked, confusion evident on her face. The feral woman knew almost nothing yet about what had happened to the two of them. With a nod from Raiste, Roland quickly recounted what had transpired at Sloan's building, trying to recall the battle and the magic that had infused him to the best of his knowledge.
"I don't know what magic he used on me, but I've never felt so powerful in my life," Roland concluded. "Once his magic had left me, I felt incredibly drained. I don't think I've ever felt so tired in all my life. We went straight back to the inn after that, and you already know everything that’s happened since then."
"I already told you, I had nothing to do with the magic that gave you that strength today," Raiste repeated calmly.
"Then who did?" Roland returned hotly, his anger not in the least deflated by his companion's demeanor. "I don't think that it was Sloan who did it. He didn't try to use any magic at all, until he tried to cast that fire spell on me during the fight. A spell, I might add, that was somehow absorbed into my blade and then redirected at another enemy. Even if Sloan had tried to use magic before then, he certainly wouldn't have done something to make either of us more powerful. That wouldn't have made any sense. Was the magic in the blade itself then?"
"There’s no chance of that. I know the smith who crafted it personally. He's a canis, and while he's powerful physically, he doesn't have any magic. He doesn't have the ability to cast spells on his blades. You might be thinking that perhaps he hired a mage to do that job for him, but I know that isn't the case here either.
“The magic used on blades do things like making them nearly impossible to break or giving them an edge that never needs sharpened. Magic like what we saw can’t be used on a blade. That magic just doesn’t exist, or if it does I’ve never heard of it, and I’ve studied magic all my life. I've heard about the kind of magic that I saw surrounding you, though only in reading."
He gestured for Roland to sit back down, and after a moment he complied. Tara wordlessly sat down next to him, just as interested in hearing about this as he was. He was still angry with Raiste for keeping so much from him, but the more he thought about it, the less angry he became. Considering that the man they killed was the same man that had hurt Tammie, he deserved everything that had been done to him and more.
Still, Raiste should have known better than to throw them both into a battle without first learning everything he could about the man he planned on killing. He had said before that he always planned every detail before killing someone, yet his actions had hardly been the carefully planned assassination that his friend had taught him.
"As I'm sure you already know, most people who possess magic tend toward a single aspect. Their power is centered on one type of magic only, and while a mage might be able to do other things with their magic, anything other than their personal specialty will not have much power. The more powerful the magic, the more focused it becomes. The most powerful of the great mages can only do a few, very specific, extremely powerful things with their magic. Other magic users have less focus on a single aspect of magic, but a wider range of things they can do with it. Some humans, and most of the non-human races who were created by magic, can't use magic at all."
Roland hadn't known most of that, apart from the knowledge that it was mainly only those of human kin who could wield magic. Most of his education had come from his mother, who spoke little of magic.
Roland had always assumed that it was because she had little magic of her own, and likely knew only bits and pieces of magical knowledge herself. Her knowledge in other things of the world seemed quite extensive compared to most people he had met before or since, but that didn’t mean she knew much about magic. Still, he had no intention of telling Raiste about his lack of knowledge. Instead, he simply nodded.
I’ll hear him out. At the very least I should learn something.
"For some magic users their magic is extremely focused, meant for only a single use and nothing else," Raiste continued. "Such was the magic that I saw today. The magic that was being used is a type of battle magic. It greatly enhances a person's fighting prowess. It can increase the speed, strength, and stamina of a person in battle. In your case it also enveloped you in a magic barrier, and used your sword as a focal point against incoming magic. Had that fireball hit you it might have been turned aside, but since you instead brought your sword between it and the attack, it absorbed the fireball completely, then fired it from your weapon as if you were the original caster. Battle magic hasn't been seen in over a hundred years, as far as I know anyway. It's extremely rare, and very, very powerful."
"So then who was this powerful mage that cast this battle magic over me?" Roland asked. His anger had nearly faded completely, as often happens when new information is posed to a naturally inquisitive mind.
"You still don't seem to understand," Raiste said, shaking his head. "This isn't a type of magic that is cast on someone else. There are minor wards against certain types of magical attacks that someone might cast on another, but nothing like this. Battle magic like this can only come from one source, the man who is using it. It's part of the reason it is so powerful.
“Every living thing, whether it can utilize magic or not, has a natural defense against magic being used against it. Because of this, it is difficult for a mage to use a spell directly against another being. Most spells that attack another don't do so directly. For instance the fireball that Sloan tried to use didn't attack you directly, but instead heated the air and sent that superheated substance hurtling at you. If he had instead tried to light you on fire your natural defenses would have kicked in, and he would have had to overcome those first. As such, the result of the spell would have been considerably weaker than the total amount of energy put into it. The stronger the mind that a mage has to overcome, the greater the amount of energy lost in the transference.
"Magical defensive or healing spells cast on another works the same way. Your mind doesn't know what type of magic is being used, so it will attempt to stop the magic no differently than it would a magical assault. A mage trying to help you could drain themselves until they are unconscious, and still not increase your fighting ability even a fraction of what it had been during that fight."
"So you're saying that whoever cast those enhancements on me had to have been one of the most powerful mages?" Roland asked, trying to grasp what his companion was telling him. "Because of the difficulty in this transference thing, a normal mage wouldn't be able to do it, right? Why would one of the great mages want to help me, especially considering that I was with you at the time? It seems from what you've told me that at least most of them want you dead."
"No, I'm telling you that no one cast that magic on you today!" Raiste answered in frustration. "No one could have, not even one of the great mages. That magic came from you, and no one else. You used that magic all on your own. You used it instinctively, so much so that you didn’t even know that it was you that was using it. You're a battle mage Roland, the first to walk the land in, well, who knows how long."





Chapter Eleven
 
 
"That's impossible!" Roland cried. "I can't use magic! I'm a sorvinian. We don't have magic. Not a single sorvinian in history ever has!"
Raiste had expected his friend to react that way. He probably would have felt the same way himself if someone told him such a strange story. Still, he knew without doubt that it was true. As the son of one of the great mages, Raiste had studied the history of magic extensively during his childhood. He recalled vividly his childhood aspirations of becoming a battle mage himself one day, but of course that had never been the direction his own magical talents had leaned.
"Your mother was a human," he pointed out. "Most likely you received your magical ability from her."
"You mean that you think my mother might have been one of these battle mages too?"
"No, that's unlikely. While it is often true that parents with strong magic will generally have children who have strong magic as well, that is not always the case. Sometimes a child with powerful magic could be born to parents with almost no magical talent whatsoever, or a great mage might have a child that shows little magic at all. Sometimes power might skip a generation or two, or power might appear in a family that has never shown strong magic. There's not always a family connection to it.
“Even in those cases where strong magic is passes on, what that magic might do can be wildly different. There might not have been any battle mages in your family history. Unless we can trace your family line back, there's really no way of knowing."
"So why is it that the powerful families keep their power generation after generation, while those born to lesser families rarely if ever increase their position?" Tara asked. She had resolved for the most part to stay out of the conversation, as magic was something she knew little about, and it was obvious which direction this conversation was going. Still, it seemed an important enough question to ask, and it might defuse the strong emotions that were running through the group. Much of their anger had faded, but she knew that it could flare again at the slightest provocation.
"Magic was the fuel that put the great mages in power in the first place, but that's not what kept their children in power. The great mages in ancient days used their magic to teach the races, to keep them from killing each other when the Age of Learning began. This put them in a position as leaders, but they never planned on their descendants keeping that power, like the kings of old once had.
"At first the descendants of those original mages, those that led the new races of mankind into a more civilized society, followed in their parents and grandparents footsteps. They tried to help the world become a better place for everyone. Over time, however, those families, or most of them anyway, became corrupted by the power that they wielded. Instead of trying to help the other races they began caring more about exerting their control over them. Over everyone."
He picked up a flat stone and threw it over the pond, watching as it skipped across its surface. Roland could tell that talking about this subject pained the man, but he needed to hear all of it. Where he went from here was already decided. He had made that decision the moment he followed Raiste into Sloan's office building. Now he only needed to know the reasons behind it, and all of this was a part of it.
"My father saw, clearly, the corruption that now exists in the families of the great mages. We call them all great mages now, but truthfully many of them no longer have the powerful magic that their ancestors once controlled. That is a closely guarded secret, even by those who still have powerful magic, like Bloodheart. Even with all his power, he has no way of knowing if his children will share his strength, so like all of them he holds to the lie they all live by now.  
“The races are at a point now when they can rule themselves, without the need of powerful mages to rule over them and keep them in line. The mages rule now only because they wish to hold on to their power, and for no other reason. Anyone who wants to let the people choose for themselves what laws they should live by, or who should be controlling them, are destroyed, just as my father was. This is the reason I have dedicated my life to destroying this ruling class, not only to avenge my father, but to take his vision and see it through."
"So all that magic, everything that I did during that battle, it all came from me," Roland said, numb with the comprehension.
It was all me. All those men I killed. It was all me.
A part of him had hoped that somehow the magic that had filled him had also, in part, controlled him. That he had not been responsible.
But no. It was all me. I’m the one responsible for killing those men.
The fact that he had not been given any choice at the time was a small consolation. He has still taken another man’s life. Several men, who he had killed in horrible, nightmarish ways that he would never have thought possible only a day before.
It was the magic, his magic, that had given him the power to do that, but he could not blame those deaths on the magic. Even when the magic was filling him he understood that it was nothing more than a tool, no different than his sword really. He had thought at the time that someone else was giving it to him, but that didn’t matter.
Giving a carpenter a saw doesn’t build you a house. That’s still up to the man who wields it.
Now he knew that it came from him, that it was his own, but how he used that tool was up to him. He had never used magic before, perhaps because he never believed that he had any, or perhaps because the type of magic he had was never needed in his life previous to that moment.
Regardless of how that magic came to him, it was his now, apparently, though he had no idea how to use or control that power.
I have to learn to control it. I can’t let this power control me.
When he had used his magic he had not done anything differently though. He hadn't even known it was coming from him, as if it was entirely instinctual, just as Raiste had suggested.
How can I control something that comes out by instinct?
It at least explained why he felt so drained once the magic left him. It was his own energy that the magic had been feeding off of.
“Is that why I was so tired after the fight?” he asked. “Because it was my energy?”
Best to be certain of these things.
"That would seem to be the case," Raiste confirmed. "Some mages can pull the energy for their spells from other sources, such as other living things in their environment, and there are some mages that have great amounts of energy that they can pass on to other mages to power their stronger spells, but can't use that energy themselves.
“From everything I've read, battle mages are not known to be able to use outside sources like that. Their power comes from their own bodies. However, since magic can affect each user differently, it's impossible to say for certain if you might be able to learn to use outside sources or not. Many battle mages were known to lose consciousness after the magic leaves them, however your body has a massive amount of natural energy already, likely due to your sorvinian father. If I'm right, and this is just a guess mind you, you might be able to fight longer and use more energy than any other battle mage in all of history, just on the basis of how much raw power you possess."
"If that's true, how do I control this magic? The only time I've used it was by accident. I didn't even know that I had used it at all. If what you're saying is true, I could drain myself to death simply because I can't shut it off."
"You don't need to worry about that happening," Raiste assured him. "Magic doesn't work that way. A mage will pass out long before he expels enough energy to kill him. There were stories of power mages, those who would give their energy to other mages to use for spells too powerful for one man to cast on his own, dying because a mage continued pulling from them after they lost consciousness, but I don't believe it's true. All evidence I've read about it shows that once a mage loses consciousness he can no longer transfer or use his power, so he can't be killed that way.
“In any case, it certainly isn't possible for you to use too much energy and kill yourself. Still, passing out in battle could kill you just as easily. Once you can no longer protect yourself, your enemies can hack you to pieces with impunity. So you'll need to learn to control the energy you expend and how you use it."
"I'm assuming that you can teach me how to do that?"
"I can teach you the theory at least. Controlling the energy released in magic is different for each type of magic being used. Since, as far as I know, you are the only battle mage alive, there isn't anyone who can really teach you. You'll just have to learn it yourself. Also your abilities have already proven to be different from that of most battle mages in antiquity. The ability to soak an attacking spell into your blade and redirect it, for instance, has only been spoken of in legend. If I hadn't seen it myself, I wouldn't have believed it."
"Would it be possible to draw in an opponents magic, like I did with that fireball, and then use that power to fuel my own magic then?" Roland asked. While he had almost no knowledge at all about magic, in theory or in practice, he did recall his mother once telling him that energy was energy. She had said that it could neither be created or destroyed, just changed from one form to another. If that was true, it might be possible to use energy from a source like that, as once he drew it in he might then be able to control it to a point.
"I honestly have no idea," Raiste replied. "I've never even considered such a use of magic before. Of course, I've never encountered magic that could draw in an attacking spell the way you did either. I really don't know what you might be capable of."
Wonderful.
"As interesting as all of this is, I think we need to consider how we are going to get out of here first," Tara pointed out, breaking into the discussion. "We have horses, but taking the road seems too dangerous at the moment, so we don't have much use for them right now. We can't ride them safely without some sort of a trail for us to follow."
"Unfortunately I have to agree," Raiste said after a moment's thought. "We'll need to lead the horses south on foot." He looked up at the sky to the west, where the light from the setting sun was already starting to fade, causing the sky to glow with a faint pink color.
"We should stay here for tonight. Roland and I will have to change our appearance before morning, just in case someone along the road notices us paralleling them. It's unlikely, but it's better to be prepared, just in case. We'll leave as soon as there's enough light to lead the horses safely. We can't afford a fire tonight either. We're far enough from the road, and few people know of this spot, but we still can't risk drawing attention to ourselves."
Roland understood what the man meant. A campfire would be noticeable for quite a distance, and the guards were searching for them on the road. The last thing they wanted was for a wandering patrol to notice a campfire in the woods, far from the safety of the guarded road.
"Tara, you and I will have to split the watch tonight. Roland is going to need as much rest right now as he can get. He doesn't know how to control his magic yet, and didn't hold much of his energy back during that fight. It's only because of his physical power that he was able to keep going this long. We'll be traveling hard tomorrow, so he'll need to recuperate. We'll want to put as much distance between us and the city as possible. I doubt they have a clue which way we might be heading, but Bloodheart will send patrols in every direction."
Roland wasn't pleased at the thought of causing his friends any difficulty. As always, he wanted to be able to do his part. However, he understood Raiste's thinking as well. If the magic he had used weakened him as much as Raiste suggested it might have, he would need to replenish his energy, and quickly.
Hopefully the group could avoid the patrols and wouldn't have need of it, but should his companions need him to fight again it would be best if he could fight at full strength. Otherwise, he would only slow them down.
Rest today so I can fight again tomorrow.
Roland paused to help Raiste unload the horses, putting aside the bag that carried his clothing from the rest of the pile. He noticed that Raiste had put aside his personal travel bag containing the makeup, wigs, and prosthetic pieces he used for his various disguises. Likely the assassin already had in mind who he was going to become next.
Roland had no idea what type of change was going to be made to his own appearance, though he was sure Raiste had already thought of that as well. He had spent his entire life hiding his identity, if his story was to be believed. Roland certainly believed him. Now that the secret of Raiste's true identity was out, there was no longer any reason not to.
Maybe I can convince him to allow me to go back to my natural hair color, he thought.
 He quickly discarded the idea of asking Malik to make him false ears. His own ears were larger than a human’s. Putting something over them would make them look bigger still. There were humans with ears even bigger than what his would look, but it would certainly be unusual. Anything unusual would make him stand out in a crowd, and was best avoided.

Better to just keep hiding them under a wig for now, like I have been doing, he decided.
Tara took the first watch, sitting with the shallow pond at her back, so she could see in any direction. The pond was far too shallow to bother trying to catch any fish. There were a few, as Trick had already proven, but Roland could see everything the entire length of the pond, and they were all tiny. Good enough for a hungry dragonling perhaps, but not nearly worth the effort for a feral or a human.
With her back to the water Tara could see any stranger who might enter the clearing, and if anyone tried wading through the pond it would be easy for the woman to hear them coming. Trick, who had long since finished the small treat he had caught, waddled over her and curled up next to her.
Possibly the small dragonling would do the same with Raiste during his watch, Roland thought. Of course it was just as likely that he would decide to roost in the branches of one of the trees above them, as he often did.
He knew that, regardless of how deeply Trick might seem to sleep, he would wake at the slightest sound that was out of place. Should the group find themselves in danger, it was likely that the dragonling would know of it before whoever they had on watch possibly could.
Roland had noticed that sort of behavior in the dragonling before. While it was obvious that the small creature belonged to Raiste, and saw him as his master, he still looked to the others in the group as friends or family members. Roland had even woke once or twice to find the creature sleeping next to him, however it was more likely that he would see the animal sleeping in a tree on its own, taking comfort in a moment of solitude perhaps.
Roland found he envied the colorful animal in some ways.
How free it must feel to be able to soar the skies, to glide through the air and let the breeze carry you where it may, whenever the whim might take you, he thought.
Raiste loosened the tethers on the horses, giving them a longer reach so that they might graze a bit while they had the chance. It would be rather easy going for the animals for the first few miles, but once they had put enough distance between themselves and the current patrols that were looking for them, they would be taking the road again.
There they would be keeping as fast a pace as they safely could. They would ride until nightfall if the horses could bear it, and do the same the following night. It was impossible to know how many patrols Bloodheart had set along this road to watch for them, but certainly the further from the city they were the less likely it would be that they would run into one of them.
Once satisfied that the horses had enough space to graze to their content, Raiste pulled out one of his packs, one of the new leather bags, filled with various articles of clothing. Roland had already put aside his own clothing bag and was using it as a pillow for himself. Quietly, he settled himself in for the night.
Tara would wake him when it was time for him to take his watch, he knew. Before then he needed to get some rest.
Though Raiste hadn't used any magic during their battle that day, he was still quite fatigued from the day's exertions. He hadn't been lying when he had said that the magic that Roland had used that day should have left him almost completely drained. How the boy had managed to keep going all during the day amazed him.
Once Roland learns how to truly control his power he will be almost unstoppable, he thought.
Unfortunately, he had no idea whatsoever how he could help train Roland in controlling his magic. He had read books on it as a child, and several more books on magic theory and practice since then. He had retained a remarkable amount of that information.
Too bad I don’t have my sister’s photographic memory. She never forgot a word from any book she had read, he recalled.
Still, the best that those books could have hoped to have done was to give him a basic idea as to the nature of the magic, and the basic theory of how it should work. It couldn’t teach a battle mage to use his magic. There wasn’t any book that could do that.
In the end it would be up to Roland to figure out how to use it on his own. He considered his own magic, but dismissed it out of hand.
No, showing Roland how my magic works won't do anything to help the boy. We’re simply too different.
He heard a loud rumbling sound, and stole a glance in Roland's direction. The poor boy was already sleeping soundly.
Or loudly anyway, he thought. It's probably for the best.
Even if Roland wasn't able to use his magic at all right now, his blade might be needed again once they returned to the road. As it was he would have to wake the young man early, at least an hour before they had to leave. They would need to change Roland's appearance greatly; most likely it was being passed around to the guards even more than his own.
He set himself down on the hard ground, shifting his weight back and forth to find a comfortable position. He was glad that he had decided to go with purchasing regular leather travel bags instead of the magically enhanced variation. Even as expensive as those bags were they could have afforded them, and the increased capacity would have removed the need for purchasing a horse to carry their supplies.
Those magic packs far exceeded the budget of most traders, however, and would have been difficult to explain to passing guards, should the bags be recognized. Both Tara and himself had magically enhanced bags that they normally wore when traveling, but unlike most magical bags they had been carefully disguised so that anything but a close, careful inspection of them would fail to reveal that fact.
Even if a guard did look closely enough to realize what they were, those packs were small enough that he felt certain he would be able to explain them away. Explaining several of the high priced articles, enough for all of their gear, would not have been so easy.
And unfortunately, I have yet to find a single one that makes a decent pillow, he thought with only a small hint of irritation. Comfort was not ever something he concerned himself with.
Finally coming to the conclusion that he was as comfortable as he was likely to get, he closed his eyes and tried to sleep, the steady sound of chirping crickets composing a strangely soothing lullaby.
It seemed to Raiste that he had no more than gotten to sleep when Tara woke him for his shift. Trick had apparently flown off on his own again during the night, likely sleeping on a branch nearby, barely hidden from his view.
It hardly mattered, he thought.
He had several things to take care of before morning, and Trick would have bored of his company quite quickly when his attention was elsewhere. Instead of worrying about his friend, he considered what he should do to reinvent himself.
With the amount of heat that’s on us now, my normal disguises might not be enough, he decided.
It might be wiser to use something new; something that he hadn't used before, and was drastically different from the way he looked now.
Hm.....wiser, he thought to himself. Suddenly a thought came to him, and he knew at once what he was going to do.
He gathered water from the pond into a small dish he brought out of his disguise pack, and pulled out various pigments of different liquids he used sometimes to change hair color. He placed each one on the ground in front of him, taking pains to be certain of the color and shade, going by his memory of the results as opposed to the way it looked to him by the firelight.
He had colors made from several sources. There was shades of red, mostly created by crushing certain berries, that he put aside at once, instead deciding on a dull black made from charcoal and a faded white color made from the juice of a certain weed he was familiar with. Tara tended to use these particular pigments from time to time to change the color of her fur, but he had never considered a use for them for himself until now. He also pulled out several tufts of cotton, which he could separate to resemble facial hair. Certain that he had everything he needed, he went to work.
Just as the light from the morning sun began to brighten the eastern horizon, Roland was awoken by an elderly man, with thin grey hair, slightly balding at the top, and a long grey goatee, which extended perhaps four inches passed his chin. His wrinkled face hung only a foot above Roland's own, startling him out of his sleep. He nearly screamed out loud before he noticed the old man's eyes, which twinkled merrily from underneath his thick white brows. Those were eyes Roland recognized.
"Good morning Raiste," He stated flatly, stifling a yawn. "What should I be calling you now, anyway?"
"I haven't thought up a name yet actually. I'll let you know before we go. It will be somewhat harder to change your looks as dramatically. You're not really old enough to pull off an elderly person like this, at least not without a great amount of difficulty. You don't have any natural age lines yet to enhance, which is what most of this really is. The hair was easy to do in comparison. As big as you are you’ll stand out a bit no matter what we do, but we can at least change the color of the wig you’re wearing and add a bit of facial hair."
"Do you think we can go with the natural brown color my hair normally has?" he asked, remembering his thought from the night before. "It's certainly different enough from the red color it is now that it should be alright."
"I can do that easily enough," Raiste said politely, in a strangely good mood compared to the night before. Roland suspected that the man was simply pleased with the job he had already done on himself, though he wasn't going to ask. "I have a wig that would be the right color, with long, straight hair that will hang passed your shoulders. Far different from the tangled curls of the one you’re wearing now. Add a long beard to that, and no one will be able to recognize you."
It took Raiste only a few moments to find the things he was looking for. He carefully fixed the wig to his head, tucking his ears underneath the cloth backing. The wig fit snugly over Roland's short cropped hair, held carefully in place with pins from underneath. Raiste had Roland shake his head a few times to make certain that it fit into place properly, just in case Roland had to move quickly. Once satisfied with its placement he went about working on the fake beard that Roland would be wearing.
Like his own false goatee, he fashioned the beard out of small balls of cotton, pulled apart and carefully colored with the proper pigment, in this case the same light brown color of the wig. These pieces he attached to Roland's face with a sticky tan substance that smelled faintly like molasses. The false beard in place, he carefully studied the result, moving the fake hair around slightly until it fit properly. He finished off the look by coloring Roland's eyebrows the same color as the rest.
"Be careful not to touch it for at least a half hour," Raiste warned when he saw Roland's hand go up to scratch at an itch. "It's going to feel a little strange at first, and it will itch like crazy as the sap sets, but you can't touch it. If you accidentally push it out of place and it sets in the wrong place, we'll have to start over."
Roland dropped his hand immediately. Once Raiste indicated he was completely finished, he walked over to the pond and peered at his reflection in the still water. He still looked human, he noticed with relief, though he looked nothing like what he had before. As long as his ears stayed underneath the wig where Raiste had fixed them, no one would ever know that he was anything other than the man he appeared to be. Amazingly enough, the false facial hair even helped to hide the worst of his generally repulsive features.
Tammie won't recognize me at all if I return to the inn looking like this.
Right now he couldn't even think about that. Returning to the city now would put not only himself in danger, but would put everyone around him in danger as well, including Tammie. She wouldn't be able to protect herself against the dangers he could put in her path. He only hoped that the small contact he had already had with her didn't cause her strife.
Raiste had already changed his clothing to fit his new look. He now wore dull grey breeches and a matching tunic, with a sleeveless vest of a slightly darker shade over-top of the whole. He looked every bit the part of an old, poor peddler, though not so poor perhaps that he couldn't afford a single guard. Most merchants had more than one, four or more seemed to be the average, but for the poor merchant that Raiste was portraying one guard would have been all he could get.
Roland decided that he would once again take on the look of a merchant's guard, this time that of a mercenary. Knowing that he couldn't carry Ocean's Hand, which was far too recognizable, he instead cut himself a thick, heavy staff, just a hair taller than he was. To complete the disguise he pulled on a thick, dark green tunic with matching breeches underneath.
Good thing Raiste had me buy so much clothing, he thought, wondering how many more times he would have to change his looks.
Their disguises in place for their new identities, the two men began to repack, this time putting all of their gear on a single horse save for a few small packs they could keep on their mounts. The other three horses they fit with saddles. They wouldn't be riding the animals for several hours at least, but it was better to be prepared ahead of time.
Raiste wanted the horses prepared in case they had to mount and ride quickly, though if everything went as planned that wouldn't be necessary. Raiste had gotten caught off-guard once already, and he had no intention of making that mistake a second time. He would be prepared for anything he could think of, and would just have to hope that nothing else caught him by surprise. Roland made certain that Ocean's Hand could be pulled out from underneath the packs without too much difficulty, and still remain hidden from prying eyes.
If he needed the weapon they would likely be in grave danger, he knew. He felt safer knowing he could take it up quickly should they need it. Raiste buried his own sword in a similar manner, knowing that it would hardly fit the disguise he had created for himself. Instead he cut a much smaller stick than the one Roland had made, leaning heavily on it and bending over it deeply, as if he could not walk without its aid.
Once finished they didn't have long to wait before Raiste deemed it bright enough to safely lead the horses, and quietly woke Tara, who had been sleeping since the end of her shift. The feral woman stood, gave a single long, luxurious stretch, and wordlessly took the rope of the horse she was to lead. She had slept the least of all of them, but somehow she seemed to have benefited the most from it.
Roland had slept almost the entire night, and yet he still felt as if he had lead weights in his boots, pulling him to the ground with each step. As the group prepared to head out, Tara noticed the wooden weapons that the two men had cut for themselves. Without a word she removed her sword belt, carefully concealing her jeweled blade underneath the saddlebags of her mount.
The trio headed due south through the woods, moving as silently as possible without sacrificing too much of their speed. Roland knew that they didn't need to wait for Trick, who would catch up with them in his own time. He had little doubt that the dragonling already knew they were leaving, but it might be another hour or more before he bothered to stir himself and catch up with them.
He had once wondered how the animal was able to find them so unfailingly; he had even wondered if they might have left Trick behind the first time the creature failed to leave with them. Now no longer questioned it. He knew that Trick would find them. With the skies as his ally he never needed a trail to know where they would be.
The group kept to the woods for over three hours, moving slowly through the thick vegetation, always mindful of snakes or other small hazards that could harm them or spook the horses. Trick had joined them as the first rays of the morning sun slipped through the canopy to fall on them, flying high above them in slow, lazy circles.
The day warmed quickly. After the first hour Roland was forced to remove the heavy tunic he was wearing in favor of a lighter one, with shorter sleeves and a light brown color. The day felt like mid-summer, despite the fact that it was already late in the year.
They were far enough to the south that it was unlikely they would see much cold weather for some time. If it arrived at all it wouldn't last long. Roland was thankful for that at least. Though he could feel the faint tickle of sweat running freely down his back, he far preferred it to traveling in freezing cold weather.
As they came into another small clearing, Trick ordered a stop by flying down in front of the group and baring their way. Raiste gave a little laugh. Like the rest of them, the dragonling had skipped breakfast, but unlike the others he was not so willing to go without. Roland was glad for the break. Even with the sleep he had gotten the night before he still felt tired, and it was barely mid-day.
Raiste tossed his companion two apples from their supplies, which Roland gratefully ate while Raiste fed Trick strips of jerky he had purchased at the market. Roland was certain that he would have fed the dragonling while they walked, however an old man like Raiste now appeared to be would have had trouble trying to walk with the weight of a full grown dragonling around his neck. Even when there was no other soul around them, Raiste tried to stay in character.
"We should be far enough south now to take the road," Raiste announced. "I'll be calling myself Grant for now. Just an old peddler passing on my business to my son and showing him the ropes. Needless to say Roland, you will be that son. I would suggest you change your name as well. It's unlikely that they would have learned anything about us yet, but within a few days they might discover where we had been staying. I don't think that the owner or the bartender would give much information about us, and certainly wouldn't mention Tammie, but they could learn our names or learn about Tara from other patrons. Tara, you should keep your face hidden, just in case they learn that we were traveling with a feral. It's likely that you're the only feral woman within a hundred miles of here."
"I could pose as Roland's betrothed," she suggested. "It would only be fitting for a bride to keep her face hidden before her wedding, and few guards would want to break that taboo without a good reason. As long as the two of you don't give them that reason, I don't think we need to worry about them looking too closely at my face."
"That's not a bad idea," Raiste, now Grant, replied. Now that Roland knew that his true name was Raiste, he found it difficult to think of him by any other name, but he was wise enough to know how dangerous that was. Calling him by the wrong name could get all of them killed, especially if he called him Raiste in front of guards who were looking for them.
Don’t think of him as Raiste. Think of him as Grant, my father. Should I call him dad?
He also knew how important it would be to change his own name, just in case they came across a patrol. They could be looking for a large man named Roland, if they had gained that much information. He had already been considering that as they traveled, and had come to a decision as to what he wanted to be called from then on.
"Roland is dead for now," he said. "From now on, call me Bane. I will try my best to be a bane to our enemies, so it seems only fitting that I be called that as well."
Raiste, now going by Grant, chuckled, a high, cackling sound that one would expect from an old man. It reminded Bane of the sound that Sloan had made, when he thought he had them where he wanted them. He did his best to suppress the shudder that followed the thought.
"That does seem fitting," he agreed. "How about you Tara? If they find out anything about us from our stay at the inn, they might learn your name as well."
"I'll just go back to Raine I think," she decided. "No one is looking for me under that name, and I'm rather fond of it truthfully. It's common enough that no one should think anything of it."
"Easy enough to remember too," Grant commented. "You've used it often enough before. Still, it's as you said; no one has had reason to search for you under that name. It should be safe enough to use. If everything goes as planned, we won't have need to tell anyone our names at all."
"I thought you said that this road is used more often than those we've used before?" Bane reach up to scratch at his face, but managed to stop himself. He knew that the glue that held on his facial hair should have set already, but he didn't want to take any risks. He could ignore the annoying itch for now.  
"Didn't you tell me before that it was customary for merchants to exchange pleasantries and information when they passed on the road?"
"That tends to be true on the smaller, less traveled roads, but not along this route. Generally, those that travel the back roads are not honest merchants, but smugglers and thieves. Such people are untrustworthy by nature, and therefore less likely to trust others that they meet. On the main road the merchants are more likely to be honest, to a point anyway, and are less likely to want to talk with those they meet. Since these roads are watched so carefully they don't fear bandits as much as those traveling less protected routes. They don't need to get a feel of those they meet. Only a few bandits are brave enough to harass travelers here, and they don't actually walk the road but wait in ambush instead. Even those few foolish souls tend not to last long before running into the guard. That's probably what happened to the trog who commissioned Ocean's Hand."
"From what you've told me about Bloodheart, I wouldn't think he would care enough about his merchants to protect them so well."
"Merchants who are robbed of everything they have can't pay his outrageous taxes,” Grant pointed out. “Those that keep their goods are having a hard enough time doing so. He isn't protecting them so much as protecting his investment in them. Even the worst of men can do good things, however they tend to do so only when it's in their own best interest.
“The guards along the road would be a good thing if those that give the orders weren't so corrupt. Some of the guards are corrupted as well, though there are just as many trying their best to help others. There might be times you are given no other choice but to kill the guards in our path, but it's usually best to avoid doing so if you can. Not everyone who opposes you will be evil. It's an unfortunate truth, but a truth none-the-less. Far better for everyone if we can avoid them altogether. Should we come into contact with them, we will just have to hope that our disguises pass their scrutiny."
Trick once again took to the air, leading the group from his elevated position. It did not take them long at all to reach the road. With a final push they forced their way through the last of the thick growth onto a wide dirt passage.
This is a much newer road compared to the one we used to get to the city, Bane thought to himself.
The older road had been constructed of far more durable materials, however so much time had passed since its creation that little was left of its original splendor. This new road was just a path of hard packed dirt. Since it was well kept it had few holes dotting it, and made for much smoother traveling.
Now that they were on the road they mounted their horses and set off at a brisk trot. Bane had tied the tether of the pack horse to the back of his saddle, leaving his mind free to navigate his own animal.
He had rarely ridden horses. They had little use for such animals at his father's farm. Sorvinians were powerful enough that they didn't need to hook a plow up to an animal; they could pull it themselves easily enough.
Bane did not really feel confident enough in the saddle to ride and try to control a second animal at the same time. Luckily, both his mount and the pack horse were well trained animals. They would not throw even a piddling rider unless frightened, which they apparently didn't do easily.
Grant led the way, with Bane and the pack horse bringing up the rear. They kept Raine carefully placed between them as if to protect her from harm, though Bane had little doubt that the feral woman could handle herself as well as either of the men could.
Still, were she a helpless woman, betrothed to marry into a poor merchant's family, that would be how they would treat her. It was important that they kept up appearances.
They passed several merchants, some traveling the same way by foot and others heading toward the city they left behind. For the most part those that passed almost completely ignored them. If anyone questioned how such a bent old man could sit so strong and confident in the saddle, they didn't choose to say anything about it.
They also passed two guard patrols as they rode. The first looked closely at Bane, but then dismissed him after a glance at his companions. They were looking for a two men, after all, a middle aged man and a young man with flowing locks of red. They weren’t looking for an elderly man and his fair-haired son, traveling with the younger man’s bride.
The second patrol was a bit more cautious. The patrol leader strode up to them imperiously, his right hand draped confidently on the hilt of his sword. He took them all in at a glance, his gaze lingering, only for a moment, on Bane.
“We are looking for two men,” the man stated with an obvious air of self importance. “One of them you would have remembered, a giant of a man with flaming red hair and a massive great sword strapped on his back.”
“We were just coming from the city,” Grant said, his high-pitched voice crackling as he spoke. “We haven’t passed anyone heading in that direction that would look anything like that. Are these men dangerous? We don’t have anything that most highwaymen would be interested in, but we couldn’t afford a guard either. Should we be concerned?”
“These men would have been coming from the city as well,” the guard said in answer. “They weren’t heading in that direction. These two men killed a government official and, we believe, fled the city. Have you seen anyone who might fit that description leaving the city or heading away from it?”
“Is that why we were questioned at the gate when we left? I would like to lodge a complaint about that. They held us up for nearly four hours....”
“You can deal with a little delay,” the man said, cutting him off. “I don’t have time to listen to every complaint from every merchant who passes my way. Now have you seen anyone fitting that description or not?”
Grant’s eyes glazed dangerously for a brief second at the guards rude demeanor, but quickly caught himself. Bane could tell that the assassin would have liked nothing more than to teach the man a lesson, but there was not any way for him to do that without breaking his cover, and that was out of the question.
“I can honestly say that I have not seen a single person on this road that fits that description,” he answered instead, biting back the retort that was surely on the tip of his tongue.
He wasn’t lying either, Bane realized with some amusement. They had changed their appearance long before they starting using the road, so they really hadn't seen anyone who fit that description while on it.
“Well, if you see anyone like that than tell the guards at once,” the man replied in a dismissing manner.
“Should I be concerned about these men?” Grant asked, his voice wavering slightly in mock fear.
More likely he’s trying to keep from laughing, Bane thought.
The patrol leader either didn’t hear him or didn’t think he was worth answering. Whichever the case, he certainly never suspected that the old merchant he was talking to was in fact the very man he was supposed to be looking for. He never asked a single question about who they were or where they were going.
What a useless man, Bane thought. He’s so absorbed in his own self-importance that he can’t see what’s staring him right in the face.
They traveled until nightfall, leaving the road and going perhaps two miles eastward before finding another wide clearing. This one did not have any sort of water on its borders, but they weren’t trying to hide from the people on the road now either. Instead they were hiding right in plain sight, and wanted to look and act just like any other merchant family would be doing.
It would be safe to build a fire and cook themselves a hot meal now, and perfectly in character for them to do so. The campsite they were using was further from the road than most of the merchants would use, but an old merchant, like the one Grant was posing as, might know of better sites further away. It wasn’t too out of character for the group to use it.
They didn't have time to hunt before it was too dark to see, and Grant didn't want to take the time to do so in any case, so they had to cut into their supplies for their dinner. Bane at least was able to roast some of the peanuts that he had gathered the day before, but everything else was food they had bought in the market. Once they were another two or three days beyond the city they could start taking time out of their day to hunt, fish, and gather food once again. The more they could save out of their supplies, the better off they would be.
This time Bane took a watch as well. He wasn't sure if he had completely recovered from his use of his magic; he was in fact fairly sure he hadn't, but he had more than enough energy to stay awake a few extra hours and keep watch over his friends as they slept. He decided on first watch, as he thought it would be easier to stay awake a little longer than it would be to wake up early and try not to fall back to sleep.
Raine, who had not fought in the battle the day before, decided to take second watch, which was often the most difficult of the three. It was hard for most people to wake up half way through the night, stay awake for a few hours, and then go back to sleep until morning without feeling drained the next day. Grant, who tended to often wake up early anyway, took the last watch.
The night passed quickly and uneventfully. When Grant woke him the next morning Trick was already on his shoulder, chatting merrily in his ear. The assassin absently fed the dragonling another small piece of jerky. Bane suspected that the man had been doing so for some time that morning. At least it wasn't likely that Trick would stop them demanding food that day, though he doubted that their sapphire colored friend would have done so along the road anyway.
He had been absent most of the day before, pretty much from the time they started traveling the road until they left it to make camp. Bane thought it likely that Trick knew exactly how dangerous it could be for them if he were spotted in their company. While it was unlikely that the guards knew about the animal, as he had kept out of sight most of the time they were in the city, he was still an unusual enough sight to make a lasting impression.
Anything that brings attention to us is a danger best avoided.
Trick flew off on his own once more before the group set out for the day. Once on the road they continued to follow it southward. Bane wondered how far Grant planned on following it. He was fairly certain that the trade route they were on stretched all the way to Miani, however he didn't believe that they would be going that far. At some point they would have to leave the road, either to start down another path or to create their own. Either way he was certain that Grant's unerring sense of direction would lead them true.
They passed several merchants traveling towards the city, as well as another guard patrol. This far from the city the patrols were fewer and farther between, with fewer guards in them. They also passed a guard station, where the men that patrolled the road were housed.
If the guards here were looking for them at all, they showed no signs of it. They didn't stop the group as they passed, nor did they ask any questions. Bane thought it likely that they would have been told to keep a look out for them, but if so they didn't appear concerned about finding them. Undoubtedly they simply didn't expect their quarry to have made it this far without being spotted.
Bane found himself slowly getting used to riding, though every night when they settled down to rest he felt as if every muscle in his body was sore and stiff. Being bounced around on the animal, holding the same position for such a long time, was clearly taking a toll, but not one he couldn't bear.
At least he doesn’t expect me to practice after this riding, he thought when they stopped for the first night, carefully trying to work a painfully sore muscle in his lower back.
Of course his aching muscles wasn’t the reason, he knew. The only reason he wasn’t forced to practice was simply because the guards might think it strange if a poor merchant's son was seen practicing with a blade, even a wooden one.
Keeping the cover is more important than anything, even training.
His companions didn't seem to have any difficulties. They were used to riding on horseback at times, while he was certainly not. Still, he wasn't going to complain about a little stiffness. The distance they could travel on horseback in a single day would take three or four days on foot, and they needed to make good time.
They were four days out from the city when things abruptly changed. They had only recently passed another patrol, who had almost pointedly ignored them, and Bane felt certain that they had escaped their pursuers without arousing anyone's suspicions. The guards they passed seemed to be more concerned about bandits than they were about whoever it was that the mage in the city had asked them to look for. One glance at Grant was all that they needed to turn them away.
Trick had stayed hidden in the trees while they were on the road, joining them only at night when they set up camp. He suddenly flew down in front of them, startling the horses. He chirped three times, short, quick sounds, then flew to the pack horse in the back of the line. He forced himself in one of the packs, squeezing himself into the tight space, and disappeared into the void inside.
"What was all that about?" Raine asked. Bane was glad someone else had asked the question. Most of the time his companions understood the dragonling, but he rarely had a clue what the animal was trying to convey.
"I don't know for sure," Grant answered vaguely. "Something scared him. I don't know what it could have been. I've never seen him that frightened before."
The group didn't have long to wait for their answer. With a sudden roar that pierced the air and caused the horses to rear back in fear a huge creature flew by overhead, blocking out the sun with its massive bulk. Bane struggled to gain control of his horse, which almost succeeded in dumping him to the ground in its fright. Finally forcing the animal to submit, he looked up in the direction of the sound.
Bane couldn't believe his eyes. Deep crimson, glistening scales reflected the sunlight in a dazzling display of color. In everything save its size, which was easily five times larger than the horse he was riding, and its color, the massive dragon looked almost exactly like Trick.
It’s so beautiful!
Never in his wildest dreams had Bane expected to see a dragon in the flesh, but now that he had he was both awed and terrified. He knew, without a doubt, that the creature was looking for him and his companions.
"Don't make any sudden movements," Grant whispered. "If we're lucky, it won't look too closely at us. I don't know if it can see through my disguise or not, but I don't want to take any chances. Just act frightened. That's what anyone else would do if confronted by a dragon."
"Who needs to act," Bane mumbled. He was as nervous as the horses, who stamped their feet and nickered loudly.
The dragon flew over the group in a wide arc. It circled them once before continuing on, following the road. As it flew out of sight Bane noticed something strange about the creature. Its scales seemed to shimmer in a strange way, reminding Bane of the way the top of a rock shimmers in waves from the intense heat of a summer's day.
For a moment Bane could have sworn he could see through its wings. It was as if, for just a moment, the dragon wasn't actually there at all. He waited until it was completely out of sight before speaking.
"How thin are a dragon's wings?" he asked once he found his voice again. The sound of his voice sounded like a weak whimper to his own ears. He hated the thought of what it must have sounded like to his companions.
He coughed once to bring back the strength in his voice before continuing. "I thought for a moment that I could see through it. Could that possibly be a weakness against them?"
"I thought I saw the same thing," Grant answered. If he had noticed the change in Bane's voice he said nothing of it. "I don't believe that was a dragon at all. I've read that some mages can conjure shadows, spirit beings that take on the form of whatever the mage wants it to. The shadow creature will have the same appearance of whatever form the mage puts it into, though only a fraction of the actual power that original being possesses.”
It was just a shadow. So it wasn’t real?
“I wasn't aware that Bloodheart had the power to create shadow beings, but I shouldn't be surprised. That creature wouldn't have been as powerful as a true dragon, but it would still have been a formidable opponent. Thankfully it seems that we were beneath its notice. I'm not sure if we could have fooled a true dragon, and I'm sure a real one would have been more than we could handle. I not even sure that we could have handled the shadow version if it had decided to attack us."
The bags on the pack horse shuffled a little, and Trick peered his head out from beneath the bags. After a quick glance the dragonling decided that the dragon must have been gone. With a short chirp he flew back up into the trees, quickly disappearing from Bane's sight. He would be watching for any dangers from above, as Bane knew he had been, and would certainly warn them of any impending dangers, like the shadow dragon that had just passed them by.
"If that dragon was nothing more than a shadow, why was it colored so brilliantly?" Raine asked. "I don't know much about magically created creatures, but shouldn't it have been a black, smokey color, like a shadow?"
"Shadow creations are made to mimic an actual animal. The original dragon would have been red, it seems, so its shadow clone would look the same."
A sudden thought came to Bane. "Could it have been a shadow dragon that attacked and killed your father all those years ago? You said already that it would have taken several mages working together to summon a real dragon, or Sloan did anyway, but a shadow dragon would have been something that a single mage could have summoned, right?"
"Not a chance. Unlike some mages, my father's magic was just as powerful as many of the original great mages from ancient times. A simple shadow creation wouldn't have been dangerous to him. A real dragon, on the other hand, would have been an entirely different story. It’s possible, however, that this shadow was created from that very same dragon. I don't know for certain."
Bane decided to drop it for now. While he wasn't convinced that his companion was really as certain of his father's power as he claimed to be, he knew that talking about that time pained him greatly. His friend had been in a good mood for the most part, and he wanted Grant to stay that way. He enjoyed his friend's easy going manner, though he knew that, more often than not, it was little more than a facade. The assassin kept his true feelings well hidden most of the time.
Once the group had settled their horses they continued on. Now that they were farther from the cities the guards were fewer and farther between, and they didn't see a single patrol the rest of the day, nor did they see any further signs of the shadow dragon.
The same was true for three more days before Grant led them away from the road entirely, heading eastward. Within an hour, Bane found himself completely surrounded by swampland. Once more they were forced to lead the horses, who nickered nervously, not happy about walking so close to the murky water.
In places the water crossed over the narrow path they traveled entirely. Bane wouldn't have known there was a path at all if Grant hadn't led the way. The man must have known where he was going however, for though Bane often found himself walking through murky water, his feet never sank below a few inches.
Underneath the water was thick mud and muck, which clung to his boots and tried to hold him in place. Ignoring the mud entirely, his companion led them forward. Bane thought with each step that he would be pulled under by some unseen danger, or step into a space without a muddy bottom near the surface, but amazingly it never happened.
Mile after mile the group continued. As the sun began to fade in the west, Bane began to wonder where they would stop for the night.
Certainly Grant doesn't plan on continuing on in the dark, he thought, hoping he was right. He didn't think it could possibly be very safe for the horses, and a broken ankle now would surely be the death of one of the large animals.
As the light dimmed, Bane began to notice movement in the water on both sides of him. It could have been a fish, he definitely hoped it was. He knew, however, that it was just as likely that a large snake, or even an alligator, lurked just beneath the surface, ready to attack an unwary and unsuspecting traveler.
Just as Bane began to lose hope entirely, he once again felt firm soil beneath his feet, and the path that they were on opened into a small clearing of earth. It was not a high above the water line. Bane was certain that it would have been underwater completely if there had been any rain in recent days.
Their luck held, however, and the clearing was dry enough to make camp. Bane was very grateful for that. He was not certain he could have gone on much longer.
"We'll make camp here," Grant announced needlessly. Bane doubted there was a better location nearby. They were completely surrounded by murky, dank smelling swamp-water in every direction. If Grant hadn't known the way to lead the group along the hidden path they were on, and Bane was certain that the man did, they wouldn't possibly have been able to make it this far without being swallowed by the swamp completely.
If I were to disappear out here no one would ever find me, he thought with a shudder.
"We won't be able to make a fire tonight," their leader continued, as Trick flew down from above and wrapped his tail around Grant's neck, shifting slightly to make himself more comfortable on his master's shoulder. "It's not that we need to worry about someone coming across us here, though we should still set up a watch just in case that shadow dragon flies by this way. It's simply that we aren't likely to find enough dry wood to make a decent fire. Even if we could start a strong enough blaze to dry wood on, the wet wood we would have to burn beforehand would create enough smoke that it would be seen for miles. It's better not to give our pursuers any advantage in finding us."
Bane had to agree. He had no idea just how close anyone looking for them might possibly be, but knew it would be foolish for them to take unnecessary chances. Even if there was not any people close enough to see the smoke, that shadow dragon might still be about, and Bane had little doubt that it was searching for them. It would certainly take notice of a group traveling straight through the swamp itself, instead of keeping to the main roads.
No, we’re the only ones crazy enough to do that.
They quickly unburdened the horses of their saddles and packs, leaving them untethered to wander the camp. There were trees they could have attached the ropes to, but Grant was certain that they would not wander into the deep water. The only possible danger to the animals here was from only the largest of alligators or, this far south, perhaps a rare crocodile. He was knew, however, that if any animal large enough to harm one of the horses was near, Trick would waste no time at all in warning them of it.
Bane expected Raine to bring out her fishing equipment as soon as the group was settled for the evening. They were completely surrounded by water after all. Surely she would find fish in these waters, perhaps even another gar fish like before. He recalled how happy she had been when she caught the last one, and knew they were her favorite.
Raine knew, however, that they would have no way to cook such a treat here, and that catching one would only be a waste. As much as she liked to eat them, she was not an animal. She was not about to eat meat that was not properly cooked. Instead, she sated her hunger on a few thick pieces of the jerky they had bought at the market.
Trick, on the other hand, had no such scruples. Flying off of Grant's shoulder, he flew up several yards and began several slow, spiraling loops over the water surrounding their campsite. Finally spotting something that fit his tastes, he folded his wings behind him and dropped like a stone into the water, re-emerging a moment later with a small fish impaled on his sharp claws.
Unlike Raine, he doesn’t seem to care if his fish is raw, Bane thought with amusement.
Bane wasn't actually certain whether the dragonling liked fish more than jerky or not. He seemed quite happy eating meat in nearly any form, as far as the sorvinian could tell. Unlike Raine, their small friend couldn't ask for something in particular. More likely the dragonling had moods that changed from moment to moment, and ate whatever he happened to feel like eating at that time, just like the rest of them. It certainly didn't act like any normal animal, that would eat whatever was put in front of it as soon as the food was given.
Bane had hoped to find something he could eat from the plants around him, but couldn't see anything he knew to be edible nearby. Thick grasses carpeted the areas along the outside edge of the swamps that surrounded them. The only trees nearby that he could see were mainly thick cypress, though he also spotted several mangroves intermingled with them, their gnarled roots often sticking several inches out of the water beneath the twisted trunks. If any part of those plants and trees were edible, he was not aware of it.
In the end, he had to draw on their supplies once more. While they had plenty for now, he knew that Grant had planned on those supplies lasting them through much of the winter. As such he ate sparingly, though he was very hungry after trudging through the muck all day.
The clearing they sat in was bare of anything to use as a seat. Bane briefly considered trying to pull a log out of the water, he saw one likely suspect nearby, but discarded the thought. The wood would have been so sodden that it would undoubtedly have ruined his already soiled clothing, and the wet wood wouldn't have been very comfortable anyway.
Bane once again took the first watch. Without a word he piled a couple of the packs on the ground to rest his back on. As long as the water level didn't rise the packs and their contents would stay dry at least, and for the most part he was still dry as well. The water they had walked through had not crested the top of his knee-high boots, though he had been splashed a few times as he walked through it. The ground he stood on, and would be sleeping on, was damp, but it wasn’t completely soaked.
Grant fell asleep immediately. Bane wasn't even certain that the man had bothered eating anything that night. He had been so absorbed in his own thoughts that he hadn't been paying very close attention. Trick finished his small meal with a disturbing crunch, which Bane had no intentions of trying to identify. He looked back again over the water, as if considering whether to go in for more or not.
The last of the light had already fading into darkness, so how the creature could see into the depths Bane couldn't understand. Perhaps it couldn't, or perhaps it just decided it didn't need another morsel. Instead of going back to the water, Trick waddled over to Grant and curled up behind the man's knees. Grant slept on, oblivious.
"The sooner we reach the Hut, the better," Raine commented grumpily, walking over to sit down next to him. "I hate walking through water like this. At least my boots aren't soaking up the liquid."
"I thought you've been to this place before. Didn't you expect this when we started out?"
"Of course I did. It doesn't mean I like it any more than I did the last time. Still, this place would be impossible to get to for anyone who doesn't already know the path. This trail is invisible to anyone trying to follow."
"How did Raiste find it?" he asked.
No one will be able to overhear us here. It should be safe enough to use the man's real name now.
Raine shrugged. "Beats me. This is the same way we took the last time he brought me here. As far as I know, it's the only way in or out. I don't really know what he plans on doing with the horses once we get there. There's enough dry land for them, but most of it is covered with either thick swamp forest or tall grasses that come up nearly as high as my head. I don’t remember offhand if there’s any grains nearby, but if there are I would think that the two of you would want to save them for yourselves. There certainly can’t be enough to winter four horses. On the up side, no one will be able to find us there. We'll be completely hidden away. Well, we might still have to watch out for that dragon. We didn't have to worry about anything like that the last time we were out there."
"How many times have you been here before now?"
"This is only my second time actually. The first time was about three years ago. We weren't running from anything then. He uses this place to store extra supplies and such, and I think as kind of a home base to go to when things got a little too hot elsewhere. He has dozens of different sets of clothing, a few extra weapons, and even had extra food stored away in jars out there, though I doubt that any of that is still edible. If not we can always empty and reuse the jars. There are a few places nearby where we can gather food you can eat this winter. We’ll have to do it soon, since we won't have much time before the citrus fruits won't be good to eat anymore."
With any luck, I’ll have time to gather enough fruits and vegetables before it starts to get too cold, he thought.
Raine had bought enough food to last them for a good portion of the winter, but since Raiste had wanted to use regular leather packs she had been limited by the amount that they could carry. Raiste had already mentioned that they would be able to hunt and fish for food, but that would not help Bane, who was a strict vegetarian.
He considered that for a moment. While it was true that sorvinians were, as a rule, all vegetarian, his mother had been human. She disdained from meat by choice.
Perhaps, if I had no other alternative, I could try eating meat, he thought.
The very thought disgusted him. Still, if given the choice of eating meat or starvation, he might at least try it. He knew that nothing short of the threat of starving to death would get him to do so, but it was still something to think about.
“Wake me for my shift when those stars there are directly overhead,” she told him, pointing to one of the constellations she had been trying to teach him. He couldn’t for the life of him remember the name of the constellation, but the pattern was easy enough to recognize.
That said, Raine left him with his thoughts and turned in. He settled in for a long night. Occasionally he would see a flash of light from a lightning bug signaling silently to its fellows, or he would hear the splash of a fish or some other creature hunting in the water around him, but otherwise nothing at all caught his interest. When it was finally time to wake Raine for her turn watching over them, he was grateful. The night had been so uneventful it was a wonder he hadn't fallen asleep.
At first she was difficult to wake. He had to quickly dance out of the way as she sent a hard kick in his direction. Luckily, her aim was affected by her groggy state, and her attack went wide.
“Sorry,” he said quickly. As she opened her eyes to glare at him he pointed at the sky. “You did say to wake you when those stars there were directly overhead,” he reminded her.
“You’re fine. It’s me that should apologize. I’m sometimes a little disoriented when I first wake up. I’ve got it from here. Go ahead and get some sleep.”
He lay his head on one of the softer packs. He couldn't tell in the darkness if it was his own or if the pack belonged to one of his companions. He believed that his friends wouldn't begrudge him what little comfort he could find in such a place, so he wasn't concerned. Laying directly on his back, he lay his head on his makeshift pillow. Within only a few seconds he slipped easily into sleep.



Chapter Twelve
 
 
The next day was more of the same, endlessly plodding through the water along a narrow path Bane could not even see. If it hadn't been for Raiste leading the way with his strong, self-assured gait he would have wandered off the thin bridge of land in seconds, and would surely have been lost in the depths of the warm swamp water.
Raiste never seemed to question his direction, as if every tree and vine they passed were old, familiar friends, just waiting for him to come along and say hello. Bane wondered if that was perhaps Raiste's magical talent, finding his way. Certainly the man was very tight lipped when it came to his magic.
Even Raine admitted that she did not know what power he might possess. He was the son of one of the great mages, and a powerful one if his tale was to be believed. However, Raiste had also said that there were times that powerful mages had children with little or no magical talent of their own. Perhaps he was one of those untalented offspring.
Thankfully, the path was not always underwater. At times the trail would lead them onto solid ground, and for a while they would push through thick growth where there didn't seem to be any sort of a path at all. At one point they walked through what appeared to be an entire orchard of orange trees. The growth of weeds and grasses around them proved that they hadn't been tended in a long time.
The fruit was already beginning to turn. Several of the overripe oranges had already fallen to the ground of their own volition. Bane did his best to take advantage of whatever was still viable without slowing them down.
Raiste seemed to have no intention of stopping, Much to Bane’s dismay. It was obvious that with the amount of oranges that were still on the several dozen trees around them they could have supplied themselves for the entire winter, as long as they found a way to safely keep the fruit from spoiling anyway.
As much as I don’t want to live on oranges all winter, at least I wouldn’t starve, he thought.
Raine had mentioned that Raiste kept jars, some empty and some likely still holding spoiled fruit from previous years, that they could use to store the access oranges. By filling them completely and boiling them for only a few moments in water they could keep the food away from the air, allowing them to easily store it for a longer period of time without spoilage.
As it turned out Bane's earlier assessment hadn't been correct, and Raiste called for a short rest in the grove, where they could relax in some comfort on the dry ground of the orchard. They had already been walking for several hours by that point anyway, so stopping for a brief rest and a quick bite seemed like a prudent idea. For a moment Bane even thought that the man would stop there for the night, but he obviously had other thoughts in mind.
"We don't have much farther to go," Raine commented to him quietly when she thought that Raiste wouldn't be able to overhear. "I don't think that we can make it before nightfall, but unless I'm wrong that's what he plans on trying to do anyway. I remember this place well. I'm thinking that we have about another five hours of daylight left, and the Hut is at least six hours away on foot. Still, it's almost all solid ground the rest of the way, so we should be safe enough leading the horses. We might even be able to ride them for some of that distance, which would allow us to get there before it's too dark to see properly."
"We'll be continuing straight on from here," Raiste said from where he leaned against an orange tree several yards away, confirming what Raine had already suggested. "We should make it there shortly after sundown, if we hurry. If we have to we'll make torches to light our way, but we should make it there before the light fades entirely. Tomorrow we'll empty out a few packs and come back here. We can pick enough to keep us through the winter if we need to. There are a few other types of plants we can still gather as well, tubers and greens, those sorts of things. We shouldn’t have any food shortages this winter."
After less than fifteen minutes rest the group set out again. Trick flew in lazy circles overhead, undoubtedly watching the land and water for any possible dangers. Bane didn't think they really needed to worry much about the wildlife. Soon most of the native reptiles, certainly the most dangerous of creatures they were likely to encounter, would all be hibernating through most of the winter.
Bane was more than a little skeptical about spending the entire winter in a what his companions had been calling a hut with two other people for such a long time. Always before he had spent the winter on his parent's farm, and he had originally planned on spending this time working in one of the cities.
Certainly everything that had happened had changed that. He didn't think that would even be an option anymore, even if he had wanted to try that lifestyle. The mages would surely be hunting him now. The cities would no longer be safe for him.
Perhaps it won't be as bad as it sounds, he thought. Sure, there won't be much in the way of privacy in a small hut, but it wouldn't be much different than camping on the road.
It was just one more experience in his new life; an unexpected experience to be sure, but not necessarily a bad one as long as he learned from it. There would be a myriad of new experiences in the life he now faced, he knew, filled with new knowledge and discoveries.
His magic, for instance, he might never have discovered if the life he had planned had become his reality. Granted, he still did not know how to control his magic, but he had never expected to have magic to begin with. Raiste had already told him that he would help him learn how to understand and control his magic, if it was even possible. His life had been changed forever when he met Raiste and Raine, for better or worse.
The only thing I can do now is wait and see where my new life takes me.
As Raiste had predicted, the sun had already set and the light was beginning to fade away when they arrived at their final destination. They wouldn't have much time before the light would no longer give them any aid, he knew. Perhaps another half an hour, if they were lucky, and then they would need some other form of light to see by. In the distance he could see the pale moon rising on the horizon. It appeared to be full enough to help them outdoors, he thought, but he didn't believe it would help them inside.
The place they had come to was nothing at all like Bane had expected however. Nothing at all. His companions had been calling it the Hut, but such a name was as far from accurate as possible.
Calling this place a mansion would have been closer to the truth.
It was a huge, sprawling structure, nearly completely hidden by the thick vines that covered it. Bane was surprised that, given its apparent condition, the swamp hadn't completely reclaimed it. Certainly at some point in the distant past it had been the home of some rich family, but no longer.
"What has happened to this place?" Bane asked in awe. He couldn't be certain of the true size of the building in the dim light. A thick screen of cypress trees, clotted with hanging vines, obscured the view of everything but the front face of the building. Dull grey paint, which Bane believed might once have been white, could just be seen underneath the green of the growth that covered it. The panels along the side of the wall appeared to be made of painted wood, though Bane believed they must have been made by some longer lasting material.
It might even have been built in the days of the ancients, Bane thought.
If that was the case it was in remarkably good condition, especially considering it seemed to be abandoned by all save the few who knew the way, which began and ended with Raiste most likely. Bane was certain he couldn't find the way on his own, and Raine had already told him that she had only been there once before herself. They tied the horses up to a tree and headed for the entrance to the building.
"I don't really know for sure," Raiste answered quietly as the walked up to the door. "I found this place by accident many, many years ago, and this was more or less the condition it was in when I found it. I should say that Trick found it really, and led me here. It was less than a year after I had found his egg, but he was already smart as a whip. I was in bad shape at the time. I probably wouldn't have made it another day or two without some sort of shelter.
"When I first came here I was amazed that it was still standing," he continued, pushing hard on the heavy door that led inside. "There are no longer any roads that lead here. As far as I know, the path we took is the only one that leads here without the use of a boat. My first time here, I had to wade in water as high as my neck, and expected an alligator to pull me under at any time. In the back of the house stands what's left of what used to be a dock. Perhaps the original owners traveled by boat. It had been abandoned long before I came here."
The inside proved to be an even greater surprise. The clean walls in the first room they entered were painted a cheery sky blue, still in as good a condition as it likely had been on the day it was painted. A wide staircase led to the second floor from the middle of the room, which appeared to be made of cherry wood. It was waxed to a smooth shine, covered with only a light layer of dust that coated everything in the room.
Several doors, Bane counted seven, led to other rooms on the first floor. On the floor above, a wide balcony surrounded the entire second level, looking down into front room, and he could see more doors on that floor as well. Above them a huge skylight, extending the entire length of the room, allowed the fading light from outside to shine in.
"The only thing I've done with the place was to sweep the dust off the floor," Raiste told him. "The material that this place is built from is like nothing I've ever seen anywhere else. As far as I can tell, it doesn't corrode or wear down at all. The only damage is on the back of the building, where a fallen tree came down into one of the rooms. There are other places where branches and such came down on top of the place, but the building material is so strong it protected it. When we last left we covered the furniture with cloth to protect it from dust, but aside from that I've never had to do a thing. Even the furniture here is made of that same sturdy material, or a softer variation of it anyway."
"This place is amazing. It's nothing like I expected. Why on earth do you call it the Hut?"
Raine chuckled. "That was a bit of a joke actually. I had mentioned that if people knew the type of place we had really gone that everyone would want to come here, so we should act like it's some rundown shack in the middle of nowhere, crawling with spiders and snakes. That way no one would ever want to join us. No one would normally want to join us anyway, and you're the first we've invited, but the name stuck."
"Raine, why don't you get the fire going while Bane and I unload the packs and take care of the horses," Raiste suggested. "Come on Bane. There's a barn in the back where we can stable the animals for now. It's in pretty bad shape. I never had any reason to clean it out before now. This is the first time I've ever brought horses here. We'll either have to clean it out in the next few days or we'll have to do something with them, either take them somewhere to sell or let them go free. We don't have enough feed to stable them all winter, so if we keep them here we'll have to find something for them to eat in the coming months."
As he headed for the door, Bane saw Raine disappeared through a door on the left-hand wall. He should have guessed that a home such as this one would have a fireplace. He didn't need to wonder where she would find the wood. If Raiste wanted her to build a fire it was likely that they had already stocked wood during their last visit, or that there was a ready supply somewhere nearby.
Bane helped Raiste unload the packhorse, and the two men led the animals to what was left of the barn. Raiste hadn't been lying when he said that the structure was in a horrible state of disrepair. Unlike the main house, this building had been built of standard wood. Two of the supporting beams had rotted out completely. Almost half of the roof was missing, probably torn off at some point by one of the many hurricanes that had blown through the region in the years since it was built. Strangely, most of the outer walls seemed to be intact.
Bane was amazed that the building was still standing. If he was right, and the main house was built during the Age of Technology, that would make this place over four thousand years old. He wouldn't have expected anything that was made out of normal wood to still stand.
Perhaps they treated their wood with something, he thought, though certainly not whatever the main house was made of.
"Are you sure it's safe to leave the horses in here?" he asked skeptically. "This place doesn't really look structurally sound."
"You're not wrong about that," Raiste laughed. He opened the door to the building, which promptly broke off, falling to the ground with a loud crash. For a split second there was silence as the two men looked down at the wooden door. Finally they couldn't hold it in any longer, and they both cracked up laughing.
"So where are we going to put them instead?" Bane finally asked once he was able to catch his breath.
"We'll have to put them in here. As bad as it is we don't have any choice in the matter. You might not believe this, but it's probably safer for them in there than it is to let them run loose. We'll have to do something with them in the next few days. If a bad storm rips through here we won't have to worry about them anymore. They wouldn't survive it. For now we'll just bring them something for their water, and bring them their food for the night. We still have our own things to put away."
Bane didn't feel happy about the conditions they had to leave the horses in, but couldn't think of anything else he could do to help them. It was not that he had gotten attached to the animals. It was just that he didn't think anything should have to live in such conditions.
He knew, however, that Raiste wouldn't want them to either. He wouldn't have been lying when he said that he would think of something over the next few days.
The poor animals will just have to deal with it until then.
Once the horses were taken care of as best as possible under the circumstances, the two men went back inside. Raine had lit a few oil lamps that were spaced around the walls, giving them enough light to see the entire room much clearer than they had been able to when they first came in. Though the moon was nearly full, it was not positioned correctly to shine into this room.
They had left all of their gear in a pile by the front door. Now it was time to deal with it. First step was to put away the food they had brought. Raiste led the way to the kitchen, where they found Raine already cleaning out the cupboards.
"I've taken out everything we left, which thankfully wasn't much," she informed them. "It looks like rats have gotten into everything that wasn't sealed shut. We'll have to throw away anything that was left behind. Even the stuff we had sealed in jars has gone bad, but that’s nothing more than what we expected. I've already started a small fire in the living room fireplace. We can cook there, or start a cooking fire in here for our dinner tonight. I'll leave that up to you."
"How does the rest of the place look?" Raiste asked her.
"As far as I can tell it's pretty much just as we left it, though I haven't been upstairs yet. I uncovered the furniture in the other room. Aside from a thin layer of dust, I haven't noticed any difference. I'm not sure if you remember how much firewood we had left, but I checked into what we have down here and there’s enough for about three or four days. I don't remember if we left any upstairs. Is there anything I've missed?"
The feral woman had such a clear look of amusement on her face that Bane couldn't help but laugh. It seemed that, now that they had arrived at the closest thing they could call a home, their frayed nerves were finally settling. Relief was taking its place, and once more the jovial manner that Bane had seen when he first met them was returning.
Ever since they had left the city they had been different. The strain it had put on them must have been greater than he had realized. It had only gotten worse since they had seen the shadow dragon. Now they felt safe and could at last relax again. They had tried to hide it before, but the difference was clear.
Still, there was work to be done. They were safe now, granted, but they still had a mansion to clean. They wouldn't do much that night, at least Bane hoped they wouldn't, but a building this size must take a tremendous amount of work to keep tidy. They had been traveling all day, and the only thing that Bane wanted to do was to go to sleep. He knew, however, that he wouldn't be so lucky.
"For now let's just put away our food and cook dinner," Raiste suggested. "We can cook on the fire in the living room. There's no sense in starting a second fire in here now. Once we're done in here, I'll get the cooking started while the two of you check out the rooms upstairs. Stick to the west wing for now. I didn't see any damage from outside, so the rooms on that side should be intact. Pick whichever room you like. There's fireplaces in each of them, though there will only be wood in the rooms we were in last time. Raine, I'll be in the same room I used before. You can take some of the wood from there for Bane's room. It's still fairly warm, so I don't think I'll be needing a fire tonight. Go ahead and take as much as you need."
A short time later, the food and kitchen supplies had been put away. Gathering their things from the front room below, Raine led Bane upstairs to the bedrooms. The second floor, Bane discovered, was every bit as spectacular as the floor below it.
At the top of the stairs, Raine turned to the left. Doors along the right hand side led into various rooms. A banister on the left of them looked over the main room below. Half way down the walkway the path split, one part turning left to continue around the entryway, and the other half continuing straight on, leading to other rooms. She stopped at the second door they came to and went inside.
"This room here is mine," she informed him. "Raiste stays in the room at the end of this hallway. You can pick any of the other rooms you want. Just strip the bed in your room for now. I'll bring you sheets and blankets shortly. I'll be here cleaning up things and unpacking if you need anything."
That said she turned away from him and went back to her work. Bane went back the way they had come and took the first room they had passed, not seeing any need to move further away from the stairway leading to the first level. Why Raiste had chosen a room at the far end of the long hall was a mystery to him.
 It would have made more sense to stay closer to the stairway, where there was less walking, and away from the outermost walls, where it would be more difficult to heat the room from the winter chill, Bane figured.
Of course, I don’t understand half the things that Raiste does.
The inside of the room he chose was in a terrible state. Dust, perhaps an inch thick or more, covered everything. Every step he took left large footprints in the dust beneath him. He could just make out a set of smaller footprints, from a raccoon he suspected, that led in from one of the open windows and back out again. It was clear from the additional layers of dust that nearly covered those prints completely that whatever animal had made them had left long ago, however, and he knew he wouldn't come across it now.
He walked over to the bed, which was covered with a thin sheet of the strange, unknown material he had seen covering everything downstairs. He slowly removed the sheet, careful not to get any of the dust that coated it on the mattress underneath. Once the mattress was uncovered, he dumped his gear on top of it.
I’ll leave my things here until I’ve had a chance to clean the rest of the room, he decided.
Obviously his companions had only cleaned the rooms they were staying in. There hadn't been nearly that much dust in the room that Raine was using or in any of the hallways.
Aside from the bed, there was very little in the room. There was a small stand that sat next to the head of the bed. Like the bed, this small table was also covered with a sheet. Unlike the cheerful colors of the downstairs rooms he had seen, the walls of this room were painted a dull, flat white.
There were two paintings in the room, one on the wall to the left and one on the right wall opposite it. Bane couldn't tell what they were under the layer of dust that coated them. There was also another small door along the back of the wall to his left, likely leading to a closet of some sort, he assumed. Along the right wall was a small brick fireplace.
He ran the back of his hand over the glass that protected one of the paintings, revealing a portrait of a young woman in a long, mint green dress. She was sitting on some sort of bench, which was completely white, and swung freely on an iron chain. The woman's dark hair hung passed her shoulders, falling across her ample bosom.
Could this be a portrait of a real woman who had once lived in this very home, or did she only live in the artist's imagination, he wondered. Either way, the woman portrayed was exceptionally beautiful.
Raine came to the door a moment later, carrying a small bundle in her hands. "I've brought you clean sheets, a blanket, and two pillows," she started, then glanced around the room.
"I forgot just how much dust was in the unused rooms," she commented. "There's a straw broom downstairs that you can use to clean up. It's in a closet in the back of the kitchen. There are also a few rags there that you can use to dust off everything else in here. I don't know if you want to do that now or wait until after we eat, but I would recommend you clean things up a bit before you go to bed tonight. Do you want to get the firewood from Raiste's room now?"
Bane shook his head. It wasn't really all that cold yet, in his opinion. He had gotten used to traveling outside in the elements. In here, where the wind couldn't reach him, it didn't feel cold at all. Most likely he would close the window before going to sleep that night, but he didn't think he would need much else.
"Is there any sort of lamps or lanterns in here?" he asked instead. The sun had gone down completely by this point, and though the light from the moon shone brightly into the window, he knew it was only a matter of time before it had moved on, plunging the entire room in a blanketing darkness. He would need some form of lighting before that happened.
"The people who lived here before must have used some other form of lighting," she answered. "Possibly some of the technology from ancient times that no longer works. I don't really know. When Raiste first came here he added the oil lamps downstairs, and I had put one in my room when I came. We'll have to put one here in this room too, now that you're here. I don't know if we'll be able to get to that tonight. We should probably get you that firewood after all. Even if you don't need it for the heat, it can still provide you enough light to see by."
Bane had no other choice but to agree. They had too much to do that night before they could sleep as it was. He followed Raine to the end of the hall, where she had said Raiste slept. The inside of Raiste's room was not much different than his own, though not nearly as much dust. A large stack of firewood, small logs that would easily fit into the small fireplaces that seemed to be in each of the bedrooms, was placed next to the fireplace. Bane took about half of the logs, surely enough for a few days, and brought them back to his own room.
Raine, who had left him once she was certain that he had found what he needed, met him at the door to his room. She carried a small bottle of fish oil in one hand, the same that they had used in the lamps that now lit the rooms downstairs, and a handful of dried grass to use as tinder in the other. Undoubtedly his companions had kept a supply of the precious oil stored away, awaiting their return.
Once Bane had placed a number of the logs in the fireplace she poured a small amount of the oil over the top of the logs and put the tinder underneath the pile. Bane took out his knife, cut several small chips of wood out of one of the remaining logs, and handed them over to her. These she placed over the tinder. Once the tinder caught fire it would catch the smaller pieces of wood and, with the aid of the oil, the fire underneath should not have any trouble lighting the rest. As dry as the firewood was, she knew it would not go out once she lit it.
"If you're not going to clean in here now, you might as well wait until you are ready to start working in here before lighting it," Raine suggested. "Otherwise it will just be burning in here without any real reason."
"I think I'll wait until after I eat to start cleaning," he replied after giving it a moments thought. "I'm starving!"
Raine laughed. "Well, I'm sure that Raiste probably has dinner ready by now."
The two of them went downstairs, Raine leading the way. When Bane walked into the living room he noticed a definite difference between this room and the others he had been in. The walls were dark brown, made to mimic hardwood, though Bane could see that it was clearly made of some other substance.
The fireplace, a huge structure of dark red brick, was easily three times the size of the fireplaces in the bedrooms upstairs. Bane wondered where the smoke from all those separate fireplaces went. He had only seen two smokestacks from outside, but admittedly he hadn't really been looking for them.
Like the rest of the rooms he had been in, the floors seemed to be made of shining, heavily waxed wood, or a very good imitation of it. In this room there didn't appear to be any dust on the floors at all. Bane spied a broom in one corner, leaning lightly against the wall.
Raiste must have already swept up in here while we were upstairs, he thought.
Several chairs lined the walls, each boasting a small table between one and the next. Near the center of the room, facing the fireplace, was a large, brown leather sofa. Directly in front of the fireplace lay a bearskin rug, made from the skin of a massive white animal.
That thing is huge!
At first Bane thought the coat of the animal must have been dyed that color, but then he recalled one of the lessons his mother had taught him. Far in the north such creatures actually existed. He just barely remembered that lesson; he had not really paid much attention to it at the time.
While she had said they were larger than any other bear alive, she had also said that they lived in the frozen wastes at the very top of the world. He never planned on traveling to such lands, so never expected to actually see one. He didn't think it was a lesson he would ever need to remember, and was surprised that he recalled it now.
Could this be one of those monsters, he wondered?
The creature's head was still attached, and glass eyes stared vacantly from its skull, frozen in time forever. Claws, nearly as long as his fingers, protruded from paws as large as his head.
Surely whoever had killed such an amazing beast must have been a great warrior indeed.
Above the fireplace hung a thick spear, perhaps nine feet long overall, with a foot long, teardrop shaped blade on the end. Two additional blades stood sentinel from the base of the spear tip, reminding him of the horns that sat upon his father's head. Bane understood what the two blades on either side of the main tip were for, though he was not sure how he knew it.
They are for holding fast whatever the hunter hits with his spear, so a fast moving, heavy animal can’t ride up the spear and gore the man behind it.
"I'm afraid there's not much variety in our dinner tonight," Raiste said as they walked in.
He gestured to a spit that sat over the fire. From it a small pot on a hook hung from one side, and the carcass of some unknown animal was impaled on the other.
"I've made a vegetable stew for Bane and I from the food that Raine had bought. I also took out one of the salted pork pieces for you, Raine. I know you had hoped to save them, but we didn't have enough time to hunt tonight, and you need to eat something. I tried not to use too much of it," he added apologetically.
"Thank you," she said simply. "I would have suggested the pork if you hadn't already started it. Tomorrow I'll do some fishing, and maybe a bit of hunting. Are those salt barrels still in the back of the kitchen?"
"Yes, and we didn't even have to worry about there being any bad meat in them. It looked like something got into them while we were gone, and whatever meat was inside is gone now. That's a blessing really. If anything had been left, we might have had to throw away the entire barrel. We can safely store whatever meat we take, enough to last us through the winter.
"Bane, tomorrow I'm going to show you some of the various edible plants around here. You've already seen the orange grove, and that's in the farthest reaches of the lands where I've found fields that were once cultivated. I'm not sure if the orange grove was part of this estate, but I do know that several things were once grown around here, much of it in the immediate vicinity. I'll show you things that are close, and we can go out to the orange fields the day after. There are literally hundreds of mason jars down in the basement. I think that the people who live here bottled their own produce, or they had servants who did that for them anyway. Regardless of what they used them for originally, we can still use the jars they left behind."
Bane's first bite of the amazing stew made him once again think of something his mother had said to him. "A stew is only as good as the spices you put in it," she had said.
Raiste had certainly learned that lesson somewhere along the way. The vegetables in the stew were nothing out of the ordinary, however the spices that his friend had added fit together in a perfect blend.
Raine seemed to be enjoying the pork just as much as he was the stew, though Bane had no idea if the meat was heavily spiced or not. The group hadn't been using many spices before their trip to the city. It seemed that Raine must have purchased enough to last them through the winter when she did her shopping. Why his companions waited this long to use the spices was beyond him.
Perhaps they just didn’t feel like rummaging through the packs to find them while we were traveling, he guessed. Regardless of the reasons, he appreciated those spices now.
Trick joined Raine in her meal. The small creature had been hidden from Bane's sight since they had first arrived. It had flown in the door when Raiste opened it and had disappeared. Now that there was food available their little friend joined them, laying along the back of the leather couch right behind Raine's head.
From time to time as she ate she would feed him small pieces that she broke off for him. There was certainly enough to go around for now, and Bane was certain that they would have more coming in the next day. Raine would either go hunting or fishing, while Raiste showed him places to gather food he could eat. He was certain that the woman would bring something in.
She hasn’t failed yet anyway.
Once he was finished eating, Bane grabbed the broom from where it sat in the living room corner and headed upstairs to his room. The moon was still shining into his room slightly, enough that he could make out the outline of the furniture and the fireplace at least. A moment later, with a quick strike of steel to flint, he had a merry little blaze going.
The light wasn't as bright as he would have liked, but it was enough for him to clean up a little. He could take care of anything he missed the next day, once the sunlight outside provided better lighting. He quickly swept as much of the dust as he could into a little pan, emptying it out the window each time it was full. After he had loaded the pan over a dozen times, he decided that he had removed enough of the dust that he could sleep there for the night.
I can clean more tomorrow.
Putting his bags on the floor, he fitted the sheet to the bed, placing the blanket over the foot of the mattress. He was fairly certain that he wouldn't need the blanket that night. The fire, small as it was, had heated up the room quite well. Even with the open window it was still warmer than he was comfortable with. Still, he was certain that sleeping in a bed after spending so much time traveling was going to be more comfortable than what he had gotten used to, regardless of the temperature.
By the time he had finished, the fire had died down to little more than coals, giving off little light. He considered adding another log or two and stoking it up again, but decided against it. He no longer needed its light, after all, and the room was already too warm as it was.
The only thing adding more wood to the fire would do is make things even less bearable.
Instead he went back downstairs to join his friends in the living room. He found this room to be a little too warm as well, though the fire had already burned low. Unlike his room upstairs, this room was alive with light. The same bright lamps that had been lit before, four on each side of the room, kept the room quite bright.
Raine sprawled on the couch, her feet draped over one of the arms, idly munching away on a piece of the pork Raiste had cooked. She didn't seem to be greatly interested in the meat, but was instead just enjoying the taste, snacking. Trick still sat behind her, curled up in a ball, apparently sleeping.
Raiste lounged on one of the chairs reading a book. The cover of the book was flat black, with small lettering edged in what appeared to be gold. The print was too small for Bane to make out. The assassin looked up from his reading and gestured to a chair nearby, bidding Bane to sit.
"I've been reading through some of the histories pertaining to battle mages in the past. You would find some of this quite interesting, I think. Unfortunately, nothing I've read so far was written by the mages themselves, but was instead written by others sometime later. I think some of it might help you. For instance, I was just reading a story about a battle mage named Lance, they don't have a last name for him, who could supposedly use any weapon instinctively when he used his power. Here there's another who can, using his power, hit a target the size of a coin at a hundred yards away with a long bow. I haven't found anything yet on someone who can draw an attacking spell into their weapon and then recast it yet though. I know that somewhere I’ve heard a story about that power, but so far I haven’t found any actual accounts of it. As far as I can tell you're the first to have that magic."
"Where did you get a book on magic out here?" Bane asked. "Do you have other books hidden away somewhere?"
"There is actually," Raiste answered with a wolfish grin. "There's an entire library in one of the other rooms. It didn't have any books on magic in it originally, but I've added to the collection over the years. Some of the books were ones I remembered reading during my childhood and had taken an interest in. Others were just books I thought I might have need of someday, such as this book on magical histories. It's not as useful as I thought it might be, not really. While it does give references to some of the abilities that mages have had, it doesn't tell us anything about how they controlled their power. Only a handful of the stories talk about battle mages. There's really nothing here that's going to help you I'm afraid, at least nothing I've found so far."
"You had already told me that would probably be the case, so I'm not concerned. When I used my power it seemed to just appear. Maybe I have to be in that type of danger for my magic to work."
"I don't think that's the case," Raiste replied, setting the book down on the small table that sat between their chairs. "Certainly it seems that it was that type of extreme situation that first brought it out, but a mage should be able to control their magic at will, invoking it any time they wish. I see no reason why it should be any different with you. In fact, if you couldn't control your magic it could become a liability. If you can't rely on your magic to work when you need it to, it's useless."
"That would make sense I guess. Still, there are plenty of people who don't have magic, and they get along just fine."
"True, but they don't have one of the most powerful mages in the world hunting them either," Raiste reminded him. "I'm sorry I had to get you involved in this, but now that you are there's nothing that can be done about it. Besides, you're a battle mage. Eventually your magic would have come out, and then you would have been hunted anyway. The mages will want you either working for them or dead. With our skill and your magic, we have a chance at getting out of this alive. If we're real lucky we might even find a way to fight back against them. First, we have to find a way for you to control your magic, and we need to know exactly what you can do with it. Tell me everything you can remember about what was going on when you used your magic during that battle. Even if it seems unimportant, tell me about it anyway."
"I've already told you everything. One of the soldiers moved to attack me, and suddenly I was surrounded with that blue light. You said you could see it too, the light I mean. There's nothing that happened that I haven't told you about."
"Well, I'm sure we'll figure it out eventually. It's not something we need to figure out right away. We have all winter. There won't be any time to work on it over the next few days. We'll be too busy storing what food we can get to last us through the winter. Just give it some thought while you're working. I'm sure that there's something we're missing, I just don't have any clue what it might be."
"Where are those books at?" Bane asked. "I might as well relax, and I've never really read anything just for my own amusement. Maybe I can find something that might catch my interest."
"From the main hall, it's the second door along the back wall," he answered. "You'll have to take a lamp with you. There are a couple of lamps in there, but none of them are filled at the moment. Just be careful with the flame in there. Many of those books could be from the original owners of this building. At the very least they've been here for centuries. Some of the older ones are in poor condition, so please be careful with them. There are even some that are made of a similar material to the sheets that were covering the furniture. They don't seem to have any damage at all. I can't say for certain, but I suspect that they could have come from the time before the Mage War, during the Age of Technology."
Bane walked to the room his friend had suggested, pulling the lamp next to the door off its post and taking it with him on his way out of the living room. He had never actually heard of a library before, but had gleaned enough information from his conversation with Raiste to guess what he had meant. Even knowing that the man kept his books there, it did nothing to prepare him for the reality of what he found.
The room was huge, at least as large as the living room, and was packed from wall to wall with books. Bane would never have suspected that so many books could even exist in one place.
There must be thousands of different books in here, he thought, his eyes widening in amazement as he looked around.
He glanced at the titles along the spines of various books, avoiding the books that looked too old to handle safely. He quickly realized that he had no idea what order these books might have been in, or if there was any order to them at all.
"The books directly in front of you are non-fiction books, books filled with information or true history. You can learn about nearly anything you want to know from them," Raiste informed him from the doorway.
Bane hadn't heard him coming. The man is as silent as a cat when he wants to be.
"If you're more interested in fiction, collections of made up stories, there's a pretty decent selection over against that wall there," he continued, pointing to where he indicated. "Are you interested in learning something, or just something to pass the time? I can recommend a few things for you either way."
Bane decided on a fiction story, and Raiste pulled a few selections off of the shelves that he thought the young man might like. Bane had never read a fiction story before. He had never thought that someone would take the time to write such a thing. He had heard a tale told by a story teller in the town near his farm once before, however, and suspected that these made up stories here must be similar to that.
He picked up a book called A Tale of Two Cities out of the books his friend had suggested. Opening to the first page, he glanced at the words written there.
'It was the best of times. It was the worst of times.'
Here’s a man who can’t make up his mind, Bane thought, promptly closing the book. Maybe I’ll come back to this one sometime later, he decided.
Instead he settled on a book called Arabian Nights. From what he could tell from a quick inspection, it appeared to be a collection of short stories, linked together under the premise that a slave woman told them night after night, so that her owner wouldn’t have her killed.
Even if one of the stories isn’t that interesting, I won’t have to read long before it goes into another, possibly more interesting tale. It should be worth giving it a chance at least, he decided.
He took the book into the living room and, after depositing the oil lamp back in the holder on the wall he had taken it from, fell into one of the chairs. Raine appeared to have fallen asleep on the couch where she had been lounging. Trick, who had been on the top of the couch behind her when he had left the room, was nowhere in sight.
Likely the dragonling had flown up into the rafters somewhere. The creature seemed to like high places. Raiste had already returned to the chair where he had been sitting previously, pouring over the book on magic he had been reading.
After he had read for perhaps an hour, he finally had to put the book down. His eyes were already starting to droop. He had nearly dropped the book more than once when he had come close to falling asleep. He looked over at Raiste, who was still reading his magical history with intense concentration.
How does Raiste continue reading after so long without tiring, Bane wondered.  
"What is the watch rotation going to be tonight?" He asked. Raiste was so engrossed in his book he had to be asked a second time before he finally looked up from his reading.
"I'm sorry, what was that?"
"I was just wondering what the order of the watch was tonight?" Bane repeated. "I'm guessing you're taking first watch; you're still reading after all. I'm ready to fall asleep now, and Raine is already out. I can take second watch or third, doesn't matter to me. Did the two of you talk about it earlier?"
"We don't need to have a watch posted in here," Raiste answered with a light chuckle. "If someone finds this place, they'll have to get in first. They won't make it through the door without us hearing them. I've already locked it from the inside. If they break out a window instead of going through the door, we'll still hear them. We should be safe enough. Besides, if they find this place, I'm not sure if there's anywhere in the world that we'll be safe."
Bane shrugged. The assassin was far better at these sorts of things than he was. He had no reason not to trust the man's judgment. He left the book on the table and headed for the door.
"You might as well wake up Raine before you leave," Raiste said before he reached it. "If she stays down here tonight, she'll be impossible in the morning. She'll be a little grumpy if you wake her up now, but she'll be better off after a good night's rest in a bed. Just be careful waking her."
Bane knew exactly what Raiste meant. The last time he had to wake her she nearly took his head off. He cautiously prodded her foot, staying just out of kicking distance.
She woke groggily, shaking her head for a moment. Suddenly she was on her feet, apparently searching for a weapon. "What's wrong? Are we under attack?" she asked Bane, seeing him first.
"All's well," Raiste assured her from his position on the chair. "I just thought you would rather spend the night in a comfortable bed instead of on the couch, so I had Bane wake you. It might be easier for you to hunt tomorrow if you're not sore from sleeping in a bad position. Sorry if we startled you." His wolfish grin, however, told a different story than the words he spoke.
He’s not really sorry at all. Not in the slightest.
For a brief instance, Raine looked as if she was going to hurtle a wicked retort at Raiste, or hurtle whatever might be handy for that matter, but then seemed to decide against it. Instead, she simply stood without a single word and headed through door.
Bane hurried to catch up with her. He didn't want her angry at him for what seemed to be a joke that Raiste was playing on her. He caught up with her just as she reached the bottom of the stairs.
"Wait, Raine. Sorry if what I did angered you," Bane said sincerely. "Raiste told me I should wake you up, and his reasons seemed good. I didn't know that he was playing some sort prank on you. I just don't want you to be angry with me."
She stopped in her tracks, pausing a second before turning to face him. "I'm not. He wasn't wrong either. I should be sleeping in a bed instead of on the couch. It doesn't mean I have to like waking up. Don't worry about it. You haven't done anything wrong."
"That's a relief. I thought you might have been upset with me. It would be a long winter here together if you were."
This woman can hold a grudge better than anyone I’ve ever met, he recalled.
She chuckled. "Even if I had been a little upset with you, it certainly wouldn't have lasted all winter. You would have to do something pretty outrageous to get me to hold that sort of a grudge. I'm just tired, and a little grumpy. I'll be fine after a good nights rest, which I probably wouldn't have gotten down here. So you did me a favor really. Raiste just knows how I get when someone wakes me up unexpectedly. That's why he had you do it. He knows I'm less likely to punch you in the face."
"You would really punch him in the face?" Bane asked skeptically. It wasn't that he didn't think that the feral woman was capable of it. Far from it in fact.
I wouldn’t want to see how that fight would turn out, he thought.
Raine shrugged. "I did once before, but he really had it coming that time. He woke me up by dumping a cup of water on my head. Needless to say, I didn't take too kindly to it."
"Why did he do that?"
Or why would anyone want to do something that suicidal for that matter?
Raine laughed. "I got so drunk in a bar one night that I passed out at the table. He could have carried me up to the room, but figured I wouldn't have learned a lesson if he did that. So instead he woke me up hard and quick. I didn't like it much, so I punched him."
"I've seen you drink before. You never seemed like the type of person to over-indulge. You really got drunk enough to pass out?"
"Like I said, he was teaching me a lesson. Needless to say I learned it. Doesn't mean that I wasn't going to show him my appreciation for his teaching method. That was the last time I drank like that. I learned not to drink so heavily, and he learned not to try to teach me lessons by dumping water on my head. I guess we both learned something that night."
"Sounds like you were both just goofing off," Bane commented with a chuckle.
"Pretty much," she agreed. "Our work is a bit too serious, even for us, so we try to enjoy ourselves as often as possible. We'll be busy over the next few days, but once all the work is done we'll be able to relax some. If I know Raiste, he already has a few pranks in mind. At least I hope he does anyway. To be honest, he's been unusually somber since we left the city. Normally he loves coming here. It's just about the only place he ever feels like he can let his guard down. For some reason he just hasn't been acting like himself lately, and coming here didn’t change that like I expected it to. He pretends that everything is fine, but I've known him for too long not to see the difference. I'm thinking that everything that happened has gotten to him more than he is willing to admit."
"I've noticed that he doesn't seem to be joking around as often as he was on the way to the city, but then I haven't known him as long as you. I've always just thought he was a bit manic. One minute he's laughing and joking, the next he's the most serious man I've ever known. I just assumed he was always like that, or that he was hiding how he really felt underneath a playful facade. I've noticed you tend to do the same thing, or at least that's how it's appeared to me anyway."
"You're not really wrong," Raine admitted. "We do tend to act out the part of jokers, even when we don't feel that way. In Raiste's case he really is a joker much of the time, and I have to admit he's rubbed off on me quite a bit. I used to be a very serious person before I met him. I still am sometimes, but now I've found a bit of a playful side too. When you have someone who's joking around all the time with you, it's hard not to laugh. Before you know it you're joking around yourself, just to make the day go faster. I don't know if I ever really properly thanked him for that, but I'm fairly certain he knows already. Just being around him gives you a feeling like, no matter how bad things might get, in the end everything will be just fine."
"I wish I could feel like that," Bane commented. "Everything that's happened has been, well, kinda crazy really. I found out that, apparently, I can use magic, which I certainly never expected. I also made an enemy of the ruling mages, which frankly scares the hell out of me. I never expected anyone could go through so much, especially not someone like me. I've lived my entire life on a farm. I don't know if I'm really equipped to handle this kind of lifestyle. So far you and Raiste have basically been carrying me along. If it wasn't for the two of you, I would likely have been dead a dozen times over already."
"Not nearly so many times as that. Besides, most of those situations you might not have been in to begin with if you hadn't been with us," she pointed out. "Since we’re the ones who got you into those situations, the least we could do is get you back out of them."
"Some of them maybe," he admitted. "The first time though, when I was being pushed around by that trog, I was already in plenty of trouble all on my own. If Raiste hadn't stepped in, I would be sitting in a prison cell right now, and that's if I'm lucky. Since I haven't had much luck in anything else, I'm guessing that he probably would have killed me right there in that bar."
"It's possible," she agreed. "Still, we could have let you go on to one of the other cities. If we had, you wouldn't have had all the troubles that you have now."
"I don't think of it that way. I decided to go with you entirely on my own, don't forget. I'm sure that Raiste had a large part in pointing me in that direction, don't get me wrong. He seems pretty good at getting people to do what he wants them to. Still, he left me enough chances to get out if I wanted. I don't even think of the things that have happened as troubles. Not really anyway. It's just not the sorts of things I would ever have expected to happen to someone like me."
"It's not the way things would normally be for anyone really. I suspect that there's going to be a lot more people getting involved with all this before it's finished. I didn't know about Raiste's past until just now, but now that I do a lot more has become clear. I can only see this ending one of two ways. Either we find a way to fight back against the ruling mages, or they kill us. I'm not too happy about either option, but frankly there isn't any other way for this to go anymore."
"You're probably right about that," Raiste said from the doorway right behind Bane, startling the sorvinian man. As usual he never heard a sound.
The man walks like a ghost, Bane thought.
"This is only going to end when the ruling mages are no longer hunting us, and that's not going to happen as long as we are alive. Either they die, or we do. This would happen eventually anyway. Even if I hadn't started all this, someone else would have. The mages have been squeezing people for more than they can handle for far too long. They've been providing the fuel for this fire for a while now. The only thing I've done is light the match."
"How long were you listening to us?" Raine asked him, irritation evident in her voice. It wasn't that she had said anything that she wouldn't want him to know. She just didn't like the thought of people listening in on her conversations.
"Long enough to know what the two of you were talking about," he replied vaguely. "The two of you haven't said anything that I hadn't already thought of myself. One way or another, we'll find a way through this. Give me a few days to figure out our next move. We'll just see where it goes from there. No matter what I decide, Bane will be staying here this winter for certain, and I would like you to stay here with him Raine."
Just us?
"I was assuming you were planning on staying here as well," Raine said, mirroring his thoughts. "The mages, particularly Bloodheart it seems, are after you. They are probably watching out for Bane as well, I'm sure, but we don't really know how much they know about him yet. They are definitely after you though. Why would you want to put yourself anywhere they can find you? I would think that you would want to stay here, at least until things die down a bit."
"I haven't decided what I'm going to do just yet. You're not wrong, I would prefer to stay here. If for no other reason than because I want to help Bane with his training. However, something will have to be done about the horses, and it would be a good idea to find out what they know about us. We're not going to find that out sitting here. Sometime soon, one of us is going to have to go to one of the cities and find out what they know about us.
“I know you would be happy to volunteer, but I have more contacts than you do, and as a human it's easier for me to disguise myself than it would be for you. They might not know anything at all about you yet, but I want to be certain of that before I'm willing to risk sending you into the lion's den. I'll let you know once I've made up my mind about what I'm going to do next and when I'm going to do it.
“You two will have me around for at least a few days longer. I might stay as long as two or three weeks, depending on how much feed we have for the horses. Either way, I'll want to take them to one of the cities to sell. Probably Miani, I think. It's not far from here, so I can be back in a few weeks, and it's at the far reaches of Bloodheart's territory. Chances are good that he hasn't sent word there to watch out for me yet. I also have people there that I know I can trust, something that we are in short supply of right now."
"I get it. I would try to talk you out of it, but I know that I wouldn't be able to. As usual, you're right. I'll help Bane in his training while you're gone, assuming you want me to."
"I've been thinking about that actually. The style I've been teaching him isn't the type of fighting that will work best for him. There are a few other fighting styles that I think will work better. In a few days I'll start showing him the basics of one of those styles. If you're going to help him in his training, you'll have to follow that program. I'm sure that won't be a problem for you. Even if you don't know the style yourself, I'm sure you'll be able to understand it easily enough."
"Why, what's wrong with the style you have been teaching him?"
"The style he's learned focuses on changing your momentum back and forth, using your opponents blocking weapon to propel your next attack. You and I both use variations of that sort of style. Bane, on the other hand, has a weapon that, with his magic, cuts straight through their defense. There won't be a rebound with that weapon. Instead, his best style is going to be one of continuous, flowing motion. I've studied a few such styles. Now it's just a question of which style, or combination of styles, is going to work best for him."
"You're going to have to train him then," Raine told him. "I've trained in a few different techniques, but nothing like that. I wouldn't really know where to begin."
"True, but you can still provide him with a sparing partner. Most of the time he won't be practicing against an opponent. His style won't allow it safely, especially once he learns how to use his magic. However, he's still not invincible, and he'll need work on his defense. Only a worthy opponent can help him with that."
"Sure, I can spar with him. I'm interested in seeing what he can do against a good fighter once he figures out how to use that magic of his. From what the two of you told me about it, I'm certain it will be a lot of fun."
"Only spare with him to help him with his defense," Raiste admonished. "It would be too dangerous for you if he was using attacks against you. I know how good you are, don't forget, so I'm not saying this lightly. I saw what he can really do during that fight against Sloan's men, and he wasn't even fighting a style that uses his abilities to their full potential. Once we find the right style for him, he'll be next to unstoppable."
"Um, I'm still standing right here," Bane put in, not happy about his friends talking about him like an object while he stood between them.
"You're just as much a part of this conversation as the two of us." Raiste said, unperturbed. "If you have something to add, by all means spit it out Bane. I wasn't trying to leave you out. I've been reading about battle mages while we relaxed in the living room. While there was quite a few different abilities listed, and no two were exactly alike as far as I could tell, there was one thing they all had in common; Their fighting styles were not something that they learned. It was instinctual, or something very similar anyway.
“Some of the movements you made in that fight were not things that I've taught you. In fact, as near as I can tell, it slowed you down when you tried to stick with the techniques you've learned. The movements I'm planning on teaching you are not standard techniques for me. I'm not even very good at them. These are movements that are very close to the way you were fighting naturally. I'm hoping that, by learning something similar to whatever your style truly is, it will help you discover it on your own."
"So you're saying that my style is basically something I already have but can't use?"
"Something like that, as near as I can tell anyway. These stories weren't written by the mages, but by other people sometime after. It could be that these stories aren't as accurate as I hope they are, but it's all we have to go on at the moment. Either way, I'm sure that this new fighting style is going to be better for you than the one I already taught you. I think you're going to take this farther than I'll be able to teach you."
Wonderful.
"So when am I supposed to start training in this new style you want me to learn?"
"We have a few days of work ahead of us before we can relax enough to start training. We have all winter to train, longer even if we need it. Gathering food, on the other hand, is on a tight schedule. Once we're prepared for the coming winter there will be time to do other things, including completing your training."
"Hopefully that includes doing a bit of house cleaning," Raine added, running a hand through a thick line of dust that coated the banister on the stairway. "This place is a mess."
Raiste laughed. "There will be plenty enough time for that as well. However, that time will not be tonight. The two of you are tired. Go on up to your rooms and get some sleep. I'm going to do a bit more reading before I'm ready to turn in myself. Good night."
Without waiting for a reply he headed back into the living room and the waiting chronicle that had gained his attention. Raine stood, stretched lithely, and headed up the stairs to her own room. Bane was only a step or two behind her.
"Goodnight," he said simply to her as she disappeared through her doorway.
Her head poked out from behind the darkness. "Sleep well, Bane," she returned, then disappeared once more.
Bane continued on to his own room, closing the door behind him as he entered. The coals that he had left in the fireplace to light his way had already died away completely, and the moon had moved on in its evening cycle. It no longer provided any light into his room.
He nearly tripped over his gear, still on the floor at the foot of the bed where he had left it. With a little bit of luck he managed to stay on his feet, and made his way around to the bed.
He briefly considered relighting the fire, but decided against it. Though he would have been able to find his flint and steel easily enough, he no longer needed light, and the night was warm enough that he didn't need heat either.
Starting a fire now would be a waste of good wood.
Instead he lay back on the soft bed. While he wasn't used to such a soft place to sleep, not even his bed at his parents farm had been so soft, he felt quite comfortable. He crawled under the sheets, leaving the heavier blanket folded at the bottom of the bed where he had put it. In a matter of minutes, he was fast asleep.





Chapter Thirteen
 
 
"Alright now Drom, concentrate," Raiste said to the sorvinian man in front of him. Like Raiste, Drom had decided to go back to his true name while they were living in the Hut. He would only go back to the name of Bane when they were out in the world again. Only Raine, who's true name Drom didn't actually know, had continued to go by her alias.
Drom concentrated on the targets, nearly a dozen thick branches hanging from one of the cypress trees outside of the building, with Ocean's Hand held in front of him. Since they had finished gathering food, Raiste had spent nearly every waking minute with Drom, trying to unlock the secret to the young man's magic.
The new fighting style that the man had worked out for him seemed to work quite well. By the end of the first day, Drom was as good at it as Raiste was, though the assassin had already told him that he hadn't been very proficient at it to begin with. Raiste had been right when he said that the constantly flowing style was a perfect match for fighting with Ocean's Hand. It seemed completely natural to him. His magic, however, continued to elude him, no matter how hard he tried.
The three had spent the first week after arriving gathering food for the coming winter. With Raiste's assistance Drom had gathered greens, potatoes, several hundred pounds of wheat and other grains, and of course plenty of oranges from the grove, as well as a variety of other growing foods. Raiste had even shown him a large field covered in wild sugar cane.
The entire group enjoyed the cakes and cookies that Drom was able to bake using the food he had gathered. Even Raine, who Drom had never seen eat anything besides meat, seemed to enjoy the sweet treats.
Raine had done just as well in her hunting, bringing in three deer and four large hogs. She had gone out earlier that day to fish, which she hadn't done any of during the week, and had not yet returned.
She probably hasn’t gone far, Drom knew. If they needed her for anything, she would likely hear them calling.
Like the several times before, nothing at all happened. There was no blinding blue light, no strange distortion of time, no magic at all. Still, he knew the techniques to his new fighting style perfectly, or as perfectly as he could without a proper teacher in the form.
Why isn’t this working?
At Raiste's command to attack he stepped into the first swing, cut through the first branch, carried the blade through in a continuous arc, and neatly cut through three more in smooth, separate motions. It wasn't nearly as fast or as powerful as it had been when the magic had filled him, but it was still much faster than he had been when using the style he had been before.
"Good. Your speed is improving greatly," Raiste observed. "Your footwork seemed a little tight just before the last strike, like you wanted to do something else, but didn't. Was there something else you wanted to do there?"
"I'm not sure really. It felt like my body wanted to twist there. I don't know what I was supposed to do. Spin maybe, or twist the blade into a thrust. It's like having a word on the tip of your tongue, and not being able to figure out what you wanted to say."
It’s annoying as hell!
"That could be your magic, trying to come out," Raiste said thoughtfully. "Like I said before, once your magic is working you will develop a natural technique that’s entirely your own. I can only teach you what I know about fighting styles that are similar. Did it feel to you like your magic was coming out?"
"Not so much as a twitch," Drom answered, exasperated. He knew that the assassin was feeling much the same way, though the man would never say it. "I've been trying the same thing over and over again, and I don't feel any closer to bringing out my magic. If it hadn't come out once already, I wouldn't believe that I really had it at all. Are you certain that no one else could have cast something on me? I know you said that it wasn't possible, but it also shouldn't be possible for a sorvinian, even one who's half human, to have magic as strong as what we think I should have. Shouldn't we have figured out how to get my magic to work by now, if it really is my magic I mean?"
"I don't have those answers for you, Drom. I can say that I'm certain that it is your magic. The fact that you can learn this form so quickly, so naturally, would tell me that much, even if I hadn’t already been certain before, which I was. I don't know why we can't bring out your full power again. There has to be something, some trigger, that we're missing. And before you ask, yes, I'm very certain that it's not the extreme situation that we were in that is needed."
"Well, what else could it be? We've been working on it non-stop, and we don't seem to be any closer to it than we were when we started."
"I wish I knew," Raiste admitted. "I just don't know enough about this type of magic. Some types of magic have a catalyst, a word or a gesture that helps the mage's mind focus on what he's trying to accomplish, and allows him to cast the spell easier. However, I've never read anything that makes me think that your type of magic would need anything like that."
"What do you mean?"
"It doesn't matter. You never said anything before your magic enveloped you, and I didn't see you gesture anything either. I don't think your magic works that way."
"Just humor me," Drom told him.
"Well, do you remember when Sloan cast that fireball at you?" Drom nodded. "When he did, he used a short phrase to help focus the spell."
"I sort of remember him saying something, but I don't know what it was he said," Drom recalled.
"That's the sort of thing I mean by a catalyst," Raiste said. "I don't know what words he used either, but I know what they were for. There are several types of magic that use such words or phrases. Others, like I was just saying a minute ago, use small gestures to cast the spell. There are even those that use both. Not all magic needs something to focus it. Some magic that does use a catalyst doesn’t even need it, it simply makes it a little easier for the mage to concentrate. As far as I can tell, yours doesn't need anything at all. Why? You didn't say anything or make any sort of gesture before you used your magic, did you?"
"No. I mean, I didn't say or do anything, but I remember thinking about something that my mother said."
"You never mentioned that before," Raiste scolded. "I told you to tell me everything. You shouldn't have left anything out."
"Sorry," Drom said apologetically. "I didn't even remember it until just now. Like I said, it wasn't something I did or said. You don't think it is important, do you?"
"It could be," Raiste answered thoughtfully. "What exactly was the memory you had?"
"It wasn't like a memory really. It was more like I could hear her voice. Only it was distorted, like she was far away or I was hearing it underwater. It was the same thing I told you about when I named Ocean's Hand."
"You mean the thing about mountains toppling and such? And you heard it in your mother's voice?"
"Yes, that's it exactly. I mean, I know it was all in my mind, but it sounded like her voice."
"That might actually be your catalyst," Raiste murmured, his voice so low that Drom wasn't certain if he was talking to him or simply thinking out loud. Suddenly coming to a decision, he raised his voice to a normal level. "Alright, let's try this again. This time, try to think of those same words that came to your mind that day. Bring them back to your mind as best you can. Focus on the targets like you have been, only bring those words in your mind as well. Say them to yourself in your mind, like a mantra."
Raiste tied new branches to the ropes, replacing the old ones. "Whenever you're ready," he said once he had finished.
Drom concentrated, this time bringing to mind the words he had remembered that day. At first, the words repeated in his mind came in his own voice, but after the first few words the sound changed. Once again he heard his mother's voice, in the same hollow, reverberating sound he had heard once before.
Even the greatest of kings must bow before the awesome weight of the ocean. Mountains have toppled and entire civilizations lost with only one wave of the ocean's mighty hand.
All around him the wind began to howl. The trees bent under the power pushing against them, nearly buckling them. Some of the branches, the weaker, smaller limbs along the tops, broke off altogether, only to be carried out of sight by the mighty gale. As before, a bright, almost blinding blue light surrounded Drom, and ran down the length of Ocean's Hand as well. Drom could feel the energy filling him, binding with the very fabric of his being.
With a single swing he stuck at the hanging targets, slicing through four of them neatly. With a slight twist he spun around entirely, allowing the blade to continue on its path, and bringing it in line for a second strike, which sliced through six more. With a small step and a slight motion, the blade came down a third time, and the remaining branches toppled slowly to the ground.
"Oh my," Raine voiced softly from the side of the building. The magical light winked out of existence as both men turned at the sound of her voice. They hadn't expected her return so soon.
"Raine!" Raiste said in surprise. "I didn't know you were standing there."
"I was just fishing out back when this crazy wind came up from out of nowhere," she explained. "It seemed to be coming from here, so I came over to see what was going on. I take it that was the magic that the two of you have been trying to unlock? Now I see what you were talking about, and honestly I'm still not sure if I can believe what I just saw. I've never seen anyone move that fast before. Not even you Raiste."
Really? How fast was I moving? It didn’t seem like I was moving any faster than normal.
"You've only seen a little bit of what he can do," Raiste told her proudly, as if it had been him who had such power. "I don't know everything he can do, but he can certainly draw in magical attacks that are used against him. Any of those powers alone would make him formidable. All of them together will make him one of the most dangerous men alive."
"I can understand why. So how did you unlock it?"
The two men filled her in on what she had missed. "So basically he hears his mother's voice, and that brings out his magic? I've heard of being a momma's boy, but that's taking it to a whole new level," she joked.
"Hey! That's not true at all!"
Raine laughed. "I'm just kidding with you Drom. Don't take things so seriously."
"Now that we know how to unlock your magic, you can start to work on your stamina," Raiste said, changing the subject. “There would be enough time for joking around later. While you were using your magic, how did you feel about your fighting technique?"
"It was completely different this time," Drom informed him. "Ocean's Hand felt light as a feather, and each move felt as natural as breathing. It was even easier than last time. I just did what felt right, and everything seemed to flow together."
"That's what I thought it would be like," Raiste said happily. "The more practice you get while using your magic, the easier it will be for you. Your stamina should become stronger as you go as well. I wish we had a way to test your ability to absorb attacks. It's something I don't know anything about. At the very least you can now practice your swordsmanship while under the effect of your magic. How do you feel right now?"
Drom thought about it for a moment before answering. "I'm a little tired, though nothing like what I felt like after the battle with Sloan and his men. I think I can continue practicing for a while longer."
"Good. Last time you used it for a longer period of time, so that's not a surprise. I don't think we need to bother setting up targets for you to attack. From here on just amp up your power and practice your form. The more you use it, the better you'll understand it, and the faster you will be. Such petty targets won't make a difference when they don't pose any resistance to your sword."
"I'm going to go back to my fishing now, unless you need me for something," Raine told them. "Try to keep the wind down to a dull roar, if that's at all possible."
"It won't be," Raiste assured her. "He's not summoning or controlling that wind. In fact, I'm fairly certain that it's not wind at all, not in the strictest sense. I felt that same thing when we fought Sloan, and we were inside a building at the time. If that was only wind, you wouldn't feel it inside a building. I think that wind is nothing more than a blow-back of his power. It's so strong it affects the very air around him. There's no way for him to control it, though in time he might learn to control how much power he's putting out. Right now he's using everything at once. You don't need to worry too much. He won't be able to practice for long with his magic. Until he builds up his stamina, I don't think he'll be able to hold out for more than a few minutes at a time."
We’ll see about that!
Drom silently vowed not to stop his practice with his magical power until he had no other choice. He knew that Raiste didn't think he would last long. It hadn’t really been necessary for him to say it out loud. Raine chuckled lightly and left, heading for the waterway that ran right behind the home. Drom once again turned back to his practice, with Raiste looking on.
Now that he knew what he needed to do to spark it, the magic came far easier to him than it had before. He started out practicing the techniques that Raiste had been teaching him, but now he felt something else underneath it, hidden just beneath the surface of the form. Slowly something new, a technique that he hadn't been taught, began to take shape in his mind. Without thinking about it he slipped into this new style.  
Like the form Raiste had been trying to teach him over the past few days, this style utilized continuous motion. The blade went from one attack to another without pausing, even for a moment. Like water flowing over a river stone it just continued on, a never ending torrent of movement.
Somehow, he could sense that the defense of this new form came, not from blocking directly like the forms he had studied would, but from striking an oncoming weapon with an opposing strike of his own. Raiste was right. This was not a style he could be taught, but something that came to him instinctively, and was entirely his own.
He continued practicing for a full hour before his strength finally gave out. The blue blaze that shielded him disappeared, and he swooned like a drunken sailor, nearly falling. Without being asked, Raiste, who had stayed nearby watching the entire time, caught him from underneath, holding him upright. With the assassin's aid, Drom made his way into the estate, finally plopping down on the couch in the living room.
Trick, who had spent the majority of the past few days perched in a corner of the banister that orbited the entry room on the second floor, flew down into the room and landed on the couch above Drom's head, chirping an inquiry. Drom looked back at the small dragonling, but didn't even have the energy to answer him. The dragonling looked over to Raiste, who didn't give an answer to the creature either. With a sound that Drom had never heard before, but sounded to him very much like a huff, the creature flew back out of the room.
"Don't worry, you'll be just fine," Raiste assured him. It almost sounded to Drom like he was trying to convince himself more than anyone else.
Drom couldn't give an answer. When he tried his words were slurred, as if he had been drugged.
"Is everything alright?" Raine asked, running into the room. Trick followed a few feet behind, chirping away in a scolding manner. "I was out back fishing when Trick started diving at me. I could tell he wanted to get my attention, and he led me here. Is Drom alright?"
"He's fine," Raiste assured her. "Trick must have been worried and overreacted. Drom just pushed himself to his limit is all. After a little rest, and maybe a bit to eat, he'll be up and around again in no time at all."
"He doesn't look good," she pointed out.
"He's just exhausted himself. He kept his magic up for an hour or more, which is absolutely amazing in my opinion. I wouldn't have expected him to last that long after a year of practice. Certainly not after only just learning how to use it."
"Well, as long as everything is OK, I'll go back to fishing," she said. She looked directly at Trick, who was dancing back and forth nervously on the back of the couch. "And as for you, don't come out bothering me unless there's really something to worry about. You had me thinking that we were in danger."
Trick chirped a reply, though what he might have been trying to say was anyone's guess. Not even Raiste, who understood the sapphire dragonling most of the time, could say for certain what he was trying to tell her.
Probably he’s trying to tell her that he was only trying to help, Drom thought.
He could still see and understand what was going on around him, even if he did have trouble interacting with anything at the moment.
Raine left the room, presumably to go back to her fishing as she had told them she would. Raiste left as well, though Drom had no idea where the man might have been going. Trick plopped down on the couch behind him. Even if his other friends were leaving him alone for the moment, it was obvious that the small creature had no intention of going away until it was certain he was all right. Trick wasn't nearly as convinced as the rest of his friends that he was fine. Only a few moments later, however, Raiste returned with an orange, which he peeled for his friend, handing him the slices one at a time.
"Here, you should eat something," the assassin told him. Drom couldn't voice a reply, but took the bits of food willingly enough. The small wedges helped revitalize him quite a bit, much more than he would have thought. After the first few bites he found his voice once again.
"Thank you," he said groggily. The worst of the lethargy had left him, though he still felt drained.
I could sleep for a week if Raiste and Raine would let me, he thought.
"No problem," Raiste answered simply. "From now on, try not to overdue it so much if you don’t have to. You're not a light-weight after all. I can't carry you home every time you wipe yourself out. In a few more days I'll probably be leaving for Miani don't forget, and I don't think Raine could have carried you in here."
"Sorry. I just wanted to see how far I could go," Drom told him. "You told me that I should know my limits."
"True, but you don't want to push yourself too far too quickly. Granted, you can't kill yourself by pushing to far, but you can still get hurt."
"Well, now I know how long I can go before dropping," Drom said, his voice still somewhat slurred.  
"For now, yes. If you continue to train with your magic, you'll probably get stronger. Pushing yourself to the point of collapse could potentially have the opposite effect. You should take a few days off before practicing again. Maybe go fishing with Raine, or perhaps we can start jarring food for the coming winter. You shouldn't do anything too strenuous for the rest off the day, and don't use your magic for at least the next three. How do you feel now? Do you feel any of your strength coming back?"
Drom shook his head. "The only thing I feel like doing right now is sleeping. I've never felt so tired."
"Resting would probably do you a lot of good right now," Raiste commented in agreement. "I'm going to head into the kitchen and get things ready for us to store away the fruits and vegetables we gathered over the past few days. Call me if you need anything." That said the assassin headed out of the room.
Trick chirped once, softly, and lay his head on Drom's shoulder, as if to say that he would watch over him for the group. Drom chuckled. How much the dragonling understood he couldn't be certain of, but if he needed anything he sensed that the small creature would get someone for him.
He tried to stand, hoping to be able to reach the book he had been reading, but finally had to give up. He just didn't have the energy to move. Trick chirped at him, a sound that Drom interpreted as an inquiry, though what the question might be he didn't know.
"I don't suppose you could get my book for me?" Drom chuckled. Of course he didn't actually expect the creature to know what he meant.
Surely Trick won't understand me any more than I can understand him, Drom thought, Regardless of how much Raiste thinks otherwise.
Trick stood and looked over to the small table between two of the chairs, where his book still sat from his reading the night before. Unexpectedly he flew over to the table, looking down at the book, then back at Drom. He chirped twice.
Perhaps he really does understand me, Drom thought. Certainly the creature had seen him reading it over the past few days, but Drom never expected him to actually know what it was.
"That's the one," Drom said encouragingly. "Bring it over here if you can please."
The book was not heavy, but the dragonling was not very large either. For a moment Drom thought that Trick wasn't going to be able to carry the book, but of course he had already seen the creature carry fish that weren't much smaller than that book was. With a little effort he managed to get the book in the air, and a few moments later deposited it in Drom's waiting hands.
"Thank you Trick," Drom said to the dragonling. "I don't think I would have been able to get it on my own. If I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I never would have believed you could understand me that well."
Trick didn't give so much as a chirp in answer. Drom knew that it wasn't that the dragonling didn't understand him; his small friend had just proven that. It was more likely that Trick just didn't think that the comment justified an answer. With Trick's head once again resting on his shoulder, he began reading.
At some point in time I must have fallen asleep, he realized when he woke some time later.
Trick still rested his head on his shoulder. He could tell that the dragonling was still wide awake. The book had fallen onto his chest, still opened to the page he had been reading. He dog-eared a corner of the page and placed the book down beside him.
Carefully, he tried to stand, not certain if his legs would even work yet. Trick removed his head as soon as he began moving. Before his nap he hadn't really been able to move much at all, and he had no reason to believe that the small amount of rest he had gotten would have helped.
Thankfully, though they felt like rubber underneath him, his legs still succeeded in holding his weight. He carefully staggered his way to the kitchen.
"Hey, glad to see you're finally awake," Raine said as he came in. She was cleaning her day's catch, over a dozen fish from a species he didn't recognize, with deft strokes of her sharp knife. Nearly half of the fish were already cleaned and deposited in a tall wooden barrel filled with salt. "You've been asleep for nearly half the day."
Half a day!? I doesn’t even feel like I slept an hour!
"Where did Raiste disappear to?" he asked. The assassin had said he was going to go into the kitchen and start getting the jars ready to store the fruits and vegetables that would spoil quickly. He had expected to find Raiste here, and it certainly looked like Raiste had been jarring food while he slept. Several dozen jars were filled and sealed already, but the man himself was nowhere in sight.
"He's getting his things ready to head out," she informed him. "The feed for the horses is starting to run low, and Raiste doesn't want to start using up the grains you two gathered earlier. He's going to have to take them to the city soon. He'll probably be leaving either tomorrow or the day after. We had talked about it while you were out. Now that you can use your magic, or know how to turn it on at least, he figures it's time he gets going. I can't disagree with him."
"I was hoping he would be here for a little longer at least. I only just learned how to bring out my magic, and we still don't really know much about it."
"He told me to stay with you when you're practicing with it," she told him. "He doesn't want you doing anything with it or at least a couple of days. With what he told me about it, I'm surprised your up already."
"Barely," he admitted. "I'm still pretty drained."
"He said you would be. Let me guess, you felt like proving yourself, and so you pushed yourself beyond your limits? You should know better," she scolded. "So did you get that stupidity out of your system?"
"Definitely," he assured her. "At least now I know what my limits are, so I can practice without coming to close to the edge."
"Glad to hear it, seeing as how there's no way I could carry you back into the house. So you know, if you bring yourself that close to the edge while I'm training with you, I'll just have to leave you out there," she teased.
"I'll keep that in mind," he said dryly.
With nothing else to do, he stayed in the kitchen helping Raine with her catch until they had finished cleaning all of them, which didn't take them long. She had already finished half of them before he had come in, and it only took them a few minutes for each one. In less than fifteen minutes they had finished with the last of them. Without more work left to do in the kitchen until dinner, the two headed out into the living room.
Raiste joined them a short time later. He wasn't carrying anything with him.
Whatever he was packing must still be waiting for him in his room, Drom thought.
He walked over to the chair he sat in most nights, picking up the book he had been reading the night before. Like most of the others he had been reading since they arrived at the home, this book was also a history on mages from the past. It had the dark tan color of old wood, with deep red, raised letters on the cover.
"How are you feeling?" he asked Drom once he had settled himself.
"Better," Drom answered. "Raine tells me that you'll be leaving tomorrow."
"Tomorrow or the day after, depending on how things are going with you between now and then. Something has to be done about the horses, and we need to know how much effort the mages are putting into finding us. The fact that Bloodheart was using a dragon to hunt for us doesn't bode well, though the guards didn't seem to be looking all that closely. I don't know if he's trying to keep things quiet, or if the orders he sent his guards just hadn't kept pace with us. It could just be that the guards received their orders, but were too lazy to look properly. I would rather not take any chances. I'm certain that they won't notice me if I'm disguised as Grant, the old man I created after we left the city. Even if they are looking for me as far as Miani, they won't be looking for him. I'll sell the animals, gather a bit of information, and come straight back."
"How long do you think you'll be gone?" Drom asked. He knew that Miani shouldn't be too far, but he wasn't certain exactly how far it might be.
"At least a month, maybe two," Raiste answered. "It depends on how long it takes me to gather information. I'll try to return by boat if I can. As you've seen, we're surrounded by water out here. If we had a boat, it would be easier for us when it's time to leave again in the spring or summer, depending on how long we decide to stay."
"Well, try not to be gone for too long," Raine said with a smile of amusement. "I don't want to be stuck babysitting Drom all winter."
Gee, thanks.
"As if I need watching," Drom retorted.
"You certainly needed watching today," she reminded him, only slightly joking.
Drom refused to comment further. He knew that she was only baiting him, and had no intention of letting it bother him. He had already expected his friends to tease him, but figured he probably had it coming. He should have known better than to push himself as far as he had.
Of course, I don’t think that Raiste would have done anything differently if he had been in my place, he thought.
Still, he did need to know his current limitations. Should he need to use his magic in a fight anytime soon, which he hoped was unlikely, he would need to know how far he could go without suffering. As Raiste had pointed out before, passing out in the middle of a fight was certain to get him killed, as well as putting everyone fighting with him at risk. Better to find those limits now, when he was relatively safe, than to find them out the hard way later on.
For the most part, the group relaxed for the rest of the day. While Drom had recovered some from his heavy use of his magic, he was still weak, and tired quickly. Before they stopped completely, Raiste had Drom assist him in bringing up the jars that were still in storage.
After dinner Drom went straight to his bed, not staying up to read as he had been on most other nights. Even with his midday nap, he was still exhausted. He was sound asleep within seconds of his head hitting the pillow.



Chapter fourteen
 
 
Two days later Raiste set out as planned, heading for the port city of Miani. Trick flew in long, lazy circles above him as he led the horses away in a long, single file line. He had saddled the first three horses, tethering each animal to the saddle of the one in front of it, and guided the first one himself.
Drom was momentarily confused as Raiste headed out to the west, recalling belatedly that his friend had told him that the Hut only had one path in. Raiste would have to follow that path for some time, he realized, not turning east toward Miani until he reached the road. He didn't know if the path might split sometime sooner. He hoped it would, otherwise Raiste was going to have to go far out of his way before being able to go in the direction he wanted, but he refrained from asking.
Now he understood completely why Raiste wanted to get a boat. Rowing was slower and more strenuous than walking, but if it cut a hundred miles off of your trip, it would certainly make a difference. Also the boat would not limit them to one direction in or out only. He didn't think it was likely that they would have to leave in a hurry, but having options was never a bad thing.
All the food that needed to be stored had been taken care of the day before, and Drom found himself with very little to do. His strength had returned, for the most part at least, however he wasn't ready to try his magic again just yet. Raiste had suggested he wait for at least three days before using it again, and he thought it best to take his friend's advice.
He practiced his techniques for perhaps an hour, without the use of his magic. Without its aid his movements were much slower, and he had to control Ocean's hand's full weight, but he preferred it that way. By practicing that way it would built up his strength, he believed, and if Raiste was right, building his strength would also build his stamina, allowing him to use his magic for longer periods of time.
The knowledge he had gained from using his magic, the technique that had developed while he had used its power, stayed with him, even though the magic itself was dormant. This allowed him to practice with the new fighting style as if he was using the magic. He couldn’t use the weapon with the same sort of ease that he could while his magic infused him, but the technique was still present. He wiped the sweat from his skin once the workout was finished and considered what to do next.
He thought about cutting them more firewood for the colder days they might have that winter, but decided against it. Technically winter was already upon them, and yet so far the temperature hadn't dropped as low as he would have expected, even during the night. They had replenished their already fair supply several days before, and had barely used any of it. They had no need for more, at least not anytime soon.
Instead, he decided to join Raine, who had gone back to her fishing shortly after Raiste had left. She had considered watching him practice, but in the end decided that she was not really needed, as long as he was not going to use his magic. He wasn't really certain why, day after day, Raine still fished, even though they already had enough to last her for several weeks. With the meat from the game she had hunted, they had enough to last all winter long, even if Raiste returned sooner than expected.
He didn't have to go far. Walking toward the back of the building he spotted her quickly, lounging on one of the long wooden benches sitting on the dock. She had some sort of object in her hands, presumably the gear she used to fish with. Drom had seen her leave them to go fishing several times, and had even seen her fishing from their camps once or twice, but he had never really paid any attention to what she had used before. Now, with nothing else to distract him, he found the strange device quite interesting.
In her hands was flat piece of wood, deeply grooved on the top and bottom, but carved in a way that didn't leave any sharp edges. The reason was plainly clear. Some sort of thick string was wrapped around that board, and any sharp edges would almost certainly have cut through it. Part of the line had been unwound from the wood, and now extended out into the water. Some distance away, far out into the water, a bright red object floated on the surface. It appeared that the cord was attached to it.
“Mind if I join you?” he asked her as he walked out onto the dock. He spotted several posts along the outside edge of the dock’s floor. At some point this dock had been covered by a roof of some sort, protecting those that were underneath it. Now the floor under him, and a few benches, were all that remained.
“Feel free,” she answered, gesturing to a second bench nearby.
These benches are not actually made of wood, he realized, or if they are they are so heavily coated that it doesn't really matter.
They were both painted bright white, hanging freely from a chain attached to a beam from above, allowing them to swing back and forth if the person sitting on them so desired.
He had seen something like this before, he realized, though it took him several minutes to recall where. The painting in his room, the one he had seen when he first arrived, had been of a woman sitting on a bench much like this one.
Perhaps even one of these very benches, he thought.
A sudden movement on the water broke into his train of thought. The bright red object in the water bobbed slightly, then started weaving back and forth, as something moved it from underneath. Raine watched it intently, waiting for some signal that Drom did not know. He never needed to ask. The object shot under the water, disappearing completely, and Raine pulled hard on the string from her end.
A large fish, perhaps two feet long, leaped from the water, shaking its head back and forth before falling back in with a splash. Raine pulled back on the line, methodically bringing it in a little at a time. As she gained line on the fish that struggled on the other end, she wrapped the access back around the wood, leaving only the smallest amount of slack behind her hand.
Drom stared in amazement as she pulled her catch completely out of the water, depositing it on the deck of the dock in between them. He had never seen anything like it before. He had always suspected that people would fish with nets or perhaps spears, but nothing like what he saw now.
Of course, I’ve never really watched anyone fish before either, he reminded himself.
As the fish flipped and flopped this way and that she completely ignored it, instead pulling a rope that Drom had not seen from out of the water as well. This rope was much thicker than the line she had been using to catch the fish. As she brought the end out of the water he saw two more fish, similar to the first, attached to the end of it.
“You just caught three fish at once!” he exclaimed in amazement.
Raine laughed. “Not at all. These two I had already caught. I'll put this one here on this line too. I can keep them in the water until I'm ready to go in that way. They won't die, at least not as quickly, and they can't get off. Then I'll put more bait on the line and try to catch another one.”
“Do you think I could try?” he asked.
I won't be eating anything we catch, but I can still fish for them, he thought. It might help out, and besides, it looks like it could be fun.
“Sure, I've got another line you can use. Have you ever fished with a hook and line before?”
“I've never fished at all before, with anything,” he informed her. “Is it easy to use?”
“It's not that hard,” she told him. “I'm mostly fishing for fun now anyway, so I can show you how. First we'll have to catch you some bait. Let me take care of this one here, and I'll show you what you have to do.”
She picked up the fish she had just caught, opening its mouth and detaching a thick, hooked object from its mouth. Now that he could see it he realized that it must have been that hook that had kept the fish from getting away. It appeared to be a thin piece of carved bone, rounded into a half circle and barbed at the tip. How something like that was supposed to catch a fish Drom didn't know, but he was certain he was going to find out.
Once the fish was no longer connected to her line, she picked up the thicker line that held the two fish she had already caught. At the bottom of this line, where the two captured fish seemed to be attached, was a small metal circle. The line had been fed back through that circle, with the fish trapped in the loop that was created.
Drom watched as Raine pulled the line out of the loop, deftly fed the loose end through the mouth and back out of the fish's gill slit, then fed the end back through the metal ring at the other end. Now all three fish were caught on the line with no way off, neatly tied. She tied the loose end to the end of the dock and dropped the fish back into the water, where they would wait until she was finished for the day, or added another to the line.
She reached into the pack she had with her, which Drom quickly recognized as the one she had kept with her since the first day they had met, pulling out a second device like the one she had been using. A moment later she placed a small box on the end of the bench next to it.
“First we need to put a hook on your line,” she informed him. She opened the box to reveal several rows of smaller boxes. Inside one she brought out a small bone hook, similar to the one on her line, only a fraction of the size. She expertly tied this to the end of the fishing line she had brought out for him.
“Why is that hook smaller than yours?” he asked her.
“When you're fishing, your moving yourself up the food chain. In a little while you'll move up to a bigger hook,” she told him. When she saw that he clearly didn't understand she continued. “First you have to start at the bottom, with the small fish. That's what we have to catch now. Don't worry, you'll be catching the bigger ones soon enough. Now obviously this little hook isn't something that those fish are going to be interested in eating, so we have to give them something that they would be interested in. Usually I use small insects or worms, easy enough to find. For you, I'll start by teaching you what I would do if I can't get that kind of bait for whatever reason.”
She walked off the dock for a second, with Drom following close behind. He had no idea what she was up to, but had seen the results of her fishing techniques already. He couldn't hope for a better teacher. Once on the grass she bent down, quickly making herself a small bundle of twigs and grasses.
“The fish you are looking for first likes small insects. Since you don't have any right now, and we're assuming that sometimes there won't be any around that you can find, we want to make something that looks like an insect instead.” She motioned for him to get closer so he could see what she was doing. “If we take these small pieces of wood and put them over the hook like this, and then add this grass here like this, it kinda looks like an insect, see?”
He had to agree, it loosely resembled several of the insects he saw flying around every day. She had pulled brown grass over the twigs, and the result appeared very much like wings. With a piece of thin string she tied the small imitation together, careful not to push down on the wings she had created.
Once finished it appeared that a small insect now hung from the end of her line. If Drom hadn't seen her make it he might never know the difference, and was fairly certain that the fish would have just as much difficulty telling her decoy from a real one. About two feet down the line from the hook she tied on a small float, similar to the one on her line, but once again smaller than the one she used, just as the hook had been.
“OK, now we have a lure that the small fish should find enticing,” she said with satisfaction, handing him the line and the wooden device it was stored on. “You're ready to start fishing. First take off some of the line. Once you're ready to start fishing for larger catches you'll have to put your bait further out. Then you'll need to get it to unravel all on its own, but for now we'll just take the line off and start that way. Once you have enough line out, toss the end of the line over there, just at the outside edge of those reeds.”
He did as he was told, tossing the line out into the water. He got closer to his target than he had expected to, considering he had never done anything even remotely like this before.
“OK, now what?”
“Now we wait,” she replied. “Pull back, just a little bit, on the line from time to time, so that the fake insect at the end moves a little. Don't pull it hard, you don’t have to. Just move it enough so that the float moves an inch or so. That will be enough. If you're lucky, something will see it and come in for a bite. When it does, you'll see that float start to move. If this was a real insect, we would wait until the fish ate it completely, but the fish will spit out this fake lure as soon as it realizes that it isn’t something that it really wants to eat, so as soon as it moves pull back on the line. Now this fish is going to be pretty small, so don't yank on it too hard or you'll pull the fish's mouth off.”
He glanced her way, trying to decide if the last thing she had said was serious or if she was joking with him. She had a look of concentration on her face as she watched the float on the end of his line, even though it wasn't moving at all.
She must not have been joking, he decided after a moment.
After a few seconds, the float began to move toward the reeds, obviously not on its own momentum. Something was moving it, just as he had seen the fish she had caught had moved the one on her line before.
“Now!” she exclaimed, and Drom tentatively pulled back on the line.
There was something on the end of the line, he could tell that much, however it didn't pull as hard as he had expected. He wrapped up the line as he pulled it in, just as he had seen her do before. When he finally got the fish to the dock, he felt a slight pang of disappointment. It was nothing like the one she had caught. This one was only perhaps three inches long from the tip of its nose to the end of its tail.
“Perfect!” she said happily. “That one's great!”
“What do you mean?” he asked in confusion. “This thing’s way to small to eat. You'd have to catch a hundred of them to make a decent meal.”
Raine burst out laughing. “This fish isn't to eat,” she said once she had stopped enough to talk. “This one is to catch the bigger fish. Now we'll take this one and put it on the line I was using. I'll let you use it for now, so you don't have to change gear yet.”
“Aren't you still going to fish?” Drom inquired.
“Of course. In a bit I'll go back to it, but right now I'm having fun just showing you how. I'll let you catch one first, and then I'll fish some more. Now I'll hook this little guy through the bottom jaw, like this. Go ahead and toss him out there. Throw him out as far as you can.”
Drom did as he was told. It took him a few tries before he had thrown it out far enough to satisfy Raine. The larger, heavier float made it easier to put more distance on it, but he had trouble getting it to unwind from the wooden device it was spooled on. Unlike before, he couldn't take the line off first, Raine informed him. It would become horribly tangled if he took off that much line. Eventually he got the feel for it though, and the float hit the water very close to where it had been when he first arrived.
“Now we wait,” she said again. “It might take a while before something takes it this time, but eventually something should come across it. That far from shore a small fish like that doesn't have anywhere to hide, and there are plenty of different types of fish that would love to make a meal of it. This time you don’t want to pull as soon as something moves it like we did with the fake lure. You want to wait until something pulls the float under the water entirely.”
“Seems like fishing involves a lot of waiting,” Drom observed.
“There are other ways of fishing that are a bit more active,” she told him. “I prefer live bait, which usually yields better results.”
“How long do you think we'll have to wait?”
“There's no way of knowing,” she answered. “Something could take it in the next second or two, or you might wait all day and not get a single bite. I've had pretty good luck here so far, so I'm betting we won't have to wait too long.” That said she sat down on the bench next to him, lounging in complete relaxation.
Drom watched the float for nearly a half an hour with almost nothing interesting at all happening. From time to time the float would shake back and forth some, but nothing else. The first time it happened Drom thought that a fish had taken the minnow he was using, but Raine assured him that was not the case. It was just the minnow moving around, she told him.
He was really starting to wonder what the fascination was with the pastime.
This is just so incredibly boring!
Granted, he supposed it was a bit relaxing, but then just sitting here doing nothing at all wouldn't be any different. It wasn't until Raine nudged him that he realized that he had stopped paying attention to his line.
The float was moving rapidly across the top of the water, so fast that it left a long, trailing wake behind it. It had traveled over ten feet before it disappeared under the water entirely. Raine opened her mouth to tell him to pull, but found she didn't have to. As soon as the float left his sight he pulled back, the line going taunt in his hands at once.
“Don't pull too hard!” she exclaimed. “You have to try and get a feel for the line itself. If the fish pulls back too hard it can cause the line to break, so you have to give it line when you need to. It looks like you've got a good one, so you want to be careful. Bring in line when you can, and let it take line out if you think it's pulling too hard.”
He tried to do what she suggested, but had no idea what too much pressure might be. She had said that with too much the line would break, but said nothing about how much pressure that might actually be.
The fish on the end fought strongly. Drom left himself some slack as he wrapped up the line he gained, just as he had seen Raine do when she pulled in her fish a short time before. That way the fish pulled line from the slack instead of pulling against the device.
It should put less stress on the line that way, he surmised.
Finally, after perhaps ten minutes, he managed to wrestle the creature to the dock. Raine reached down and pulled it from the water for him.
“Very well done Drom!” Raine exclaimed seriously. “You've brought in a good sized fish, and on your first try no less. The first time I had one on the line this big it snapped after only a minute or two, but of course I was only five or six years old at the time. Still, you did a good job.”
Now Drom understood why people enjoyed fishing.
That was fun!
It all made complete sense now. A person could relax just as easily while fishing as they could sitting in front of their fireplace, and still find a level of excitement not dissimilar to battle on occasion, whenever a fish decided to bite. It seemed like the perfect pastime, and had the added benefit of bringing in food for his friends at the same time.
“Now that you know the basics behind fishing, you're ready to start trying it on your own. You only caught one minnow before, so first you'll have to catch more bait. Decide what you think that the fish will go for. If you think they'll be going for minnows like the one you just caught that fish on, you'll have to catch more. You can also catch insects or other things that you might think a fish might eat, and try that. I've seen big fish go for little bait too, so all sorts of things could work. Decide what you want to try and go for it. I'm going back to my own fishing, but I'll watch from time to time.”
They once again switched rigs, Raine wanting the rig that was already set for big fish. Drom wondered what she had in mind to use for bait, but didn't have to wait long to find out. The feral woman walked right off the dock to the edge of the reeds growing along the shore. Staring intently into them, she saw what she had been looking for.
Quick as a striking snake, her hand darted in, clutching a fairly large frog in her hands when she pulled them back out. Satisfied with the croaker, she returned to the dock, skillfully running the hook through the animal's mouth and tossing the bait and line back out into the water.
Drom thought about it for a moment before deciding to go back to using a minnow like he had done the first time. His line was already set up for catching them after all. As Raine had said before, there wasn't any point in changing out his hook for a bigger one if he was just going to change it back again.
“If you're going after minnows, you might want to catch a couple of them before changing your gear,” she suggested, mirroring his thoughts. She reached into her pack to pull out a small bucket, filling it with fresh water before putting it on top of the box containing the hooks and other gear she had taken out before. “Just put them in here as you catch them. You'll have to either make another lure or catch a some small insects to use as minnow bait first.”
“What happened to the imitation fly you had made?” he asked. It had still been there when he had taken the minnow off of the hook before, he remembered.
“I took it off,” she admitted. “The best way for you to learn how fish on your own is to make you do it by yourself. That's how my father first taught me. It's how everyone in my village learns. So that's how I'm going to teach you. I showed you one way to catch them, and told you about another. There are plenty of others that you can learn as you go. As long as you're not so bored of fishing that you still want to do it that is.”
“No, I think I'll keep going. It seems like a lot of fun, and a good way to relax. Just don't expect me to want to eat one of them.”
“That's fine,” she replied with a grin. “It leaves more for me!”
Raine seems happier than normal when she's out here fishing, Drom noticed, if how she seemed at that moment was any indication.
He had expected her to be depressed now that Raiste was gone, but she seemed fine with it. She must be very confident in his abilities, Drom thought. She didn't seem worried about their friend at all.
Instead of trying to make an imitation insect like Raine had, Drom decided to simply catch one for himself. After only a few minutes in the grass nearby he came up with a small cricket, certainly worth trying. He hooked the small insect to his line, and threw it back in front of the weeds as he had before. In only a few minutes, his float went under. He put the caught minnow in the bucket and repeated the process several times, until he had enough bait to last him for at least a little while.
The two friends fished for most of the day, until the sun had dipped almost to the edge of the horizon. Once they were finished Drom helped Raine clean the fish they had caught, more than a dozen between them. He didn't enjoy that part of it, but it no longer disturbed him any longer either. Now it felt to him like just a natural part of the process. With the cleaning done, they went back out to the living room to relax for the rest of the night, eating a quick dinner cooked over the living room fireplace.
The next several weeks continued much the same way. Drom would wake up, start off his day with his sword practice, and then the two would go fishing for the greater portion of the day. Raine would watch each day as he practiced, occasionally bringing out her own weapon and practicing the techniques she fought with, though the two refrained from sparing. While neither of them said it, they both understood the reason why.
Drom wasn't just practicing his techniques, which were formidable enough using Ocean's Hand, he was also using his magic when he practiced. Sparring would just be too dangerous. When he used his magic he was faster and stronger than the feral woman, and his new technique defended by striking an opponents attacking blade. Such a fighting style didn't work well against someone you didn't want to actually harm.
His ability grew exponentially during that time. He knew that there were still aspects of his power he hadn't unlocked yet, like his ability to draw in magical attacks, as he had during the fight with Sloan and his soldiers, but he had no way of testing or experimenting with that part of it. He would need to have someone try to use magic against him for that, and Raine didn't have any magic at all.
He did learn other things about it during that time that he hadn't known. He no longer needed to recite his catalyst to use his magic, for instance. Now he simply brought the feeling his magic gave him to mind, and it would call it forth instantly.
He also learned more control. Now when he called his magic it didn't create the strong wind that it had originally, at least not if he didn't want it to. Raine watched him through it all, only commenting rarely, when she thought it was necessary.
Drom began to worry about what might have been happening with their friend. Raiste had said he would be gone for at least a month, possibly even longer, but knowing that he wasn't even due back yet didn't do anything to alleviate Drom's fears. He had grown quite fond of the assassin during the time they had known each other, and wouldn't want anything to happen to him.
The weather had stayed unusually warm during that time, though Drom was certain that winter must be well underway by then. Raine assured him that the weather was nothing unusual. Drom had spent all of his previous winters at his parents farm, much farther to the north, she reminded him. It wouldn't get nearly as cold here as he was used to.
If they had gone north instead of south they could have seen snow for the rest of the winter, which was rare at his parent’s home. Even further to the north, the snow never melted at all, he recalled from his mother's teachings.
“You should be happy with the temperate weather we’re enjoying,” she told him often.
He didn't bother to tell her that he wasn't really complaining. He had just been making an observation. So far he had been thoroughly enjoying his time there.
He had become much closer friends with Raine during that time as well. The two of them spent the majority of their time together. They practiced together, a necessity when Drom used his magic during practices, they fished together, and at the end of the night they relaxed together in the living room. They even cooked their meals together, though they ate entirely different things.
He had finished the fiction novel he had been reading in the evenings during their second week there. Instead of choosing another, he had started reading things that gave him information. He found quickly that Raiste had not been joking when he said that those books in his library contained information on nearly everything he might ever need to know. He learned things about anatomy, combat tactics, and of course magic theory and practice, something which Raiste had dozens of texts on. Often Drom and Raine would sit and talk about those things he read late into the night, considering ways to use that information to hone Drom's growing skills into something even greater.
There were also books on ancient technology, about the machines they used, how to build and maintain them, and how they worked. Drom barely understood them at all. He wondered, often, how Raiste had obtained them, and whether or not he had even tried to use that information.
I’ll never have any use for them, he thought. Machines like these had nearly destroyed the world. Sometimes things that were lost really should stay that way.
After the first week or two of each others constant, sole companionship, Drom began to notice a subtle change in the way that Raine acted toward him. She had never been cruel or rude to him, in fact she had always been quite friendly, but she had always kept herself slightly distant. She had seemed to regard him him as an acquaintance, even after he already thought of her as a friend. It was the difference between how she treated Raiste and how she treated him.
Now she treated him in much the same way she had treated Raiste, bantering with him and teasing him in ways she hadn't done before. It was only a small change, one that anyone else looking on might not even notice, but Drom certainly noticed it. He looked at it as a sign that she was finally starting to consider him a real friend, instead of just a pleasant traveling companion.
It was why he noticed right away when her mood changed one morning. He had woke no differently than any other morning. The weather seemed fine, not too hot or too cold, without a hint of rain. It appeared as if it was starting off to be a rather good day. He came down the stairs into the kitchen, to find Raine inside in a terribly foul-tempered mood.
She was clearly looking for something, though Drom really had no idea what it might have been. Pots and pans were thrown about the room. The kitchen counter that sat in the middle of the floor had been pushed aside, and she was currently going through the cupboards, cursing grumpily as she went. She shot him a sour look when he entered the room, then pointedly turned away and went back to what she was doing.
“Good morning,” he ventured.
“I don't see what's all that good about it,” she returned harshly. He decided to ignore the comment.
“What is it you're looking for?” he asked instead. He had seen her in bad moods before, so wasn't overly concerned. Usually it was only when she was hungry, or when Raiste did something to annoy her, but everyone is entitled to having a bad day now and again. If he could do something to help her disposition, he would.
“I can't find the ground lemon peel I bought when we were in Port Tam. I was going to use it tonight to spice my dinner.”
Drom looked around the room and noticed that, though she had gone through nearly half of the cupboards in the room like a tornado, the cupboard that held their spices was not open.
Strange, he thought. That’s the first place I would have looked.
He opened the door and looked inside.
The jars had been moved around as if someone had rummaged through them, but otherwise it seemed fine. She must have looked there first, as he would expect, and had only gotten upset after she failed to find it. He carefully pushed jars aside, searching it a second time, just in case. Finally he found it, stuffed in the far back corner, easy enough to miss if the searcher wasn't careful.
“Here it is,” he said, handing her the small jar. “It was in the back corner. You must have missed it.”
“Don't blame me,” she growled. “I wasn't the one who put it there.”
Drom refrained from mentioning that she was the only one that ever used the spice. It was usually used to spice her fish, and he never ate meat. It must have just been shuffled to the back by accident. Such things happen all the time. He might have done it when putting the spices back that he used in his meals, but it was just as likely that she had. He didn't recall her using it for quite a while.
“Maybe we can skip practice for today, or at least postpone it until later, and just go fishing for right now,” he suggested. His friend always seemed to be in a better mood when fishing, and he wanted more than anything to bring her out of whatever funk she was in. It could be a long day for the both of them if her mood didn't improve.
We can clean the kitchen later, he decided. She hasn't made a mess of anything that can't wait for a few hours.
“Whatever,” she answered crossly.
The two of them left the destruction of the kitchen behind, heading straight out to the dock. She handed him the tackle she had lent him, pulling out her own a moment later. In minutes they had their lines baited and in the water.
Drom had gotten good enough at it that it didn't take him any time at all to catch bait anymore. Raine had always been that good at it. She had fished this way since childhood, and it came as second nature to her now.
At first, Raine still seemed just as ill-tempered as she had been in the kitchen, but gradually she relaxed somewhat. She no longer seemed angry like she had before at least, but she still seemed off. She looked fidgety, as if she had an itch that she couldn't reach to scratch. Drom refrained from saying anything to her about it. He had no desire to accidentally anger her, and put her back in the mood she had been in before.
“Could you scratch my back for me?” she asked him suddenly. She had hardly said a word to him since they had arrived at the dock, and such a request had been the last thing he had expected from her.
“Sure,” he replied, moving closer to her and scratching her back between her shoulder blades where she indicated. If it would help keep her in a better mood, he didn't mind such a small request. She had never asked him to do anything like that before, but at least she didn't seem angry anymore.
“Oh, thank you,” she purred, involuntarily arching in his direction. “That feels good.”
This seemed to be a complete flip in her mood, Drom thought, wondering what could have caused such a change.
Surely scratching her back for her wasn't helping her that much.
A slight breeze stirred the tufts of hair at the top of her ears, bringing with it a strange scent Drom didn't recall ever smelling before; a strange, sickly sweet combination of lavender and peaches.  
He had no idea where the scent could have come from. He didn't recall either of those plants growing anywhere nearby, at least not close enough to smell them. Still, there were plants this far south that he wasn't very familiar with. It could just be something that smelled that way in the winter, when the weather changed.
Whatever it is, it’s a very intoxicating smell.
Drom barely noticed when his float went under, pulling back to set the hook only at the last second. He brought the fish in absently, not really as interested in the fishing as he thought he would have been.
“I didn't tell you to stop,” Raine whispered in his ear, a peculiar huskiness coating her voice that Drom didn't recall ever hearing before. He felt her rub against him slightly, the unusual and unexpected contact sending a jolt through him.
He brought the fish in quickly, without any of the usual joy he felt when he caught something. His head felt fuzzy, like he had drank too much ale. A small part of him knew that something wasn't right about that.
We don't have any ale at the Hut, nor any other intoxicating beverage. I certainly didn't drink anything this morning.
Unfortunately, that understanding never filtered into his conscious mind. His subconscious mind continued to scream at him, but he couldn’t hear it.
“What should I do with the fish?” he slurred.
“Just toss it back into the water,” she breathed. He knew it was a strange request, but for some reason it just didn't seem to matter to him at that moment. He did as he was told, removing the hook and releasing the fish.
“Could you scratch my back some more?” she asked in a meowing voice.
“Sure,” he replied.
It feels as if I’m floating, which doesn't make much sense. I can see my feet are clearly on the ground.
The question of what was making him feel that way no longer entered his mind at all.
“That feels so good.” she arched into him as he scratched her, rubbing hard up against him. “Scratch a little lower please.”
He did as requested, causing her to push into him further, rubbing up against him. It felt good to him as well, though he didn't know why. It didn't matter. He was no longer thinking about anything. In the water, Raine's float disappeared beneath the surface. Neither of them noticed.
When Raine twisted in his arms to kiss him passionately on the mouth, he never considered it, kissing her back with equal intensity. She threw herself against him, and he welcomed the embrace, holding her roughly against him. She pushed him back, off of the bench they sat on to the ground behind the dock, landing on top of him heavily. His mind was so entranced, he never felt the bruise he received. They were not thinking any longer, neither one of them, caught in the feeling of the moment.





Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Drom woke sometime the next day in a bed. He didn't remember getting into one, or even coming back inside for that matter. There was a weight on top of him. Opening his eyes, he realized two things simultaneously. The first was that he was not in his own room, or his own bed at all, and the second was that the weight he felt on top of him was Raine. The feral woman was draped across him, more of her body on him than on the bed, and that neither of them had clothing on.
What’s going on here?
Bits and pieces of the day before flashed through his mind.
So I didn’t dreamed it after all. It really happened.
The only question left was how and why it had.
He found Raine attractive enough, that was not an issue. It was that he considered her a friend, not anything else. He had never considered doing any of the things with her that they had obviously done, nor would he have believed that she had any such interest.
The last clear thought he had was of the two of them fishing. She had asked him to scratch an itch that she couldn't reach, innocent enough, he would have thought. He remembered little else after.
He caught a whiff of a strange scent, a mixture of lavender and peaches.
I remember smelling that too, he recalled, though it had been much stronger then.
The smell was pleasant, strange but yet somehow sweet at the same time. He found he wanted to find that scent, an almost uncontrollable need to locate that smell, but had no idea what it was or why he felt so compelled to track it down. After several moments of mental searching, he realized that the smell was coming from Raine.
She stirred on top of him, rolling slightly to the side. He had not moved so much as a muscle, not wanting to wake her, but it seemed that she had slept long enough. She looked down at him, dawning slowly coming to her eyes.
“I'm sorry,” she said at once, looking away from him.
Sorry? What!?
“What do you have to be sorry about? Sure it was unexpected, and maybe just a little weird because of it, but that's not anything to be sorry about. I was involved just as much as you, at least I think. Don't take this the wrong way, but I don't really remember as much about it all as I would like to.”
“You don't really know what happened, do you?”
“I've got a pretty good idea,” he replied. “I can't think of anything else we might have done that could have left us in this position when we woke up. It's rather self-explanatory.”
“Not that. I mean, that's obvious. You didn't have a choice though. Not really.”
“I only remember bits and pieces, but I think I would remember trying to push you away. I'm sure that I didn't.”
“Yes, but that wasn't your choice either,” she answered in dismay. “I think I've gone into heat.”
“What do you mean?” he asked. He vaguely recalled Raiste saying something about her being ill-tempered when she went into heat, which would certainly explain her demeanor that morning.
Or was it the morning before?
He had not known at the time what Raiste had meant by that, and had not thought it important enough to ask.
Guess I should have asked him about it.
“Ferals have a breeding cycle, that makes them extremely, well, interested in the opposite sex,” she explained. “When we do, our bodies put out a pheromone that affects males around us. It seems to work on most males actually. It's like a drug, that makes you malleable and willing. That must be what was affecting you yesterday. That's why you don't remember much. So you see, you really didn't have a choice, and I'm sorry for that.”
She seemed quite distraught. He wished she wouldn't be. Even if he didn't have much choice in the matter, it was not as if it was something that he hadn't enjoyed.
Or at least I’m pretty sure I enjoyed it anyway.
“It sounds as if you didn't have much choice in the matter either,” he observed. “If this heat affects you like you said, you didn't have any more control than I did.” A sudden thought occurred to him. She had said that it affects any males that are around her when it happens.
Any males around her?
“Wait, you said it affects all males. Have you and Raiste....?”
“No!” she interrupted before he could finish his question. “Somehow he's not affected by it, which I'm thankful for. I wouldn't want to be with him this way.”
“Sorry if you didn't want me either,” Drom fumbled.
Of course she wouldn't have wanted an ugly beast like me this way, but she hadn't been given a choice. Her body took that choice away from her.
He truly felt sorry for her. He couldn't imagine what it would be like to have such a choice taken away from you on a regular basis. He didn't know how old she was exactly; it wasn't polite to ask a woman such a question, but he knew that she was at least a decade or so older than he was, perhaps more. Surely there had been other times in her life that this had happened to her before now, probably with men far worse for her than he was.
Maybe not as ugly, but for something like this, looks aren’t everything.
“Don't say that,” she scolded. “There's nothing wrong with you at all.”
Nothing wrong with me? What, has she gone blind too?
“You don’t have to lie, Raine. I know how I look. You’re a beautiful woman. If I wasn’t the only man here, I’m sure you would have preferred someone else. The only reason I’m in this bed with you now is because there wasn’t any other man around.”
“You need to stop doing that. You’re not nearly as bad looking as you seem to think, and you’re a kind, sweet guy, which counts for a lot. I’ve certainly found myself in this situation with much worse men than you. If I had to wake up in a bed with someone that I didn’t plan on, I’m kind of glad that it was you, really.”
“So you mean you might have slept with me, even if you hadn’t gone into heat?”
“I'm not saying that, but I’m not saying it wouldn’t have happened either. I hadn't really given it any thought. I just wish we had both had a choice in the matter. Look, you should probably get going. It's nothing against you, I just don't know if you really want to be here right now.”
“Why, what's wrong? I'm not upsetting you am I? I can go if that's what you want me to do.”
“You're still not getting it. I'll be in heat for another day or two. I'm only in control now because I just woke up, but if you stay here too much longer we might both lose control again.”
“I'm in control right now,” he assured her. He could still smell the pheromones she gave off, and he knew they were getting stronger, but now that he knew what it was he thought he could fight against it, for a little while longer at least.
“You're in control right now too. If you had a choice, would you want to do this with me again? I mean, I saw how it affected you, so I know it's not comfortable for you. If you wanted to, we could make the choice right now, while it's still our choice. We don't have to make any sort of a big deal out of it. I mean, it could just be two friends enjoying a good time together.”
“You'd do that for me?” she asked, her voice sounding almost pleading.
He hoped that what he suggested wasn't bad for her. Still, he understood what her body was craving right now, and it wasn't as if he found her distasteful. When he had asked he had fully expected her to turn him down flat.  
Maybe she really doesn’t think I’m all that bad after all, he hoped.
“We can if you want,” he answered, giving her the final decision. His mind was starting to feel fuzzy again, and he knew that soon neither of them would be able to help themselves any longer if he stayed.
She needs to make the choice now, while it’s still our choice to make.
“OK. It's just two friends having a good time, right?” she replied, fidgeting slightly. He could tell that her heat was affecting her again, and only hope that it had really been her choice, and not her body making her decisions for her.
“Exactly,” His voice was starting to slur again, and he knew that he was falling under the spell her pheromones put him under. In no time, his choices would no longer be his at all. There was still one thing he wanted to do before his mind was pulled into oblivion. He bent down and kissed her softly on the lips.
The kiss lingered for a moment before changing into something harder, rougher. In moments, the powerful scent of her body chemistry took over, controlling their actions. Drunk on the powerful lust that descended on them, they each fell into the others embrace once more.
When they woke again the sun was dipping low on the horizon. This time Raine woke before Drom did. Drom woke only a moment later, with Raine playfully running a hand down his body.
Her heat was still on her. The scent she gave off was already strong in the room, intoxicating him almost instantly. They had no choice anymore, their wills sapped by the powerful force of her pheromones.
When Drom finally woke again it was early in the morning, the sun only just beginning to brighten the sky outside Raine's bedroom window. Drom gingerly sniffed the air. The scent was still in the room, but only slightly, already beginning to dissipate. Raine lay against him, her head resting lightly on his shoulder, her light breathing sounding like a purr to his ears.
He lay there for nearly a half an hour, not wanting to wake her, before she finally stirred. When she did he was glad for it. He desperately needed to relieve himself, and get something to eat. He hadn't eaten anything in over two days, as far as he could tell anyway, and had not even left the bed the entire day before. As far as he knew, Raine hadn't either.
“How do you feel?” he asked her as she opened her eyes, squinting in the bright light coming in from the window. Bright to the two of them anyway. The light was not coming into the window at all, Drom was certain. His window faced north, and the sun would be further to the south. Yet right at that moment he felt as if looking at the walls was little different than staring directly at the sun.
Now I know what people are talking about when they drink too much. This must be what a bad hangover feels like.
“Great actually,” she answered. “Don't worry, I don't think I'm still in heat. We should be alright now. I don't know about you, but I'm absolutely starving! I feel like I could eat an entire boar by myself right now.”
“I know how you feel,” he said with a chuckle. “How about you stay right there, and I'll go cook us up something for breakfast. When was the last time you were served breakfast in bed?”
Raine laughed lightly. “You're sweet. I appreciate the thought, but really I need to get up anyway. I have to relieve myself and stretch out my legs. So how about I cook you breakfast in bed instead? After all, you were doing a favor for me really, and I'm sure after yesterday you must still be exhausted.”
Not too bad, he thought, but it certainly wasn’t for lack of enthusiasm.
Drom laughed merrily at her joke. She certainly seemed back to her old self. Still, it felt to Drom as if something was a little different. It was as if the last barriers she had put up had crumbled in the wake of what had transpired between them.
Her mood was better than he had ever seen it, for which he was thankful. He wasn't certain what he could expect from her once their time here was done. He had feared she might distance herself from him, but it seemed that wasn't going to be the case.
“How about we cook breakfast together,” he suggested. “I need to do a few things myself.”
He was rather surprised when he tried to stand. It was as if his legs didn't want to stay underneath him at first. He swayed slightly, and it took a few moments for him to get his legs to work properly. Raine watched him with amusement.
“I guess you must have taken more out of me than I thought,” he admitted jokingly. “I'm sure I'll be fine after I get some food into me. I'll meet you in the kitchen in about five minutes?”
“That should be fine,” she laughed, then her manner changed abruptly, growing serious. “Listen, I really want to thank you for what you did. I mean, I know it's not really a chore or anything, but you really helped me more than you know.”
“Not a chore? I don't know about that. I don't think I've been this drained since I overused my magic that first time,” he teased.
“No I'm serious,” she chided. “When I'm in heat, the strong cravings can be almost painful. It's horrible. Most times when I, well, get rid of those cravings, it turns out even worse. Some of the men I've found myself next to I would never have chosen to be with, but I have no control over what I do when I get like that. Honestly I'm glad that it was you.”
“I'm glad I was able to do something to help you. I'm sure that you probably wish that it never happened, and I don't fault you for that, but it's a nice thing to say all the same.”
Now that she’s back in control of herself, I can’t blame her if she sees me for the grotesque creature that I am. I’m just glad that she didn’t run out of the room screaming.
She punched him hard on the arm. “That's not true!” she said. “You gave me a choice remember? I've never had that choice before. I chose to be with you.”
She remembered that?
“I wasn't sure if you had remembered that,” he confided. “You had said that it wasn't a choice you would normally have made, so I wasn't sure if you were really making that choice, or if your hormones had taken over again.”
“It might have had a part in it,” she admitted, “but my hormones didn't make that choice. I did. I gave it some thought last night, and I think that, with the way things were going between us, it's possible that it might have happened anyway. It would have been better if we could have come to that decision on our own, but I don't feel upset because it happened.”
It might have happened anyway? Wow!
“Good,” he said, stopping her before she could go on. He tried his best to hide the elation he felt by what she said. If she noticed it, she hid it well. “I didn't think that you thought about me that way, and I admit I hadn't thought of you like that either, but I've enjoyed the past few weeks I've spent with you. What are lovers really but friends who've decided to take it a little further, right? There's nothing to be ashamed of.”
As long as you feel the same way anyway.
“Well, thank you anyway,” she said finally, grabbing him and pulling him toward her to kiss him soundly, surprising him. For a brief instance he feared that she wasn't completely out of heat yet, but this was not the hard, demanding kiss that he had felt from her then. Her kiss now was soft and velvety, lingering only for a moment before she broke away and rushed out through the door.
He hadn't expected that at all. There was more to that kiss than just a thank you, unless he was reading more into it than what there really was. Slightly dazed, this time from confusion, he left the room. Stopping in his own room to quickly wash and dress, he stepped out to relieve himself before heading to the kitchen.
Raine was already there. Not only did she already have a fire going, but she had a fairly large slab of pork cooking on it already, as well as a stew pot with several vegetables already cut and boiling inside.
I wasn't away from her for that long, he thought with amazement. How did finished such an amazing amount of cooking in a short amount of time?
“Would you like celery in your stew?” she asked. “Oh what am I asking for? Of course you would.”
Before he had a chance to say a word one way of the other she had four stalks of the vegetable on the counter, and was deftly chopping it into small pieces. Her hands were a complete blur. In less than three seconds she had all four pieces cut and in the pot.
Drom was glad he like celery. He wouldn't have had a chance to tell her anything differently. He had seen her with a knife before, but this was different somehow. He wasn't sure if he could have been so fast while using his magic, and Raine didn't have any magic whatsoever.
“How did you do that?” he asked her. “That was amazing!”
“What do you mean?” she asked innocently. He thought for a moment that she was joking with him, but after a few seconds realized that she really didn't know.
“What you just did with the knife,” he said. “I've never seen anyone move that fast or precise before.”
“Oh, I didn't realize. When a feral goes into heat it can go two ways. If we don't, well, get our needs met, it can last for five or six days, and we're miserable and lethargic for days more. If those needs are met, however, it's the exact opposite. It took me a minute to get up, sure, but now I feel completely revitalized. Well, mostly anyway. I still need something to eat. I'm famished!”
“It has been more than two days since either of us ate anything. It only makes sense that we're hungry.”
“Has it really been that long? I hadn’t realized. Well, now at least you understand why I told you before that what you did helped me so much. If we hadn't spent those days together than I wouldn't feel like eating anything for another three or four days, and I would be absolutely terrible to be around. Just ask Raiste about it some time. He's not affected, so he can be around me even when I'm in heat, and it doesn't bother him in the slightest. I'm not the best of company during that time, so he usually finds some reason to be elsewhere, but he doesn't have to worry about losing control. He could have taken advantage of me while I was in heat if he wanted to, there have been plenty of other men who have, but he knows I wouldn't want to do that with him.”
“I hope you don't think I took advantage of you,” he said. The first time he hadn't had a choice, they both knew that, but he could have left after that if he had chosen to.
“Not at all,” she assured him. “I was a little worried that you might think I took advantage of you. You were basically drugged after all.”
“It wasn't anything you did on purpose, and like you said before, it wasn't like what we did was a chore or anything. I thought it was rather pleasant, even if it's still hard to remember it all. It's sort of like everything was happening in a dream. A very good dream.”
“Good, I'm glad you enjoyed it.” She stepped forward to hug him warmly.
It wasn't until that moment that Drom realized that his friend was still nude. Thankfully, she was no longer in heat, so he could look at her naked body with a clear mind. She had taken the black coloring out of her fur shortly after they had arrived at the Hut, once again returning to the tan, white, and black spot pattern he had seen when he first met her.
Now, seeing her fully in her true form, his first thought was that she was strikingly beautiful.
She had a deep tan colored fur covering most of her thin, muscular frame, with small black spots spaced throughout. The exception to this was the fur on her chest and belly, which was a soft, snowy white. The white fur started at her upper chest, moving down over her breasts and coming to a point at her loins, forming a triangle across her body. The only hairless part of her body was the pert nipples at the tips of her small breasts, which were pink and perky.
She’s gorgeous! How was it that I never really noticed it before?
 As splendid as her nude body was, he quickly began to realize that the activity of the past few days hadn’t worn him out nearly enough to keep his body from reacting to the thoughts that were floating through his mind. The harder he tried to stifle it, the worse it seemed to become.
“Um, you do realize that you're still naked right?” he stammered finally.
He thought it best to say something before his involuntarily reaction became apparent. She wasn't in heat anymore after all. Surely she wouldn't want to do anything with him now, nor did he really want to. It wasn't that he didn't have desires; he just didn't think he had the energy for anything else.
“Oh, I hadn't realized. It's not as if you haven't seen me naked already,” she teased. “If it makes you feel better, I'll go put something on. Keep an eye on the cooking while I'm gone. I'll only be a minute.”
That said she turned and walked out of the room, her feline tail swaying behind her as she walked away. Just before the door closed behind her, she turned back to see Drom staring at her. With a giggle she headed up the stairs, the closing door blocking Drom's view.
She knows exactly what she’s doing, he thought with some amusement. He found he wasn’t as bothered by that knowledge as he would have expected.
She returned a few minutes later, dressed in a thin, light blue dress. Drom was mildly surprised; he had never seen her wearing a dress before. Usually she wore a tunic and breaches like a man might, or a longer tunic with no breaches at all. Certainly he had never seen her in such a clearly feminine garment. When they traveled she had wore a cloak over her clothing as well, though Drom suspected that the cloak was more to hide her features than for warmth. She had not worn it at all since they had arrived at the Hut.
“Better?” she asked with mock innocence. He wasn’t fooled.
“Beautiful would be more accurate,” he replied honestly. “I've never seen you wear a dress before. I didn't think you wore them.”
And I think I would like it if you wore them more often, he thought, though he decided not to add that out loud.
“I don't very often,” she admitted. “I'm just feeling a little too hot. It's an aftereffect of going into heat. This isn't as heavy or warm as what I normally wear. I hope this doesn't bother you.” The back of the dress swung back and forth where her tail poked out. Drom knew at once she was teasing him.
Considering that they had spent the past two days together without him feeling embarrassed, even when she had nothing on at all, there was no reason for him to feel that way now. He knew that, but still felt that way anyway, and he knew she was purposefully teasing him to make him feel that way. Still, the dress was not really provocative or revealing.
She’s alluring enough all on her own, he decided.
“No, it doesn't bother me,” he lied. “I've just never seen you dress like that before is all. You can look very beautiful when you want to.”
“You mean I didn't look beautiful before?” she pouted. Drom could see the merriment in her eyes and knew she wasn't serious.
“No, I mean, of course you did. It's just that before you always dressed in ways that covered your looks. That dress accentuates your beauty, instead of hiding it.”
“Good answer,” she replied merrily, moving into him and giving him a quick kiss on the cheek.
It's not really flirting; she's just joking with me as a friend, he thought.
The two friends finished the cooking quickly. They ate their meal in the living room, in front of a small blaze in the fireplace, side by side on the soft sofa. After they finished they sat together there for quite a while. Drom idly read one of the books on magic theory that he had found in the library. He hardly paid attention to what he was looking at, too absorbed in his thoughts of the past few days.
Raine rested her head lightly on his shoulder, a soft purr coming from deep in her throat. He thought for a moment that she might have fallen asleep, but one glance in her direction told him otherwise. Her bright amber eyes blinked back at him, gazing into his face. Even when he turned his gaze back to his book, he could feel her eyes on him, though what she might have been thinking he couldn’t begin to guess at.
After a short time he put the book back down on the small table. He hadn’t been able to pay much attention anyway, not with Raine staring at him like that. His mind kept drifting back to the last few nights he had spent with her.
We agreed that it was nothing more than two friends having a good time together, but could there possibly be more there?
He wasn’t sure, but knew better than to question it. He was enjoying this moment, just as he had enjoyed the many moments over the past two days. Trying to question things now would only make things harder.
Much better, he decided, to just leave well enough alone for now.
“Would you like to join me on the rug?” she asked after a few moments. “We could stay here if you’d prefer. I was just thinking that we might feel more comfortable there.”
“Sure,” he agreed. In all the time he had been there, he had never considered lying on the bright white fur of the bear on the floor, but if she thought it might be more comfortable there, he had no problems with indulging that wish.
Perhaps she would be right.
She stretched out on the soft rug, gesturing for him to join him once she had made herself comfortable. He never questioned why she wanted him to join her there. As before, he suspected that some things were best left alone. If she felt the desire to remain close to him, even after her heat cycle had passed her, he would not disagree with her.
She pulled one of his arms underneath her, using his thick bicep as a makeshift pillow, and without another thought he wrapped his other arm around her, holding her tightly. She snuggled against him, as if for warmth, though he was certain that, with the fire blazing only a few feet away, she could not possibly have been cold. Comforted in their mutual embrace, the slowly drifted off to sleep.





Chapter Sixteen
 
 
“Hey, watch where you’re going old man,” the drunken sailor slurred, roughly pushing his way passed the frail-looking old man who stood, bent over his thick cane, in front of him.
The old man staggered backwards, though to his credit he somehow stayed on his feet. He took an extra step back, as if to move out of the way. He could hear the small waves of the calm ocean water lap lazily against the wooden posts of the dock he was standing on. He was only a foot from the edge, the water behind him hidden by the night, just a swirling movement of black and grey in the darkness. Another step back and he would find himself swimming in that water, he knew.
“Sorry,” his high voiced cracked apologetically. He didn’t see any reason to point out to the sailor that he had not been moving. It was the sailor that had run into him, not the other way around.
“You better be,” the sailor returned darkly. The sailor’s friends laughed behind him. There were three of them, all of them dressed in the manner common to those that spent a lot of their time at sea. The pungent odor of alcohol was evident on all of them.
“Hey, maybe he should pay you for your troubles,” one of them commented.
“Yeah old man. You should give me something for my troubles. How much money do you have on you old man?”
“I’m afraid I don’t have anything,” the old man replied, his hand trembling slightly where it rested on his cane.
“Don’t lie to me old man,” the sailor returned threateningly. “You’ve got something on you. Now you can give it to me, or you can go swimming off the side of this dock.”
“I told you, I don’t have anything to give you,” the old man repeated, moving another half a step back.
Only six inches left.
As the old man stepped backwards his coat moved to the side, just for the briefest of seconds. Just long enough to reveal the small leather pouch hidden there. Just long enough for the drunken sailor to see it.
The sailor’s eyes lit up with triumph, and his mouth widened into a vile grin. The old man caught the sailor’s intent. He knew what the man was thinking.  
If I won’t give him what he wants, he’ll take it from me.
His foot slid back another small bit.
Three inches.
 The drunken sailor lunged at the old man, reaching for the pouch he knew would be hidden at the old man’s side. He was confident of his ability. He was fast, he knew.
 The old man was faster.
 The movement was barely noticeable, he just shifted himself ever so slightly. He moved less than a foot altogether, but toward the sailor instead of away! He slid between the sailor’s outstretched arms like liquid, avoiding them completely. He turned to the side and the sailor rushed passed him, tripped over the cane that the old man had placed, unnoticed, in front of his knee, and fell out into....nothing!
 The old man’s high pitched laugh could be heard over the sound of something large splashing into the water behind him. The three remaining sailors glared at the old man. The largest and closest of the three reached to his side and slid a long knife out of its sheath. The old man could see the murderous intent behind the eyes of the drunken men.
 Not one of them moved to help their friend, who still splashed about in the water somewhere below them, coughing violently as he tried to spit out the salty water he was swallowing. Obviously revenge was more important to them than helping the fallen sailor.
Great friends.
“Oh, you really shouldn’t have done that,” the knife wielder growled. “You’re going to regret that.”
I doubt it.
 All three sailors staggered forward, the knife wielder leading the way. The attack was clumsy, but the knife was sharp. Even such a drunken sot as this man could be dangerous if he got lucky.
 He didn’t. With a light flick of his wrist the aged man brought his cane up. It smashed against the knife wielding sailor’s head with a resounding crack. The surprised man cartwheeled off the side of the wooden dock.
 Without missing a beat the old man thrust his cane into the open space where the knife wielder so recently vacated, striking the sailor behind him in the center of his chest. This man stumbled backwards to join his companions in the dark, swirling water below them.
 The final sailor stared at him as if he were a demon pulled up from the depths of the underworld. The old man simply stared back, a look of barely disguised amusement printed on his wrinkled face. He raised his eyebrows questioningly.
So are you going to join your friends, or are you going to grow a brain and keep yourself dry?
 Coming to an apparent decision, the sailor bellowed and charged, throwing his arms wide.
Apparently he thinks that grappling with me will give him a better chance. The old man snickered.
 At the last possible second the aged man dropped underneath the sailor’s outstretched arms, spinning quickly and bringing his cane into the back of the sailor’s knee. As the drunken sailor dropped the old man deftly slid behind him and caught him, breaking the man’s fall with his own lap. As the sailor looked up at him the old man tilted his head until it was only a hair’s breath from his own.
“So are you ready to go swimming with your friends?” the old man whispered with false sweetness, his crackling voice practically dripping with barbed honey.
 Without waiting for a reply the elderly man pushed with far more strength than his frail form should have possessed. With a final look of surprise the last and final sailor flew forwards, disappearing over the edge with a loud, definitive splash.
“Well, that was fun,” the old man mumbled under his breath. He once again stooped low over his cane, as if he couldn’t possibly take a step without it. Anyone who hadn’t seen him only a moment ago would never suspect he was anything other than the old man he seemed to be.
 One man, however, had seen. A reptilian head appeared from a darkened corner of a squat building at the end of the dock, slowly pulling back the hood of the shadow grey cloak he was wearing.
 The old man watched him with interest. He had known the sloveckii man had been standing there the entire time. He had been waiting for him, or someone very much like him. The cloaked sloveckii walked over to him at a cautious pace.
“I haven’t seen someone fight with that much grace and ease in a long time,” the reptilian man said when he reached him. “I’m guessing that you are not at all the old man you appear to be. What brings you to this part of town?”
“I’m here to see Loretta,” the old man answered without missing a beat. He noticed the sloveckii's eyes widen ever so slightly at the name, betraying his thoughts.
Good, I guessed right. He does know her.
“Not too many women would come into this part of the city,” the man replied instead. “If you are looking for a woman, then you want to head over to the red light district a few blocks over. You’ll mostly find sailors over here, especially now. Quite a few of the fishing boats are in, so their crewmen would be out drinking. Stick around here and you’ll be sure to find more men like those. This group would be the ones coming back early, the ones that couldn’t hold their drink. In another hour you’ll see some of the heartier ones. You might not find them as easy to deal with as those drunken louts were.”
“I should finish my business and be gone before then,” the old man replied casually. “Since we both know that you know who I’m talking about, and that you most likely work for her directly, why don’t we save each other some time. Take this to her, and tell her that the owner is waiting for her here at the dock. She won’t keep me waiting long.”
 He tossed a small metal object to the sloveckii man, who caught it easily. He reptilian man glanced at what he held. It was a small, round disk, like a coin, though not of gold or silver. Still, though he had never seen one, he knew exactly what it was. He looked back at the old man, who waited expectantly.
“If you have this, you should know the way already. Why do you need my help?”
“I haven’t been here in a while,” the old man answered. “As I’m sure you already know, the door isn’t in the same place it once was.”
“Stay here,” he replied. “I’ll be back in a moment.”
 That said, the man turned and disappeared down a nearby alleyway. The old man listened for his footfalls, then smiled. As he would have expected, he didn’t hear any.

Good thing he didn’t keep up the pretense any longer, the old man thought. It can be so tedious.
 After only a few minutes the sloveckii returned. With a wave he motioned for the old man to follow him. The aged man didn’t keep him waiting. With a laboring step, leaning heavily on his cane with each footfall, he followed him into the darkness.
 The sloveckii guided him through a maze of alleyways. The old man noticed that on more than one occasion they passed over their own trail, but knew better than to question it. Few would know the way to where they were going. They could not allow themselves to be followed.
 Finally they came to a dead end alley, with brick walls surrounding them on three sides and no discernible doors or exits. The old man wasn’t fooled.

The best passages are hidden from view, he knew.
 His sloveckii guide turned back to the entrance to the alleyway, peering back the way they had come for several minutes. Finally satisfied that they were not followed, he headed back toward the back of the dead end alley. He went to the right hand wall, almost near the end. All the bricks here looked the same, but the old man guess that one of them held a secret.
 Sure enough, the sloveckii pushed in one of the bricks, which slid in easily. No one, not even the old man, would have been able to find that hidden trigger without knowing where it would be, as the sloveckii obviously did. Soundlessly, an entire section of the brick wall slid back, revealing the opening carefully concealed there.
 Without a single word the sloveckii entered the opening, and the old man quickly followed. From behind them, a sapphire blur streaked passed, melting into the darkness. The sloveckii guide spotted the creature, but chose to ignore it. Instead he turned and headed forward into the dark passageway.
 The hidden door closed quickly behind them, as soundlessly as it had opened. As it closed they were bathed in pitch darkness, but it only lasted a moment. From some unseen source above them, a pale light winked into being. The old man looked back toward the gateway they had entered. Not so much as a single seam betrayed its existence.
 Inside, a narrow stone staircase spiraled downward for several stories. It took them deeper and deeper under the city streets, ending finally at a stout oak door. The guide opened this door and led the way inside.
 In contrast to the dark stairwell, the room they entered was brightly lit. Colorful murals hung in splendor on cheery, vibrantly painted walls. These were men and women who lived in the shadows, who thrived on darkness. These were men who hid who they were from the world. This was the one place they didn’t have to hide.
 Few men alive knew of its existence. Fewer still were those that had any hope of finding it. Thankfully no one would be foolish enough to look for it without an invitation. Uninvited guests would never leave.
 This was the hidden halls of the assassin's guild of Miani.
 The room itself, one of many, was massive, with a curving domed ceiling that led up to point in the center. In the center of that point hung a breathtaking crystal chandelier, which caught the light around it, creating a dazzling display of color along the walls. A bright dragonling flew out of the dim staircase to land on a curved outcropping of the wall. It perched there like a gargoyle, staring down into the room below it, its swirling eyes opened widely.
 A petite blond woman, with two thick muscled bodyguards on either side of her like a pair of guard dogs, walked briskly in his direction. She was small, barely five feet tall, but she walked with the more confidence than the most powerful of men.
“So, who might be the old man who carries my father’s totem?” she asked, coming directly to the point.

She always was a direct one, he thought.
“That would be the person who he gave it to, of course,” he replied merrily, breaking into an impish grin. “I don’t think he ever gave his totems to someone who it could be taken from. So how have you been Loretta?”
“Garan, is that you? Where have you been all this time? We all expected you to come for the funeral when father passed away. You were one of his best students.”
“I would have been here if I could have,” he answered, his jovial manner gone in an instant. “Is there someplace we can talk? Someplace a bit more private?”
“You know we’re all friends here. There’s nothing you can say to me that you can’t say openly, not in my house.”
“I wish it were that simple. Unfortunately, there are some secrets that I won’t share with anyone, not even with the guild. The walls have ears they say, and that’s true anywhere, even here.”
“We can use my office then. I have a certain mage under my employment that I pay an exorbitant amount of money to keep my office private. No one can listen in on us there.”
“Why do you keep such a room if there are no secrets in your house?” he asked.
 She didn’t answer, at least not out loud, however the look she gave him spoke volumes. Something was not quite right within the guild, he suspected, and she was taking pains to keep it from being noticed.
 He was at once glad that he insisted on privacy. Had he spoken openly she might have lost trust in him. He was not the type of person to broadcast his information, and she would have known that already. She had been testing him, he realized.
Like father, like daughter.
 She turned and led the way briskly through the next three spacious rooms, her burly bodyguards keeping perfectly in step with her, three paces behind. He followed quickly, no longer bothering with the cane he had been using to appear old and frail. He wasn’t fooling anyone here, nor did he think he needed to.
 With the cane and its pretense gone, the sapphire dragonling flew down to him, landing lightly on his shoulder. It wrapped its thick tail around his neck for balance.
 Finally she came to a solid, thick door. Reaching into her tunic, she pulled out a heavy key that she had attached to a thick cord. The end of that cord disappeared deeper into her her neckline, off to her left side.
Most likely it’s tied around her arm, he thought approvingly. Tying it around your neck only gives possible enemies something convenient to strangle you with.
“Stay out here,” she ordered her guards. “I have nothing to fear from this man. Garan, follow me please.”
 He did as he was bid, closing the door behind him as he entered. As the door closed he heard a strange hiss of air, surprising him.

This room is completely sealed, he realized. Not even the air can escape here.
 A quick glance was all it took to see everything that the small room had to offer. At the far end was a plain wooden desk, with a plush, thick cushioned desk chair behind it. On the left hand wall sat two soft chairs with even more padding then the desk chair offered. Against the right wall sat a long couch, with cushions that matched the chairs perfectly.
 Only one picture graced the plain white walls, a portrait of Loretta’s father, Martin, which sat directly behind the desk, as if he was looking down on everyone standing or sitting in the room. Raiste suspected that he would probably find a safe behind that painting, though if there was anything in it he would have been surprised. It was simply too obvious a place, and therefore likely to be a decoy.
“Please, take a seat Raiste,” Loretta said, surprising him once again. He hadn’t told her his real name yet. Once again he did as he was told. As he sat the dragonling hopped off of his shoulder to land on the back of the chair he was sitting on. After a brief inspection of the room it curled up into a tight ball, feigning sleep.
“I didn’t know that your father told you my secret,” he replied as he sank into one of the plush cushions. He had to shift his weight several times to get comfortable. For someone so used to the hard ground of the outdoors, the soft chair was not much to his liking. Instead of taking the equally soft chair next to him she choose instead to sit on the corner of her hard wooden desk.
“He didn’t. Unfortunately you can’t walk along the road between here and Tam without hearing your name at least a dozen times. When you showed up at my door, who else could you be?”
“You always were the clever one.”
“Not half as much as you. So, you’re Raiste Goldstone, son of the great Fallon Goldstone. I should have guessed it was something like that. My father wouldn’t have taught just anyone, and he always doted on you. So is it true what they’ve been saying, that you’re a battle mage?”
“No, not me. There is a battle mage now, and he was with me in Port Tam, but it wasn’t me. So that’s what they think then, that I’m the battle mage? If that was the case you would have known long before now.”
“I knew all about your magic since I was a kid. Don’t forget, you were in my house since I was six years old. Anyway, what brings you to my door? It must be something important for you to come all this way. I would have expected you a year ago, when we needed you.”
“I would have been here before now if I could have,” he replied vaguely. In truth he would have, but there was nothing he could have done. By the time word reached him of Martin’s death, the event was already a month past.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t hear about his heart attack until long after his funeral. There was nothing I could do then. I would have come before now, but, well, honestly, I didn’t really know what to say to you. I thought you might have wanted me to take his place, and that was something I couldn’t do. Now that you know who I am, I’m sure you understand why.”
“You still should have come,” she repeated stubbornly. “We really needed you. I needed you. I still do, for that matter.”
“I can’t take his place as guild leader,” Raiste repeated. “I have Bloodheart and who knows how many other mages breathing down my neck. I’d be putting the guild and everyone under this roof in danger if I stayed here.”
“I have no intention of making you guild leader,” she told him. “I would have thought about it a year ago, but you weren’t here and someone had to take father’s place. I had no other choice but to do it myself. Father wanted me to anyway. He said so in his final will. It surprised me that he didn’t choose you to take that job. As you said, now that I know who you really are, I can understand his reasons why.”
“From what I’ve been hearing, you’re doing a rather good job of it,” he pointed out.
“That’s not the point. You should have been here. Maybe you could have done something.”
“I loved your father, you know that. It surprised me when I heard that he had died, but not even I could have done anything about a heart attack. No one could have expected it, and no one could have done anything about it. As for you needing me, well, that’s not possible right now either. I don’t know what Bloodheart might send after me, and I don’t know how many of the other mages are involved.”
“From what I’ve been hearing, that’s probably all of them. I don’t know if they are involved yet mind you, not even my spies are that good, but I can say that quite a few of the mages from the council have been gearing up for something. They’ve been mobilizing troops, buying up weapons and armor, and setting up supply routes all across the board.”
“What!” He almost leaped to his feet before catching himself. “When did this start?”
“Almost three months ago,” she answered. “At least that’s when my spies started taking notice of it. They’re moving slowly to hide their actions, but they can’t hide everything.”
“That’s impossible! They couldn’t have known about me until a month ago, and I didn’t even know about the existence of the battle mage before then! He didn’t even know about himself! How could they have been mobilizing before they knew!?”
“Then maybe they have other reasons. One thing’s for certain though, the mages are getting ready for a war, and have been doing so for a while now. If it’s not because of you, then it must be something else. I’ll have my spies keep an ear to the ground. I’ll let you know as soon as we have something. You’ll have to wait until then.”
“I told you Loretta, I can’t stay. I wish I could. If I stayed here Bloodheart would find this place eventually. I know how much you want me to stay with you, but I can’t put you in danger like that. It was the reason that I left.”
The blond woman stood up and walked over to him, closing the distance between them with one quick step. So quickly even Raiste couldn’t follow, she raised her hand and slapped him hard across the face. The dragonling raised its head immediately, glaring at her angrily.
She raised her hand a second time, as if to hit him again, and the small creature hissed in warning, the fiery crest on his back coming up in a clear, undisguised threat display. She seemed to think better of it then, instead sitting down on the arm of the chair he was sitting on. Raiste doubted that it had been Trick that had dissuaded her. After a moment the small animal decided that his friend wasn’t in danger after all, and settled back down to the curled position he had taken before.
“That’s not what this is about,” she said, choking back on her anger. “I am my father’s daughter Raiste, and a master assassin in my own right. I’m not some inexperienced little girl, pining over a lost love. When you left I was barely eighteen, little more than a child. Now I’m a woman, and I know exactly who I am. You would do well to remember that.”
“I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “You’re absolutely right. Whatever reasons you have for wanting me to stay don’t change things though. I won’t be able to stay. Staying here would bring Bloodheart right to your door. I won’t risk that. I have too much respect for your father, and care too much about you, to ever do that. I only came now because I needed information. I’ll have to be getting back soon. I have the battle mage hidden away right now, but he won’t stay hidden for long. I have to get back to him soon.”
“Father didn’t die of a heart attack,” she said suddenly, her voice choked with emotion.
“What do you mean? It was an assassin from your guild that told me he had died. He told me it was a heart attack. Why would he have lied to me? If it wasn’t a heart attack, how did your father die?”
“He was murdered,” she answered, her tiny voice wavering.
She was normally a strong woman, powerful both in mind and in body. Even when he had left, when she was only just coming into adulthood, she had held the commanding presence and bearing of her father. Now, however, Raiste was reminded just how small she really was. Only once before had she ever seemed so tiny to him as she did now. The day he left.
Even after fifteen years, little changes.
“It was reported as a heart attack because it was made to look like one,” she continued. “Even when I first heard it, I couldn’t believe it. You remember how he was. He was strong as an ox. There was nothing at all wrong with his heart.”
“Sometimes it seems that way, but we both know that’s not always the case. He could have been sick for years without us knowing. He wouldn’t have told us. That was just his way.”
“I know. However I also know that sometimes things get overlooked, especially if the doctor doing the report is tired and overworked. So I decided to look into it myself. Everything seemed normal, until I looked in his mouth. His tongue was completely black.”
 Raiste immediately understood what she meant. There was a poison that induced all the symptoms of a heart attack, including death, that most examiners wouldn’t find. He had used it on a few occasions himself.
 It wasn’t the examiners fault, he knew. Generally they would check the body on the same day the person died. It wouldn’t be until three or four days after death that the telltale signs would appear. First the tongue would turn black, soon followed by the skin underneath the fingernails and toenails. Most bodies were either buried or burned before then, but Martin would have been entombed in his family’s vault. Loretta could still have examined him there.
“How could he have been poisoned? He was always so careful. When I left here he rarely left the guild halls. What could have changed that would have taken him into danger?”
“That’s just it, nothing had changed. Nothing at all. He was more cautious after you left then he was while you were here. He almost never left. He had to have been killed here, in the guild!”
“Why would anyone have done that?” No one had anything to gain by killing him. He was surrounded by friends while he was in this hall. Everyone loved him.”
“I have no idea. I’ve been trying to answer that very same question since I first discovered that he hadn’t died of natural causes. He had enemies, certainly; you can’t become the leader of an assassin's guild without acquiring at least a few of them. But inside these halls there shouldn’t have been anyone who would dare to do him harm.”
“So that would be why you have those bodyguards, just in case whoever killed your father tries to go after you too.”
“They are mostly for show, actually. You know me well enough to know that those men wouldn’t be able to do anything against someone that I couldn’t handle myself. I’m hoping that whoever killed my father sees them as a sign of weakness in me. So far no one has tried to take the bait, unfortunately. It’s far more likely that whoever it was wasn’t here to kill my father, but was simply a spy, and that he was afraid that my father found out about him. Keep in mind, he wasn’t killed by an assassin's dagger, he was killed by poison. That’s something that would have been much more difficult to accomplish with someone as cautious as my father was.”
 Raiste couldn’t disagree with any part of that. She was good, better than he was actually. As skilled as they both were though, neither of them could hold a candle to Martin. Raiste had always wondered why someone as skilled as his former teacher was always so careful, as if everyone was likely to try to kill him at any moment.
“Could he really have suspected someone in the guild?”
“I’m sure of it. It had to have been someone close to him too, someone who could have slipped the poison into his cup without anyone, including my father, ever knowing about it.”
“Any idea who it could have been?”
“I don’t know of anyone who he trusted enough to get that close to him. Besides the two of us, the number of people he trusted that much could be counted on one hand, and I was the only one anywhere near this city at the time. Perhaps the killer slipped it into a bottle of wine or a bit of food. I’ve never found anything, but it’s the only possible way I could think of. Even that would have been difficult. My father never left anything to chance.
“Listen Raiste, at least stay for a little while. Surely you’ll be safe for a month or two, long enough for you to be able to travel with more safety than you can now. While you’re here maybe you can keep an extra eye open for me. You’re the one person that I know I can trust Raiste, and trust is in short supply right now.”
“Perhaps I can stay for a little while,” he ventured. “It won’t be for very long though. I still have friends waiting for me.”
“Ah yes, I remember. You said the battle mage was waiting for your return somewhere. I could have word sent to him....”
“No,” he said at once. “No offense, but I wouldn’t trust anyone with that secret. Besides, right now we don’t know who in the guild we can really trust. I can’t risk the wrong person finding out where I have him hidden.”
“You’re right, of course. I should have thought of that.”
“You would have thought of it before you sent anyone,” he answered confidently, certain that she would have. Her father chose well when he made her the leader. She wasn’t the type of person to do anything without thinking it through first.
“So, since you’re going to stay for at least a little while longer, we might as well enjoy ourselves.” She edged herself a little closer to him from the edge of the chair where she sat. This close, her tiny form gave off a heady smell.
Whatever perfume she’s using is strong, he thought. I think I like it.
“I remember how I threw myself at you the last time you were here, before you left. You turned me down then.”
“Yes, but I knew I was going to be leaving soon. You were still a young girl. I didn’t want you to do something then that you were going to regret later on. I cared too much for you to risk that.”
“Well, I’m not a little girl anymore. I’m a grown woman.”
 That said, Loretta bent down over him, pushing her lips strongly into his. It took him by surprise. There was so much power in that little form of hers. He recovered quickly, however, and returned her kiss with a passion that, he hoped, came close to matching hers. Trick, not wanting anything to do with what was going on, flew over to land on the chair behind the desk, as far from the two as the little room would allow.
 She pulled him off of the chair, practically dragging him across the room before throwing down onto the longer couch. She landed on top of him, pinning him there. For a split second he considered what he was doing. He was going to have to leave again soon, he knew.
Yes, but she’s certainly not a little girl anymore. She’s a grown woman. Unlike before, she knows exactly what she’s doing.



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
The next two months passed in a complete state of absolute bliss for Drom. They had agreed that what had happened had been nothing more than two friends enjoying each others company, he remembered that clearly, and yet it quickly became obvious to him that what was going on between him and Raine was something much more than that.
For one thing, they no longer slept in separate rooms, nor had they since that first night. They still kept their things in their own rooms, granted, but each night, without fail, Raine either joined Drom in his bed, or asked him to join her in hers.
For his part, Drom had never slept more comfortably in his life. He had worried at first, when it became obvious that Raine planned on spending more nights in his bed, that he might find it difficult to sleep with her next to him. He had slept alone all his life, and would not be used to such presence.  
Much to his surprise, the exact opposite seemed to be true. The warmth of her body next to him, usually curled up tightly in his arms, felt more natural than sleeping alone ever had. Even the little noises she made while she slept, more of a purring sound than a snore, helped to relax him into slumber each night.
Little changed, however, during their days. Each day they would spend a small amount of time practicing, more time together fishing, and then relax in the living room in front of the fireplace each night. It was an easy, carefree time.
Raine did add one additional piece to their daily routine, one which Drom agreed to quickly. Every day after they finished their workout, they spent a small amount of time slowly cleaning the massive building they had made their home. One day they would dust the walls, another the floors, methodically cleaning each room, one at a time.
Drom was surprised at the true scale of the Hut. After they had finished the first fifteen rooms, he stopped counting. It wasn’t as if most of the work was difficult. It was more dust than anything else really, just as it had been in his room the first night he had arrived.
When they came across the room where the roof had caved in, crushed under a thick tree, Raine bypassed it, explaining that for the moment it would be a better use of their time to finish the other rooms first before returning to that one. As long as they kept the thick door closed, it shouldn’t make the rest of the building too cold, she assured him. He hadn’t been worried, the rooms and halls were warm enough on the coldest of days, but he refrained from telling her so.
He wondered at her sudden desire to clean the huge home, especially considering that it was obvious to him early on that no one had done so in generations. Raiste and Raine had only cleaned out the few rooms that they had used, but that had left dozens of rooms untouched. Now, she seemed intent on cleaning every room in the entire place. It was strange, Drom thought, considering it was still only the two of them.
What would Raiste think about it when he got back, he wondered?
The unknown fate of their friend was, in fact, the only real worry that he had felt during all that time. They had expected Raiste to return after only a month, perhaps a month and a half at most. Now nearly three months had passed, and still he had yet to arrive.
Raine insisted that everything was fine, but Drom had trouble believing that. He could sense that the woman was as worried as he was, but didn’t want him to be concerned. He didn’t think that anything was likely to have happened to the resourceful assassin, he was far too skilled for that, and surely he wouldn’t have made another mistake like the one he had made in Port Tam.
What could be detaining him?
That was not the only worry that Drom had about his friend either. He had no idea what Raiste might think about what was going on between him and Raine, especially since Drom wasn’t completely certain himself what they had between them. He didn’t think that the assassin would really have a problem with it, but he didn’t really know him all that well either.
As much as he wanted to ask Raine what her thoughts about things might be, he didn’t want to risk loosing whatever it was that they had. Asking unnecessary questions had only gotten him into trouble in the past, and he hoped he could say he had learned from his mistakes. Eventually, when Raiste finally returned, he would learn his answer one way or another. Until then, it would probably just be best to leave well enough alone. Still, the question continued to nag at him. Finally he could take the waiting no longer.
“What do you think we should say to Raiste when he gets back?” he asked Raine one evening while they were cooking dinner. She was cutting vegetables for his stew at the time, as she often did for him. Her meals only required a quick seasoning and a place over the fire after all, while his generally required a bit more effort.
“I’m going to ask him where the hell he’s been over the past two months, first of all,” she answered with a toothy grin. “He was supposed to be back two months ago. He should know better than to keep us waiting like this. He better have a good reason for it.”
“I’m sure he does,” he returned, hoping to reassure her. “That wasn’t really what I was talking about. I meant, what should we tell him about us? I’m sure he’ll notice that we’ve been sleeping in the same bed. Things aren’t really the same between us as they were when he left. Don’t you think he’ll want an explanation or something?”
“I don’t think it would be any of his business,” she stated bluntly. “Him and I are nothing more than friends. We’ve never been anything more than friends, and regardless of what you might think we would never have been anything more than friends. It’s not any of his business what I do or who I do it with. It’s not any of his business who you spend time with either. There’s not any reason for you to get defensive or jealous.”
“I wasn’t thinking that,” he said quickly. Things had been going very good with Raine, and the last thing he wanted to do was to make her upset. She could hold a grudge for quite a while if she wanted to, he recalled. “I know that there was never anything between you two. Besides, I’m not really the type of person to get jealous anyway. You know that.”
“Good,” she replied, though whether or not she was really convinced, or if she was just going along with it for now, he didn’t know. She was usually fairly predictable, but he had also seen her mood change at a moments notice at times. “I don’t like jealous men. If it turned out that you were that way, I might have had to reconsider our arrangement.”
He didn’t bother to mention that he didn’t have the slightest idea what their arrangement actually was. He had gone out of his way to avoid that question, not certain if he really wanted to hear the answer. His feelings for the feral woman had grown deeply over the past few weeks, and he didn’t want to do anything that could ruin that.
“I was thinking more about what he might say about it in general,” he said after a moment, choosing his wording carefully. “He seems to have rather specific ideas about how things should happen, and I don’t think that this was a part of his plan, whatever that might be.”
“Why? Would that really make a difference? I’m enjoying myself, and there hasn’t been too many moments in my life where I can say that. What he thinks doesn’t make a bit of difference to me. It shouldn’t make any difference to you either.”
“It doesn’t,” he replied quickly. This was turning out worse than he thought it would. His questions were meant innocently enough, but somehow everything had been turned around. He should have gone with his original thought and kept his mouth shut. “I was just wondering is all. Never mind, it’s not really important, like you said.”
“You two act too awkward,” a voice observed from the back of the room. It was not a voice either of them recognized. They both turned toward the sound quickly, searching for the mysterious source of the unexpected statement. After several seconds they spotted it. A small human-looking creature, less than a foot tall, sitting on top of one of the cupboards, barely visible in the shadows.
The figure appeared to be, apart from its extremely small size, a normal human man in all other regards. If he had been of average size, Drom would have believed him to be a young man of perhaps sixteen. He had long, black hair, tied tightly behind him in a tail that reached halfway down his back. He wore a dark grey tunic, with breeches of the same color, and tiny black boots that appeared to be made of leather.
Raine reacted first. She grabbed the knife she had used to cut the vegetables off of the counter and sent it hurtling at the creature. The knife flew straight and true, to strike....nothing at all! The figure that had stood there had disappeared completely!
Had it really been there at all? Drom began to wonder.
Surely he should have seen it move if it had dodged the knife, but he hadn't seen it move at all. It was as if one moment it was there, and in the next it was gone.
“It's not very nice to throw knives,” the same voice observed again, this time from the doorway behind them. “Bree doesn't think you should do that any more.”
Raine grabbed a second knife and threw this one as well, directly at the small figure that now stood in the doorway, leaning against the inside of the frame. Once again, the figure winked out of existence. This time Drom had been staring right at it. It had been directly in the light of the room, so there wasn't any question that it had been there, and he hadn't seen it so much as twitch a muscle before the knife reached it. It just ceased to exist; there in one moment, gone in the next.
“Bree can do this all day, but would rather not. It gets annoying trying to dodge knives all day long. Bree hopes you stop throwing knives at him now.” This time the diminutive man spoke from the kitchen windowsill, where it sat in a relaxed manner, swinging its legs back and forth over the edge.
It’s like a playful child, Drom thought.
“Hold on a second, Raine,” Drom asked before she could find another knife or some other object to throw. There were plenty of things within her reach. It was already obvious to him that they weren't going to get anywhere this way.
It was probably best just to find out who this man, who called himself Bree apparently, wanted of them. Raine dropped her arm and let the heavy skillet she had already picked up drop from her fingers. It hit the floor with a loud bang and bounced across the floor.
“Who are you, and what are you doing here?” Drom asked.
“I am Bree, and Bree is me,” the tiny man replied. “Right now Bree is sitting on a window and talking.”
Bree is horribly confusing, Drom thought irritably.
The small man's answer was certainly true, he was sitting on a window and talking, but it didn't really tell them anything.
“No, I mean why are you here?”
“Bree is here to talk, of course,” Bree replied casually. “Bree wants to meet you too, so Bree sent Bree here to talk with you and see if you will meet with him.”
Now Drom was completely confused.
What is this little man talking about?
Bree, it seemed, tended to refer to himself in the third person, which was strange and confusing enough. Now, however, he seemed to be saying that he sent himself to talk to Drom and see if he would meet with him. The whole thing made no sense whatsoever.
“OK, Bree. I’m here now. I wasn’t exactly planning on meeting with anyone at the moment, but since we’re both here, I see no reason not to meet with you. As long as you agree not to bother us again, at least not without announcing yourself first anyway.”
“It’s not Bree that wants to meet with you, though it is a great honor to meet the battle mage in person. It’s Bree that wants to meet with you. If you agree to meet with Bree, Bree will go back and tell Bree, and then Bree can come here and meet you.”
More confusion it seems, Drom thought sourly.
He had been looking forward to another quiet night with Raine, but it seemed that he wasn’t going to get his wish. A sudden realization came to him, so obvious that it surprised him that he hadn’t noticed it right away.
Did I just hear that diminutive man refer to me as the battle mage? How could he possibly know that?
Raine must have heard the same thing, because as soon as the man had referred to him as the battle mage, she had started closing the distance between herself and the tiny person. Moving ever so slowly, she stalked him as if she were a house cat with a mouse in its sights. As soon as she was within a few feet, she leaped toward the small man at full speed. Drom had seen Raine move before, and knew that at that distance the little man wouldn’t be able to move an inch before she would be on him.
“Gotcha!” She cried, her arm nothing more than a tan and black blur as she struck. Once again, however, the tiny human-looking creature disappeared without so much as a twitch. Raine stared unbelieving at her empty hands. It shouldn’t have had a chance at getting away, she knew.
“You should really stop doing that,” Bree said seriously. “You’re going to hurt them if you keep attacking Bree that way. You need to be more careful to keep them safe. You should sit down on that chair over there, instead of attacking Bree.”
Now what was this little man talking about, Drom wondered?
Whatever it was it seemed to stop Raine in her tracks. She immediately did what she was told, sitting down on the hard wooden kitchen chair. Drom didn’t know what to think. He had never seen Raine stop herself in such a way, and had certainly never seen her take orders from a complete stranger.
She wouldn’t even take commands from me like that!
“Much better,” Bree commented. “Now, when would be a good time for you to meet with Bree? Bree will be waiting to hear from Bree by now.”
“OK, so let me get this straight,” Drom began, trying to sort through the confusion of this little man’s speech. “Your name is Bree, right? And you were sent by someone else, who is also named Bree. Have I got any of this right so far?”
“Yes, isn’t that what Bree has been saying?” Bree asked as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.
I wonder if he knows just how hard it is to understand him, Drom wondered? Could it be that he really doesn’t know?
“Well, what time would be good then for Bree to meet with me?” he asked.
It’s not as if I have much else to do, Drom thought.
Whoever this other Bree was, he might have other places to be or things to do, especially if he sent this Bree to come talk to him first. Perhaps this other Bree was the king of this strange race. If so, he would surely have a fairly busy schedule.
“Bree can meet with you whenever you wish,” Bree assured him. “Meeting with the battle mage is the most important thing for Bree to do.”
There it was again. For the second time, Bree referred to him as the battle mage, and this time there was no way for him to possibly mistake it. Somehow, this little man knew more about him than he should be able to. The only people who should know who and what he was were Raiste and Raine.
Could this little creature have spoken to Raiste?
Drom didn’t think it likely. Raiste was normally tight lipped, even when speaking to his friends. It was very unlikely that the assassin would tell anything to this little man.
“I can meet with Bree whenever it is convenient for him,” Drom answered finally.
Bree had never mentioned Raiste, and with the mages hunting for his friend, he didn’t want to say anything that would give away the fact that this was the place that the assassin called home. He would have to be equally careful not to give away anything to whoever this other Bree was, he felt certain.
“Bree can go find out when Bree wants to meet you,” the small man replied with a merry grin. “Bree will be right back.” Before Drom had a chance to figure out what the little man had in mind, he disappeared once again, winking out like snuffed candle.
“So what do you think that was all about?” he asked Raine once he had determined for certain that the little man was truly gone this time.
“Who knows,” she answered distantly.
Something was bothering her. Now that he wasn’t distracted by their unexpected visitor, he was certain of it. It had been something that the little man had said. Perhaps it had been when Bree referred to him as the battle mage. It was bothering him as well.
“He seemed to know things about us that I wouldn’t have expected anyone else to know. I wonder how he knew about that?”
“He probably didn’t really know anything,” she retorted hotly, her temper flaring into life in an instant. “How would he know anything about us?”
“Is everything alright with you?” Drom asked, in as sweet a tone as he could manage. “Even if he somehow knows that I’m a battle mage, there’s no reason to get angry. We’ll figure out how to deal with it. It’s a little bit unnerving for me too, but honestly, he didn’t seem dangerous. Perhaps he might even turn out to be an ally, or rather this other Bree that wants to meet with us.”
“I’m fine,” she snapped, then stopped herself abruptly. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be harsh with you. I just don’t like vermin sneaking into my house uninvited. I could have sworn I had him for a second, but somehow he managed to slip away. I’m not sure how he did it. It bothers me is all.”
“Hardly vermin, young lady, but I can understand your feelings,” a voice said from the corner of the door frame. “I apologize for my messenger's abrupt manner. I apologize if he startled you when he arrived to speak with you as well. My bree do not generally show themselves to those that they visit. I’m afraid that manners are not a normal concern for them. I do believe that I was invited, however, unless I have misunderstood my messenger.”
“Bree told Bree that you would meet with him!” The small man from before exclaimed happily. “Bree has come to meet with you.”
“I take it you must be Bree, again,” Drom stated flatly, staring at the newcomer. Unlike the messenger who stood next to him, this man was not at all young. Deep, thick age lines wizened his ancient face. Unlike his messenger’s simple clothing, this man’s garment was a deep, rich blue, with shining, gold embroidery.
Thick gold necklaces adorned his neck, and gold rings dominated his fingers. He wore a long cloak that covered his shoulders and back, also the same deep blue, but trimmed in white fur around the collar. All of these things were tiny to Drom, but on this small man they appeared huge, and must have been quite heavy for him. The small, aged man appeared every bit the scale model of a king.
“Our race is the bree,” the aged man explained. “Unlike you giants, we do not have names to explain who we are talking about. We can see into each others minds, and as so such distinctions are not normally necessary. I am, however, the leader of our race. You may call me Bree if you like, or you may call me whatever you wish.”
“You don’t seem to talk about yourself in the third person like your messenger did,” Drom observed. “I would assume that you must have practice speaking to people from other races. I’m afraid I must apologize, but I’ve never heard of your race before.”
Drom considered the strangeness of that even as he said it. He had thought he had learned about all of the other races from his mother’s teachings in his childhood; teachings that had been confirmed since then by the books he had read from Raiste's library. In all that time though, he had never heard of a race of miniature beings known as the bree. He was certain he would have remembered it if he had.
“You would assume wrong,” the elderly man returned. “I’ve never spoken to anyone, other than my bree. Our race has stayed hidden since we were created. No one knows about us, and if you don’t mind, I would like to keep it that way for now. You are, I believe, people who are used to keeping secrets.”
“We can keep secrets if we want,” Raine growled. “I still haven’t seen any reason why we should keep yours. What is it you want with us?”
“You have quite a temper on you young lady,” the old man replied. “I believe you are calling yourself Raine at the moment. I will do so as well then. You’re every bit your father’s daughter. A good thing, I’m sure, considering what is coming. You will need every ounce of that strength, much sooner than you think.”
“What do you know of my father!?” Raine shouted. “No more riddles, old man. Explain yourself!”
Drom put a comforting hand on her shoulder, afraid that she would suddenly fly across the room at the miniscule king. He could feel her shaking underneath his fingers, and added a small amount of pressure in hopes of calming her.
It certainly wouldn’t do to have her chasing him around the kitchen like she had his messenger. They wouldn’t learn anything that way.
“I know of your father the same way I know about most things. My bree are everywhere. We hide in the shadows, and listen. The mages don’t even know we exist, and we have listened in on their meetings for thousands of years. They don’t know about you yet Raine, nor have they realized yet that Drom is the battle mage. They think that Raiste is the new battle mage actually. I don’t believe it will take them long to figure out that it wasn’t Raiste that carried that huge blade of yours though. Too many of his guards were allowed to escape.”
“Do you know what happened to Raiste?” Drom asked before the man could say anything more. He had planned on avoiding any discussion about the assassin, but it seemed that this small king already knew all about him; about them all it seemed. The king had already claimed to have listened in on the mages council meetings, which was incredible. If there was any truth to that, the bree could prove to be a valuable ally. Drom sincerely believed that the king wished to become his ally.
Why else would he have shown himself to me? he reasoned.
“He is alive and well at the moment, though not out of danger,” the aged man replied. “The mages still hunt him, and they are relentless in their pursuits. Raiste is currently disguised as an aged old man. I believe you are familiar with that disguise already. So far they have not discovered him, but that may not be the case soon. They have brought a dragon into the hunt, and that dragon may be able to see through his disguise.”
“How do you know about that?” Raine asked.
“Because we watch, and we listen,” the king repeated calmly. “Admittedly we can’t be everywhere at once, however we can instantly travel from one place to another at will. You have already witnessed this ability, I believe. We did not know anything about Raiste until after Port Tam. We had seen him, and knew him by several of his aliases, but he had never spoken to anyone about his true identity. We had no way of knowing about it before then. We wouldn’t have paid him a moments notice, if it wasn’t for Drom using his magic. That caught our attention, as I’m sure you understand. I’ve had my bree watching over him, and all of you, ever since then.”
“Why?” Drom asked. “You’ve said that your people have been able to stay hidden for all this time, for thousands of years. Why would you come out of hiding now, just to pay attention to us? I understand that there hasn’t been a battle mage in a long time, but I’m hardly the first. From what you’re saying, you never talked to any of them before.”
“There’s a reason for that. Those battle mages that came before you, even the best of them, were still a part of the system that the mages have created. Not all of them were bad men, but none of them could see, as you have, the inherent dangers in the ruling class of mages. Raiste is right when he said that the ruling class has to destroyed.
“The three of you are special. All three of you. Raine, when you saw the problems in your society, you knew that they couldn’t continue as they had been. Raiste has seen similar corruption in this society. Few people in the world have seen this as vividly as the two of you. Drom, more than anyone else in the world, you are in a position to finally, after thousands of years, put and end to the corrupt world we now live in. The three of you have started something that may, should you survive long enough, change everything. No one before you has ever had such a chance.
“I would like to help you if I can. My bree can go to places that few others can follow. We can pass information on to you that otherwise you might never learn. The only thing I ask in return is that you keep our existence a secret. If the mages learn that we exist, we would no longer be of any use to you, so I’m sure you realize that keeping our secret is in your best interest as well.”
“I still don’t understand why what happens in the rest of the world would concern you,” Drom persisted. “If you can stay hidden, than what the mages do shouldn’t make any difference for you one way or another. I don’t see why you would want to get involved.”
“For the same reason that anyone would want to get involved. The world has become sick. If something is not done it can only get worse, and eventually it would affect the bree as well. I would like to heal the world before it makes everyone sick, including my bree. The three of you are the means to that end. You are the ones who have a chance to heal this world. You might be the only ones who can.”
“How can I do anything to save the world?” Raine asked suddenly. “I can understand how Drom can help; he’s a battle mage. I can even understand how Raiste can help. Since the mages are going to be hunting him, that might be something that can be used against them I suppose, though I don’t really know how. But not me. I’m good with a blade, but so are a thousand more. There’s nothing at all special about me.”
“That’s not true at all. You are your father’s daughter after all. You have a fire burning in your heart, one that the world will need before it is done. Even were that not true, you will all need strong blades before this comes to an end. Right now it is only the three of you, but in order to fight against the mages, you will need an army. That is something that, unfortunately, I cannot help you with.
“However, I believe that your fire will help burn away the fear that keeps most men frozen. Few men are happy with the way the mages control the world. They need someone to show them how to fight back, and that is something you can provide them with. They will also need someone to follow. That person, I believe, would be your friend Raiste. Most important of all they need someone to believe in. That person would be you, Drom.”
“That’s the second time you’ve mentioned my father. What do you know of him?”
“He was once a lot like you are now,” the old king replied sagely. “Long before you were born, he tried to rebel against the elders in your clan, much like you did. He wanted to change things for the better too. One of the saddest days in his life was when you had to leave the village.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about!” She screamed. “My father was the one who ordered me to leave the village! Sure, it was the elders that had wanted it, but he was chief! The final decision had been his, and he chose to force me to leave!”
Drom was glad he had a hand on her shoulder, meant to provide comfort more than anything else. If he hadn’t, he feared she would have attacked the old man then and there, which he was certain would have been an entirely useless gesture, just as it had been before, and would only infuriate the feral woman even more.
“He knew that if you stayed then the fire inside you would be smothered under the elders ways, just like it had for him,” the wizened man replied calmly. His calm demeanor while facing an angry person reminded Drom of the way Raiste had been when he had been angry with the assassin, after they had killed Sloan and his guards. “He didn’t want to see that fire die in you, so instead he sent you out into the world, where the atrocities of the mages would only fan it further. As I said before, the world will need that fire now.”
This was apparently not the answer that Raine had been expecting. Drom felt her calm beneath his strong hand, though she still trembled a little from the strong emotions coursing through her.
“Your people will need your help soon as well,” the old man continued. “Things are not the same now as they were when you left. As you already know, they have been paying a tribute to the mages to retain their anonymity. The mages have been raising that tribute regularly, and soon your people will no longer be able to afford to pay it. Once that happens, the mages will begin an assault on the ferals that they can’t hope to win.”
“No! We have to do something! We have to go help them!”
“You will need an army at your back before you can be of any use to your people. Nor is it only the ferals that the mages have been doing this to. They have been increasing taxes on everyone, and have been increasing their military at the same time. They are preparing for a war, a war with the entire world. To the best of my knowledge, which is extensive, the mages do not know for certain where this war will start or which race will strike back first, so they are preparing to attack anywhere or everywhere should they need to.
“You couldn’t hope to fight the mages all on your own, even with the battle mage by your side. Right now, you’re not in any condition to be fighting anyway, and we both know that. To win this war you will need to do things correctly, and running off into danger before you are prepared for it will not help anyone.”
“I have to do something! I can't allow my people to get slaughtered if I can do something about it!”
“Something will be done, young lady, I can assure you of that. However, there is more than enough time before there’s any danger of that happening. The mages are getting ready, but they are far from being fully prepared yet. Before you can do anything to help the ferals, you have to be prepared. If you try to go to them now you will not be helping them. The only thing you would accomplish would be to join them in a fate that I’m sure you would rather prevent.”
“So what do you propose we should do then?” Drom asked quickly before Raine could reply.
The bree ruler was right, he knew. They needed to think in a level head in this situation, and Raine was not doing that. He could not blame her. If he had just heard that the entire sorvinian race was in danger of being wiped out, he would likely feel the same way she did at that moment.
Or was that a danger? he wondered fearfully. He had just said that the entire world was in danger in this war. Surely that would include the sorvinian homelands as well.
“First, you will have to wait for you friend Raiste to return. Once the three of you are active again, the eyes of the mages will be pointed directly at you. The three of you, at that point, should begin to inflame the hearts and minds of the rest of the populace. The mages have been oppressing them for so long that it should not take much to motivate them. What you are starting here is a war, make no mistake about it, and it needs to be treated as such. Wars are fought with men. The three of you alone will not be enough.”
“I never wanted a war,” Drom said solemnly. “Couldn’t there be another way? Surely the mages don’t want a war either, even if they are preparing for one. Perhaps if we talked with them we might be able to avoid this outcome.”
“Some of the ruling mages may listen to reason. There are even some that may come to the aid of your cause. These men will likely come to you. However, I advise caution. There are others that may attempt to trick you by using that same ploy. Until you are certain you can trust them, you should not. I may be able to help you at that time. As I said before, my bree have access to information that most people never could.”
“So you’re suggesting we just wait here?! If that’s the case, than you shouldn’t have come! Why would you tell me about this, only to tell me not to try to do anything?!” Raine was shaking hard under Drom's hand. He understood how she was feeling, but didn’t know what he could do to comfort her.
“For now, the battle mage needs to continue his training, and you need to rest while you can. Your friend will be here soon enough. Then it will be time for you to act. It will be some time before this war begins in earnest. By then you will be fit to fight again. In the meantime, I will continue to have my bree doing what they do best, watching, and listening. Now I must get back to my people. I will return to you when I am needed, or when I have more information that you need. It was a pleasure meeting you, battle mage. Study hard, young Drom, and learn well.”
“Wait!” Drom said quickly before the small king could disappear. “What did you mean when you said that Raine wasn’t in any condition to fight? Is there something wrong with her? Is there anything I can do to help her?”
The small man chuckled lightly. “She will be just fine,” he replied. “My bree learn many secrets. Not all of those secrets, however, are mine to tell. Do not worry yourself over it. Instead, you need to focus on your training. You are strong, battle mage, but you have the potential to become much stronger. You will need all of that strength to survive what is coming. Learn to control your power battle mage, but be cautious. If you are not careful, that power may come to control you instead.”
Before Drom could reply or ask any further questions the miniature king vanished, returning to wherever it was he had come from. The messenger, who had named himself Bree, though Drom now understood that it wasn’t truly a name, remained.
“Bree should go back with Bree now, battle mage. Thank you for meeting with Bree. If you need Bree for anything, just call for Bree. There’s always a chance that Bree might hear you, and if Bree does, Bree will come right away. Goodbye, battle mage. Goodbye, pretty feral lady. Bree hopes to see you again sometime soon.”
That said the small messenger disappeared as well, leaving Drom and Raine staring blankly at the empty space he had occupied only a heartbeat before. Raine still shook underneath his strong hand. Now that they were alone he bent down and held her in his arms until the shaking subsided. At first she stiffened, and he thought that she might even push him away, but instead she slowly relaxed and melted into his embrace.
“So those two were certainly strange,” he commented once she had regained control of herself.
“I thought that the messenger was extremely annoying,” she replied. “I couldn’t understand half of what he said. It makes me wonder if their ruler sent that one on purpose, just to annoy me.”
“I don’t think so. I got the impression that all of the bree are like that, with the exception of their leader. Thankfully, he can speak normally. I’m not sure if I could have followed that conversation if he was talking in the third person the entire time, like his messenger was.”
Raine didn’t reply, though Drom was certain that she agreed. She had already said that she had found the messenger’s method of communication annoying, and Drom believed that to be an understatement. He didn’t think it necessary to tell her that he thought the same thing.
After all, who wouldn’t?
Several minutes went by, with Drom just holding her, before the smell of burning meat caught their attention.
The food!
In everything that had happened they had completely forgotten that their dinner was already on the fire! Drom jumped up quickly and leaped to the fire, where Raine's meal was just beginning to scorch on one side.
He deftly flipped it over with the tips of his fingers, nearly burning them on the sizzling grease. Luckily the slab of meat wasn’t completely ruined. It was slightly blackened, but wasn’t burned through completely. He turned back to the pot that his stew was simmering in, to discover that Raine was already attending to it. His stew wouldn’t have burned, he knew. They had been talking to the bree for a fairly long period of time, but not long enough to harm the boiling vegetables.
Raine removed the pot from the fire, apparently satisfied that the stew had cooked for long enough. The thick slab of meat took a little longer to finish, but in short order the two retired to the living room to eat their meals.
Drom remained silent for the first part of the meal, the vague words of the bree leader foremost in his mind. He had said that Raine was not in any condition to fight. When he suggested that Drom continue his training until Raiste returned, he had told Raine to relax during that time instead.
Was something wrong with Raine?
“What did the bree leader mean when he said that you were not in any condition to fight?” Drom asked, failing in his attempt to sound nonchalant. “Is everything alright with you?”  
“I'm fine,” Raine answered, just a little too quickly in Drom's opinion.
Drom was far from being convinced. Had she been fine, she wouldn't have stopped trying to capture the bree messenger when he told her to, Drom knew. If anything, it only would have inflamed her more.
“Just drop it, OK?”
Drom tried, not wanting to anger the volatile feral woman. Still, the question continued to bother him. If there was something going on that would keep her out of a fight, it was something that he needed to know in the unlikely event that there was one. Of course, he had other reasons as well. After several minutes in complete silence, the question began to sit too heavy on his mind.
“Look Raine, I'm not entirely sure what it is that's going on between us, but whatever it is, I can say that, for my part, I care about you more than just as a friend. The bree said I should concentrate on my practice, but how am I supposed to concentrate when someone I care about might be in danger? I understand that you have your secrets, and if there’s something that you don’t want to talk about I understand, but if there's something wrong with you, I need to know about it. You should know you can talk to me about anything.”
“I told you, there’s nothing wrong with me, so you can stop your worrying. I’ll be fine.”
“If there’s nothing wrong with you, than why did you sit down when that bree messenger told you to? We both know that it’s not really in your character to listen to someone you know, let alone someone you don’t. Please, just tell me what's going on with you? We can figure whatever it is out together.”
“There’s nothing to figure out. Look Drom, I like you too, but this is something I just have to deal with on my own. If we were in one of the port cities I would have taken care of it already. It’s probably too late for that now. I’m not even sure if I would want to really. It doesn’t matter. I’ll talk about it when I’m ready, alright? I just have to figure this out first.”
“You don’t have to do it all on your own Raine,” Drom said, almost pleading with the feral woman. He couldn’t rest until he knew what it was that was troubling her. He certainly wouldn’t be able to concentrate on his practicing. “You know, no matter what it is, I’ll be there for you. I’m sure that Raiste will say the same thing once he gets here. Just tell me what I can do and I’ll do it, if there’s anything I can do to help. If not, at least tell me what it is. I can’t stand waiting any longer.”
“The only thing that telling you about this would do would be to worry you further. I understand how you feel, but this isn’t something that you, or anyone else, can really help me with right now. I have to do this on my own.”
“Please, could you at least tell me what it is? I care about you more than I’ve ever cared about anyone else in my life. I might even love you. The only thing I know for sure is that, no matter how bad it might be, it can’t be worse than not knowing. Please, just talk to me.”
“You might even love me? Really?” Raine repeated softly, then paused, as if digesting this information. She seemed on the verge of making some sort of decision, though Drom didn’t know what she might have been thinking.
“Well, we’ve been spending nearly every waking minute together, even sleeping in the same bed, for most of the winter. I wouldn’t want to change any of that for a minute. I know that we were only supposed to be spending time together like this as friends. That was what we agreed it was when we first started this. I’m not even sure if what I feel is love. I’ve never felt like this before anyway, that much is certain. I can’t think of what I would do if you weren’t here with me. I’m sorry if that’s not how you wanted it to be.”
“No, I mean, that’s alright. I haven’t wanted to say anything because I didn’t want to ruin what we have together, but I think I love you too. Let me ask you a question. If you had the choice, I mean if it wasn’t just the two of us here, and you could be with someone else if you wanted, would you still want to be with me like this? Would you still want the two of us to be together?”
“Of course,” he answered automatically, almost without thinking. He had been thinking similar things himself for quite some time, but like her hadn’t said anything, not wanting to ruin what they had.
“What about more than that? I mean, what about things like getting married, having children together; the things that normal couples do?” she pressed.
This was a bit more than he had thought about, and the question was enough to give him pause.
Is that really what I want?
He wasn’t even sure what to call their relationship yet, and hadn’t even considered taking things to that level. He certainly hadn’t thought that she might have.
Could she be suggesting that she wants me to propose to her?
He wasn’t certain what she wanted him to say, but decided not to try and guess. If he proposed and that wasn’t what she wanted, for instance, it might make things awkward between them. That was the last thing he wanted. Instead, he decided that honesty might be the best course of action here.
“To be honest with you, I hadn’t really thought about it,” he answered truthfully. “I wasn’t even sure what we were yet, if we were just friends enjoying each others companionship like it was meant to be in the beginning, or something more than that. Now that you’re asking me, I think that I might, if that’s something you would want as well. Don’t get me wrong, I understand that, with everything that’s going on, we won’t really be able to settle down like other couples would. But if you’re asking if I want you to stay with me, than the answer is definitely yes.”
Her response was completely unexpected. She pounced to her feet, the small amount of what remained of her dinner falling to the floor unheeded, and fell against him. Barely managing to keep his bowl of stew balanced, he carefully set it down on the floor before it spilled its contents on the white fur of the bear at his feet. With his arms free, he met her embrace, pulling her tightly against him.
“Not too tightly, lover,” she whispered lightly, her breath softly tickling the hair on his chest.
After a moment he gently pushed her away from him slightly.
“I never thought, even in my wildest fantasies, that I would ever be asking you this, but I think that the time would be right for me to do so,” he began, looking deeply into her amber eyes. “I know that there’s no way for us to know what the future might bring us, but I know that I want to be with you in that future. Would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
“Yes!” She cried, throwing her arms around him and kissing him soundly. After a moment, far too brief for either of their liking, they broke away.
“You don’t know how happy it makes me that you want me to be your wife,” she whispered.
“About as happy as it makes me that you said yes,” Drom answered with a chuckle. “Of course, with Bloodheart and who knows how many of the other mages still hunting us, I know it will be a while before we can think about settling down somewhere and raising a family. I’m glad at least that, whatever happens now, you’ll be by my side.”
“We might have to give that some thought sooner than you realize,” Raine replied, looking away from him for a moment.
Even in the light of such a happy occasion, something is still vexing her, he realized.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“It’s what the bree was talking about, why I shouldn’t be pushing myself right now,” she answered, struggling to find the voice to say what she had known, deep down, long before the bree had confirmed it. “I wasn’t sure if I should tell you, or how much I should tell you if I did. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do myself just yet, but I think I’ve decided now. I’m pregnant, Drom. You’re going to be a father.”





Chapter Eighteen
 
 
“You’ve been burned,” Loretta announced hotly, coming onto her private quarters and plopping angrily on the chair across from him.
He had been staying with her there for over two months, hoping that he might find some useful bit of information regarding Martin’s death. So far he had not learned a single thing, but that hardly discouraged him. Loretta had been quietly looking into it herself for over a year, and she hadn’t found anything either.
He had also been waiting to hear that it might be safer for him to travel again. He had to get back to Raine and Drom, and soon. By now they would surely be worried, and would be wondering what might be keeping him. Before much longer they might consider coming to the city to find out for themselves, and that he couldn’t allow.
Because during that time, Bloodheart had not relaxed his search. Instead, he had become more diligent than ever. If Drom appeared on one of the roads with Ocean’s Hand anywhere near him, he would be spotted in an instant.
“What do you mean?” he asked, trying to keep his composure.
One of us has to.
“I mean that Bloodheart isn’t just hunting for Raiste Goldstone anymore. He’s also hunting for several of your aliases. He’s hunting for Garan the wanderer, for Malik the smuggler, and about a dozen other persona’s that you’ve used in the past. He even has people hunting for your latest creation, the old merchant named Grant. He also has his men looking for a big man named Roland and a feral woman named Tara. His men are searching every wagon and traveler on every road in his territory.”
“How could he have found out about them? I didn’t think anyone had any clue that those men were all me, and no one should know about my companions.”
“They learned about your companions by questioning someone at an inn they discovered you were staying at in Tam. I’m guessing that the big man they are talking about would be the battle mage, and I already knew you have been traveling with the feral woman for a while now.”
For the briefest of instances Raiste thought he detected a hint of jealousy in her voice, but it passed as quickly as it came. She was not the type of woman inclined to jealousy, he knew, even if she did think there was more between them than there ever really was. The momentary thought passed, and he decided to ignore it for now.
If she’s worried, she’ll tell me, he thought.
He doubted she was. Surely she had taken lovers in the fifteen years he had been gone. He didn’t believe she would begrudge him his. Of course, he and Raine had never been lovers, but Loretta never asked, and he had never mentioned it.
“What about those aliases though?”
“Why do you think I’m so pissed right now?! Some of your aliases they could have learned from people on your travels, but not your last one, the old man Grant. They could only have learned about him through one place, here! Someone in my house is still passing information to the mages!”
“We already suspected as much,” he reminded her. “This hasn’t changed anything. All it’s done is confirm what we already knew.”
“Don’t even try to console me in this Raiste! A part of me had hoped that whoever it was that killed my father would have done the smart thing and left after his death. Now I know that the bastard is still here, under my roof, breaking bread with my house! I want him dead!”
Raiste understood how she felt. He felt much the same way. Whoever had killed his master, Martin, was still here somewhere.
He has much to answer for, he thought darkly.
Raiste stood and moved quickly to Loretta’s side, opening his arms to embrace her. Only once before since coming here had he held her in a way besides as a lover. They had talked about her father, and he thought that she needed someone, needed him, to comfort her. On that day, when she fell into his arms, he had realized that it was the first time she had allowed herself to grieve.
She did not want or need that now. She pushed him back forcefully, away from her. He stood over her for a moment before turning back and retaking his seat in the chair he had been sitting in.
“Sorry,” she said at once. “I didn’t mean to push you away. That’s just not what I need right now. What I need is the traitor’s head on a platter at my feet! I won’t rest until I have it.”
Raiste nodded in understanding. He wanted the same thing, though he would prefer it if he was the one holding the blade that removed that head. Now, however, they had a chance at finding the man. He was still there, somewhere.
If he’s here, we can find him.
 Unfortunately he knew that trying to do so would be far too dangerous. The mages were still looking for him.
“If they are getting information from someone here, then they likely know that I’m here now,” Raiste pointed out. “I should leave now, before they come here looking for me.”
“You don’t have to worry about that Raiste,” she replied. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot since you arrived. Everyone in this building is a trained assassin. Even if we do have a traitor in our midst, the mages wouldn’t dare send anyone to attack us here. They would have to send every soldier that they have just to stand a chance.”
She’s right, he realized. They wouldn’t attack here. But what would they do?
 An idea began to form in his mind. The more he thought on it, the clearer that idea became.
“How many people here could have found out who I was?” he asked suddenly. “You never mentioned my real name outside of this room and your office, and both of those rooms are protected from outside listening, right? So the number of people that could have known about me can’t be that high. It would had to have been someone who saw me when I came in. That person could have guessed who I was, but no one else would have had a way to even do that. Once the spy figured out that much, he could find out about my other aliases through other guild members.”
 She thought about that for a moment.
“You’re right,” she said at last. “I’ve had my men listening for any information on Raiste Goldstone since you showed up. Someone who saw you come in could have made the connection. There were only maybe twenty people or so in the guild hall when you first came in, dressed as Grant. It must have been one of those men.”
“Exactly. And how many of those men would have been here when Martin was killed?”  
“I would have to check into it, but it couldn’t have been more than five or six. So one of those men has to be the traitor. We can finally get the man who killed my father! I’ll have every one of them brought to me in chains before the night is out! I’ll get this worm to talk!”
“Wait. Don’t do that just yet. I have a better idea.”
The Captain of the Guard watched as the cloaked, hooded man crept cautiously down the alleyway, flitting from shadow to shadow to avoid detection. He looked around at the two dozen guardsmen who waited with him, each of them armed with strong steel crossbows. It didn’t matter how good this man was, his men would have him. It was only a matter of time.
 A few minutes later the cloaked man reached their position. Calmly, the Captain barked the command, and as one fully half his men stood and fired. The wiry assassin in the cloak dived to the side, somehow avoiding the crossbow bolts that flew, screaming, at the space where he had been standing.
 As the man leaped to his feet the Captain barked again, and the second half of his men followed suit. This time they didn’t all fire at the man, but instead covered the spaces to either side of him as well. The Captain smiled. Their target would have no where to go, he knew.
 To the assassin's credit, most of the bolts missed their intended target, but three of the bolts struck home. The impact of the bolts fired from the two hundred pound crossbows was devastating.
 One of the bolts struck his right knee, shattering it in an instant. A second bolt pushed deeply into the man’s stomach, doubling him over and throwing him back at the same time. The last bolt ripped into his shoulder a moment later, spinning him like a top and sending him crashing to the ground.
 He didn’t give any further orders. He didn’t need to. His men knew their jobs, and knew what they had to do. Not wasting a moment, they charged at the fallen assassin, swords raised, ready to finish the job.
 He would not escape this time.
 With a strength of will born of desperation, the cloaked assassin somehow struggled to his feet and in one smooth, fluid motion pulled his sword. The first guard fell to his blade, then the second. The rest of the guardsmen surrounded him, warily keeping their distance. He had no where to run, the Captain knew. All they had to do was wait.
 The assassin glared at them from underneath the hood of his cloak, slowly and methodically swinging his sword back and forth in front of him. With his ravaged knee he couldn’t spring forward to attack, and with the bolt still lodged in his stomach it was only a matter of time.
 His men did exactly as they had been trained to do against an injured opponent, holding a wide circle around him, darting in quickly to attack and retreating just as quickly, staying just out of reach. It was the same strategy that wolves would use when trying to kill dangerous prey, and was just as effective here as it was with their canine counterparts.
 As the assassin turned quickly to strike at one of the guards who dared to get to close it happened. He moved just a little too far, and with a groan he spun to the ground, the wound in his stomach finally overcoming him.
 The guards moved in for the kill as he dropped. Sword arms fell, hacking and slashing at the fallen enemy. It only lasted a moment.
 Their spy had done his work well. He had given them the route the assassin would take to leave, the time of departure, everything. It had been a simple thing to finish the job.
 As the guards backed away from the bloody mess staining the dirt road, the result was certain. Raiste Goldstone was dead.
“You called for me Master?” the sloveckii man asked somberly. He knew that the master of the guild would be in a foul-tempered mood tonight. He had braced himself for it. If he was lucky, she wouldn’t have heard yet.
“Yes Croakas, I did. Has there been word yet of my friend? He left here over an hour ago, and I would have expected word by now that he had made it out of the city safely.”
“I’m sorry master Loretta, I only just received word myself. The city guard apprehended someone they believe to be Raiste Goldstone in the alley behind Chestnut road. I’m afraid he died of his injuries. I know this must come as a shock to you Master. I’m sorry to be the one to tell you.”
“Are you certain it was behind Chestnut road?”
“Yes Master. I received the report only moment ago, but the location was certain.”
“That’s very upsetting news, Croakas.”
“I understand master. I didn’t know who he was, of course, but from the description I believe he was the friend who has been staying with you.”
“That’s not what I find upsetting Croakas,” Loretta said, her voice dropping low until it was little more than a whisper. “What upsets me, Croakas, is that only one person knew that he was to take that route. That person was you!”
 As she finished five hulking figures appeared in the doorway. Croakas knew these men. They were among the best assassins in the guild. Suddenly he understood why she specifically asked for him. He clenched his fists in silent frustration. After a brief moment he unclenched them again. She knew everything, he was certain. The only thing left was to await his fate.
“You see Croakas, I gave the route to six different people in the guild. Six different routes, actually. My spies found guards on only one of those routes, the route I told you that Raiste was going to take. How long have you been a traitor to my guild Croakas? How long have you spat in the face of my family?!”
 As she spoke her voice grew louder and louder, until she was practically screaming at the quiet assassin standing before her. Croakas stood, silent and passive, unmoving.
“I’m impressed Loretta,” he said calmly. “You’re much stronger and colder than Martin ever was.”
“Murderer! Don’t you dare speak his name! You don’t have the right to speak of him!”
“I apologize, Master. I was only meaning that, he, would never have sent a friend to his death just to catch a spy. Our former master wanted us to all be like he was, only killing those men that have done wrong. It is not the job of assassins to right wrongs. We kill for money, not for justice. He never understood that, but against all odds, you seem to. You may have what it takes to be the leader of an assassin's guild after all.”
“Sent a friend to his death? What friend might that have been, Loretta?” Raiste inquired, stepping into the room from behind the doorway where he had been waiting, listening to the proceedings.
“YOU!” Croakas raged. “How is this possible? I saw the guards hack you to pieces myself! There’s no way you could have escaped.”
“No, you saw the guards hacking apart one of their own men, a man we had captured earlier today that fit my description rather nicely, I think. We told him that we were going to hunt him, and that if he made it out of the city he would keep his life. As dark as the alleyway was, I’m afraid he probably never knew that it was members of the city guard that finally killed him. It’s a shame really. I watched that fight myself, and I have to admit, he made a rather good showing of himself. He might almost have done as good a job as I would have. The city guard was fooled completely.”
“Very nicely done,” the sloveckii assassin replied, regaining his composure almost at once. He even somehow managed a sly smile. He was trained by this very guild, after all. Raiste would have expected no less. “It seems that you and Master Loretta have done quite well in trapping me here. I take it that these men waiting behind me are going to take me away now, to have me executed? I hope you don’t expect me to cry or rage against my fate. I was taught better than that.”
 Loretta moved in on him so fast that Raiste barely had time to register it until the attack was over. With the speed of a cobra she struck him, but unlike when she had slapped Raiste on the day of his arrival, her hand was not open, and she didn’t hold back. The assassin's head snapped backwards, but he kept his feet. As he turned back to face her he spit out one of his teeth, freshly broken from the blow, at her feet, the smile once again returning to his lips.
“You no longer have the right to call me master,” Loretta spat angrily. “However, you will not be taken to be executed. These men are not here to kill you. They are here to prevent you from leaving.”
“Very well. In that case I believe I have proven myself a valuable spy,” the sloveckii said evenly. “Just as you have proven yourself as leader. I could be a useful ally. I have been feeding information to Bloodheart for over three years now. I could just as easily give him information that you want him to have, false information that would lead him in the wrong direction. It’s what your father would have done.”
 Croakas just barely had time to finish his sentence before Loretta struck him with a vicious backhand. This time he did fall, spitting out another two teeth as he landed. He looked up at her from the ground as stood over him, waiting to see what she would do next.
“I told you that you no longer have the right to speak of my father,” she repeated, her tone even. Raiste was surprised at how she seemed to be keeping the worst of her anger in check, considering the circumstances. “You lost that right the day you poisoned him. Don’t bother trying to lie about it now.”
“I won’t,” Croakas replied. “He learned that I was working for Bloodheart, though he didn’t know that I was aware that he knew. I had no other choice but to kill him. He might have tried to turn me, as I suggested a moment ago; I realize that now. At the time I was certain that he would kill me. I knew that I couldn’t poison his food or drink, so I found another way. I poisoned the rim of his drinking glass while it was still empty. Not even he considered checking that. I’ve regretted my decision ever since, but there’s nothing that I can do to change it.”
“So that’s all you have to say for yourself? That’s your excuse?”
“No, that’s not my excuse. I don’t have any excuses for my actions. The only thing that remains is for you to decide what you are going to do with me now. Use me or execute me, the choice is yours.”
“You killed my father Croakas. Even if I wasn’t going to kill you, there’s no way I could ever trust you. You’re going to die Croakas, that much I can promise you. I just haven’t decided how yet. You men, disarm him and take him to the main hall. I’ll be there shortly with my decision.”
 The five men dragged him back to his feet. He didn’t try to fight them, or protest his treatment in any way. They disarmed him quickly, leaving his curved, wicked scimitar on the ground at Loretta’s feet, and guided led him out of the room. Raiste waited for them to leave before speaking.
“Are you alright Loretta?” he asked quietly.
“I will be Raiste. I will be.”
When Raiste entered the main hall, it surprised him how packed it was. Word had spread throughout the guild that a spy had been caught, and that Loretta had ordered him to be taken to the main hall to await her decision on what would be done with him.
 Had he known that word had also spread that the spy had murdered Martin, the former guild master, he would not have been nearly so surprised. Every man and woman in the guild was there. Everyone had loved Martin. They would want blood.
 Trick sat on Raiste's shoulder, still as a statue. The only part of him that moved was his eyes, which darted this way and that, taking in everyone in the room all at once. He had never been a fan of large crowds, and a crowd of assassins was far from being an exception.
 Loretta swept into the room in his wake like a rolling thunderstorm. Every eye turned to her as she came, her presence demanding immediate respect. In her hands she carried a heavy scimitar blade, the very same blade that the five men had taken off of Croakas a short time before.
 She stopped in the exact center of the hall, only a few feet from where the sloveckii prisoner waited. Every voice in the room hushed instantly, as if a sudden spell of silence had been cast on them all. They watched intently, not wanting to miss a single syllable of her final verdict.
“Croakas,” she began. She did not yell, yet her every word echoed around the chamber in the deathly silence.
“You have been accused of treason against the guild, of consorting with our enemies against one of its members, and, most heinous of all, the murder of our former master, Martin Grimmwall. How do you plead?”
“I do not plead, nor do I deny the charges. Do what you will with me. My fate, and my life, is yours.”
“Very well. The punishment for these crimes is death. Do you have any final requests before your punishment is carried out?”
“I have but one,” the sloveckii replied at once. “There was once a tradition that members of our guild sentenced to death could choose to die by right of combat. It was a way for a condemned man to regain some small measure of the honor he had once held. I would like to choose this as my method of execution. Let me die as a warrior.”
“Master Loretta, if you grant this, I would like permission to carry out the sentence,” of the the five men guarding him said quickly, before she could reply. “Your father was a great man. I would like the honor of slaying his murderer.”
 Loretta didn’t pause before giving her answer, not even for an instant. She already knew exactly what she was going to say.
“Croakas, I will grant you your request. You will die in honorable combat. However, I’m sorry Samson, but I cannot grant you your request. You will not be staining your sword with Croakas' blood.”
 She tossed the traitorous assassin's blade to the ground. It skidded across the floor, coming to a halt only inches from Croakas' feet. He didn’t move to touch it, he stood still as a stone, gazing into the eyes of Loretta, master of the guild and the person who solely controlled his fate.
“You killed my father,” Loretta growled, her bright green eyes clouded grey with barely controlled anger. To Raiste it almost appeared as if daggers were streaking out of those orbs, and he knew that it would seem the same to anyone close enough to see her now. In one slow, fluid motion she pulled the sword that she held at her waist. Raiste recognized the blade at once.
“This sword belonged to my father, the master of this house. When you killed him, this blade came down to me. Now I’m going to kill you with it Croakas. Pick up your sword!”
 Everyone in the room moved back at once, giving the combatants room to move. Croakas looked down at the sword laying at his feet. He stood for a moment, thoughtful. After a moment he kicked the blade away from him. It stopped several feet away, still a good distance from the crowd of people ringing them.
“I’m sorry, but I will not fight you using that blade,” he said at last. “I’ve already poisoned one master of this house. I will not risk poisoning another. If you die here today, it will be honorably, not by treachery. Will someone lend me the use of their blade? I do not believe that I shall need it for long.”
 Raiste understood at once. Croakas must have edged his sword with a deadly poison. It was not uncommon among assassins to do so, he knew. Only a scratch would be needed to kill their opponent. One of the assassins in the crowd stepped forward. Raiste recognized him as the guard, Samson, who had requested the honor of fighting the condemned man.
“If my blade will not be used to kill him, I will let him die with it,” he announced, sliding the long straight blade he wore across the floor.
“Thank you Samson,” Loretta said sincerely. “Let it be known that it is not this murderer you show honor to today, but to me. Let no one here question his decision.”
“I also thank you,” Croakas told him. “I understand that my thanks means nothing to you, nor should it, but I thank you just the same. You have given me the chance to die with honor.”
“I do this for my master, Loretta, and to honor her father. I give nothing to you, dog. Now she can feel free to kill you.”
“Of course,” Croakas agreed, picking up the long sword. “I have little doubt she will do so. Goldstone, should I somehow defeat her, I ask that you act as her claymore. I have shown you as much dishonor as I have her and her family, and I would rather die by your hand than be hacked to pieces by this crowd.”
 Raiste nodded, saying nothing. If a condemned man somehow survived honorable combat, it was the responsibility of the claymore to grant him a swift death, he knew. However, Raiste felt certain that he would not be needed here. Loretta was the greatest of her father’s students.
 The two combatants circled, eying each other warily. They were both master assassins, as was everyone who stood in this room. No quarter would be expected here, nor would any be given. One mistake, one misstep or one movement too slow, would decide this outcome.
 Loretta struck first, her blade dancing lightly through the air like a feather in the wind. The sloveckii assassin countered quickly, blocking low on his sword and dropping to his knees, swinging low at her legs. She sailed over the blade head first, flipping through the air like an acrobat. She landed lightly on her feet, continuing her momentum forward, dodging his second backwards swing, to tuck into a tight roll before spinning to face her opponent once again.
 He was already moving toward her, but halted at once, the tip of her whistling blade missing his throat by only a hair’s breath. His own thrusting blade stopped less than an inch from her abdomen, his attack lost in avoiding her’s. A light red streak, barely visible, appeared on the green, reptilian skin of his throat where her sword had passed by.
 Croakas smiled. Loretta smiled back.
 This was not a fight between novices. This was a battle to the death between two masters. Anger, hatred, fear or despair; these emotions had no place here. Only one emotion remained now for them; the glory and thrill of single combat. Everything else was obliterated under the volcanic heat of battle.
 The two jumped and spun, twisted and dodged, too fast for the eye to follow as they danced their dance of death. The repeating sound of their clashing blades as they parried and struck echoed off the walls, becoming one constant, thrumming drum, like the staccato pounding of a hard rain on a tin roof.
 Several minutes passed, and yet the battle raged on, neither combatant gaining advantage. Blood splattered the ground from a myriad of unseen shallow cuts that went unheeded by both opponents. Neither could afford to pay attention to such wounds. One break in concentration, one mistake, would mean death.
 It ended as quickly as it began. With a final surge forward Croakas thrust his blade hard, pushing it deep into Loretta’s shoulder. She didn’t cry out in pain or anger, nor was there any exclamation of joy from the throat of Croakas. As Loretta fell to her knees, Croakas released his grip on his blade, letting it fall with her from his numb fingers.
 He stared down in final resignation at the bubbling wound in his chest, where her blade had struck home simultaneously with his. Only a foot of the blade was visible, the hilt of Martin’s sword shivered slightly, as did the man impaled on it. He dropped to the ground beside his former master, coughing blood from his severed lung as he did so.
 The scar she received that day she would never forget, he thought with satisfaction. She would bear it until the end of her days, as a grim reminder of the day she avenged her father. He hoped that she would live a long, happy life. It was the least he could wish for her after what he had so foolishly taken away.
“Thank you,” he gasped, with blood dripping from his lips as he spoke. “You have allowed me to regain my honor. I will.... always.... be sorry.... for the death.... of your father. I only hope that.... someday....you can forgive me.”
“I forgive you now in death Croakas,” she replied solemnly. “However, I will not speak for my father. Seek him out in the underworld, and ask for his forgiveness yourself. Perhaps he might even grant it. Go now, Croakas. You could have poisoned me with your blade, but you chose not to. You have regained your honor.”
 Croakas looked up as her with admiration. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but whatever words he might have uttered would have to go with him to the next life. With one last sputtering cough his eyes glazed over. Death had come for him.
 Several people surged forward at once to help their injured master, but Loretta waved every helping hand away. Croakas was dead, but her battle was not yet over. Assassins followed strength, and she could not show any lack now. With an effort that clearly pained her greatly she pulled herself back to her feet.
 She reached down at the body below her, her face showing no emotion. Taking the hilt of her father’s sword, she pulled it from the chest of her fallen foe, silently cleaned the blade off on an unsoiled piece of his tunic, and sheathed it smoothly.
 Without a single word or a backwards glance she turned and walked from the room. Every eye in the room watched her leave. Not one sign of weakness did she show. Like the rest, Raiste watched her go. He waited several minutes before following her back to her quarters.
“No, I don’t need any pain killers,” Loretta said to the elderly surgeon for the third time. “Just stitch it up quickly. Don’t bother with the rest.”
 Raiste looked on as the surgeon expertly stitched the clean, smooth cut on her skin right below her shoulder. She had uncovered her upper body completely, revealing several small superficial cuts on her arms, as well as one long, thin line along her abdomen where Croakas had nicked her, barely breaking the skin. The thin cuts only added to the dozens of older scars that already dotted her body. Most of her new cuts wouldn’t join those scars, and would instead fade in a short time, but Raiste was certain that at least a few of them would remain.
 If the needle pained her, she didn’t show it in the slightest. If anything, she seemed more annoyed by the need to clean and repair the more serious wound going through her shoulder than anything else.  
“Suit yourself,” the surgeon said with finality. He had already tried talking her into it, to no avail. He didn’t have any arguments left to give.
“At the very least you’ll need to take the antibiotics I give you. I’m going to have to insist on that. Without them this wound could get infected. I don’t think that anything else here is going to need stitching. With as many wounds as you received, you should count yourself lucky on that score.”
“You know, I still could...,” Raiste began, but she cut him off immediately.
“I already told you no,” she growled. She nodded her head, her eyes darting across the scars that lined her otherwise smooth skin. “Every one of these scars is a memory. Magical healing doesn’t leave the scars behind. I won’t have you taking this memory from me.”
“I understand,” he lied. In truth he really didn’t. He didn’t need scars on his body to remember his past. All of his scars were burned into his mind instead of his flesh.
“I’ll need to look at your legs Master Loretta,” the surgeon told her, looking with dismay at the blood on her loose breeches. “You might have wounds there that need stitching as well.”
 She refrained from comment. Instead she quickly loosening her belt, allowing her bloody breeches to fall to the floor in a tattered heap. Modesty was not something she concerned herself with, and it was not anything that the surgeon had not seen before. This was not the first time he had to stitch her up, nor did either of them think it likely to be the last.
 The surgeon glanced at the three fresh cuts on her upper legs, one of which still oozed blood freely. He wiped the blood off of the bleeding wound with a damp, clean cloth. Loretta didn’t so much as flinch as he worked, though surely it must have pained her.
“It doesn’t look like any of these are going to need stitching,” he said at last. “Keep an eye on this cut here though. If it doesn’t stop bleeding soon we may need to stitch it after all. For now, I’ll just bandage it like the rest.”
“Do whatever you feel you need to doctor,” Loretta answered. “I trust your judgment.”
“As well you should Master Loretta,” the surgeon replied gently. Raiste got the impression this was something that the two had talked about on several occasions.
“You really should try to be more careful when you’re fighting to the death,” he added, smiling comically. It broke the seriousness of the moment instantly.
“I’ll try,” Loretta answered with a light laugh. Raiste breathed a sigh of relief. It was the first time he had seen her smile since her fight with Croakas. He was beginning to worry that her somber mood would last for days before she returned to normal.
 The surgeon quickly bandaged the less serious wounds, completely ignoring her earlier order to ignore them. Raiste suspected that he had never intended to follow it, but stayed silent on the matter.

It would be better not to say anything, he believed.
“There we are,” he said as he finished. “I’ll be back in another hour to check on that wound on your leg. If the bleeding gets worse, have someone sent for me immediately. I don’t think there will be any further complications, but I would rather be cautious than not.”
“You always are,” she said with a smile.
“As often as I’ve been called to your chambers, I don’t see where I have much choice. One of us has to be. As the guild leader, you really shouldn’t be taking on so many of these duties yourself. Your father never did. I think I only had to stitch him up twice in all the time I worked for him.”
“Most of my injuries were during training,” she reminded him.
“And what makes you think that makes it any better?” he asked. “Your father was also wise enough to practice with dull swords. You are the only person I know who insists on having your opponents use sharp ones.”
“The scars I receive remind me of the mistakes I’ve made,” she answered.
“Easy enough to say when your not the one who has to stitch them up every time,” he said dryly. “Anyhow, get some rest for now. Doctors orders. I’ll be back in a little while to check on you. Mr. Goldstone, please help her get some clothing back on. That’s also an order from her doctor. If I don’t order it she’ll insist on doing it herself, and she’ll likely pull her stitches in the attempt. It wouldn’t be the first time.”
 That said, the doctor turned and left the room. Raiste watched him go with a smile.

That might be the only man alive who can talk to her like that, he thought. Not even he was that brave.
“You know, there’s no rush. I don’t have to get my clothing on right this instant,” Loretta hinted suggestively. “We could wait a little while.”
 Unexpectedly, the surgeon’s head popped back into the doorway, a fatherly look covering his wizened face.
“I wouldn’t recommend that,” he commented. “That sort of activity is almost certain to pull your stitches. I’m certain that you wouldn’t want to call me back sooner than necessary. I’m sure that waiting an extra few days isn’t going to hurt you any. Deciding not to wait almost certainly will.”
 Loretta threw him an odd look, which Raiste interpreted as being somewhere between glare and a pout. He wasn’t certain that the aged surgeon ever saw it. As soon as he had finished his statement he disappeared behind the door once again. Loretta sighed in defeat.
“Well, I suppose we could wait a few days,” she said.
“I don’t think we have a few days,” Raiste replied. He wasn’t at all looking forward to this conversation, but knew the necessity of it.
Best to just get it over with.
“What do you mean?”
“I can’t stay any longer Loretta,” he answered. “We don’t know when Croakas was supposed to contact Bloodheart's men again, or who he was giving his information to at all for that matter. When he doesn’t show up they’ll realize something is wrong, and it won’t be long after that before they realize that it wasn’t me they killed in that alley. In another day, maybe two, I’ll have to be gone from here. Otherwise I’ll be putting everyone in danger again.”
“As I said before, they wouldn’t dare attack us here,” she reminded him.
“You may be right about that, but I would still have to leave eventually. If I’m not gone by the time they figure out I’m still here, they’ll be watching for me when I try to leave. My best chance is to be long gone by the time the figure it out.”
 She took several seconds to digest that information before answering.
“You’re probably right,” she said at last, her face returning to the stoic mask she sometimes wore when she was trying to hide her true emotions. “You have what you came for after all, and you’ve even ferreted out my father’s murderer. It wouldn’t be right for me to try to hold you here any longer.”
“I’ll try not to be gone for so long this time,” he said, trying to reassure her. As strong as Loretta was, it was sometimes hard to forget that, in some instances, she was just like any other woman. She could still feel the pain of rejection like anyone else. He was not trying to reject her, but that didn’t change how she felt. She couldn’t hide her feelings from him. At least not for very long.
“You better not be. If you take too long, I might have to come find you myself. If I have to do that, I don’t think you’ll be too happy when I do.” For a brief second she stared at him, a dark look of warning on her face. Then she broke into a wicked smile, no longer able to hold back her amusement any longer.
 He laughed heartily, the tension draining from him like water in an unplugged basin.
“Come on,” she laughed with him. “I’ve waited a decade and a half for you already. Do you really think I’d get all choked up just because you have to leave for a little while again? I’d like to think that I’m no longer the same person as the girl I was all those years ago. I know you’ll be back, when you can.”
 He closed the distance between them, kissing her soundly. She returned the kiss with undisguised passion; passion she had learned to temper when needed, he knew.
“So how soon do you think you’ll be leaving?” she asked.
“It would probably be best if I leave around mid-morning,” he replied. “There will be more people out and about then. It should be easier for me to pass unnoticed.”
“Alright then. Just to be on the safe side, you should probably avoid the main gates. We have ways of getting in and out of the city that the guards know nothing about. You can leave through one of those.”
“That’s a good idea,” he agreed. “Also I think I should probably take some supplies with me, and a boat if we can. Do you think you can have someone waiting at the edge of the swamp with one?”
“You’re going through the swamp?” she asked in alarm. It wasn’t as dangerous in the winter, when the larger and more dangerous reptiles were likely to be hibernating, but it was a dangerous route at the best of times. The paths that led through changed from year to year, as the thick vegetation grew or pulled back. A person traveling by boat wouldn’t know the route they would be taking with any certainty until they were there. People found themselves lost there all the time, never to be seen again.
“There’s no guards along that route,” he reminded her. “I can take follow the swamps north for miles and swing in to meet up with the north road further away. The guards there will have heard that I died here, and even if the city guards have figured out that I’m not dead, they wouldn’t have had time to send word yet. I stand a better chance that way.”
 He didn’t want to tell her about the Hut, not yet at any rate. The Hut was his private place, his place to go to when everything else had failed. Only Raine, and now Drom, knew of it. One day, perhaps, he would take Loretta there, but not yet. He would tell her all about it then. For now, the best option was to keep his own council.

Besides, he thought, eying the open doorway, who knows who might be listening.



Chapter Nineteen
 
 
 Raiste pulled hard on the paddles. The ten foot long boat edged several feet further along, heading north. Always north.
 Trick led the way from the air, for which Raiste was thankful. His friend could see paths from his elevated position that Raiste couldn’t hope to. If it hadn’t been for Trick, he would surely have been lost a dozen times over.
 Raiste sensed something behind him, like eyes boring into his back. Turning quickly, his eyes darted this way and that, peering into the gloomy swamp. After a moment he turned back, breathing a deep sigh of relief. As before, he had seen nothing.
 But yet it was there. He knew it as surely as he had ever known anything in his life. Something was following them through the swamp.
 Trick could sense it too. He had been edgy and agitated all day, since they had first left the city. Like Raiste, however, he could not find the source of his discomfort.

Perhaps it’s just the creatures that live here, watching us pass by, he hoped, but somehow he knew better. Whatever it was had no intention of just letting them pass by. It was waiting, watching for the moment to strike. Every instinct, every moment of his extensive training, told him this.
But what could hide itself from Trick’s watchful eyes?
 He tried his best to purge the thought from his mind. He couldn’t see any point in fearing phantoms. Many men had lost their minds in these swamps to the specters of their imaginations. He had no intention of being one of them.
 Up ahead, Trick began flying in slow circles, and Raiste immediately turned the boat to the spot that his sapphire friend indicated. A narrow channel began there, and he guided his boat down it smoothly. On his own he would never have chosen this as his path, but Trick had not guided him wrong yet, and he didn’t expect him to now.
 To the west, the sun was just beginning to dip low on the horizon, shining through as the weak rays broke through the thick mangroves. He carefully brushed aside a thick tangle of vines that draped off of a nearby tree, partially blocking his path. On the other side of the mossy vines he beheld a welcoming sight.
 The narrow path he was on opened up wide, and there, in the very back of the open expanse of water, was a large, open clearing. A clearing of dry land! He looked back to the sky, and understood Trick’s reasoning. This would be a good place to camp for the night.
 He paddled the boat to the edge of the clearing, stepped on, and pulled the boat out of the water after him. Trick flew down to land on the ground beside him. The small dragonling shook slightly, his eyes scanning the swamp around them. He seemed just as frightened as he had been when they stopped at mid-day.
What is making him so nervous?
 He suspected that his friend wasn’t certain himself. If he knew than he would surely have given some indication of what was bothering him, but he didn’t. Raiste could usually understand him, and Trick knew it.
“It’s alright Trick,” he said, trying his best to sound calming. “I’m sure it’s nothing more than our imaginations playing tricks on us.”
 Trick didn’t seem any more convinced than he was himself. At that moment Raiste decided that he wasn’t going to have a fire that night after all. They were far enough from the road that he didn’t need to worry about guards seeing the light from the flames, but that didn’t mean it was safe either. He didn’t see any point in broadcasting their location to anything that might see it.
 Trick seemed to agree. A light in the darkness was not something they wanted. The two friends, man and dragonling, settled down for a cold meal of dried, salted beef before falling asleep, side by side in the chill of the night.
The next two weeks continued much the same way. Each day the two would rise with the morning sun and set off. Each day they would try to find their way closer to their friends who waited for them at the Hut to the north. And each day they would feel that something watched them; something followed them.
 In all that time, however, they never saw anything to cause them to believe that the phantoms they feared were real. They saw nothing, heard nothing. At last Raiste began to finally believe that perhaps they were truly safe.
 Raiste was traveling down another narrow channel, quite similar to the one Trick had led him down the very first night in the swamps. Without warning, Trick flew down, directly at him! The little dragonling attacked him like a wild animal, clawing at him. The force of his little friend’s assault knocked him backwards into the water....
 And saved his life! For just as he fell unceremoniously into the murky swamp water, a massive red form flew at him from somewhere above. Red flames, like the fires of the underworld, shot from the great beast’s gaping maw, bathing the small boat in smoke and heat. Instantly, the small boat was completely engulfed, and only a moment later, consumed by the dragonfire.
 Raiste saw it all from underneath the water. Even while the water surrounded him, threatening to drown him, he could still feel the heat from the blast. The magical, liquid stream of the dragonfire didn’t dissipate right away, but instead the liquid floated on the surface, leaving it ignited.
 Seeing a clear patch of open water from underneath, Raiste struggled to the surface, the need to breath overcoming his fear of the flames. He broke the surface with a splash, taking in a large lungful, gasping. The heat that surrounded him threatened to cook him where he swam. The air he breathed in was hot and smokey, but with effort he managed to keep from coughing. Coughing now could mean death.
 He looked around him. All around liquid dragonfire burned across the top of the water. The boat was gone, in all likelihood it had been destroyed completely, he knew. Along with it were all the supplies he had brought with him. Like the boat, Trick was nowhere to be seen. Raiste could only hope that the small dragonling somehow managed to avoid the attack.
 He heard a roar from above and dived underneath the water, just as a second blast of dragonfire streaked across the open surface where he had been. He felt a searing pain on his back as he sunk. He had been too late to avoid it completely, he realized, but believed he had managed to escape the worst of it.
If I hadn’t, I’d already be dead.
 He had only seconds before he would need another lungful of air, he knew. He had to find some way out of this, some way to get to safety, at least long enough to take care of his wound and breath cleaner air. The smoke in his lungs now could be just as dangerous as the heat of the flames.
 He dived down to the bottom, using the murky darkness there to help conceal himself, and the grips and handholds to propel himself along at a faster pace than he could swim on his own. After perhaps a hundred yards his screaming lungs could no longer take the strain. He had to come up for air.
 Just as important as the need for air, however, was the need for silence. This was a dragon that was hunting him, and anything that gave him away could prove his downfall. Slowly, carefully, he raised his head above the water, without a sound or a splash to betray his location.
 Peering back to where he had been only minutes ago, his eyes widened in fear. A wide area of the swamp itself was on fire, liquid flames floating on the surface. Several of the surrounding trees crackled and snapped, caught up in the blaze. As he watched, one large mangrove, its gnarled, twisted trunk thick with age, toppled into the water with a loud splash, hissing as the water kissed the flames along its length.
There!
 Through the smoke and the steam from the falling tree he saw it. Now there was no question in his mind. This was the shadow dragon that they had seen on the road between Port Tam and Miani. It must have been hunting him then, just as he had suspected, and it still was now.
 The beast had nestled itself in a clump of trees. It scanned the water, looking for him. At the moment it was still looking in the area of the attack, but it wouldn’t take long before it started expanding its search. If he stayed where he was it would surely find him.
 He scanned the sky, searching. After a short time he gave up. He couldn’t find Trick anywhere. He hoped that his sapphire friend had not been harmed in the dragon’s attack. Unfortunately, there was little he could do to save him, or himself for that matter, at the moment.
I can’t stay here.
 He thought about the distance that Trick had guided him so far. They couldn’t be far from the Hut now, he knew. If his sense of direction was right, and it was rarely wrong, it should be somewhere between ten and twenty miles to the northwest. Not far.
 A sudden thought hit him so hard he almost exclaimed out loud before stifling himself. The Hut! If the dragon continued searching for him in that area, it would almost certainly find it! If it did, Raine and Drom would be doomed! He had to do something.
 First, however, he would have to heal himself. He could still feel the burning pain in his back where the dragonfire had scorched him. If left untreated, it could cause him to lose consciousness, and then he would be dead. Taking another deep breath, he slowly sank beneath the water once again. He had to find a place where he could work without the dragon spotting him.
 Raiste had always hated his magic. He was an assassin. His entire life had revolved around being able to defeat an opponent without taking injury. The only opponents that could harm him were those that had as much training and experience as he had, and men like that were a rare breed. Magic that could only be used to heal himself was almost completely useless.

Well, unless you are attacked by a dragon anyway, he thought darkly.
 He continued swimming, only coming up for air when he had no other choice, afraid of what might see him when he broke the surface. Finally, he decided he might have gone far enough for now, and dared to look back to where he had been attacked. He couldn’t see the place. He couldn’t even see the light from the fire, though it might have gone out. Not even dragonfire could burn forever in swamp.
 Now, instead of trying to push away the pain as he had been trained to do, he concentrated on his scorched back. The pain came to him in a rush, threatening to pull him under, but he fought against it. For several moments he stood at the precipice, until he was almost not certain if he would be able to push through it before passing out.
 Finally he felt the pain begin to ease. He felt the skin on his back begin to knit back together, underneath the wound. At last the pain was gone altogether. The burned skin on his back tore away, like a snake would slough its skin. The new skin revealed underneath was pink and healthy. Unlike the rest of his skin it was untanned, the sun had never touched it, but otherwise it was flawless. It would itch for two or three days, he knew, as it strengthened itself, but he was healed.
OK, what next?
 He could not allow the dragon to find his friends at the Hut, he knew. He would have to find a way to stop it. How he was going to do that, however, he didn’t have the slightest idea. All of his supplies had been in the boat. He reached down at his waist, realizing with dismay that it wasn’t only his gear that he was missing. His sword was gone as well.
 At least he still had his belt knife, he discovered. He didn’t think that it would be a very effective weapon against a dragon, but it was better than nothing.
 He had studied dragons in his readings, but had never expected to face one. Not even his father had been able to stand against one, and his father had powerful magic as an ally. The only thing Raiste could do was heal his wounds, if he even survived long enough to get the chance. He had gotten lucky on that score once already. He didn’t think it likely that he would do so again.
 Without man-made weapons the only options left to him were natural ones, and those were extremely limited. The most obvious weapon, fire, was completely out of the question. He didn’t have any way of making a fast and ready source, for one, and even if he did it would be useless. Dragons carried the powerful flames of dragonfire inside themselves, hotter than any other flame. They were impervious to fire.
 They more he thought about it, the more impossible the task seemed. Dragons had unnaturally thick hides, difficult to pierce with even the strongest steel. It would take more strength than he had to wound this beast.
 However, it wasn’t impossible, he realized. All he needed to do was put enough force behind it, and even a sharpened stick could kill. As he considered it, a plan began to take root. His plan, however, would take time to prepare. It was a long shot, he knew, but it was the only chance he had left. This thought firmly in mind, he sunk back underneath the water. He would need put some distance between himself and his pursuer, he thought. He needed time.
 The dragon slowly threaded its massive bulk through the trees, its nose in the air, testing. Now that the flames of its failed attempt had died down, the smoke no longer ruined its sense of smell. It had the man’s scent now. It could track him.
 It silently cursed the swamp it was being forced to travel through. Dragons were the rulers of the skies. They were not meant to have to stomp through thick forests, and the damp permeated everything here.
 It hated the damp. It hated it almost as much as it hated the man it was sent to attack. It had been created with one purpose, to kill this man. The dragon hated him more than anything else.
 It cast the thoughts of the damp from its mind, concentrating on the scent. Yes, it was here. The man had been here, and recently too. In fact, either the man had only just left, or he was still here somewhere! The dragon’s eyes peered into the gloom of the swamp, searching.
 With a scream from deep within himself the man burst forth into the open, leaving behind the ferns he had been hiding in. He charged at the dragon, armed with nothing more than a small knife. The man is brave, the dragon thought. Brave and stupid.
 It never saw it coming.
 From behind it, the opposite direction from the attacking man, something large and heavy crashed into it. As the dragon toppled to its side it saw what had struck it.
 It was a log! But not just any log, but a huge log, with thick, sharpened stakes fixed into its side. It swung freely, attached to several vines that held it to the trees around it. Somehow the man had pulled it up into place, a wonderfully set trap. His attack had been nothing more than a trick, to divert the dragon’s attention. Something like that would surely kill any beast.
 But then, it was not just any beast, it was a dragon. Its hide was as strong as any shield. The man had done well in tricking it like he had, but it wouldn’t help him.
 The dragon leaped to its feet in an instant, ignoring the shallow wounds on its side where the spikes had managed to push through. They were not deep, the dragon knew. It would not be nearly enough to stop it.
 The man skidded to a halt in front of it, but it was too late for him as well. Believing that he had severely wounded the dragon, he had allowed himself to get too close. Now the dragon had him instead of the other way around.
 The dragon let out a burst of dragonfire, but the man, seeing the danger, dived to the side, narrowly avoiding the jetting flame. The man renewed his charge with vigor. The dragon understood at once. At a distance the man stood no chance at all of even wounding it. Up close it would be much harder for the dragon to use its flames, and would have to fight the man hand to claw.
 That was just fine to the dragon. The man did not carry a spear, or even a sword. The only thing he had was a short knife, not even long enough to do any significant damage. Should the man somehow get close enough to use the knife, it would be a useless gesture.
 As the man closed in the massive beast swung a hard claw in his direction. With a speed that astounded the dragon, the man danced back, swinging his knife at the claw as it passed by. The knife landed as the man had expected, but not with the results he had hoped for. With a loud crack the knife snapped just above the base, the blade of the weapon flying uselessly across the top of the shallow swamp. It skipped across the water like a stone before losing its momentum and coming to a halt, sinking at once.
 The dragon snorted its amusement, swinging the claw back a second time, almost absently, at least to the dragon. To the man it came with the speed of a crossbow bolt, almost invisible, impossible to dodge. The strike caught the unarmed man right underneath the his raised arm, sending him skidding across the water as his knife blade had only moments before.
 The dragon heard the audible, satisfying crunch of one or more of the man’s bones snapping. Whether it was a rib or an arm, or both, it hardly mattered. In another moment there wouldn’t be enough left of him to make any difference anyway, the dragon knew. It lazily stepped over to the body, which had been cast into waist deep water by its devastating blow. It raised its claw to deliver the killing stroke.
 A streak of sapphire flew directly into its face, seemingly from nowhere. The little dragonling flew directly at its eyes, clawing, scratching, and biting. The dragon roared, swatting at the creature as one would a fly. Several times the creature assaulted its larger cousin. The attacks were nothing more than an annoyance to the dragon, but the small creature kept up the attack, as if it believed that, against all hope, it could somehow prevail. Finally, unable to inflict so much as a tickle on the massive dragon, the dragonling gave up its attack, disappearing quickly into the swamp.
 The dragon looked down at the place in the water where the man it had been sent to kill had been thrown, and roared anew, its mighty voice causing the trees around it to shudder. The man, Raiste Goldstone, was nowhere to be seen.



 Chapter Twenty
 
 
“I haven’t been able to find a thing!” Drom announced in exasperation, putting down the book on the history of the races he had been pouring through. This was the fifth book he had read, cover to cover, and yet he had not found one reference to the ever elusive bree.
“Maybe the little man was telling the truth,” Raine suggested for perhaps the seventh or eighth time. “He had told us that even the mages didn’t know about them; that no one did. I didn’t think that it was possible either, but I know I’ve never heard of them before. If the books don’t know anything about them, maybe the mages really don’t either.”
“How could the bree have stayed hidden for over four thousand years?” he asked again, for perhaps the seventh or eighth time. As before she didn’t really have an answer. It seemed, however, that, against all odds, such was truly the case.
Raine knew that his preoccupation with the bree had nothing to do with the small beings themselves. Drom had been like this ever since he learned that she was pregnant. It wasn’t that he was unhappy, she was quite certain of that. After the initial shock of the news wore off, he was overcome with joy. It was simply that he felt the need to do something to further their cause, and could think of nothing else he could do.
Like before, they spent every day in the same routine they had been following. Drom would start the day with practice, while Raine looked on, then they would clean at least a small portion of the Hut. Afterward, they would spend some time out at the dock fishing together, then dinner and relaxation for the rest of the night. Now Drom understood the reason why she was so interested in all the cleaning she had been insisting upon. It was not likely that they would be staying in the Hut throughout her pregnancy, they both knew, but her subconscious mind still told her to prepare for the coming of her children.
Not child, but children, plural.
It took her nearly a week before she had gotten up the nerve to tell Drom that little tidbit of information. It was rare that feral woman had only one child result from a pregnancy. Usually they would give birth to two or three, sometimes even as many as five or six. Rarely was there only one. It was likely that, in only a matter of a few more brief months, they would have several children underfoot.
Of course, it was always possible that there would only be one child. Drom had a sorvinian father and a human mother. Both were races that commonly only had one child result from the pregnancy, so it was next to impossible to know what to expect.
They also wondered which of the two parents the children would favor. Their father was, like all of his father’s race, a strict vegetarian, while she, like all ferals, had a diet almost entirely consisting of meat. It was impossible to predict what the children would be like. To the best of her knowledge, there had never been a child born of a sorvinian and a feral before. They were, under most circumstances, a rather unlikely pair. They had no way of knowing what their children would look like, what they would eat, or for that matter anything at all about them until they were born.
Drom understood that those were questions that couldn’t be answered, so each evening he spent his time deep in Raiste's books, trying to gather as much information as he could about their strange new ally, the bree. Much to his dismay, however, any questions about the miniature race seemed as unanswerable as those about the children growing inside Raine.
So far the bree had not returned. The messenger had said that if they had need of him, all they had to do was call out for him, and he might hear them. Drom had no idea if there was any truth to that statement, but so far he didn’t have any reason to test it either. Once Raiste arrived, then they would call the bree back, and meet with their leader again. Until then, it was only a matter of waiting.
The continued absence of their friend worried them more than anything else did, though neither of them was willing to voice their fears out loud. The bree ruler had said that he had been watching the assassin, or at least that one of his bree had been, and that the man was fine. Still, it had been over a month since then. In the time since then, anything could have happened.
They couldn’t even consider going anywhere else until he came back to them, and Drom didn’t want their children to be born in the Hut. He knew nothing at all of childbirth, aside from the basic information that everyone knew anyway. He wanted to have an experienced midwife with her when their children were born.
Drom had no ideas as to where they should go once Raiste returned. He wasn’t even certain that the assassin would want to go anywhere right away, but Drom planned on insisting. While he hadn’t expected to have a family to worry about so soon, he intended on doing whatever he could to protect that family. That started with taking Raine someplace that would be safe to give birth to their children.
He wasn’t fooling himself into thinking that any place would be safe enough for very long. He didn’t know if Bloodheart would be after Raine or not; hopefully the mage didn’t know about her existence at all. He knew, however, that the mage would most certainly be after him. After what he had done to Sloan and his men, there wasn’t any way to avoid that now.
He did have one hope going for him, which he clung to like a rope over a deep pit. Everyone in Port Tam believed he had been a human man. They wouldn’t be looking for someone who looked like a sorvinian. He now suspected that he didn’t really look like a sorvinian either, but he certainly didn’t look human when his fur wasn’t trimmed back. This thought had already occurred to him during the last month, since Raine had agreed to be his wife and he discovered that he was soon to be a father.
So he chose to allow the thick fur that had once covered his face to grow out once more. He once again appeared as he had been when he had first met his companions, little more than half a year before. His best disguise now, he believed, would simply be to be himself. When he had asked Raine about it, she was inclined to agree. She thought he looked better in his fur anyway, she confided in him. For now he would save the hair removing lotion for when he wished to look human again.
Raine had only just started to show a small swell in her belly. It was hardly at all noticeable during the day, when she was fully clothed, but he had begun noticing the slight change at night. His chosen wife, he discovered, preferred to sleep in her fur, and nothing else.
Her clothing choices during the day had changed as well. When they were traveling she had always worn breeches and tunic in the style of a man, though no one could ever have mistaken her for one. Her slim, womanly figure left little question, regardless of what she wore. Now, however, she had taken to wearing light, loose dresses. On this night the dress she wore, which was barely long enough to cover the upper part of her thigh, was a cheerful, mint green color.
Her choice in clothing was entirely her own. For his part, he found her beautiful in any style of dress, or in nothing at all for that matter. He had long since gotten over the awkward shyness that he once felt when he saw her in the nude. She slept next to him in that manner every night, and it would be hard for anyone to continue feeling that way in such a situation. He would worry about modesty again when they were no longer alone.
“You’ve done enough studying for tonight,” Raine announced lightly, sliding closer on the couch to snuggle up against him. “You can read more tomorrow. These books will still be here. I was thinking we should get up early tomorrow, and see if maybe we can try to remove that tree that fell through the ceiling in the back room upstairs. If we can get it out, we might be able to repair the roof. Then I’ll be able to clean that room too.”
“I was hoping I might be able to learn something about the bree,” he grumbled, but put down the book as she requested. “I don’t like not knowing anything about our new allies.”
“You’re the one who convinced me that they weren’t likely to be enemies, remember?” she reminded him. “Your arguments were convincing enough for me. Like you told me, if they were enemies we would have been attacked by now. They didn’t get any information from us, but instead provided us with information about what was going on outside these walls. As you also said, they wouldn’t gain anything by lying to us either.”
“I know. If what they said was true though, we’re going to need an army, and I want to know as much as I can about those we get to aid us. I don’t know much about warfare, but it seems that the bree think I’m going to be some kind of commander or something. It makes sense that someone who is going to lead men into battle should know as much about those men as he can, so he knows ahead of time what they are capable of. I’ve learned plenty about the other races, but I don’t know a thing about these bree.”
“You’re not going to be able to solve everything in one night,” she pointed out. “Besides, from what little we do know about the bree, I don’t think they are a race that are actually going to be doing any of the fighting. What would they really do, bite at the mage's ankles? As for the other races, we don’t know who yet will be willing to join us. It’s good that you’re thinking about it, don’t get me wrong. I just don’t want you to worry yourself more than you need to.”
“It doesn’t matter if the races I am studying are going to be allies or enemies,” he replied. “I need to know the strengths and weaknesses of friends and enemies alike. That’s the only way I can think of for us to have a chance at winning a war like the one everyone seems to think is now inevitable. I...”
Raine put a finger to his lips, silencing him mid-sentence. They had already had this same discussion several times during the past month, and she didn’t see any change in the outcome coming from the conversation this time around. She emphasized her point by kissing him soundly on the lips, not pulling away until she felt his stiff muscles relax.
“You should put it away for tonight,” she said in a nonchalant tone. Drom wasn’t fooled. He knew an order when he heard one. “I think I’m ready for bed. Like I said, I think it would be a good idea for us to get up early tomorrow. The sooner we start, the sooner we can finish up, so you should join me.” She kissed him once again, quickly this time, her lips barely brushing his.
“Don’t keep me waiting too long,” she whispered suggestively, bouncing to her feet and disappearing through the doorway before he could answer.
Once again he knew an order when he heard one.
If I don’t join her quickly, I’m really going to pay for it.
He glanced once at the book sitting on the arm of the couch next to him, then with a small sigh headed for the living room doorway.
He had just reached the bottom of the stairway when the sound of breaking glass upstairs caused him to jolt. He heard Raine cry out, the sound cut off suddenly as if someone had stopped it mid-scream. He bolted up the stairs to the rooms they now shared, passing by his own room, which was still dark, and flew headlong through the door where she kept her belongings.
This room was bright with the light of a roaring blaze in the fireplace, the fresh logs flaring as the lamp oil that coated them burned greedily. Raine stood in the middle of the room, still as stone. The bright firelight created heavy shadows behind the objects in the room, and out of the corner of his eye, Drom caught a blue flicker of movement as something darted behind one of these shadows, disappearing from his vision before he could see it.
Drom didn’t know what it was that had come into their home, but he wasn’t about to take any chances. This thing had come into his home, had perhaps threatened Raine. It wanted to hide in shadows, but he could do something about that.
With a thought, that came to him now as naturally as breathing, he called on his magic. He didn’t have Ocean’s Hand, but the magic was a part of him. He did not need a weapon to call on its power. The bright blue glow of his power ignited the room, piercing the depths of the shadows that kept the intruder hidden.
Sapphire scales reflected the light from his magical aura back at him, revealing the shaking, frightened dragonling huddling in what had been the shadow of a night stand, now plainly revealed.
“Trick!” Raine exclaimed, running over to the terrified animal. For a brief moment it appeared that their small friend didn’t recognize them. He stared at them with wide, wild eyes. With a blink he snapped out of whatever had held him fast, and he flew directly into Raine's arms. He tried to bury his head under her arm, but she held him back.
“Trick, where’s Raiste?” she asked urgently. Drom immediately realized her concern. If Trick was here, than surely Raiste couldn’t have been far away. If the dragonling left his side to come here, especially in such a state of obvious distress, something must have happened. He let his magic fade, the bright blue light subsiding, though the firelight still kept most of the room bright.
Trick immediately flew to the window, staring out into the darkness. Raine went to the window and looked out, but couldn’t see anything. Trick flew out of the window, circling just beyond the light shining through it.
“We’ll meet you out front,” Raine called out to him. The small dragonling promptly flew off, presumably toward the front of the building to meet them. Raine sprinted to the door in a flash, flying passed him to bolt down the stairs. Drom followed only a short distance behind, pausing by his room for only a moment to grab Ocean’s Hand by its sheath before following her to the front door.
As Raine opened the door, Drom saw Trick fly by from over her shoulder, but he didn’t fly west toward the only path in or out as he had expected him to. Instead, the dragonling flew toward the south. Drom and Raine followed him as far as the edge of the water, where they stopped. The dragonling flew only a short distance out over the water before he circled twice, then returned to them. He landed on Raine's shoulder and gave one short chirp.
“We need to go out there,” Raine announced. Drom knew she was right. From the way their small sapphire friend acted, Drom suspected that Raiste was, for whatever reason, out there on the water. Drom listened intently, but he could not hear any sounds to indicate that something was out there. He instantly feared the worst.
If Raiste is out there on the water and isn’t moving, it doesn’t bode well at all.
His eyes sensed something move in the darkness at the edge of his vision, ever so slightly, though not a single sound betrayed its presence. He pulled Ocean’s Hand out of its sheath and called forth his magic, allowing the magic to form slowly so that only the slightest of breezes accompanied its coming.
In the bright blue glow of his magic he saw something move under the water’s surface, and he brought Ocean’s Hand between that movement and himself. The water surged in front of him as something bulky and dark pushed up out of the water toward him. He almost struck with Ocean’s Hand before he recognized the creature as Raiste, covered in mud, muck, and underwater debris. The assassin flopped on the ground at his feet, panting for breath.
“Raiste!” Raine shouted, falling to the ground at the assassin's side.
“I’ll be alright,” the assassin managed to say, though it seemed to Drom that it had been hard for the man to speak. Now that Drom could see him a little better, he realized that his friend’s clothing was not just covered in muck as he had originally believed. The man’s clothing hung from him in tatters, no longer recognizable, and appeared to be scorched in some places.
“Good,” Raine replied. “I can see you’ll need a bath. Why did you come in this way instead of using the path like you should have? These clothes are probably going to have to be thrown out. I hope this wasn’t one of your better suits.”
“There’s no time for that!” Raiste replied hastily. “We have to get out of here now! I managed to get away, just barely, a few miles from here, but it won’t take it long to find this place. We can’t be here when it does.”
“What are you talking about?” Drom asked urgently. He let the light from his magic subside once again, wanting neither to waste his energy or to alert anything in the area of their location.
“One of Bloodheart's spies found out that I was in Miani. When I left the city, they had that damn monster waiting for me. It chased me through the swamp, only a short distance behind me. I decided I would try to trap it in the swamp and dispatch it myself, but it proved to be too much for me. I managed to get away in the water, and swam the rest of the way here. We have to run!”
Drom thought about that. There were few things he could think of that the assassin would have trouble defeating, but one thing certainly came to mind right away, something that he knew had already been chasing them before. He heard a loud roar, not too far away but still out of sight, that confirmed his suspicions.
If they ran the journey would be hard, and dangerous. They would have to push themselves for days or even weeks, and even then they would be lucky to escape.
“I won’t allow Raine to have to go through that kind of hard travel right now,” Drom said seriously, ignoring the surprised and confused look on Raiste's face. “Besides, we don’t have time to run anymore.”
A second loud roar punctuated Drom's statement. Overhead, the massive red dragon flew over them. It turned quickly, practically on a wingtip, to land in the open area in front of the Hut, between them and the door. It lowered its head to eye Raiste. It was certain of its target, and it wasn’t going to allow him to escape again.
Trick let out a startled whistle, and promptly flew away. The dragonling's gigantic cousin absently sent a small trail of red flame shooting after it, but didn’t seem to care when the small creature escaped. The dragonling was not its target after all. The target was already in front of it, and the dragon wasn’t going to allow itself to be distracted. The dragonling had distracted it once already. It wasn’t going to fall for that a second time.
“What are you doing?” Raiste exclaimed, as Drom stepped in front of him, putting himself between the huge reptilian monster and its intended target. Drom ignored the question.
“If you want to harm my friends, you’re going to have to come through me!” Drom roared defiantly, staring down the massive dragon. He saw the tell-tale shimmer in the creature's wings. This beast was not a true dragon, but the shadow dragon that had been searching for them before. Dangerous, certainly, but only a fraction of the danger that a true dragon would pose.
During his studies each night, Drom had learned something of the nature of dragons. Dragons became more powerful as they aged. The older a dragon was, the more dangerous it would be. This dragon had the appearance of a younger member of the species, one that would only have just begun learning its true potential. A shadow dragon took on the aspect of the dragon it was created to mimic, though not as powerful.
So this beast in front of me only has a fraction of the power of a young, weak dragon.
Still, for all that, it was still a dragon. Raiste had already said that the beast had been too much for him to handle, and Drom was well aware of how dangerous the assassin was. He would have to be a fool to underestimate an opponent that he couldn’t deal with.
During the several months since the assassin had left Drom had learned to control his magic. He could bring on his magic with nothing more than a thought now, and could allow it to build slowly enough that his power would not create the wind that had, at first, accompanied it. Now, however, he did not want to build his magic slowly. He needed all his power if he would fight this monster.
The dragon snorted, a sound that Drom interpreted as a laugh, and looked down at him as a cat would look at a mouse. Any moment now the dragon would attack, Drom knew.
“Raine, get down!” Drom ordered without looking, his gaze locked on to the dragon facing him. He heard Raiste say something behind him, but couldn’t make it out. His concentration was on different words; words being spoken in his mother’s voice, from deep within the depths of his own mind.
Even the greatest of kings must bow before the awesome weight of the ocean. Mountains have toppled and entire civilizations lost with only one wave of the ocean's mighty hand.
The magic flowed into and through him in an instant, the current of power bursting forth from his body. Much like the first time he had used it, only far more powerful, the massive output of energy released created an incredible wind, as powerful as the force of a hurricane, with Drom at its eye.
Even with its immense bulk, the creature before him could not stand against such an unexpected blow. Instead of being blown over, however, it spread its wings and allowed the force of the wind to carry it back, away from the three friends, to land on the ground against several yards further back from where it had been.
As the area around him acclimated to the power being put out by his magic the wind subsided somewhat, though Drom could see that it still affected the trees around him, pushing them out and away from him. Drom afforded himself a quick glance back at his companions.
Raine had followed his order and had dropped to the ground at once, covering her head with her arms and tucking her legs up in a fetal position to protect her body and the unborn children growing inside her. Raiste, however, had not been so lucky. He had known the power that Drom's magic would bring before, but when he had left it had not been nearly as strong as it was now. In his apparently weakened condition, he could not stand against such power. He had been thrown backwards by Drom's sudden burst of energy, and now lay sprawled on the ground several feet away. As far as Drom could tell he at least appeared uninjured, but the assassin was not moving either.  
Unfortunately, now was not the time to check on his friend. The dragon in front of him was still on its feet, and now eyed him with a look of suspicion. It seemed that it was not going to underestimate him either, Drom thought.
I just hope that I’m not biting off more than I can chew.
Taking the initiative, Drom charged at his larger opponent. This beast had no idea what he was capable of yet, and he hoped to end things before it realized just how dangerous he really was. His attack was fast, closing the distance between them in less than a second. As fast as it was, however, it was not fast enough to catch this wary opponent by surprise.
The dragon sent out a narrow beam of flame, right at his rapidly approaching enemy. Drom saw the flame at the last second and twisted away, the heat from the stream of dragonfire close enough that he could feel the heat singe his skin slightly near where it passed, though it had missed him by several inches.
He landed on a single foot and pivoted quickly, hoping to close the distance before the creature realized that it had not hit him. He thought he felt something coming toward him, and instead of moving forward like he had planned he dived to the ground, the massive claw of the dragon passing over him by mere inches.
It’s so fast! he thought quickly. I never even saw it coming!
As he rolled to his knees, he slashed out with Ocean’s Hand at the appendage as it retreated. Even as fast as he was, the dragon’s claw was out of range before the blade had reached it. Drom moved to stand once again, but once again sensed an unseen attack and rolled to his left as the claw came down, the weight of the blow sinking the clawed foot nearly a foot into the ground. Once again the dragon pulled back the appendage before Drom had the chance to strike.
Now Drom suddenly understood why Raiste had not been able to defeat this creature. When Drom was infused with his magic he was lightning fast, quicker even than Raiste, but somehow, for all its size, this monster was faster still. It shouldn’t have been possible, but Drom knew without doubt that it was true.
Sensing movement again, faster than he could see it, he rolled back to his right, then immediately pushed himself backwards and on to his feet once again. A thick tail, covered in heavy spikes, slammed into the ground he had just occupied. Drom leaped forward, swinging Ocean’s Hand in a wide sweep. The very tip of Ocean’s Hand struck true, neatly slicing off one of the thick spikes on the dragon’s tail and raking a long, deep grove in the meat of the appendage before the beast pulled it out of range.
The monster roared in pain and surprise, glaring down at the small sorvinian who had managed to harm it. According to all of the books Drom had read on them, a dragon’s hide was one of the strongest natural materials in the world. There had been several stories of men attempting to combat dragons, and often those men discovered that their weapons merely bounced off the dragon’s thick hide.
This dragon must have thought that it would be nearly invincible to a sword strike. It must have come as quite a surprise to the dragon to learn that Ocean’s Hand would not be so ineffective. Still, a minor score on its tail was not going to take down this beast, Drom knew, and so far he had not been able to close the distance between them.
The dragon took a tentative step forward, seeing at its opponent in a whole new light.
It’s just been toying with me, Drom realized.
Up until now this beast had not even seen him as a possible threat, much like Raiste had felt about the trog he had killed the first time they had met. Now this dragon started to believe that perhaps he might prove more dangerous than it had originally believed.
Drom wasn’t sure if he should think of that as a good thing or not. On one hand, it appeared that the dragon now believed him to be a dangerous enough opponent to warrant caution, where it had not before. Maybe the dragon was right, and he was dangerous enough that he could kill this beast. On the other hand, it also meant that the dragon would now be taking this fight more seriously than it had been before. He had been taking this fight seriously from the beginning, but if this creature had only been toying with him before, it meant that it was likely to be far more dangerous than it had shown.
For the first time since he had summoned his magic, he felt a small trickle of fear. Not enough to paralyze him or turn him from his task, his magic brought with it a strong sense of calm that pushed away any such emotions, but it was there all the same. It was far too late for them to run, he knew. If he failed here this beast would kill him, it would kill Raiste, and, most frightening of all, it would certainly kill Raine and his unborn children.
He looked back at his friends, just a glance, to make certain that they were all right so far. Raine had crawled over to Raiste's side, where she had pulled the assassin to an upright position. She seemed to be fine, so far, and while he couldn’t tell if Raiste was even conscious, it appeared that he might be all right as well. As long as he succeeded in defeating this dragon that is, which would be no small feat.
He thought back on everything that had happened to him over the past few months. The first time he had met Raiste, who had introduced himself as Garan then, he had been overawed by the speed and power that the wiry assassin had shown. He would never have believed that such amazing skill existed. Now, however, he found himself facing an opponent that had proven itself too powerful for that man to defeat.
He thought back on Raine, when he had first met her as well. She had been huddled in a dark corner, cloaked both by the hood she had been wearing and the darkness that concealed her nature. When he had first learned that she was a feral he had been amazed. He had never dreamed of meeting one of her race. Now, she would soon be giving birth to his children.
Something occurred to him in that moment that, up until then, he had not before considered. They would soon be starting a family together, planned on living as husband and wife, and yet in all that time, he had never learned her true name. He had never thought to ask it. He loved her for who she was, not what name people knew her by. If he failed now he might never know the name of his future wife.
No!
His mind screamed at him in protest. He could not allow himself to die without knowing the name of the mother of his children! He could not die without ever knowing the name of the children that were growing in her womb! He would not allow them to die, never having a name of their own!
“No!” he screamed, this time out loud, facing down the monstrosity before him. The blue glow of his magic flashed brighter than ever before, reflecting off of the dragon’s glistening red scales to cast a bright purple glow on the ground between them.
Drom charged in to the attack once more, but the dragon was not caught unprepared. One claw flew out, blindingly fast, intercepting Drom's attack. Drom sliced down with Ocean’s Hand, just missing the top finger of the clawed hand before neatly slicing off the middle two. Before the blade could complete the stroke the bottom claw reached Drom, tripping him forward to fall between the remaining fingers.
The dragon roared in anger, but didn’t waste its advantage. Spinning in place like a dog chasing its tail, the beast spun around, whipping its heavy spiked tail Drom's way as he lay sprawled out on the ground.
Sensing more than seeing the lightning fast attack, Drom raised Ocean’s Hand above him, hoping to slice through the appendage as it came, using its own momentum against it. At the last second the dragon’s tail flipped higher in the arc, passing above Drom's mighty weapon. As the tail passed by Drom rolled himself to his feet, moving quickly to get prepared before the dragon was able to get reoriented.
The dragon, however, was not yet finished with its attack. It continued its spin, bringing its other front claw around in a vicious backhand. This time Ocean’s Hand was not in position to intercept the attack, nor was Drom balanced to avoid it. The back of the dragon’s claw smashed into Drom's side, hitting him like the blow of a hammer.
Drom's side exploded in pain. The force of the unexpected blow sent him rolling across the ground, to land several yards from where he had been standing. He gasped for breath, the burning heat on his side making it difficult to pull air into his lungs. The dragon glared at him cruelly. Drom knew that he wouldn’t be able to escape.  
So this is how it ends?
Raine watched in shock, unable to do anything, as the dragon released a thick fountain of searing hot dragonfire. Drom moved Ocean’s hand in front of him, but did not have time to do anything else before the stream of flame reached him and enveloped him completely. As the dragon turned its ugly head to look at them, the only thing that Raine could see of what remained of Drom was a thick plume of black smoke, where the dragonfire had incinerated everything in its path.
The dragon stalked the remaining two with clear contempt. The sorvinian had been his target's last chance, it knew, and while that one had been powerful, it had not been enough. The dragon had been summoned with one purpose, to kill Raiste Goldstone, and slaughter any who stood in its way. It would destroy these two, and then its purpose would be fulfilled.
“I thought I told you, if you want to harm my friends, you’re going to have to go through me!” Drom shouted from inside the thick smoke. As it cleared, Raine could see that somehow, against everything sane, he had managed to survive the fire that should have destroyed him. Not only that, but he was slowly starting to get to his feet!
Joy, the likes of which she had never felt before, obliterated all other thoughts.
He’s alive!
The dragon began to turn back toward him, but Drom moved before it had the chance. Before it could face him he pointed Ocean’s Hand at the beast. The bright, blue flame of his magic changed along its length, turning a deep, vibrant red. In the blink of an eye, the red light reached the tip of the mighty sword, and the dragonfire it had absorbed burst forth in all its power.
The dragonfire struck the dragon directly on its midsection, the fire quickly encompassing the monster. Raine had to look away, the intense heat and bright light from the assault stinging her eyes.
As the flames of the dragonfire extinguished, and the magic on his blade went back to its normal blue, Drom collapsed to his knees. He had not overused his magic, he knew. The pain in his side had simply made it too unbearable to stand. He looked up in horror at what the dragonfire had wrought.
Dragons contained the awesome power of dragonfire inside them, a constantly burning flame that they could release at any time. They were created to be able to withstand that intense heat. Drom had absorbed the dragonfire and sent it back, but fire could never harm a dragon. The dragon looked back at him and snorted. While it was surprised that this enemy was still alive, it knew that there was nothing more that the sorvinian could do.  
It turned away from him and looked back at his intended target. It would kill Raiste first, it decided, and then it would have some sport with the sorvinian. Perhaps it would make the sorvinian watch as it ripped apart the feral woman. It could sense the young growing inside the woman’s belly, and knew instinctively who the father was. Yes, that might be a fitting way to return the pain the sorvinian had caused.
It knew, however, that once Raiste Goldstone was dead it would have to return to where it was summoned, to report its success and show what it has seen. It would not have time to play with the sorvinian like it would prefer. Far better to force the foolish man to watch as his friends were burned alive by dragonfire, it decided.
“No!” Drom shouted. Somehow ignoring the intense pain in his side, he leaped to his feet and ran at full speed between the dragon and his friends. With his magic infusing him, his friends movements seemed slow and sluggish, but the dragon’s motions were not slow at all. It lowered its head and released a strong jet of dragonfire at the two huddled together.
Drom stepped between the stream of flame and his friends just before it would have hit them. From behind him, Raine could see the intense red fire of the dragon’s attack hit Ocean’s Hand and pause. Some of the fire split, to flow to the left and right of the mighty blade, enough that she could feel the incredible heat of it begin to scorch the hair on her face, but it was not enough to burn her. Most of the attack, she could see, was absorbed into the blade itself, flowing into the great sword. The blue glow of Drom's magic along its length seemed at war with the red glow of the dragonfire, with the power infused in the blade slowly winning out.
After only a few seconds the dragon ended its attack, perhaps believing that its target had already been incinerated. As Raine watched in awe the last of the dragonfire was drawn into the blade, until the bright red of its magical heat disappeared, leaving nothing behind but the bright blue glow of Drom's power.
“I will not allow you to harm her!” Drom screamed at the massive beast. The dragon looked on with its unblinking gaze. As Raine watched in amazement, the magical aura surrounding Drom began to change. The bright blue light shifted, swirling around him like a caged beast, struggling to break free. All at once the color of his magic, which had always glowed a bright blue, shifted, turning a deep, angry red.
“I will not allow anyone to harm her!” Drom bellowed, his voice so loud and powerful that it seemed to shake the trees around them with its sound. Raine instinctively put her arms up in front of her face, as Drom's power exploded from him. She felt as if the force of it would rip the skin from her bones.
Drom had never felt so powerful. He felt the pain in his side, and with only a thought, made almost absently, he felt the skin, the muscles, and the bones underneath the injury shift, knitting together and healing him completely in less than a second. Anger, as burning hot and searing as the dragonfire that seemed to fuel it, burned within him. He struggled to keep it contained, for some reason his conscious mind rebelling against the violent rage that filled him.
The dragon sensed that its enemy had once again risen, somehow more powerful than ever before. It lowered its head and roared a challenge. It moved forward, though what attack it intended Raine would never know.
Drom, who had stood in front of her only a fraction of a second before, disappeared right before her eyes! One second he was there, the next, gone! She looked up at the beast in front of her, now posed for the kill.
Its head lowered as if to attack, or so she had thought, but that was not what happened. Not at all. The monster wasn’t attacking. In fact it would never attack anyone again.
The dragon’s head rolled across the ground in front of her to land at her feet, completely cut through halfway down the neck. Its tremendous jaws opened and closed once, as if to speak, saying the first and last words it would ever say. No sound, however, issued from those reptilian lips. Instead, its thick, forked tongue lolled out of its mouth, and it ceased to move.
After several seconds the beast started to disappear, fading away as if it had never been. It had not been a true dragon. It was nothing more than a shadow, given life by powerful magic. Once that imitation of life was destroyed, its magic dissipated, and the creation ceased to be. It didn’t have a body to leave behind.
As the body disappeared Raine saw something else behind it, what had once been hidden from her sight now revealed. Drom stood, bathed in an intense red glow. The power thrashed around him, as wild and volatile as a forest fire.
“Drom!” Raine cried out. The sorvinian man turned to look at her, a clear look of anger burning behind his wild eyes. He glared about, as if looking for another opponent, then turned his eyes back to her. His lips turned back in a vicious snarl. He stared at her as he would an enemy; as he would a stranger.
“Drom it’s me! It’s Raine! Don’t you recognize me?”
“Raine?” Drom snarled, his voice barely recognizable as the man she had known. He tilted his head back and screamed, long and loudly, the thunderous sound hurting her ears. The scream turned into a wail, almost mournful in its sound, and as she watched the red glow of magic that surrounded him shifted. The lashing slowed and, as quickly as it had started, the color shifted back to the blue she had come to know. As even that faded, Drom dropped to his knees.
Raine left Raiste's unconscious body on the ground where it was and ran to Drom's side, catching him just as he fell to the ground completely. A quick glance told her that he didn’t have any obvious injuries, which surprised her. She thought for certain that, as hard as the dragon had hit him, he would have had a few broken ribs at the very least, yet he didn’t even seem to have been bruised by the blow. He must have just fainted from the use of the powerful magic that had filled him.
Wonderful, she said to herself.
Both Drom and Raiste were unconscious at the moment, though only Raiste seemed injured. Even in the best of times she would have had trouble moving Raiste, and Drom was far too heavy for her to lift. She certainly wasn’t going to risk straining herself just to try to move them inside. It wasn’t herself that worried her. Had it been she would have ignored any risk and moved them anyway. She was not, however, willing to risk the health of her unborn children.
She heard a questioning chirp from somewhere in the trees above her. Apparently deciding that the danger was gone for the moment, the small dragonling flew down next to Raiste. Sniffing the man tentatively, the creature seemed to decide that the man was all right, or at the very least that there was nothing that a little dragonling would be able to do for him. The little creature hopped over to Drom, repeating the process.  
Trick must have come to a similar conclusion about the sorvinian as well. Instead of waiting next to either of the men, it hopped over to Raine. He stepped up on to her leg, sniffing her belly. After several seconds the dragonling changed its tactics, putting its small head against her slightly swelling stomach.
There’s no question that Trick knows what happened while they were gone, Raine thought with mild amusement.
Sitting on the ground with the small dragonling resting its head on her belly, she waited for her friends to wake up. They would have a lot to talk about once they were both up again, she knew. Much had happened in the months since Raiste had seen them, both to him and to them.





Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
“Please tell me you’re joking Raine,” Drom heard as he woke. He recognized that voice. He opened his eyes and looked around.
A white furred face and vacant eyes stared back at him. He nearly jumped to his feet before he realized that he was not looking at a living being, but at the bearskin rug that sat on the living room floor. He couldn’t for the life of him figure out how he had gotten there.
“No, I’m not joking Raiste,” he heard Raine say in her most patient voice.
Raiste. Had he returned while Drom had been asleep? Why hadn’t Raine woke him up?
“I’ll be honest with you Raine, I really thought you were smart enough to keep that sort of thing from happening,” he heard Raiste say. He quickly closed his eyes again, hoping that his friends didn’t notice that he had woken up. He had planned on having this conversation with the assassin together with her, but of course Raine knew the man much better than he did. If she thought it better for her to talk to their friend first, than he would take her advice.
Still, that doesn’t mean that I won’t listen in.
“Well, it did happen,” she replied. “I didn’t notice when it was coming on me, and he didn’t know anything about it. Now it happened, it has been continuing to happen, and will continue to happen from here on out. At first we didn’t have a choice, but we do now. We had a choice when he asked me to marry him, and I had a choice when I said yes.”
“So now you’re pregnant with his child, knowing full well what will be coming after us. You know this is a complication that we didn’t really need right now. From what you told me, he barely survived against that dragon. I’m amazed that he succeeded in doing that much. Now Bloodheart is likely to send something even worse. He won’t be able to fight against something like that if he’s worried about protecting you and a baby on top of it all.”
Fight a dragon? What on earth were they talking about?
There was something to this, he knew, but for some reason he couldn’t remember what it was. He felt completely drained. Had he overused his magic again? He couldn’t remember.
“I don’t think that’s going to be a problem. When he thought that we were in danger, or at least when he thought that I was in danger, something within his magic changed. I’ve been watching him practice with his magic almost every day in the few months that you’ve been gone. His power always glows blue, and his magic always seems to calm him, as if it detaches him from his emotions.”
“Yes, he said as much to me when we were discussing how his power affected him that first time.”
“Well, what I saw last night was nothing at all like that. His emotions, at least his anger, was so strong he could barely contain it. For a moment, I wasn’t even sure if he knew who I was anymore. I’m not sure if he gained control in the end, or if he had simply used so much of his magic at once that he passed out from it. I can say that I’ve never seen anything move that fast before, not even him. When he killed that beast he was so fast, I couldn’t even see him. He wasn’t even a blur of movement. One moment he was in front of me, the next he was behind the dragon and its head was falling free from its body.  
“I’m just hoping that when he wakes up he’s back to being himself. I don’t want him to know this, but it scared the hell out of me. For a brief moment, at the end there, I thought he was going to attack me, and I know that there wasn’t anything I would have been able to do to defend myself against him.”
“You don’t really think he would have hurt you, do you?”
“I don’t honestly know,” Raine admitted. “I don’t think he would have hurt me on purpose, but I don’t think he knew who I was either. I think that whatever had happened to his magic was out of a desire to protect me, but it was so powerful that he had no control over what he was doing. I think at the last minute he might have realized who I was, but I just can’t be sure. I guess the only answer I have is that I don’t think he wanted to hurt me, he wanted to protect me, but if he didn’t know who I was anymore he could have hurt me accidentally. I don’t want to believe that, but that’s how it felt at the time.”
Drom stayed silent, unable to believe what he was hearing. If what Raine said was true, he could have killed her and his unborn children, and wouldn’t have known he had done it! He couldn’t take that sort of risk again. If he ever did anything to harm her, he didn’t think he could live with himself.
“His magic was not like it had been either,” she continued. “It didn’t glow blue anymore. He was glowing red, like the light of a bright flame.”
“Well, at least when he wakes up we should know if he’s back to normal. It would be hard to miss if he’s glowing red like you said.”
“I’m not worried as much about when he wakes up as when he tries to use his magic again. Will his magic be back to the way it was, or will it take control of him again like it seemed to? We’ll need his magic if we are to survive. That dragon that he killed proved that, more than anything else possibly could have. We would all be dead now if he hadn’t been able to use his power.”
“From what you told me of that fight, he wouldn’t have won if his magic hadn’t changed like it had,” Raiste pointed out. “The dragon had him nearly defeated, and was about to burn the two of us alive. The increase in the power of his magic might not have been completely in his control, but it saved us all the same.
“There’s not really much we can do about that until he uses his magic again, and it would probably be best for him to wait at least a few days before trying to do that. Even if his magic is back to normal, it certainly weakened him to use that much of it at once. Instead of focusing on that, I think that we should concentrate our attention on the two of you and your upcoming childbirth. I’ve learned about many of the herbs used by midwives. I had to for my Malik persona. Unfortunately, I don’t know what the doses that they use are, or what exactly they are used for. I won’t be much help when your babies are ready to be born.”
“Drom doesn’t plan on staying here,” Raine announced. “I don’t know yet where he plans on taking us. I don’t even know if he’s thought much about that part yet. From what I could gather talking to him, I think he was more concerned about how he was going to convince you that we should leave.”
“He’s certainly right in thinking that I wouldn’t want us to leave. With the dragon gone, Bloodheart shouldn’t know where we are. He will have to send someone or something to start looking for us all over again, and won’t have any real place to start. The cities won’t be safe right now, that’s for sure. That dragon was waiting for me right outside of Miani. Bloodheart probably has people watching for us in every city and town under his control. This is probably the safest place for us to be.”
“I’m in complete agreement with him actually. You said yourself that you don’t know much about childbirth. Drom wants a skilled midwife with me when our children come, and I agree with that too. I’m not worried about myself so much, though I’m sure that he’s worried enough about me for the both of us, but I do worry for my children. I’ve never heard of a feral having children with a sorvinian. There could be complications that I wouldn’t know how to watch for or deal with.”
“I’m sure that there are books in my library that could teach me everything I would need to know,” Raiste pointed out. “Your children would be in much more danger elsewhere than they would be here, regardless of the complications. Like a hunted animal, our best chance of surviving right now is to find a place to hide where our hunters will have trouble finding us. I can’t think of any place better than here.”
Drom slowly opened one eyeball again, hoping to get a better look at his friends without them noticing it. If he moved at all, Raiste would certainly notice, he knew. By listening in on their conversation now, he would have a better chance of convincing Raiste of their need to go elsewhere, assuming Raine wasn’t able to convince him on her own. He would already know all of Raiste's arguments ahead of time.
He heard a light, inquisitive chirp, and looked up carefully to find Trick staring down at him, looking right into his now open eye. The small dragonling flew off and starting chirping again in the distance. It sounded as if the dragonling had gone in the direction of his friend’s voices, though his companions were still too far away for him to see without moving.
“It would seem that our friend is awake now,” he heard Raiste say.
So much for listening in for a bit longer, Drom thought irritably.
As much as he liked the little dragonling, and had even missed the small creature during the time that Raiste had been gone, it could be a nuisance at times, especially when Trick’s intentions differed from his own.
Without any reason to hide that he was awake any longer, Drom sat up and looked around the room. Raine was still dressed in the clothing he last remembered her in the night before, though now the mint green color was dotted in places with dark green and brown mud. Thankfully he could see no wounds on her body, much of which was plainly revealed through the nearly transparent cloth.
Raiste, on the other hand, was completely covered in mud, so much so that the assassin was almost unrecognizable. Most of the mud that covered the man appeared to be dry already, crusted and cracking in some places. The cloth underneath it, or what Drom could see of it anyway, was tattered and torn. Drom had never seen the assassin in such a state of disrepair before.
Perhaps he should use this look as a new disguise, Drom thought with mild amusement. He could pass for a beggar in any city in the world.
“Hi Raiste, welcome back,” Drom said, trying his best to pretend that he hadn’t been awake and listening in on his two friends for the past several minutes. “When did you get back?”
“Last night,” Raiste replied. “Don’t you remember anything that happened?”
“I don’t remember a thing about last night,” he replied. That part at least wasn’t a lie. He might have already learned everything that had happened from listening to his friend’s discussion, but he didn’t actually remember it. If he hadn’t known that they were talking about him they could have been discussing someone else entirely, as far as his memory of the events were concerned. “Why, what happened?”
“I was chased all the way here by that shadow dragon that was hunting us before. You fought against it, and in the end somehow you managed to kill the thing. Afterward, you passed out. I’m guessing that you must have overused your magic when you fought it, like you did the first time you practiced using your power. I was knocked unconscious, so I missed most of it. Raine had to wait for me to come around before the two of us brought you inside. You’re not exactly a light-weight.”
“Sorry about that. I’ll try to be more careful when I use my magic. I thought I had a pretty good handle on holding it, and fighting while using it, for long periods of time. I guess I must not be as good as I thought yet.”
“Don’t concern yourself with it. I barely managed to scratch it when I fought against it. You defeated it, and that’s no small feat. Anyway, that’s something that we can talk about again later. Raine's been telling me that congratulations are in order.”
Drom didn’t miss the fact that Raiste had completely glossed over his battle with the dragon, nor did he mention the fears that Raine had expressed in the conversation he had overheard.
He probably doesn’t want to worry me, he thought.
He decided that he would keep that knowledge to himself for the moment. If his friends, particularly Raine, didn’t want him to know about it, he wouldn’t tell her that he already did.
“I’m glad to hear that you’re taking it so well.” Drom stated honestly. “I was more than a little worried that you wouldn’t approve.”
“You’re both adults,” the assassin replied with a shrug. “What the two of you do is entirely your own choice. I will say that, considering everything that is going on right now, your timing could have been a little better, but then again there might not ever really be a good time for that, at least not for a while. If the two of you can find happiness together, who am I to say anything against it?”
“I want to take Raine to someplace safe, for our children to be born,” the sorvinian stated bluntly. If he couldn’t listen in as Raine tried to convince him, he had to try. He had thought for weeks about how he would broach the subject with Raiste, and had decided before that simply plowing right through might be the best and fastest course. As Raiste had already said, what happened between him and Raine was his own choice, and he would not be swayed.
“Why is it that you think that we’re not safe here?” Raiste asked, trying to sound reasonable. Drom had expected something like that. The assassin was quite skilled at getting people to do what he wanted them to do, Drom knew. He didn’t know exactly what tactic the man would use, but he had steeled himself against changing his mind. He knew what the best course for them to take, he felt certain of it, and would not allow himself to be convinced otherwise, at least not easily.
“You were just chased here by a dragon. Do you really have to ask that question? Bloodheart isn’t going to stop looking for us. We need to go somewhere that he isn’t going to think of looking. Besides, Raine and I are getting married. I’m sure that there are people in her home village she would like to tell. I would like get word to my family as well. I’m sure my mother would be very upset if I didn’t tell her the good news. She’s going to be a grandmother soon.”
“I suppose you’re right about that,” the assassin admitted. “Still, even if Bloodheart could find this place, which, aside from summoning another dragon, we don’t know for certain that they would be able to, it would still be safer here than anywhere else. Plus, don’t forget that traveling on foot is often difficult at the best of times, and we would be traveling with a woman who will soon be heavy with child. Trying to take her elsewhere right now could be more difficult for her than staying here would be. It could put a greater strain on the child as well.”
Drom heard the argument, and could see some of the points that his friend was making, but he ignored those arguments for now. A thought, one that had not occurred to him before, had taken root into his mind. He knew of a place that might be safer for them than the Hut; a place where anything Raine might need could be provided for her.
“If Raine agrees, I think that we should go back to my home village,” Drom said. “Bloodheart thinks that I’m a human, as far as I know. He would never think to look in the sorvinian lands. We could stay there safely for a while, at least until the children are born. We’ll figure out what we should do afterward, when the time comes.”
“It could take us at least three months to reach the sorvinian farm lands,” Raiste replied. “By then Raine will not be able to travel well. It could be dangerous for the baby.”
“There are dozens of small villages between here and there where we could purchase a horse for her to ride,” Drom returned, unrelenting. The more he thought about it the better he felt about the idea. At his parents home they would be safe, they could find a midwife without worry, and they could make their marriage intentions official and finalized. Drom would prefer to have the wedding at a location where his parents might be able to attend, and their own village would be ideal. He was not going to let Raiste talk him out of it.
“I think it’s a wonderful idea,” Raine commenting, adding her support to her intended husband. She had been listening to the two without saying a word one way or the other, perhaps waiting to hear everything before making a decision herself. Drom was glad that she had decided to take his side. “I would like to meet his parents anyway. I don’t think we should mention what else is going on to them, at least not at first, but aside from that, I don’t see anything wrong with the plan.”
“We’d have to avoid the cities,” Raiste cautioned thoughtfully. “Bloodheart is likely to have spies posted in all of them, watching for me.”
“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Drom pressed. “The two of you already know the safest routes, or at least most of them I’m sure. When we get to a small town, Raine and I can go in to purchase the horse, that way if Bloodheart has spies looking for you there, they won’t find you. He shouldn’t be looking for us after all, and you wouldn’t be there.”
“Bloodheart is looking for you actually,” Raiste informed him. “Or more accurately, he’s looking for a human man by the name of Roland. That’s why I was in Miani for so long. I was gathering information, trying to find out how much Bloodheart knows about us. He also has people looking for Raine, though when I left the city the only name they knew of for her was Tara. Still, they know about my other aliases. I’m sure it won’t be long before they know of hers.”
Raiste went on to tell them about everything he had learned during his sojourn in the city, and everything that had happened there. He had not intended on telling them about the assassin's guild, but in the end decided that it would be best to tell his friends everything. The only thing he left out was his relationship with the guild leader, Loretta. That was his business, and his alone.
“So even according to everything you learned there, it should be perfectly safe for me to go into one of the small towns,” Drom concluded for him. “They aren’t looking for a sorvinian, but a human man. Once we have mounts we can stick to the roads that Bloodheart's men won’t be guarding. It’s as safe as staying here would be, at the very least.”
“We’re going to do this Raiste,” Raine stated with an air of finality. She had made up her mind, and was going to follow Drom's suggestion. Once decided, nothing was going to sway her. Raiste recognized that immediately.
“I would like you to come with us,” she continued. “If you feel so strongly about staying, we will have to leave you behind, though I don’t want to do that. Still, what you do is your choice. This is our choice, Raiste. This is something Drom wants to do, and I understand why it’s important to him.”
Drom looked at his future wife with surprise. He had never, even for an instant, considered leaving Raiste behind. He wouldn’t have thought that she would have either.
Raiste didn’t even need to consider that. He had no intentions whatsoever of leaving his friends again. He had his own reasons for wanting to avoid Drom's farm, at least for now, but if this was the course that his friends set, than he would see it through.
The assassin let out an audible sigh. “Alright then,” he said at last, relenting. “I need to go take a bath. Afterward, we can make the travel plans. We’ll have to travel light. We don’t have any horses right now to carry any of our things, so we won’t be able to take more than what we can carry ourselves. Our travel packs can hold quite a bit, but even they have their limitations.”
“Don’t take too long,” Raine cautioned. “Everything that we are going to take will have to be packed tonight. I want to leave at first light tomorrow morning. Come on Drom, let’s go upstairs. Raiste and I are used to traveling fast and light. I’ll help you pack.”
Without another word, she turned and quickly left the room. Drom watched the rapidly retreating feral woman with amazement. He had never expected that sort of a response to his plan, which was little more than an idea that had come upon him at the last minute. He heard Raiste chuckle behind him.
“You do realize that neither of us are going to get to make decisions anymore, right?” he said. Drom turned around to find the assassin grinning ear to ear. “I’m almost thinking that I should be offering condolences instead of congratulations, but you seem to be happy, and I’ve never seen Raine like that, so I know she is. I wish the two of you the best of luck. I think you’re going to need it.”
Drom feared that the assassin was right. They would all need every bit of luck they could get, just to survive. Regardless of what happened though, he was grateful for one thing. They would be together. They would have each other. Working together, Drom thought that there was little they couldn’t accomplish.
He was a little worried about what his parents would think about his chosen wife, but only a little. He believed they would be happy with whatever choice he decided to make, and he was certain of his choice. Without a single word, he left Raiste behind, heading out of the room and up the stairs after the woman he loved.





Epilogue
 
 
Bloodheart glared back at the men who surrounded the massive, round, oak table that dominated the center of the room. Like the other men around him, he wasn’t actually in the room at all. What they all saw, the men he looked at now and the shining suits of armor that surrounded the room, were nothing more than projected images. The room he actually sat in was completely empty. The only real thing here was the chair he sat in.
The inside of the council chamber changed from session to session. Each and every mage in the council had a room like this, or very nearly like it. The location of the council session would change every time. It was considered a great honor to host the gathering of the mage's council. Bloodheart had hosted it only twice himself. With the latest debacle, he didn’t think it was likely that he would be hosting it again any time soon.
“So could you tell us once again how it was that a single man has somehow continued to elude you and your men?” Slyvax asked with false sympathy, a wry smile played out on the man’s thin lips. Bloodheart wasn’t fooled. Slyvax was a well known sadist. The only time he ever smiled was when he was torturing someone, watching someone being tortured, or was thinking about torturing someone.
Most likely he’s considering torturing me at the moment, Bloodheart thought.
Unfortunately for Bloodheart, Slyvax was also one of the oldest and most politically influential members of the mage's council. On more than one occasion he had pitted himself against Bloodheart. Bloodheart would have loved to send him a nice gift, perhaps a poisonous adder to visit him in his sleep.
As much as he desired it, he knew that it was impossible. Such magic required a mental picture of the person it was being cast upon, and, like all of them, only part of Slyvax's face was visible. The rest of his face was hidden in the depths of the thick black hood that he wore. Bloodheart was wearing one just like it. It was the only way that they could protect themselves from each other.
If a mage wanted to go to war with one of his fellows, he had to do so openly, sending either men or created monsters to do the work for him. It was a rare enough occurrence, one that had only happened once in Bloodheart's lifetime. It was, in fact, that one occasion, over thirty years past, that had sparked the dangerous situation that he now found himself in.
Against all odds, the son of Goldstone had survived. More than that, he had returned wielding the power of a battle mage. According to the men he had questioned, either this Raiste Goldstone was a battle mage himself, or he had one with him. The reports varied from person to person, none of them truly certain of what they saw. They had not lied, under the spell of his magic they would not have been able to, but that did not mean that they knew what it was they had seen.
The woman from the inn had proved more valuable in her information, though she had not been present during the fight, and had been much less willing to tell what little she knew. Against his magic, however, she had not been given a choice. She had given detailed descriptions of Goldstone's companions, as well as a description of the sword that the red-haired man wore on his back on their last encounter.
From the information he could piece together, it was likely that it had been this man, not Goldstone, who had been the battle mage. It was also possible that neither of them had battle magic, but had merely been powerful warriors. It didn’t take battle magic to be dangerous. Raiste Goldstone's father had been a powerful mage, but it was not his magic that had been feared. It had been his beliefs.
Fallon Goldstone had been a dangerous man, with dangerous ideas. His plans for the control of the people of the world would have destroyed the power that the mages enjoyed. Bloodheart would never understand the man’s ideals. He had been a threat to them all, and so all the mages, or most of them anyway, had agreed that he had to be destroyed.
Bloodheart remembered that time fondly. He had been young then, and had been rising in the ranks of the magi for some time. More importantly for the ruling mages at the time, he was at a point in his career that, if he was willing to take a risk, he would be well poised to fill the position that they intended to make vacant.
He knew that they had intending on using him. He had known it when he agreed to their proposal. They intended on pooling their magic and attacking one of their own, and they needed someone to wield that magic for them; someone who could take the blame for them if their venture failed.
The risks of attacking a mage with great power were exponentially increased with the power of the mage who was its target, and Fallon Goldstone might very well have been the most powerful mage alive in his time. Attacking someone like that was a terrible risk. As great as the risk was, however, the reward would be even greater.
Under normal circumstances, Bloodheart would never have had an opportunity to move into the position of a ruling mage. However, this was hardly to be a normal circumstance. If he could defeat Goldstone, he would be thrust into the position that the man filled. If he failed, he would take the fall for that defeat himself.
Had he been wielding nothing more than his own magic, Bloodheart wouldn’t have had any chance at all of defeating Goldstone. Bloodheart, however, had all the power of the mage's council at his disposal, and he knew just how to use it. He did not know what Fallon Goldstone had looked like beyond vague descriptions, like now the mages hid their features from each other when they attended the council, but he did not need to see the man to send a dragon.
With the power infused into him by the other mages working together, he had summoned a great red dragon, one of the oldest yet living of its kind. With the power of all of their magic together, he bound the mighty beast to his will, and sent it to kill Fallon Goldstone and his family. He had thought that the beast had succeeded, despite the rumors that the mage's children had somehow survived.
Since then, he had often employed the use of dragons in his endeavors, though with only his own power he could only summon young ones, and could not bind them. He could, however, use their image to create his shadow dragons. Such a creature would be useless against the power of a great mage, certainly none of the men in this room would have difficulty against one, but they were more than enough to deal with the general rabble when such a thing was necessary.
He had sent a shadow dragon to hunt down Goldstone's son, Raiste. His spies had told him that they had witnessed the dragon following the man outside of Miani, deep into the swamps. They had wisely not followed, knowing that there would be nothing they could do against a man that the dragon couldn’t handle. The dragon would do its work well enough, they had believed. Bloodheart would have agreed with them at the time.
That belief had been shattered, along with the delicate, glass dragon figurine that had sat on his desk, a precise replica that create a link between his magic and his creation. Somehow, this Raiste Goldstone had defeated that creation, though Bloodheart could not fathom how he had done it. Certainly shadow dragons were not as deadly as the living animals that they mimicked, but only the greatest of mages could hope to defeat one.
He had believed that the battle mage his soldiers claimed to have seen had to have been faked somehow, a glamour perhaps to make the men think they were facing an opponent that was more than the man they truly faced. There hadn’t been a battle mage in well over a century after all, and many low level mages could construct a decent enough illusion if given enough time to plan ahead. It was far more likely, in his opinion, than believing that a battle mage had suddenly appeared out of nowhere and attacked one of his men. Such a man could have gained power for himself in a dozen other ways. Starting a fight with the mages so unexpectedly didn’t make sense.
As unlikely as Bloodheart believed that to be, however, that seemed to be the case. A battle mage, trained in the use of his power, might have been able to defeat his shadow dragon. He was beginning to think that perhaps he would not be able to defeat this opponent as easily as he had hoped.
“This single man has done more than just elude my men,” Bloodheart replied. “I sent one of my shadow dragons to hunt the man, and my beast found him outside of Miani. According to reports I have been given, the beast followed him out into the swamps. What happened there I cannot say for certain, but my shadow dragon has been destroyed. I fear I may have underestimated this man. I will not allow it to happen again.”
“What about these stories I have heard about a battle mage? Is there any truth to these rumors?” Slyvax asked sweetly. Bloodheart felt a stab of apprehension at this. Slyvax was a dangerous man, who was never sweet to anyone. He only showed his enemies a smile just before their execution, or before some torture he was relishing the prospect of. Kindness was as foreign to him as breathing air would be to a fish. “You wouldn’t be hiding anything from us now, would you?”
“I hide nothing,” Bloodheart replied instantly. Nor did he. Keeping some information to himself wasn’t the same as hiding it, after all. “I had also heard those rumors. That was all I believed them to be at the time. I would be interested in knowing where you have heard them. You wouldn’t have put spies in my cities, would you?”
“Of course not,” the elderly mage replied, that false smile never leaving his face, mocking him. Bloodheart knew immediately that it was a lie. His magic told him that. He knew as well that most of the mages around him would know the same thing. Bloodheart struggled to keep his own boiling anger contained.
“People in your cities talk, just as they do everywhere. Peasants have nothing more to do than to gossip, and much of that gossip can reach the ears of those who listen.”
“You should know better than to listen to the rumors of peasants,” Bloodheart growled. He didn’t believe for even a single second that Slyvax heard about the battle mage through peasant rumors. He most likely had spies hidden in every aspect of Bloodheart's government, maybe even one or two hidden inside of Bloodheart's own personal guard. Bloodheart had two spies posted in Slyvax's bodyguards. Neither of the two men were foolish enough to think otherwise.
“I do not take them as truth, Bloodheart, but I would be foolish to dismiss them entirely. That is why I am asking you now whether or not there is any truth to them.”
“Perhaps,” Bloodheart admitted, knowing it would be unwise to attempt lying to anyone in the council chambers. Many of the men present would have spells in place to warn them of falsehoods. That might very well be what Slyvax was hoping to get him to do. It wouldn’t be all that difficult for Slyvax to turn the rest of the council against them if they caught him in a lie.
“I would like to point out, however, that I had no evidence of that being the case when I sent the dragon after him. Now he has defeated my shadow dragon, so even if he’s not a battle mage, he at the very least must be a powerful mage of some sort.”
“That is not so great a feat,” Slyvax announced. “You put too much stock in your shadow puppets. You always have. Now your foolish pride has allowed Goldstone's son to escape your grasp once again. This would make three times now, by my count, that this one has escaped you, the first time when he was but a child. Perhaps you are not worthy of the lands and title you hold. Perhaps the council may need to consider appointing someone more worthy to control those lands.”
So that was his play, Bloodheart thought grimly.
Everyone knew that Slyvax had four sons that would soon reach an age where they would want land for themselves. His own land would go to his eldest boy, as well as his seat on the council, but for the other boys it was unlikely that they would get anything at all from their esteemed parentage.
If he could procure Bloodheart's lands for one of those boys, it would reduce much of the conflict between his sons. Slyvax himself had only been a second son, elevated to his position after a riding accident had removed his older brother from his path. While Slyvax would never admit it if he did have something to do with his brother’s fall, the crafty old man had little doubt that his sons would gladly kill each other for the position of power he held.
If he could procure a second major land to rule, particularly one that brought a seat in the council along with it, it would help alleviate matters. Not to mention the fact that, with two of the brothers in the council together, it would strengthen the position of both.
Bloodheart understood the man’s ambitions with startling clarity. Of course, he also realized how foolish they really were. The other mages would surely see the threat implied by such a strong position, and would never allow such a thing to happen. Someone else, less qualified perhaps but certainly someone less dangerous to their own positions within the council, would be appointed in Bloodheart's place. Not that Bloodheart had any intentions of allowing anyone, neither Slyvax nor any of the others who would likely be clamoring for his position, to wrestle from him what he had risked so much to attain.
Perhaps it’s time for me to consider taking a wife, or at least a concubine who can bear me a child.
With a son to take his place should something happen to him, the vultures like Slyvax would no longer see his lands and position as something they could obtain for themselves. He didn’t have time to court a woman of prominence, which he would have preferred to do when considering a wife. So yes, a concubine, one easily bent to his will with only a minor expenditure of magic or coin, to bear him a son would be ideal, for now. He could take time to find a proper wife later.
“Enough of this foolishness, Slyvax,” Wolfere bellowed.
Wolfere.
The very thought of the name sent a shudder down Bloodheart's spine. While Slyvax was powerful, his magic was nothing when compared to the awesome power of Wolfere. Now the undisputed leader of the mage's council, Wolfere had appeared almost out of nowhere about twenty years before. So great was the strength of his magic that when the one of the ruling mages died, of natural causes as far as anyone knew, Wolfere stepped into his place without anyone saying so much as a word against it.
He ruled his land wisely, the people of his land might truly be said to love him, and after ten years on the council had been voted into the role of the council’s leader. If anyone had said anything against it, Bloodheart knew nothing of it. He certainly wasn’t foolish enough to cross the dangerous man. Wolfere was considered to be a fair man, but no one was foolish enough to disagree with him without good reason. Bloodheart wasn’t going to make that mistake now.
“We are not here to chastise Bloodheart for his failures. Not yet at any rate,” Wolfere continued. Now that he had gotten their attention he spoke at a lower, calmer voice. “We are here to address the dangerous situation that has arisen. It could just as easily have sprouted from your own lands, Slyvax, and I am certain that you would not be so hard on yourself should you have failed to recognize that danger. Bloodheart did what he could with the knowledge he had been given.
“Now we are faced with another question. Bloodheart, you are now aware of what faces you. Can you say, in honesty, that you can defeat this enemy on your own? If not, I would recommend the council grants a portion of its power to you, just as they had to defeat the elder Goldstone thirty years ago. What say you?”
Bloodheart considered his answer carefully. The elder Goldstone, Fallon, had been one of the most powerful mages in living memory. Even Slyvax would not have dared to cross him on his own. They had needed the magic of nearly a dozen mages to control a dragon powerful enough to defeat that man.
Could it really be possible that his son is as dangerous as he was?
It seemed unlikely, but Bloodheart had to admit it was possible.
Still, he could not risk looking weak in front of the other mages on the council, especially not with hungry wolves like Slyvax clamoring for the slightest opportunity to take what he had risked his life to gain. Bloodheart might still need their assistance at some point, but he was not yet defeated. He still had other means at his disposal to deal with Fallon's son.
He wondered briefly if Wolfere had some other agenda in mind. He had not been in the council when Goldstone had been destroyed. No one had ever heard of Wolfere at that point in time. Surely he would have heard everything that had transpired though. He would know how dangerous Goldstone had been, to all of them.
He didn’t trust Wolfere, any more than he trusted any of the mages in the council. Still, he had no reason to actively distrust the man either. Certainly not like he distrusted Slyvax. So far Wolfere had always treated everyone fairly, though distantly. He never took sides for personal reasons, but instead always attempted to find solutions that would prove profitable to all.
He treated the people who lived in his lands the same way. All of his peasants reaped the benefits of his wise leadership. His method of leadership put him at odds with many of the other ruling mages, however his uncanny sense of business somehow allowed him to turn a greater profit, both for his subjects, and for himself. Fallon Goldstone had been destroyed by the council because he had put his people above the other mages. Wolfere was not like him in that aspect. He did not put his people first as Goldstone did, but profit instead. If his subjects profited as much from it as he did, so much the better, in his own mind at least.
With the money he gained from those profits he gained greater power than many of the other mages. Regardless of how powerful a mage's magic might be, the golden rule still applied; whoever has the gold, makes the rules. In the many years that Wolfere had control of his lands, he had gained for himself a good portion of that gold. Bloodheart, as rich and powerful as he was, had no other choice but to comply with the decisions of the vastly richer and far more dangerous Wolfere.
“I believe that I can still handle this upstart on my own,” Bloodheart answered at last. “I have other means at my disposal to deal with this situation. Should additional forces be needed, I will send word to the rest of the council. However, I would like to mention that, should this second attempt fail, then this Raiste Goldstone, or whoever is with him anyway, will have proven himself more dangerous than Fallon Goldstone was thirty years ago. No one man among us would be able to deal with this man easily.”
“No one is questioning your ability Bloodheart,” Wolfere said seriously. “If this man is truly a battle mage, however, he could very well be, as you have stated, more dangerous than any one of us could handle safely. Are you certain that you wish to attempt to deal with this threat alone for a second time? You’ve already failed once.”
This last was meant clearly as an undisguised threat. Wolfere's meaning was clear. If Bloodheart did not believe he could handle Raiste Goldstone, he should say so now. Should he fail a second time, than Wolfere might not stand in the way of men like Slyvax, who hungered for his lands like greedy dogs. He would not only be on his own against Goldstone, he would be on his own in all things.
“The powers of a battle mage are almost impossible to predict,” Bloodheart answered, trying to think of a way to word things that wouldn’t cause him to appear weak. “If this one is as powerful as some of the battle mages in antiquity, than he might prove to be more than I can handle on my own, as has been suggested. That, however, has yet to be determined. He might have defeated my shadow dragon, but that is not the only weapon I can wield.”
Wolfere's eyes widened for a second as understanding dawned. “So you plan on sending them?” he asked, a sour look of disgust on his face.
Only a few of the mages knew of the mercenaries Bloodheart employed for some of his less pleasant work. The fact that Wolfere was aware of their existence did not surprise him, nor did the knowledge that the man found those creatures repulsive. Most men who learned of them felt so.
“They will accomplish the task,” Bloodheart replied in answer.
They most certainly would, he knew, or else he would not have said it. He was not so foolish as to tell a lie in the council meeting. Unfortunately, those he would send were as unpredictable as they were deadly. Bloodheart didn’t control them, not like he did the dragons. It was not magic that brought him their loyalty, but promise of coin; a lot of coin.
Still, as expensive as they were, their work, on the rare occasion he had employed it, spoke for itself. They would be able to find Goldstone, regardless of where he might be hiding. He felt confident that not even a battle mage would be able to stand against them.
“Do you believe you can control them long enough for them to defeat the battle mage?” Wolfere asked. “They have been unpredictable in the past.”
“Even if this Raiste Goldstone truly is a battle mage, they will succeed in destroying him,” he replied confidently, voicing the very thoughts he had had only moments before.
A high pitched cackle irrupted from one of the council seats. Mordock, one of the weaker mages on the council, was shaking under his cloak in uncontrolled laughter. Such actions didn’t surprise Bloodheart, he had grown used to them during the years that he had taken a seat of power. The man was completely insane, and often started laughing like that whenever he thought he had information that the rest of them did not.
Unfortunately, that was far more often than Bloodheart would have liked. While the mad mage's magic was weak, and the lands he controlled were little more than uninhabitable swamps with few towns and not a single major city, Mordock headed one of the greatest spy networks in the world. Little happened, anywhere, that his spies did not learn. All of that information eventually filtered its way back down to Mordock's ear.
As insane as the man had proven himself time after time to be, he had also proven himself to have a brilliant mind, when it was working. He was a great man to have as an ally, during those times when he was lucid anyway. The rest of the time Bloodheart felt like sending him on a long journey, off a very steep cliff.
“What do you know, Mordock?” Wolfere asked irritably. Mordock had a habit of holding back his knowledge, for no other reason than his own amusement as far as Bloodheart had been able to discern. On most occasions, Bloodheart could ignore the man. He even found him amusing sometimes, on those occasions when the information he had wasn’t being kept from Bloodheart himself. Bloodheart enjoyed watching the other mages squirm. Wolfere, on the other hand, had little patience with the madman most of the time. On this occasion, Bloodheart mirrored his ire.
“I know nothing at all about the battle mage,” Mordock stated in a high, cracking voice, the whiskers at either end of his thin mustache, the only feature on the mage that was plainly visible, twitching as he spoke. Mordock may be crazy, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew how dangerous it was to toy with Wolfere, and had no intentions of doing so. “I don’t know anything about the dragon that this battle mage has supposedly defeated, either. However, I may know something of this Raiste Goldstone that you seek.”
“Then tell us what you know, Mordock, and do not waste our time. I have other things that require my attention as well. I have no time for your games.”
“Very well,” Mordock replied, clearly disappointed. He would have preferred to let the anticipation linger for a little longer, especially when he wasn’t getting paid for the information he was giving. “Since I learned of the attack on Bloodheart's man, Sloan, I’ve had my people looking into the man who had called himself Raiste Goldstone. He may not be who he claimed to be. My spies have told me that someone fitting that description has been known by many names, and many faces. It is unclear who this man truly is. He may be a mercenary of some sort, a smuggler, or an assassin for hire. Whatever he is, there was no indication before the incident at Port Tam that he might also have been Goldstone's long lost son. Either he had hidden that fact before, or he simply made it all up, perhaps to gain access to Sloan's offices.”
“How is that supposed to help me defeat him?” Bloodheart asked hotly. Like Wolfere, he had no time for this man’s games. He had, in fact, already known that Goldstone had been going by several aliases; he already had his guards looking for quite a few of them. He also knew about his companions, the large, red haired man and the feral woman. He had not been planning on telling the council that information, however. He had to be the one to find Goldstone and his companions. Should Slyvax find them instead, for instance, it could cement his claims to Bloodheart's lands.
Perhaps I’ll have to reveal that little tidbit after all, he considered, though he hoped it wasn’t necessary.
“I am simply pointing out that we have no real evidence that this man is really Raiste Goldstone at all. The entire thing could have been a fabrication, that has taken on a life of its own. Whether he is Goldstone or not, it is unlikely that he planned on that name going any further than Sloan's offices. It has caused him nothing but trouble after all, regardless of its authenticity.”
“Your information is useless, as usual,” Melina said from across the table. As the only female in the mage's council, as well as one of its younger members, it was unknown what the full extent of her power might truly be. What was known, however, was that two years before her husband, the previous council member and ruler of the lands she now controlled, suddenly disappeared. Everything he had, his lands, his position, and his wealth, all went to her.
Bloodheart had not known him well, though the same really could be said about any of the mages that sat at the table around him, but he had thought that the man seemed powerful enough in his own right. Not powerful enough to give him a strong position in the council, but certainly worthy of being on it. If she had somehow been responsible for his mysterious disappearance, she was not someone to be underestimated. One man may already have done so, much to his folly.
Perhaps she was some fetching beauty, worthy of taking such a risk, but if so Bloodheart had no way of judging that. Like the other mages, her features were obscured under the black robes she wore. Melina, however, took it a step further than that. The small amount of her face that was visible, nothing more than her mouth and chin really, had been glamoured to appear a dark, vibrant blue.
Smooth skin and a slim figure was all that Bloodheart could glean of what she might look like underneath that cloak, and even that might have been nothing more than another aspect of her glamour. It was impossible to know what illusions the mages might use to cloud themselves before appearing at the council. What was here in the chambers, after all, was nothing more than an image sent to appear before the rest of them.
In reality she’s probably fat and ugly, he surmised.
“If that was all the information that I had to offer, my dear, I would have to agree with you. Fortunately, I know a bit more than that. I know, for instance, that this man claiming to be Goldstone is not a battle mage. Some of my spies have known of him for some time, and there has never been any indication of a battle mage before now. According to my spies, he has fought and killed many men during that time. Never once has he used anything like the magic that a battle mage would possess.
“That being the case, it would seem that this battle mage is the man that reports say had been with him during that fight with Bloodheart's man in Port Tam. It would also explain, Bloodheart, why your men saw him running from your dragon into the swamps before he supposedly killed it. He did not have the power to defeat your beast. Instead, he was running to reach the man who did have such power.”
“Those I am sending to hunt him will not care what guise he puts himself in,” Bloodheart remarked. “Your information is useless. Unless you have something else to offer me, I have no use for you.”
“I do have one other little tidbit of information. This man that is calling himself Goldstone does not travel alone often. If he is who my spies believe him to be, and I’ve learned to trust their judgment, he normally travels with a female companion, a feral woman. He also has a dragonling that follows him. Ferals are rare enough in these lands that it would be much easier for your hunters to find her than it would be to look for a single human, regardless of what method of tracking they employ.”
Damn.
It seemed that keeping that information to himself wasn’t going to happen after all. Still, the madman did have a point. While Bloodheart felt certain that those he planned to employ could find the man, he was still a human in a sea of them. A feral, on the other hand, would be like looking for a large gold brick in a haystack, instead of a needle. Also, the news of the dragonling was new to him. A human with a dragonling was a rare enough sight that even the most slow-witted of his guards should still take note of it.
“I will keep your information in mind,” Bloodheart assured the man. He didn’t want to commit to too much, lest the madman decide that some sort of compensation might be in order for the information he was being given. Bloodheart wasn’t even certain if he would have a use for it. He certainly wasn’t about to part with any of his gold for knowledge that he had no use for.
“I know you will find some way of using it,” Mordock replied. “Perhaps in the future you might have information that I might need, and I hope that you will be as open with it as I have been now.”
Bloodheart did not bother to disagree with him. After all, his suggestion had left an opening as to the worth of the information, and could be interpreted in different ways. Should Bloodheart have information to offer, he could decide for himself if further compensation would be needed. He would never have been so foolish in his dealings. He would have agreed upon a price before the information was passed on.
Normally Mordock would have done so as well, he knew. Perhaps it was because, by giving it freely to Bloodheart now, it meant that Bloodheart could take care of a dangerous adversary, one that could be dangerous to all of them. If their situations were reversed Bloodheart might have even done the same thing. It was more likely that the mage simply wanted to avoid a dispute with Wolfere, who had already ordered him to tell them what he knew. Bloodheart could understand that as well.
He looked over at Mordock, noticing the sly smile on the mad mages face, and immediately became cautious.
Was he aware that my guards were already looking for the additional people he had described? he wondered.
He suspected that it was likely. There was little that the mad mage didn’t uncover. Why he decided to keep that information to himself instead of passing it on to the rest of the council, however, was a complete mystery. Mordock didn’t have any loyalties to anyone. Something that painted Bloodheart in a bad light could only further his own cause, whatever that might be.
More likely he plans on exacting a price from me privately later on, he decided.
“Very well,” Wolfere spoke up. “Unless someone else has something else to add, I will bring this meeting to a close. Bloodheart, I’m trusting you to deal with this situation for now. We will meet again in three months, unless someone has additional business that requires the council before that time. As always, I will send word to everyone beforehand should we need to meet again.”
With nothing further to discuss, Bloodheart kept his mouth shut, looking around the room to the other mages seated at the table, wondering if anyone else had anything further to add. Slyvax opened his mouth as if to say something, but a glance from Wolfere in his direction caused him to promptly clamp it shut again. Apparently, whatever it was he had thought to say he decided was not important enough to mention, for now at least. Bloodheart was certain that he had not heard the last of Slyvax. The man’s ambitions were far too bold for his liking.
For now, it was wiser to wait. If Slyvax moved too soon or too foolishly, he would destroy himself, or Wolfere would do it for him. Either way, it was not anything that Bloodheart needed to concern himself with yet. He had more important things to worry about. He needed to find this man, this unknown element who claimed to be the long lost son of Fallon Goldstone, and put an end to him and whoever traveled with him, including this battle mage.
This time I will not fail, he promised himself.
He considered the hunters he would be sending. They had never failed him before, and would not do so now. They would track down Goldstone and his companions. Once he had finished with that, perhaps he would send them to deal with Slyvax as well. The thought brought a smile to Bloodheart's lips, which stayed with him as one by one the council members seated around him winked out.
As the image of Bloodheart faded out as well, Wolfere stood up from his chair. He had appeared as nothing more than an image to the others, but the council had been held in the replica of his chamber hall that evening, projecting its image into the empty halls of the other council members. Tomorrow, he would have a few of his peasants remove the cold, grey suits of steel armor that gleamed dully around him.
Perhaps I’ll have them bring in a few ferns to decorate the room before the next session, he thought absently as he walked out of the room.
In a dark corner of the room, a small figure, hidden in the shadows behind one of the empty suits, stood up from the crouched position he had held during the meeting. He had not been seen, he knew. He never was. He did not speak. He did not make a noise or a sound. He didn’t even leave any footprints behind, as he had no need of walking to get to where he wanted to go.
Instead he watched, and he listened. He had to return to his ruler, who would want to know what he had learned. They would be coming, the small man knew. Like the mage Wolfere, he knew exactly who Bloodheart had been referring to. With those creatures hunting the battle mage, he would need to be warned. With a noiseless pop and a slight whoosh as the air rushed in to the space that he suddenly vacated, he vanished.
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