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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Alslana’s western coast was finally within view, the crystal spire on the Diamond Palace looking like a second crescent moon. The Lucent Sea had acted choppy throughout the whole voyage. One cold squall in particular almost tipped the whole ship over, but the expertise of the pirates saved us from a drowned fate. A respite on land was now in reach, one I had to relish for as long as I could. A crossing of numerous seas was in my near future, and it was likely I would experience another ship-tipping storm somewhere along that long line. 
 
    Once our battered little cargo vessel docked an hour or two passed midnight, every single member of my group made for the palace gates. Gerard, wearing every piece of his recognizable green armor, led the procession. His presence allowed us to bypass the palace patrols beyond and within the first wall without trouble. He then sent a young footman to deliver the news that the Hadarii party had arrived to speak with the king. By the time we strode under the second wall, three knights with the High Guard’s rearing horse insignia met Gerard in a group embrace. 
 
    “The king is anxious to get things moving along,” said the oldest knight, a middle-aged man whose level eyes met Gerard’s chin. 
 
    “How is the royal family doing in my absence?” 
 
    No knight knew quite what to say. Finally, the same knight said, “The queen’s death still lies heavy over us all. Come, we don’t have to wait for permission. I suspect the king is still awake and will meet with all of you directly.” 
 
    We followed the knights as Gerard spoke to them about what we experienced in the dunes and heat. Except for the clinking of metal as guardsmen and knight moved, the palace grounds were a quiet place. Even entering the main structure felt as though I had entered a recent ruin with all its museum pieces and luxury furniture yet looted. It wasn’t until Gerard began climbing the stairs to our goal did animated life fill the void. 
 
    Accompanied by the stamping boots of her bodyguard trying to keep up with her charge, Odet’s voice shouted Gerard’s name. The knight did the same. The two met in the middle of the spacious room in an embrace, the princess not caring that she hugged more armor than man. She wore a thick white robe to cover what was probably indecent clothes for anyone outside her own room to see. Their kiss made me turn away for a second, but I told myself to get over it. She was happy and there wasn’t a reality that could replace Gerard with me. 
 
    They spoke in whispers for a moment before she addressed us all at once. 
 
    “I’m overjoyed to hear everyone made it safely back.” 
 
    “I think it’s safe to say we all faced worse dangers,” said Lorcan. “A bit of sand and sweat never hurt any halfway decent pirate.” 
 
    “Yes, master pirate, I’m sorry to have doubted your skills for even a moment.” Turning to the older knight, she asked, “Is my father prepared to meet with them?” 
 
    “No official word, your grace, but he should not be long if his recent nights are anything to go by.” 
 
    “Yes, I see. Very well, take them up. I shall join you soon.” As everyone restarted their climb, Odet turned back to catch me watching her go. She parted her lips to say something, but thought better of speaking. She merely nodded her gratitude and restarted her sprint. 
 
    The marbled throne hall scattered the moonlight nicely, and would have provided enough light to feed our eyeballs on its own. Still, hanging metal braziers were lit to illuminate every corner the moonlight couldn’t reach. These intermixing rays of blue and red light revealed what at first might be mistaken for a bear moving toward the line of thrones, but was instead King Eudon doing so. The ruler donned a heavy brown cloak of fur that did indeed once belong to a living bear. He evidently took his daughter’s cue of covering his nightgown with an expedient solution. 
 
    Walking next to him was an armored Bernar Savoy, his lance adding another ringing footfall since he used it like a walking stick. 
 
    On taking a seat, the king waved us over. 
 
    He looked like a different man than I remembered. His once attesting chestnut eyes had sunken deep in his sockets and carried black bags under them. His head also appeared leaner, which I imagined seeped down to the rest of his body, and the gray beard was longer and frayed. Despite his heat trapping attire, I could swear he was shivering. One would think him cursed if they did not know what he had recently lost. 
 
    After everyone bowed to him, a still robust voice said, “So, son of Rathmore, how confident are you in your calculations?” 
 
    “Given all the information I received and its context, as confident as a mortal can become. Everything points to the Vyalts holding the god’s grave we seek.” 
 
    “There are fifteen hundred men ready to sail for Uthosis on my fastest warships, scholar. Are you certain they will not sail thousands of miles in vain?” 
 
    “Oh my. I cannot predict the future… uh, my lord. The grave is somewhere in the mountains, I’m sure, but its depth, defenses, and your men’s persistence will ultimately determine whether it is found.” 
 
    “The persistence of my men will never falter as long as they still draw breath. I will be there to see to that myself.” 
 
    “Father!” said Odet’s voice behind my group. 
 
    I turned to see that she still wore her white robe, but a simple blue dress now came under it. She also sported short black boots. She jogged around the group to reach her father. 
 
    On reaching his throne, she said, “Father, you cannot leave Alslana for a journey so distant. Beatrice is not even queen yet. And what of our people? What will they think when they learn that their king will not dwell between our shores for many months?” 
 
    Eudon leaned over to kiss his worried daughter’s forehead. “I will not be king once I set sail. Beatrice will have her coronation by then, and she will command me to seek out her mother’s murderers. I will thus become what I have always prided myself to be—a warrior for this kingdom. Look at me! I am wasting away here, doing nothing as your mother’s butchers hide in their hole. I will best serve the kingdom this way, as well as myself.” 
 
    “But we need your guidance. Voreen, Oclor, they will surely test our military strength with you gone.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but before I leave I will request for new army divisions to be formed. This will signal to our enemies that we are more than ready to respond to any incursion with a devastating counter blow. Our people want blood for what happened to their queen, and they will gladly give it to whatever enemy dares show themselves now. Beatrice will also have you by her side. In truth, that heartens me more than anything.” 
 
    “And who shall be on my side? Is Gerard to go with you?” 
 
    “He will remain here, protecting you and your sisters. Master Savoy will stay in the capital as well.” 
 
    “Sire?” said the High Guard captain. 
 
    “I won’t be a king soon, remember? Your job will be to guard the new queen.” Odet was going to say something more, but her father placed a hand on her cheek and said, “Hush now. There is to be no more discussion in front of our guests. Gerard, take her downstairs.” 
 
    The defeated daughter allowed the knight to lead her back downstairs. When they were out of sight, the king said, “I presume, young dragon knight, that you and the scholar wish to join me in my expedition.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Is the sentiment the same for you and your crew, Master Eberwolf?” 
 
    “Aye. We would be honored to have one of your repute fighting within our humble midst.” 
 
    “Very well, then. I will announce my daughter’s coronation in the morning. Preparation should not take long, but formalities will force us to wait three or so days before the event can transpire. We will set sail for Uthosis the proceeding morning.” 
 
    “And what of Uthosis?” I asked. “Even if I didn’t believe their kingdom to be subverted by Advent worshipers, I would be wary of a nation’s response to seeing a foreign power docking warships by their shores.” 
 
    “That is why my ships will bear the weight of gold and gifts more than soldiers. Their leadership may have been swindled by Advent promises, but my promises can be held in their hands and spent, and all they have to agree to is to stay out of my way. I will not take aid from their meager armies, and I will not trust any information they give us.” 
 
    “Will it just be us, then?” asked Lorcan. “Haven’t other nations suffered from the Advent?” 
 
    “Valkrean families have suffered losses, many of which are nobles of import. However, convincing them to put forth a significant investment of manpower and resources on this distant venture will cost us far too much time. The best they will likely agree to will be to recompense some loses Alslana will take financially, but that will only be if proof is brought forth of the Advent’s demise. For them to help in a timely matter will also require them to admit that the Advent are a true threat to their domestic stability, much less a worldwide peril. 
 
    “Even I, with my beloved dead at their hands and her holy power stolen, have doubts to how truly attainable you say their goal is. Is such a thing even possible? To raise a god from the dead? Do not legends say that Degosal’s destruction came about from trying to bring a god under their control? Who’s to say the Advent will not destroy themselves in their quest? But their goals and the likelihood of their success do not concern me. My wife is dead, and I aim to hand them the same fate.” 
 
    There was little to say after a king’s conviction, so we took our leave once we promised to show for his daughter’s coronation. 
 
    Back downstairs, Gerard and Odet were waiting for us. Lorcan informed her of her father’s plan to coronate her sister as soon as it could be done. She thanked him, then went ahead and thanked every pirate for risking their lives in the desert mission. She even gave Ghevont a hug for his integral work. The flustered scholar only managed to tap the top of her head as he would to Marcela. 
 
    Speaking of girls left behind, when Odet reached me, she said, “Clarissa will be the happiest vampire in the world once she has you and Ghevont back. With little else to do, she’s been helping Marcela train. I wish I could have visited her more often, but it is difficult to find time given my... What is it?” 
 
    She asked the question in response to my shaking head. “Catch your breath, princess. Clarissa will get the chance to update me on the more menial news. It’s late. We’ll talk once everyone gets to rest on beds that don’t rock back and forth.” 
 
    She let go of the breath she had been holding. “Yes, you’re right. I shan’t keep you any longer, then.” 
 
    From here Gerard’s knight friends led us to the stables. We took the horses to the charred manor we had made our home before we left. At least on a superficial level, the manor was close to finishing its renovation. I got little chance to examine the rebuilt guts of the home. The conscious part of me joined the unconscious as soon as I found my first real feather bed in far too long. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I woke myself up with a start when something pinched my left side. I quickly realized a couple of my chain-teeth had cut through the failing wrappings around my left arm and had poked my ribs when I rolled over. Despite the earlier than wanted reveille, the lurid sunlight implied I had gotten plenty of sleep. 
 
    As I ambled into the kitchen to see if any food and sturdier wrappings were lying around, stamping footsteps ran up behind me. I could only brace myself as a cold body leapt onto my back. I caught her legs as her arms embraced my torso. She continued the rearward hug as I walked like a bipedal turtle to a half loaf of bread resting on the table. 
 
    Grabbing the loaf, I said, “I hope you didn’t feed on people while I was gone. You’re getting heavier.” 
 
    “Well, maybe a few louts no one will miss.” Sliding off me, Clarissa asked, “How are you? No secret wound you’re hiding from everyone?” 
 
    “You ask that after leaping on top of me? I’m fine.” After getting my first look at her, I said, “I was joking about the fat thing, but you do look, um, healthier.” 
 
    “Thanks. Sitting still has given me more time to fill up on the red stuff. Honestly, being in a city with this many nice smelling people is quite tempting for my vampire side. Lucky for them, there are as many rats as there are people.” 
 
    “Sometimes they’re hard to tell apart. Try not to get confused. How’s everyone else doing?” 
 
    “They’re well. Everyone is working hard in the guild or training. Makes me feel kinda useless. You’re not gonna make me stay here when you go to Uthosis, are you?” 
 
    “No. We’re gonna need a good rat exterminator, after all.” 
 
    Clarissa started warming up a soup to go with my bread. In the meantime, Lilly joined us to prepare lunch for her crew. Forty something minutes later and the house added more guests when Marcela, Catherine, and Ethan stopped by to eat and catch up. 
 
    A lot of this “catch up” happened when Ethan stepped up to Clarissa and kissed her. The tickled vampire then peeked over to get my reaction, which was a raised eyebrow and freezing of all movement after leaning back in my chair. Louder reactions came from the pirates when they teased Ethan with jesting hollers and whistling. 
 
    Walking up to me, holding Ethan’s hand with her gloveless one, Clarissa asked, “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “You didn’t tell him yet?” asked Ethan. 
 
    “I wanted to see his reaction. I know, naughty of me. Are you okay with this arrangement, Mercer?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t he be?” 
 
    Standing up, I said, “He’s right, Clarissa. There’s no reason for me to object to anyone who makes you happy. He does, right?” 
 
    “Of course! He acted very cute and chivalrous when he finally figured out I was a vampire. He joined me in my little hunts at night and stayed with me as I drank our catches dry, more curious than disgusted. One thing then led to another.” 
 
    Placing a hand on his shoulder, I said, “Do everything you can to make her happy, Ethan. Do so and you’ll be like an annoying brother to me. A brother I’ll gladly watch waste away as she sucks you dry if you do anything to hurt the first friend I ever had.” 
 
    “I realize hurting her means hurting you and all her friends, Mercer. More than that, I care for her. I’m not bothered by her vampiric, uh, state. She’s strong-willed and sweet, and I like letting her absorb my warmth when we-” 
 
    “All right, the painting is colorful enough.” 
 
    “Aww,” said Lucetta. “I want to hear more lovebird talk.” 
 
    “Then sit on my lap!” said Lorcan. “I’ll whisper all the sweet nothings you want!” 
 
    “I do not believe you to be capable of whispering,” said Thoris. 
 
    As usual, the swashbucklers’ chatter became more absurd and garbled as the conversation bolted onward. I let it hang in the background as I moved into an adjacent room to find a desk to write a letter to the Equine Manor. It described myself as alive and well, but soon off to start another lengthy expedition. 
 
    Knowing my time at sea would deliver all the opportunity I needed for training, I chose to spend my free time on a bed or napping on a plush purple couch I liked. This languidness led to having more time to think. 
 
    At first the thinking dwelled on the new couple and how its development bothered me. It wasn’t anything as strong as an emotional frustration like jealously or envy in the heart, but a slow burn under the mind. I eventually linked the feeling to the grand goal the Advent wanted to accomplish—raising their deity from the lifeless. In spite of the difference in scale, their symbol of change was the same. It was the sight of change that perturbed me. 
 
    Clarissa and Ethan changed by getting closer to that singular being pairs of people seemed to wish to meld into. Lorcan changed into the father he always wanted to be when he found me. Alslana and the ruling family grieved a loss of a queen. I beheld these changes, yet I did not sense a change within me. Was it normal to stay the same as I observed happiness and grief occur within people I had attached myself with? Or would I have to experience great love and great loss myself before something in my soul quivered? Or was the quiver too small to sense? 
 
    Preventing these unanswerable thoughts from floating to the top must have been the motive for my tendency to train during lull times. 
 
    Another change arrived three days after the king announced the news. The official transition of power came with a morning ceremony at the top of the outer palace wall. All Alslana citizens were invited to witness the coronation, meaning a dense crowd of thousands filled the flat field between the wall and nearest noble households. My group had been granted access to view the ceremony from behind the first wall. It was still a mass of humanity, but most of these consisted of orderly soldiers and nobles who required personal space, giving us more air to work with. To hide our riffraff clothing, Bell had delivered lavish mantles for us to wear. 
 
    Not part of my band was Marcela, Clarissa’s new beau, and Clarissa’s potential sister-in-law. The guild had been hired to add their swords in the effort to safeguard the coronation, so the trio were around, I just didn’t know where. Marcela stayed with Braden to act as his helper while the older youths did their job. 
 
    The king made a speech first, explaining to those worried about an untested young woman taking over his stead that his job had always been to protect those he loved, not to rule. As a valkrean it was Beatrice’s gods-given right to ascend to the throne, and it would be she who would be guided by the divines. Beatrice expressed her desires and designs after her father, doing her best to amplify her diffident voice. It was difficult not to imagine her second sister being better suited for speech and governance, but I suppose that required far too much misfortune to befall for such an ascendancy to happen. 
 
    The ceremony ended once the palace priest of day and night spoke a few verses memorized from the Tome of Duality and placed the crystal tiara on the new queen’s golden head. An all day celebration for the citizenry started from there, temporarily alleviating the trepidation of having a fledgling ruler at the helm of their homeland. Trepidation of a different kind inhibited celebration on my side. Bell informed us beforehand to wait in our spots for a while until someone we recognized found us. 
 
    The “someone we recognized” turned out to be the former king himself. He strode to us with practically skipping steps. His face had regained the fullness I had seen when I first met him, and the heavy bags his eyes hung only days before lost much of their burden. His beard had also been cut to the point that only thick stubble remained, giving him a younger bearing. Knowing he stood to take action against those that had wronged him brought back meaning in his life. His quest for retribution may not have been the best for his kingdom’s standing among his people and their traditional enemies, but it certainly appeared to be the best for him. 
 
    Eudon ignored the nobles still scattered in the area and went straight up to us. 
 
    “You must be more of a morning person, Your Highness,” noted Ghevont. 
 
    “Ha! Were you not present, scholar? My firstborn now carries that designation. I’m nothing but Eudon Hallam now. I was no lord before her, and I shan’t be now. Truly, by this hour tomorrow I will be nearer a pirate than a monarch. Your commands should be taken with greater severity than my own while at sea, Master Eberwolf.” 
 
    “You have fine captains sailing your family waters, Master Hallam,” said my father. “For this reason I’ve avoided Alslana waters when I could, so I suspect your men will do the sailing while you and I will drink to lost loves.” 
 
    “Aye. Our long voyage will allow anguish and joy to be experienced in equal measure. Come, you shall meet the captains that will steer us across half the world. They await me in my old war room.” 
 
    The assembly marched into the main palace grounds. As a show of respect, every soldier bowed on catching sight of their past king. He was good-humored enough to wave or say the name of that soldier in response. We ultimately made it to the underground room of a tower standing next to the central edifice. There were three captains to meet in a room overtaken by one very large table. 
 
    The first two were grizzled brothers, who each might have been the father of my father if physique had anything to say about it. The oldest of the pair was William Aslett. His younger sibling called himself Terence, though he stated that he had always been referred to as “Junior” by those who befriended both brothers. The third captain was a thirty-year-old Myrtle Quince. I had never seen such a thin woman who was supposedly of good health. All her muscle seemed concentrated in her throat, for her voice carried as much brass as her male counterparts. 
 
    The mariners explained that four frigates would be manned, with Eudon taking command of the fourth vessel as an honorary captain. They expounded on which routes we would take, and which islands and docks to stop in for supplies and information. We were to head four thousand miles in a northeastern direction until we could follow the northern coastline of Kozuth for three thousand more miles. The last phase had us going straight east to Uthosis’ shore, a journey of another twenty-five hundred units of measure. Looking at the maps made me seasick already. 
 
    They might have been highly regarded captains of a respectable navy, but the pirates had greater experience when it came to navigating the seas beyond Alslana waters. Everyone, except Yang Hur, added something to the planning of the route. They told of islands that could be used as backup ports and warned which sections of trading lanes were most apt to be patrolled by the brashest of pirate crews. Even with Eudon vouching for the group’s importance in finding the Advent’s home territory, the captains had been leery of the pirates at first, but their palpable understanding of the aquatic realm and my father’s cheery candidness brought them into the fold halfway into the conference. 
 
    The captains still must have held reservations about those who knew nothing to give. Clarissa stayed in the thin shadows of the round room as best she could, and none of the captains were told anything about what I had the potential to do. Ghevont should have stayed quiet, but he disclosed his ignorance of the sea by asking thirty too many questions. Eudon indulged him, however, so at least many of his questions got answered. 
 
    With eighty percent of the early part of the voyage planned, a messenger came down to inform us that our noontime meals were ready. All of us walked up to the main dining hall when five percent more was done. 
 
    Waiting for us were Eudon’s daughters. Beatrice sat at the head of the drawn-out table, one of nine in the huge dining room. To her right was Odet and Elisa sat on the left. Their father went to sit next to his littlest girl, who didn’t appear as vivacious as I last remembered her. I think she was mad at her father for wanting to leave, so she was more or less ignoring him. I predicted her tears and entreaties would come pouring out well before morning. For now, they sat in a subdued mood. 
 
    Beatrice in particular did not appear thrilled at having that nigh transparent tiara on her tightly bound hair. She had gained an air of taut sternness in her green eyes, determined to replace her apprehensive mien with a harsh one. Regardless of the unnatural nature of her expression, its smothering ambiance was real enough to deaden the buccaneers’ bonhomie somewhat. The disposition did nothing to diminish her painless beauty, looking very much like a slightly taller and less toned version of Odet. 
 
    Posted by the doors and windows of the sunlit room were several High Guards, including but not limited to Gerard and Captain Savoy. Clarissa and I sat together, not only out of habit, but so I could help her pretend to eat her food. I didn’t get much of a breakfast, so I gladly scarfed down our grilled fish, firm fruit, hot soups, and sweet bread portions placed in front of both of us. The best thing I enjoyed was a spell cooled juice mixture that started off sour before leaving a sweet aftertaste. I wanted to ask what the drink was called, but I didn’t want to draw attention to myself when everyone was busy talking within their own groups. 
 
    The royals mostly stayed quiet among themselves, the captains continued speaking to Lorcan and Lucetta about their marine adventures, and the rest of the pirates talked in a lower octave than normal. That left Clarissa, Ghevont, and I at the end of the assembly. The table was so large that another dozen people could sit on the empty chairs next to us. It was bad enough that I felt inept at the meeting, but now I likened myself to a little kid separated from the grownups. 
 
    I watched the ruling family when I could, so I noticed Beatrice straighten when Eudon began speaking to the captains about the voyage. For the first time since the coronation, I heard her speak. 
 
    She said, “I thought you promised not to speak of your departure in front of us, father.” 
 
    He sighed. “I’m sorry, but the time is almost come, darling. I cannot go on pretending when there’s planning yet to be done.” 
 
    “I know!” she said, getting everyone’s attention. “I know I can’t go on pretending that I might lose you to sea or war tomorrow! I know I can’t pretend to see that you’re almost happy to leave behind what’s left of your family!” 
 
    The whole table shook when Eudon slammed a fist on its surface. Not matching the act, his tone remained the same. “Happy? Aye, I suppose you can put it that way. However, I am not happy about leaving my girls, or happy that I no longer have a crown. The first hint of happiness I’ve felt since your mother’s murder comes from knowing I can avenge it. The gods decreed that I should not be there to protect her, but by showing me where her assassins lie, they have pronounced that justice will be done, and I will see to it.” 
 
    “And if that justice requires your own life? What then?” 
 
    “The key to my life has always been tied to your mother. Her wisdom, patience, and strength convinced a lowly soldier that he could become a king, that he deserved such a title. Without her, I am but a lowly soldier again. A soldier who now seeks to bring peace to her soul, to the soul of a kingdom who lost it. Order it and I will stay here with you and your sisters, but you will witness the anguish churning inside me return to etch itself onto my face. You will learn that your father is no longer the king this kingdom needs.” 
 
    “Everything you say is true, but that doesn’t change the fact that what you need and what Alslana needs is not what I need. I need my father alive and alongside me. Is that such a selfish desire for a daughter to have?” 
 
    Taking her hand, he answered, “Of course not… but it is for a queen.” 
 
    “Then I am cursed.” 
 
    “And I say Alslana is blessed.” 
 
    She shook her head and looked away from him, but her hand clutched his tighter. When she remembered there were other people in the room, she emitted a watery chuckle and stood up. “Please, finish your meals, and if I have any influence over your minds, please forget my self-indulgent outburst.” 
 
    Elisa wanted to follow after Beatrice and the High Guard captain, but Odet said, “Don’t. This is one of those times she needs to be alone.” 
 
    The youngest sister consented, instead choosing to scooch closer to her parent. 
 
    Mainly at Odet, Eudon said, “I would never leave if Beatrice didn’t have you two to look after her.” 
 
    “I only ask that you look after yourself, father.” 
 
    The clinking of silverware once more suffused the room, though the talk about voyages did stop. Afterward, Eudon invited the pirate group to take a dip in the hot baths as our food digested. The giant basement where the steaming mini-lakes were located was always open to those residing in the palace, meaning we joined two dozen others in the process of bathing. The space was split down the middle with a thin wooden screen. The men took one side and the women the other. 
 
    I kept my left arm under its course linen wrap at first, but Eudon insisted I shouldn’t feel self-conscious about hiding my unique scab in front of men that would come to depend on one another. On seeing it, everyone agreed that the fiend’s tail spiraling up my limb won the contest of scars, but that didn’t stop everyone else from going over their own marks. Half of them didn’t even come from battle, but scorned lovers and alcohol induced blunders when trying to impress those same lovers. Ghevont was the only one without major battle scars, though he did own several self-inflicted cuts that came from one of his more prying experiments on human anatomy. 
 
    The tournament of wounds also reminded me of the powerless mind rune that had been carved into my back. Being that I rarely had the opportunity to get a good look at my back, I took a glimpse at it through a foggy reflection in a mirror. Remarkably, my back showed little in the way of evidence that I had a rune carved into my back not so long ago. Pinker, plumper skin did still trace the rune’s design, but the thickness was no more than a fine quill point. I assumed that releasing my corruption had healed it faster and more completely than normal. 
 
    The muscle relaxing, hour long soak convinced me that I needed to conquer a nation one day and become its king just so I had full day access to a heated pool. My domain would be on a secluded tropical island where only the most beautiful women in Orda would be allowed to live on. With an astute speech I could even convince Odet to leave her family and become my queen. She would also need to be okay with being one of twenty other queens… Could I make my servants fill a big tub with that mixed juice I liked, or was that too impractical? 
 
    Our clothing had been taken to be washed, so I put on the long-sleeved white shirt and trousers the servants offered after stepping out the bath. The baths we had used were under the guest tower my group was permitted to reside in until morning called us away. Clarissa and Ghevont chose not to stay, opting to find Ethan and Marcela to spend their last hours in Alslana with them. The pirates pestered the servants with their demands, treating the guest tower like one big tavern, which they might call The Rabid Raccoon for no damn reason. Hmm… Maybe that’ll be the name of the tavern on my island? 
 
    The pirates’ form of revelry didn’t suit me for long, so I ended up alone in my room by early evening. I read a little, tried sleeping, but nothing diverted my attention like I wanted. Aranath was in one of his two day long naps, making him unavailable as a conversation partner. I would have to smack my sword against something to disrupt his torpor, so I let him be. 
 
    It was well past midnight before sleep finally became a possibility, but that’s when I heard a light rapping on my door. I opened it to first see Odet, but when more of the candlelight in the hall and in my room reached her, my vision corrected itself to instead see Beatrice. The queen walked herself into my room as her High Guard defender posted himself outside. I stood there dumbly until Beatrice told me to shut the door. 
 
    With the door shut, I asked, “Can I help you, Your Highness?” Her entire body was tense, as though she were bracing for an incoming blow that was slow enough to be evaded. 
 
    “Yes. I have a request and an offer.” 
 
    “I assume the request is to keep an eye on your father.” 
 
    “More than an eye, dragon knight. I need you to bring him home safe. I need you to help him find the peace he seeks. A peace that will hopefully come once my mother’s assassins are brought to justice.” 
 
    “I mean no offense, Your Highness, but as their victim, I was already willing to lay down my life to make sure the Advent do not harm your father or anyone else in this realm.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Odet has explicated some of your story to me, but that does not make the goal itself any less lofty or perilous. Ridding the world of the Advent and keeping my father safe would be achievements worthy of regal consideration. In fact, beyond consideration. Return with my father unharmed and the Advent destroyed and I’ll be prepared to offer my hand to you. In marriage, I mean.” 
 
    I didn’t think, I only reacted. I burst out a laugh, then a second one. When I had regathered my bearings, I said, “I’m sorry. I was only thinking it was quite the coincidence that-” 
 
    Commotion coming from outside my door stopped the rest of my reply. It opened to permit Odet’s words and the girl herself to enter. She hushed an order to the captain before shutting the door. Her expression was a blend of eyeballed exasperation, heavy breathing from her mouth and nose, and scrunched worry. 
 
    “Beatrice… don’t tell me…” 
 
    “I have, dearest sister.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He laughed at me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I almost laughed again when Odet gave me an offended face. She had clearly come running to stop her sister from doing what she did, but now she looked insulted that I laughed at the delicate situation her proposing sister presented. It obliged me to say, “I wasn’t laughing at you, Your Highness. Only your idea.” 
 
    Snapping back at her eldest sibling, Odet said, “Gods, are you mad, Beatrice? You haven’t said a word to Mercer before this day, and you throw this his way?” 
 
    “But you’ve spoken highly of him. His actions helping to uncover our enemy proves his worth as a cunning warrior, and what better king to spur our people than a dragon knight?” 
 
    “All fine points to begin an acquaintance, a pleasant dialogue, not to offer a kingdom and your heirs! Gods, Beatrice, I swear Elisa is more sensible sometimes.” 
 
    “Swear all you want, Odet. I feel this is what’s best for Alslana’s future. Or would you have me ignore the opportunity to strengthen the odds of getting father back? To strengthen Alslana with a knight of legend?” 
 
    “I would not have you ignore it. I would only have you take slower, smaller steps. There is no reason to dive headfirst off a cliff. Start with a low bough, a wall, anything.” 
 
    “I don’t have the luxury of taking things low and slow. His journey is long, and the hunting of the Advent will take longer still. Even if he succeeds in his goals he might meet someone else, marry, sire children. In this way he knows I and a kingdom could be waiting for him.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I said in half jest. Conflicted judgments bounced between my head and heart as I heard myself being talked about like a pawn—an important pawn, but one nonetheless. 
 
    “Stay out of this, Mercer,” said Odet. 
 
    She tried sounding harmless, but she said it too sharply to succeed. I thus could not stop myself from saying, “Careful now, I might be your future brother-in-law. Not to mention a king.” 
 
    “Stop treating this lightly.” 
 
    “He already laughed at me,” said Beatrice. 
 
    “Our first fight, buttercup,” I said. 
 
    “I see through your attempt at immaturity. An indication you’re trying to appease Odet’s side, perhaps? It doesn’t matter. Odet has already explained your serious minded demeanor, and nothing I’ve seen contradicts that. Even among your pirate friends you stay even-tempered.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to appease anybody, Your Highness. I’m merely bemused by the whole thing.” 
 
    “Bemused or not, you’ll have the time and opportunity to think things over. If father doesn’t return or the Advent continue to run amok, then everything is moot. Succeed and I still reserve the right to change my mind, though I remain firm for now. And even if I do change my mind about offering my hand as freely as my sister thinks I am, I’ll be certain to make your recompense as grand as I can make it. There will be plenty of noble daughters open to forming a relationship with a hero dragon knight, for instance. Now then, I wish you a good night’s rest.” 
 
    When the queen and the captain walked out of sight, I said, “I found a talking sword under a mountain and I would still count that as less surprising than this.” 
 
    Odet sat at the foot of the bed with a huff. “I’ve lived with her all my life and that still counts as the most surprising thing she’s ever done. It isn’t even a terrible plan, but to heap it on you all at once…” She bit her lip and stared at nothing in particular. 
 
    “Are you going to tell your father?” 
 
    “Gods no. He doesn’t need the pressure of protecting a possible son-in-law during your journey. And what about you? Are you taking her proposal seriously?” 
 
    “I can only say that if she wanted my answer now, then it would be in the negative. Beyond that, well, it’ll make for some lively debates between myself and other parts of myself while at sea.” 
 
    “At least I’ll have time to deter her from rash acts while you’re gone. Gods, I’m sorry. I sound like I think you undeserving of my sister, which actually might be the case, but my point is that it doesn’t matter who she would ha-” 
 
    “Catch your breath, princess. I understand your reasoning.” I sat next to her. “Do you want my advice?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Don’t bring this up anymore, not for a while. I suspect you’ll have to debate more immediate concerns with her.” 
 
    “True, and our main concern will be for everyone to return safely. Everything else is ancillary… though I’ll think differently if a crown really will be placed on your head.” 
 
    “So will I.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I could only get an hour of sleep with Beatrice’s proposal continuing to bump my skull. In one moment I would chuckle at the absurdity of it, then the next had me frowning at its seriousness. In the end, I took my own advice and decided not to dwell on it in earnest for a while—a long while. Still, I planned to tell Clarissa at some point in the near future, just as much to see her reaction as get her counsel. 
 
    A servant knocked on my door until I answered that I was awake. From there I dressed, went down to eat a predawn breakfast, and stepped into a drizzly day to enter the carriages that would take everyone to the eastern docks. Eudon’s daughters were there to see him off, but since they must have already said and did everything they needed to do in private, the emotions of the two older girls and Eudon were in check. On the other hand, the sobbing Elisa was holding on tight to her father’s neck until the moment his carriage needed to start moving. 
 
    More goodbyes were expressed when we reached the docks. Here Ghevont and Clarissa were already waiting for us with Marcela, Ethan, and Catherine ready to see us off. Marcela acted very adult as she entreated Ghevont to return unscathed. Going by Ghevont’s twiddling response in limb and word, her mature guise was donned as early as my appearance. 
 
    Our ship was the Phlox, a two hundred foot long frigate fitted with as many square-rigged sails that could line her three tall masts. She was built with a balance of speed and ruggedness in mind, needing much of both if we were going to sail the merciless oceans with any hope of success. The other three ships of our flotilla were already free of the land and we needed to catch up. 
 
    It was jarring how fast we went from farewells on solid ground to rolling on a misty bay that quickly concealed the existence of land. The activity near the coast was as busy as any city street in the middle of the day, so I was surprised no ship seemed that close to crashing into another inside the fog. My father stood by me as he got me to name the types of ships we passed and their specifics to see if how much nautical facts he had bestowed onto me. I apologized when it became evident that I hadn’t memorized as much as I should have. 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry about it. Lydia loved the sea, but its particulars weren’t her strong suit either. She trusted me to it and so can you. Besides, the end of this trip will at least hammer the basics down in you.” 
 
    “Did your father hammer them in you?” 
 
    “Your grandmother, rest her crusty soul. Thorvald wouldn’t even let me touch an oar until he was assured I could flawlessly recite everything she taught. She would chew my ass out for being so lackadaisical with your seafaring lessons, but dragon knights don’t have to worry about the sea so much.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but one never knows when it might come in handy. I also want to… uh, never mind.” 
 
    With a smile, he asked, “What? What were you going to say?” 
 
    “I think you figured it out already.” 
 
    He slapped my back. “Perhaps, but maybe a father who’s spent so much time look-” 
 
    “All right, all right. I was maybe gonna say something about possibly wanting to make you proud.” 
 
    A harder slap. “Ha! You just made my all my hard work worth it! And for the record, I’m already proud of you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Now then, if there one thing a dragon knight needs to worry about honing, it’s combat. Come now, it’s time I show you the secret to attaining unshakeable balance in a fight.” 
 
    The new training regimen involved wooden practice swords, the brink of the hull, and a slacked safety rope tied to it and the waists of the participants. The basic goal was to spar without falling off the rocking railing. As the rope implied, falling was unavoidable. I even forced Lorcan off the precipice from time to time, but unlike me, he had a much better chance of landing feet first on the deck than hanging perilously over the water. 
 
    All the other pirates were familiar with the training and brought their talents against mine. Due to his lower center of gravity and weight, Menalcus proved the most difficult brigand to knock off his post, but of everyone on board, Eudon established himself as the most steadfast of us. Despite his claim that he was rough around the edges when it came to combat, the former sovereign wiped the floor with me and everyone else who sparred with him. 
 
    The only consistent challenge came from Lorcan, though his wife insisted a real fight would give her a much better chance to slow Eudon down with her stealth and poisonous techniques. 
 
    Ghevont replied to her assertion by saying, “A group of powerful cultists wielding valkrean puppets waited until the king was as far away as possible before attacking the queen, so I estimate that a single pirate has a less than seven percent chance of even landing a scratch on him.” 
 
    “You can’t estimate shit like that.” 
 
    “On the contrary, I’ve studied extensively on battle tactics both large and small, and it’s clear that mass, experience, prana reserve, endurance-” 
 
    “Make him stop, Cyrus!” 
 
    I shook my head. “Don’t pay any heed to her, Ghevont. Your views on battle tactic percentages might become vital to any number of us during this journey and beyond.” 
 
    “Ah, I hold that very same view! I’ve merely been waiting for the appropriate time. As I was saying… Where is Lucetta going?” 
 
    “No worries, scholar. You’ll only have to be a little persistent with her, but it’s what’s best. In fact, go chase her down for me. She needs to hear this.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I expected training and odd jobs would keep most cases of cabin fever at bay, but these little opportunities for amusement were an important aspect to take advantage of when one was going to be confined to one place for so long. However, one needed to be careful not to poke too far when temperament and time alone would have everyone get on each other’s nerves. 
 
    Most of these people included sailors dressed in breezy garments that allowed for the freedom of movement they needed to do their jobs. Few sailors even wore footwear, which I had to copy in the times the decks became too slippery for my boots. Due to their lack of protection, military sailors needed to be capable casters who could defend themselves sufficiently if their ship was boarded. 
 
    Of lesser number were the more conventionally outfitted soldiers, though to keep ease of mobility, their armor rarely spread to their limbs. Only in an imminent attack did anyone try putting on more encompassing protection. No matter what they wore, the Alslana emblem had to be stamped on at least two locations on the body—one on the front and one on the back—to make it easier to differentiate between friend and foe in a confused battlefield. The white emblem consisted of a full moon surrounded by a ring of stars, which in turn were contained within a tall diamond. 
 
    The Phlox’s crew numbered a little less than the other ships in the small fleet, but still felt too crowded when overlapping schedules had everyone working at the same time every few hours. There was always a job to do, the most common of which was patching something up before it tattered into a worse situation. Water also needed to be pumped, decks sanded and scrubbed, sails adjusted, food and water preserved with cold spells, and weight-shedding runes maintained. These odd jobs didn’t even include the personal care sailor and soldier needed to perform on their body and personal equipment. 
 
    Lucky for me, I only joined in on the real work when I felt like it, helping sailor and pirate at my own pace. The job I liked best was the simplest one—keeping watch. I looked out for the drowsiest looking sailors and relieved them for an hour or two. I especially enjoyed the cooling night watches. The sailors obeyed me since Eudon announced the need to treat the orders of my father and I as only second to his own and their captains. They were told about the vital part my group played in choosing our destination, but while Lorcan easily ensconced himself as a leader, they had a harder time deducing my repute. 
 
    Sure I was a good enough swordsman to best most of them in single combat, but that alone didn’t inspire confidence in my leadership ability. Frankly, even if they learned about my dragon link, I still didn’t think they had a good reason to trust any command I made. I would have stopped Eudon from announcing such a thing in the first place if I knew he was going to point me out. 
 
    Anyway, the power I had to command the sailors was an internal worry. An external one came out during that same announcement. Foreseeing that someone would figure it out, Eudon revealed Clarissa’s identity as a vampire. He adamantly pledged her fidelity to the cause, going as far as saying he trusted her presence around his own daughters. I actually believed this made him sound foolish and irresponsible to an extent, so I figured this pronouncement didn’t win over everyone. There were simply too many macabre testimonies of vampires destroying lives and villages to satiate their lust for blood. 
 
    I wasn’t concerned for Clarissa’s safety per se. The respect people had for the former king should stay any notion of violence, but I was right to believe that many would regard her with suspicious eyes and cold shoulders. She tried ignoring it as best she could, and it wasn’t as though she expected to make dozens of new friends among the sailors. Still, I knew it bothered her. 
 
    I decided to give her something different to contemplate a week into the voyage. It was a calm, starry night when I met her near the bowsprit. I looked over the ocean with her when I asked, “Do you think I’d make a good king?” 
 
    “Oh! Is this one of your jokes!?” 
 
    “No, I’m actually serious.” 
 
    She cocked her head, exploring my expression. “Why are you serious about something like that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe I got an offer to be one.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    “Wait… Beatrice? Queen Beatrice? She wants to marry you?!” 
 
    Looking behind us to make sure no one overheard, I said, “Keep you voice down, if you don’t mind. She came into my room the night before we left and gave me a proposal. Assuming I’m integral in destroying the Advent and returning her father back home as alive as when he left it, then she would offer her hand to me. She also likes the idea of having a dragon knight as king of her people.” 
 
    “And you’re just telling me this now?” 
 
    “I was still trying to wrap my head around the idea.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And then I asked you the question.” 
 
    She looked back out to sea, taking her turn to absorb the notion of her friend being crowned a king. As it would on most anyone, a smile appeared. Not yet telling me what she was imagining, she asked, “What did you say to her?” 
 
    “I didn’t get a chance to say much. Odet came running to dissuade her sister from offering so much to someone she just met. She wasn’t immediately successful, but she has at least half a year to make an impact. I doubt even the best of end case scenarios will have the proposition holding out for that long, but I suppose I have to consider it all the same.” 
 
    “Indeed. If you think about it, the first dragon knight in five hundred years could become a king almost anywhere. Alslana might not be the land you rule, but you can have the pick of the litter, as they say. I guess it makes sense for Beatrice to want to, uh, claim you first. Does her father know anything about this?” 
 
    “No, and no one else should either. Don’t even tell the rats you come across.” 
 
    “Okay, I won’t.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “My question.” 
 
    “Oh, right… You want my honest answer, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right, then, if you really, really put your mind to it, I do think you’ll someday make a good king. Someday.” 
 
    “Not now, then.” 
 
    “Right. I mean, it’s not about your lack of political experience, though I guess that should be counted against you as well. It’s more of a mindset thing than a competent thing. I think you have too much on your mind at the present to make a good ruler. Otherwise, clear your head and itinerary and I don’t imagine running a kingdom will be beyond you, especially if you have help from someone like Eudon and Odet. But who cares what I think? How do you believe you’ll do on a throne?” 
 
    “My throne would be on a tropical island with… Ah, forget it. You’re right, I have too much else on my mind to consider something like a monarchy. It’s just quite a concept.” 
 
    “No doubt… What would you do with me if you became a mighty king?” 
 
    “Well, let’s see. Yes, blood will be drained from any noble that annoys me, and all criminals and war prisoners will be sent to your room.” 
 
    “Gods, I’ll get so fat. Hey, can vampires get fat?” 
 
    “Why couldn’t they?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Just never heard of a round vampire before. I suppose finding enough blood for that is hard to do. Rats, cats, and rabbits certainly aren’t going to do it.” 
 
    “Isn’t The Velvet Fire based on real events? That had a portly vampire character.” 
 
    “Never read it. My question was serious, too, you know.” 
 
    “It can’t be that serious. If you want to be by my side, then you’ll be there. If you prefer living in a cozy cottage away from the city, then you’ll have that, too.” 
 
    “Then I want to help take care of your children. Hehe! Imagine that! You having little royal tykes running around! Can they call me Aunt Clarissa?” 
 
    “Riiight, children. Those things scare me more than being a king.” 
 
    “And what about Aranath? Does he shiver at the thought?” 
 
    “About me raising children?” I asked with a spurious tone. 
 
    “Dumbass, you know what I mean.” 
 
    “He doesn’t much care what I decide to do. The dragon’s wisdom sees advantages on both staying free and marrying a queen. An advantage he likes is the idea of the only Veknu Milaris in Orda gaining the protection of an army.” 
 
    “That’s surprising. I would have guessed he wanted you to avoid political stuff.” 
 
    “Me too, and I think he does, but he says the old rules preventing Veknu Milaris from marrying noble blood was probably a mistake. He imagines a world full of dragon knight kings would have been far more stable in the long run.” 
 
    “Or make wars that much more fiery.” 
 
    After hearing the dragon speak, I said, “Aranath is wondering how a world full of vampire queens might fare.” 
 
    “Is that so? Let me ju- Oh! I know! We would force humans to make as many babies as possible. Can’t have our favorite food supply run low, after all.” 
 
    We continued lightheartedly commenting on the possibilities of a dragon knight king and vampire queens here and on later occasions, treating it much like an in-joke we shared. 
 
    Helping us catch up on time we had lost together while I was in the Hadarii, Clarissa and I trained quite often with each other. This was because my training with dragon fire involved her training with her water spell. Since it was vital that dragon flames not spread out of control when on a wooden vessel, I only ignited my stones when they were on Clarissa’s water bubble or ice bowl. If the flames threatened to erupt out of control, Clarissa would fling her element over the stern. A pirate or Ghevont also offered magical backup in the event a mistake was made. 
 
    Without an infinite amount of rocks on the boat, every dragon stone was a precious training commodity. Chances to collect more rocks occurred when doldrums permitted a quick trip to an island using one of the dinghies. Someone using a water spell could propel these light boats to a hearty speed, taking someone as far as five miles within a few minutes on a calm day. These stops to what were generally uninhabited islands were to officially find random food and resource prospects, but they likewise gave us a chance to stomp our feet on dry soil. 
 
    I always tried making myself a part of these isle teams so that I could spend a few minutes going all out on my dragon fire training. I didn’t have to worry so much about burning down an unpopulated beach, after all. However, the bulk of the practice took place at the stern of Phlox, when the night sky made the flames stand out even more than they did in the day. It was during one of these sessions that I heard the light steps of a big man coming up behind me. I ignored it until the dragon flame began turning Clarissa’s ice bowl into steam. 
 
    As the vampire chucked the burning stone within her ice bowl, Eudon asked, “How’s it coming along?” 
 
    “Slowly.” I stood up and leaned on the short railing, already aware that Eudon wasn’t one to make solo comments. He held a full wine bottle. 
 
    “I tried seeing if I could get you a scroll or book that might aid your training, but Alslana never retained a dragon scribe, so all we have are secondhand accounts. Now Dracera would be the obvious place to seek a horde of dragon tokens.” After taking a swig of the wine, he offered me the bottle. 
 
    “No, thanks. Drinks with the habit of erasing memory don’t exactly entice me.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. Yes, you should relish every sober moment you can if you wish to catch up to the rest of us. Nevertheless, I’d say you already traveled and seen more than the vast majority of people ever will.” 
 
    “Another reason to drink, but I’m not there yet.” 
 
    “And I’m assuming you don’t care for a drink, young miss.” 
 
    “You assume correctly, Your High-, I mean, captain. I’ll only throw it back up if I take more than a sip.” 
 
    “That’s what happens when many humans drink this liquid candy as well. I for one realized long ago that I’m quite the lightweight. Leandra forbade me from ever drinking more than a glass of anything intoxicating or risk me embarrassing myself in front of guests and family. It doesn’t help that I become a short-tempered drunkard. I never wanted my girls to see me that way.” 
 
    “Uhh, so is it a good idea for you to have a whole bottle?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    He laughed. “I intend to share most of this sublime vintage. Your friend merely became my first stop when I was drawn to his flame like a moth. A drink might help loosen the nerves and mind during training, but if this isn’t the kind of aid you want, is there another way I may help?” 
 
    “Thanks again, but my dragon insists this is something I must accomplish on my own.” 
 
    “I suppose there’s no better master than the dragon himself. You are able to speak with him at any time?” 
 
    “Yes, he hears and sees what I do, at least as long as I have the sword.” 
 
    “I do not recall ever reading that dragon knights had this ability.” 
 
    “They didn’t. The sword links to his realm through something he describes as ‘a totem of silver and vlimphite.’ A piece of it is embedded somewhere in his scales. That link allows him to speak with me through the sword and send me spurts of his prana. Undertaking this feat required master enchanters from both species and Kyloth’s own flame, among other details Aranath was not privy to. It was a complicated and prana wasting effort that took years to perfect. By the time they did, only Aranath could take advantage of the link. But now he lies imprisoned within the very barrier meant to protect him.” 
 
    “It sounds as though Aranath needs the drink as much as you.” 
 
    “He agrees.” 
 
    “May I try manipulating his blaze? If nothing else, I can say I am the second person in five hundred years to link with dragon flame.” 
 
    I nodded at Clarissa, who went ahead and fashioned another ice bowl. I tossed a round stone inside and told Eudon to be ready. On “three” I made the fire burst forth. Regardless of Aranath matter-of-factly stating this was a bad idea, I got worried that the old-timer would demonstrate his mastery over the renowned power. My fear disappeared as fast as the fireball shattered the rock, making the vampire shriek out in surprise when a few flaming pieces hit her body. I dampened the scattered flames before they grew bigger. 
 
    “Gods! How fierce! I apologize, that was not my intent. I poured as little prana as possible.” 
 
    Feeling self-assured, I said, “One doesn’t use a light touch if you want to tame a bucking bronco, captain. At the same time, one can’t be brutish if its trust is to be gained. It’s a balance I’m barely getting a grips on myself, and that’s only because my corruption already gave me something similar to work with.” 
 
    Another swig. “I’ll let you get back to it, then. I want to see the faces of those Advent bastards when they realize the might of dragons is on our side!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The first two months of the voyage was a largely sympathetic affair. Winds blew favorably and no great storm endangered the well-ordered ships and crew. For different reasons, Clarissa and Ghevont were among the animal lovers who took the time to watch dolphins swimming by the ship’s bow and hearing the songs of far-off whales. 
 
    While not one to bequeath his admiration for the talents of other creatures, Aranath had no trouble one rainy evening declaring that of all the Orda sounds he appreciated the most, the song of the blind behemoth whale ranked the highest. 
 
    After asking what made it stand out for him, he answered, “Your seas are strong when their melodies are robust and abundant. Without them hunting their favorite prey, then kraken numbers will rise and unbalance Orda’s flooded realm in less than a human lifetime.” 
 
    “Why would a dragon care about what’s happening underwater on another world?” 
 
    “Balance, boy, we care about balance, here and on any world. A human might have a difficult time grasping the effects of a realm you cannot see, but only misery will follow such a drastic change in nature, both above and below. I am also certain kraken were not birthed from Orda, making them an alien invader to your waters. This in turn makes your blind behemoth a noble defender of its home. It’s no wonder why this whale is venerated by many island peoples, even if too many take it too far into worship territory.” 
 
    Aranath was not the only one mindful about a potential confrontation with a kraken. Every sailor cruising beyond a coastline would fear becoming another victim of the fabled beast’s mass of saw-toothed suckers and log-crunching beak. Attacks were too sporadic in time and location to determine what exactly provoked the belligerent move. Surely a handful of scrawny humans were not worth the effort of exposing parts of their spongy bodies out of the water. Did desperate hunger compel them to lash out on ships bulkier than they were? Or maybe a sickness overtook their minds? I knew how that felt. 
 
    Ghevont theorized kraken males clashed with each other in order to win prized females, inciting something akin to feeding frenzies in the losers. The fact that multiple kraken were seldom reported in one area (something he brought up himself) did not discourage him. As he put it, “Would an impending victim take the time to notice their surroundings if they were being confronted by a horde of tentacles fifty or sixty feet long?” 
 
    “But we once saw a kraken wreck a ship from a safe distance and didn’t see no others around,” said Menalcus. 
 
    “Ah, but you cannot see beneath the water’s surface, can you? And I suspect the remarkable attack absorbed most of your attention.” 
 
    “Nay! I was on full lookout for danger to our own vessel!” 
 
    “No you weren’t!” claimed Sophia. “You were up on the ratlines doing nothing but howling like an idiot at the sight. You kept yammering about how you wanted to arm wrestle one of its tentacles!” 
 
    Ghevont could no longer get a word in as the pirates once again started retelling their tale of catching the spectacle of a large kraken sinking an equally large cargo ship. They spoke among themselves at first, but their boisterous voices and infectious laughter always attracted a contingent of attentive listeners. 
 
    Getting closer to Kozuth had my father in particular imparting his past exploits on its seas, where a grouping of islands known as the Glims Archipelago stretched to the northwest. No sailor was surprised to learn that the cold seas off Somesh was where my father started his pirating career. 
 
    The Somesh Dominion officially controlled the waters and islands on its sun setting side, but anyone who understood the history of the region knew they were kidding themselves. The mishmash islanders living off of northwestern Kozuth remained a fiercely independent bunch. They weren’t the most well-organized or well-armed society, but for more than thirty-five hundred years they repelled attempts to be ruled by anything more than a name. Their ancestors even took credit for the downfall of the Degosal Empire. 
 
    Degosal armies had invaded and reigned over much of Kozuth for several hundred years, but strong resistance remained in the archipelago and parts of the mainland they maintained. They thus concluded that they were the main reason Degosal partook in the mysterious magical experiments that led to the Cataclysm. Few outside the archipelago agreed with the word “main,” but none of them were going to argue that judgment in the face of the islanders. Ghevont surely had a mind to, but I would step in to stop that bad idea if it came to that. 
 
    We would get the chance to meet the locals when our ships docked for the first time since leaving Alslana. The Isle of Kylock Clay was chosen as our first resupply sojourn for its relative stability and ongoing connection with Alslana merchants. The island acted as the closest capital venue in Glims, acting as a neutral meeting place for island leaders and foreign dignitaries to discuss politics, commerce, and war. It was in these meetings over a century ago that Somesh and the islanders somehow managed to achieve the ever important balance the gods sought in their subjects. 
 
    War and usurpation among the islanders had once been as common as the corsairs that popped up out of sheer tradition in the region, but when a handful of island rulers decided to try and gain permanence beyond half a generation, they made a deal with Somesh. In exchange for protection, Somesh merchants would gain easier access to trade within the archipelago and, by extension, to the northern Iazali kingdoms. This agreement took a three year islander civil war to enact it, but this was also when Somesh delivered its promise to protect its new allies. 
 
    My father’s first home lied in an itty bitty fishing village not eighty miles south from Kylock Clay. His own mentally ailing father still lived there, taken care of by my younger uncle. 
 
    “I didn’t know you had a brother,” I said after he told me Thorvald’s living situation. 
 
    “Aye,” he said humorlessly. “He’s my half-brother, thirteen years my junior. Didn’t even learn of him ‘til I turned nineteen.” 
 
    “He’s a pompous ass,” said Lucetta. 
 
    “Aye,” said her husband. “Still, even if he despises the job, he earns some respect for taking care of pops in his last days. Not an easy watch.” 
 
    “He’s also ugly.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “And dumb?” I added. 
 
    “Now you’re getting it!” said Lucetta. 
 
    “All right, all right,” said Lorcan. “That’s enough. He’s still our family. The disparaging should be kept to a minimum when one is not here to defend themselves.” 
 
    Lucetta was about to say something to that point, but both pirates perceived a horizon hugging rumble I might have mistaken for a thud below deck. I looked behind me to spot a line of clouds a shade darker than the surrounding twilight. 
 
    “Storm,” said Lorcan. 
 
    “I doubt we can avoid this one.” 
 
    “How bad?” I asked. 
 
    “We have time to prepare.” 
 
    “I’ll order a reduction of sails. Pay close attention to how we prepare, Cyrus.” 
 
    I did, though it was getting dark pretty fast. Winds picked up and lightning flashes became more frequent. Phlox and her convoy changed to a southeasterly direction, but there was no avoiding the bulge of black clouds. Several casters tied themselves to the railings, preparing to cast wind and water spells that they hoped lessened the blows of incoming waves. Other casters were in charge of keeping up wards by the masts to make sure they didn’t snap from too strong a gust. Uniting our ships’ bulk with the expertise of trained professionals boded well for us, so my trio went to hunker down below deck. 
 
    I kept track of the storm’s swelling progress using Clarissa’s yelping squeals as my guide. She tried suppressing them, but seeing as any pitch or plunge could mean the ship was capsizing, her fear of being lost at sea was too great to control. The disarrayed beams of light that came from a little swinging lantern didn’t help the ambiance of the room. 
 
    I put an arm around the back of her shoulders to comfort her somewhat, though the act also abetted my own, less obvious, dread. Ghevont, as usual, used chatter to obscure whatever feelings churned within him. He expressed his desire to study the storm personally, but since I imagined he would only be in the way of more important work, I stopped him from going topside. 
 
    Then, as the ship rocked and rolled its worst yet, a different kind of tumult came from above us. The crew that had been in the lower levels with us ran to the higher decks, toward what sounded like muddled shouts and bird-like screeches. The three of us followed. 
 
    Answering our internal question, we entered the range of a drenched sailor yelling, “Harpies! We got a swarm of ‘em up there!” 
 
    A storm was an entity I could not defeat with sword, flame, or trickery, so having physical targets to aim for did more to erase my fear of drowning than if the ocean transmuted into stone. Likewise for Clarissa. Ghevont looked happy to get his chance not only to study the storm, but a new creature. 
 
    We reached a pouring darkness, the prevailing winds whipping my face with icy feelers. Runes etched on parts of the ship provided a few avenues for delicate white light to make the deck perceivable, but it was the unceasing lightning strokes that truly lit up our world. Between the booming howls of gust and thunder, the flashes revealed the origin of the shrieking squawks above. There looked to be forty winged beasts teeming over the ship. It was hard to get a good look at them, but I knew from illustrations that they looked like humanoid vultures. While some believed they belonged to a brood of escaped experiments involving man, bird, and corruption, the likelier explanation was that they had come from the corrupted realm, making them a species whose crude human shape was purely coincidental. 
 
    The harpies’ sturdy, stocky wings handled the sudden shifts in wind well. They also had a strategy. They circled just outside the accurate range of spell and arrow, swooping down at the same moment the ship slammed into a wave, forcing the ground based beings to brace for the impact. Still, the beasts had warriors to contend with, not the usual fare of merchants and powerless travelers. We could regain our balance in time to swat away most of their dives. 
 
    I tossed up my bigger explosive stones over our heads to scare them off. Clarissa’s job was to use a water barrier to defend our backs. With its original defenders busy avoiding and attacking the harpies, I told Ghevont to use his ward spell to brace the center mast. 
 
    It was difficult to pay much attention to anything else outside my immediate circle when squall, wave, and harpy could throw me on my ass at any time. However, after a few minutes of doing everything in our arsenal to repel the hostile flock, the sight of a small yellow lightning bolt coming from then stern of the ship expanded my sphere of focus. Faster than an arrow but slower than lightning whipped by the heavens, I was able to track the yellow bolt to its target harpy. The beast died at once, hitting the hull’s edge on its way down. Another electric expulsion gave me the chance to spot the caster of the bolt standing near the ship’s wheel. 
 
    The caster was none other than Eudon. His spark came from a longbow that stood five and a half feet tall and embellished with enough silver to make one think it was fashioned from the metal. I had never seen him carrying this weapon before, so it must have been summoned. I noticed something strange on his next shot. He pulled back the string without an arrow nocked. In fact, he didn’t even have a quiver nearby. When the string was pulled back to his chest, a thin golden line materialized where a real arrow would be. On finding his next mark, the former king released his enchanted projectile, once again felling a harpy. 
 
    “Eveck-su,” said Aranath. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The bow’s name. ‘Soul Stealer’ is how the shared tongue translates it. It has the power to convert the wielder’s prana into lightning. A troublesome weapon even when pitted against dragons. As with many enchanted items at the time, the bow had been declared lost near the end of the dragon war—a relief to my kind. I wonder how he came to attain it?” 
 
    My chance to wonder was not then. Even once the harpies decided we were not worth the trouble, the storm did not let up for another hour. 
 
    By morning, when the skies had cleared to become almost too blue, a total of seven sailors were unaccounted for in all four ships. Two came from Phlox, four from The Sycamore, and the last poor chap belonged to Barbette. The Sycamore’s quartet of lost men happened during the harpy attack. Their accounts made it apparent that the majority of the flock pounced on their ship, possibly reinforced by the harpies we had driven off. The harpy attack alone wouldn’t have done much life-taking if it were not for the storm’s aid, which is something Ghevont assumed they had adapted to take advantage of. 
 
    The scholar was delighted to find that a harpy found its way on board, killed soon after someone cut through its wing as it tried knocking him over the edge. Ghevont—whose face and hands had gained a splash a tan to them and, in my opinion, looked a bit funny for it—was given permission to dissect the creature on the bow’s edge. A group of intrigued sailors encircled the scholar as he pieced apart the unsightly thing, putting the most curious organs in jars and draining its multicolored fluids into vials. 
 
    Clarissa was tempted to taste its greenish blood, but getting closer to its shitty stench convinced her otherwise. The rising sun also convinced her to head below deck and get some sleep. 
 
    As I watched the brainy red head from a distance, Eudon walked up to me and asked, “Found him in Gremly, right?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Rathmore’s son, if I recall Odet’s words correctly.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “And you trust him?” 
 
    “I killed his sister and I still trust him. Not that he’s exactly happy that I killed her, but he’s nothing if not rational. He understands why a woman like her needed to die. Besides, I’m kinda fulfilling her dying wish.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    “Avenging her parents by destroying the Advent.” 
 
    “Ah, so even the daughters of malicious men wish death upon them. It seems pissing off so many people on both sides of good and evil will come back to fuck them over.” 
 
    “Hopefully in time.” 
 
    “Until I see the skies sunder and hear the words of a god declare his resurrection fulfilled, then I suspect we have the time and the power to do the fucking ourselves.” 
 
    “That longbow of yours certainly has some power. Aranath was wondering how you attained it.” 
 
    “Is that so? Well, I technically did not come across it myself. It was a gift from Clarence.” 
 
    “Who’s he?” 
 
    “You would know him as Lord Vealora. Even after becoming spymaster I kept him active in the special units for a while. One of his missions near Etoc’s border had him finding an artifact described as cursed. It wasn’t until a true warrior like Clarence realized that the enchanted bow absorbed one’s prana, not cursed them. The average man could not handle losing so much prana, consequently becoming feeble and sick for a few moments. On learning that the bow was none other than the Soul Stealer, he decided to gift me a weapon worthy of a king.” 
 
    “How was your friend holding up when you last saw him?” 
 
    A sigh removed half his weight until he inhaled again. “I wish I could have brought him with us, to take him away from all those eyes of suspicion and disappointment, but I fear those eyes would only follow him here as well. In any event, he has his son and the future of his family to think about. He can’t very well leave his only child when his mother is missing and accused of betraying Alslana. I do not envy being in either man’s position.” 
 
    “And what do we do if we find Lady Vealora among the Advent?” 
 
    “I’d rather take her alive. Then I can use my charm to force everything she knows about her cult. Yet I have no qualms about you or anyone else running a sword through her if she dares resist us with anything more than a spoon.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    I headed below deck to check on Clarissa. Being reminded that you never knew what someone was up to obliged me to make sure no one treated her in the same way we had dealt with recent monsters. 
 
    Three nights after the harpy attack and a dotting of lights became visible to the northeast. Many were high up on a cliff, but the brightest came from two large lighthouses bookending the crescent-shaped harbor. Runes and lanterns also outlined several ships as they too entered the harbor late. Since there wasn’t going to be much in the way of trading, our ships did not seek to dock right by the shore. They instead anchored in shallow water and let their passengers seek land on the smaller and quicker boats. 
 
    The break from the sea was difficult on my sense of balance for the first couple of hours. My legs wanted to shift my body weight as it had learned to do so while on the fluctuating ship, but an island of stone did not bob and roll with the waves. This effect left me to experience the world as a drunkard’s legs did. This part of Orda did not appear to have a building taller than three stories. Most were stout, wide structures of dense wood or gray stone so they could better handle the relentless winds that bent every blade of grass throughout the seasons. It must have been a mild winter so far, for no white powder could be seen anywhere. 
 
    After asking a dock worker, my wobbly legs took me to more water—a steaming pond of it that did much to purge the grime caked to every crevice in my body. There had been some hygiene practice on board, but the colder the weather got, the less inclined we were to take wet sponges to our body. So the last few weeks of travel had allowed a solid layer of dried sweat and oils to fill wrinkles and dimples. 
 
    I was not the only one with the desire to wash out these places in the springs. Though I went to the manmade springs at the center of town alone, I met familiar faces on the way there and after I arrived. Based on the scant conversation happening between them, I could guess that, in essence, they all went alone. Weeks and weeks of seeing and talking to the same people had eroded their longing to pursue yet more contact with their comrades, especially knowing more of those weeks were yet to come. They just wanted to be with new faces and voices for a while before they had to enter the same painting again. 
 
    Since the figures on the canvas were still pretty much strangers to me, my reasons for being standoffish were twofold—keeping my fiend’s tail hidden under the bubbling water and my fondness for inwardness. 
 
    The broiling hot spring might not have been the heat regulated pool below the Diamond Palace, but its rejuvenating effect on my body was nevertheless comparable. If it wasn’t for overhearing the scholar’s exposition on the possible diseases one could procure in one bad night, then I almost felt good enough to join a few of the refreshed sailors in their quest to find a lady of low repute. In lieu of risking an itchy red dick for the rest of my life, I chose to walk off my rubber legs for the rest of the night. 
 
    Gods, I didn’t think I would miss the simple act of walking so much. Sure I moved around a lot on the ship, but I couldn’t go far without something or someone interrupting my stroll. Now a tempest wouldn’t stop my jaunt. The night was clear, the half-moon bright, and the cobble streets quiet. The city of Enstad pushed inland for quite a ways, with many of its homes given their own space for little gardens. Only when the rocky land got too steep to fit a foundation did Enstad end. The paths that headed out of the city spread out into the higher grasslands and led into distant village clusters. I steered away from civilization and walked on a less worn path up toward the cliffs. 
 
    The climb to reach the edge of the cliff facing north of Enstad was worth the cold and expended energy. A dipping moonlight, the flickering city torches, and flecked ship lanterns made for one of the most picturesque visions I had ever laid eyes on. The thickest of the darkness was well on its way to making room for dawn’s encroachment, with the earliest glimmers appearing minutes after I sat down near the brink of a four hundred foot fall into the sea. These waters remained the Parsillion as long as I stayed within the archipelago. Otherwise, most cartographers labeled the waters east of the islands the Trel Mar Expanse, which translated from the Quadun tongue to mean something about icebergs. 
 
    No drifting ice mountains made themselves known in the brightening sky, but two patrolling guardsmen wearing heavy blue cloaks trotted by me on their big brown horses. They paid me no mind, so I returned the favor. When my butter stick legs threatened to harden into icicles, I decided it was time to head back into town. 
 
    After following the cliff edge for half a mile, the guardsmen came back into view. Their horses were circling a pair of bundled up individuals. I was going to avoid them, but I heard a girl crying between the hard gusts. It was an odd sort of cry, as though it were mixed with a confused laugh. Real laughs came from the guardsmen. Once a short argument in my head ended, with the winner sounding very much like Clarissa’s voice, I mumbled a weak curse and used the fastest walk possible to close the distance. 
 
    The unsaddled pair looked to be regular villagers. The pale young man was rolled in a thick coarse coat of light brown while the young woman had on a nicer blue cloak similar to those worn by the guards. A few steps closer and I saw that the woman’s face bore a confused state of expressions. Like the cry I heard, her half smiling mouth wanted to laugh with the guards while her downcast eyes seemed terrified of them. The wind made it difficult to pick up much of their dialogue. I could, only pick up snippets from the loud patrolmen such as, “…hog her cunt for yourself!” and “She needs to feel a real cock before…” 
 
    When the leanest and beardiest of the guards spotted me, he said, “Ye intrude on a private affair. Flee, boy!” 
 
    “Or we have ye arrested!” said the other, his tone half serious and half in jest. This guard’s shorter, cleaner beard was a brownish red color. 
 
    “Forgive me,” I said without a trace of repentance, “I merely saw two guardsmen galloping around what must be two of the most dangerous criminals in the land if they require this much attention from such fine warriors. Do you need aid in their capture? Or do I go out now and tell all who will listen of your heroic deed?” 
 
    “I believe he’s mocking us!” said the brown bearded one. 
 
    “I believe you’re right, Roy. Outsiders should know better. Many find themselves in our fine prisons for lesser insults to men of order.” 
 
    “And I desire this fine morning to be free of anymore insults, for all of us.” I made a point to gaze at those on ground level with my last words. The girl no longer had such a scrambled face, though her features still appeared a little off. She had a small underbite and her eyes were a tad too close together. Her companion held her tight, his wide eyes and slacked jaw waiting to react to whatever circumstance hit him next. “So, gentleman, is your fun here really that important to you?” 
 
    “I say our fun is not your concern, outsider,” said the one called Roy. “Now, last chance, leave us, outsider.” 
 
    “I see no words of mine will reach you. Then will the sound of two clinking silver standards attract your ear? I have one for each of you if you simply return to your duty.” 
 
    “A silver standard for us each, eh? Such coin for a boy is rare, and to hand it so flippantly suggests you have more! Now how did that happen? A young highwayman in the making, perhaps?” 
 
    “Sounds like we should take him in,” said the other, getting his horse behind me. “And look! I see the end of a sword under his cloak. Steal that, too?” 
 
    “Do you want it?” I asked. “I’ll give it up without any trouble if you leave afterward.” 
 
    “Ha!” exclaimed Roy. “Quite a lot of effort you’re putting up for these two. Know this outsider, Luther?” 
 
    “No,” answered the young man. The girl shook her head and mouthed the same word to herself. 
 
    “Fine, boy, you win. Give us the coin and sword and we’ll be on our merry way.” 
 
    I plucked two loose silvers in my trouser pocket and flipped one at each guard. Roy put his horse closer so that he may take the scabbard I untied from my belt. His hand grasped the sword’s hilt with no thought of the repercussions. The instant after gaining a grip he shouted as though he had been stung by a wasp. I let the sword drop to the ground. 
 
    “Roy! What happened? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “What trick is this, boy?! Fiend magic!” 
 
    “No trick, guardsman. Only warriors of valor, righteousness, and their synonyms can wield my blade. Go ahead, partner of Roy, you try picking up the sword.” 
 
    It was not his partner but Roy who responded by hopping off his horse and attempt to pick up Aranath again. He even took off his black glove this time. Despite gritting his teeth and bracing his entire being, his fingers could not touch the scabbard long enough to leave a fingerprint. 
 
    “Ahh! Impossible! What kind of power is this? It burns to my bones, yet no mark is left.” 
 
    “I want to try!” said the partner. 
 
    I could tell at this point that both guards had forgotten about the harassed couple. With a nod to Luther, the still agape fellow steered his cohort away from us. 
 
    It was odd to see the two previously contemptible temperaments of the guardsmen turn to a childlike wonder at my sword’s ability to repel not only their bodies, but the earthen spell they tried using as a substitute. The tendrils of dirt would shake themselves apart before gaining a strong hold. 
 
    I answered a few of their questions, such as telling them I was part of an Alslana team sailing for Uthosis. They acted as though that was all I had to say to get them to listen to me earlier. If I accomplished anything, it was the leaving the impression that Alslana soldiers were no trifling threat if a young lad like myself had been trusted with enchanted weapons. We parted ways in what I suppose were good terms. 
 
    “I don’t enjoy having to send that much prana through the sword,” said Aranath. 
 
    “I do. Besides, how often do you get the chance to flex your power?” 
 
    “I would rather flex wings and flame.” 
 
    “Ah, stop complaining. It’s not becoming of a dragon.” 
 
    Agreeing with me, the disgruntled Aranath did not so much as respond with a grumble. 
 
    Not long after their horses became the size of mice, another animal popped into view. The elongated cat-like silhouette of Kara had been hiding within a tall patch of grass only ten yards behind me, her golden orbs watching me like a concerned parent. Forty yards behind Kara was the outline of her summoner jogging toward me. 
 
    On reaching earshot, Lucetta asked, “What was that all about? Kara was ready to sink her adorable teeth into those not so adorable guys.” 
 
    “Would you still be watching over me if I entered a whorehouse?” 
 
    “Aye. Why do you think Lorcan always gets one of us to back you up? A father likes to know his son beds plenty of women, but catching a glimpse of the act is not a goal. Who were the people you helped?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” 
 
    “Let’s find out!” 
 
    She and Kara sprinted off to the pair still visible by the cliff’s brink. I followed after them with my usual apathy. The duo were apprehensive at first, reacting to the piratess with the same ebbing step they gave Kara. However, by the time I joined them, Luther had warmed up to Lucetta and the girl was on her knees petting the long back of the otherworldly creature with an off-kilter gaze. 
 
    Luther bowed his head on seeing me. “Thank you for your intervention, Master Eberwolf, but it was unnecessary. I know those men. They enjoy teasing my sister with what would be vile aphorisms for most women, but Miawen does not understand their unkindness. To them it’s like taking a wooden sword to an old oak. They know her mind does not… it is not entirely fit.” 
 
    “Ah, I’m sorry,” said Lucetta. 
 
    “No need for apologies, Lady Ambrose. Her cleansing will come soon. I only wish to give her daily fill of the sea. She becomes a little rowdy if she does not see her ships by midday.” 
 
    “Then we’ll leave you to it. Goodbye, Miawen!” 
 
    The girl, looking down the whole time, mouthed her farewell. 
 
    Walking away from the pair, I asked, “What did he mean by ‘her cleansing’?” 
 
    “Haven’t heard of the Reborn? The Delivered? They go by different names depending on the area. Mostly it happens to crazy criminals sentenced to death, but the, um, infirm sometimes go through it, too. The basic idea is using mind runes to wipe away emotion and human cravings, which usually means memories go bye-bye, too.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    A shrug. “Depends. Sometimes they’re sold to academies or court sorcerers to become the perfect assistants. More extreme cases have them being used as uncomplaining subjects in experiments. You have some experience on that front.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t realize it was an official thing.” 
 
    “Sure it is. Ask Eudon and he’ll confirm that his court advisors have a few Delivered working for them. It makes sense, I suppose. Why let insane people go to waste when they can do good elsewhere?” 
 
    “I bet ‘good’ is subjective, and Miawen didn’t look insane to me.” 
 
    “Islander standards for insanity are pretty low. Outsiders are already halfway there in their eyes. Anyway, we don’t know Miawen’s exact condition. Maybe she hurts herself, or little children and animals when she gets the chance. Unless you can figure out better ways to help people like her, then it’s something we shouldn’t dwell on. We have enough gloomy problems to ruin our nights, no?” 
 
    “‘Dwell’ is a strong word. It’s just something I didn’t know people did.” 
 
    “No one’s exactly overjoyed when a cleansing happens, which explains why you never overheard anyone talking about it. Frankly, I never thought much about them myself. Most people like Miawen don’t even live long enough for cleansings to be an option… Say, do you want to get something to eat?” 
 
    “…Sure.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The rest of my time on Kylock Clay was spent rock hunting on the cliffs. I must have looked deranged to those who spotted me hunching every time I wanted a pretty stone, tossing away the ones that did not make the cut into the sea. Aside from finding the motionless prey, and notwithstanding what happened on my first morning, the cliffs remained the best place to avoid people and their complications. Only when no one was around did I burn away the rocks with dragon fire. 
 
    Everyone on land met at the same pier we had been dropped off two days prior, having until noon before the boats were called back and is parent ships raised their anchors. The skies had become gray and weepy, but it stayed a quiet sobbing that did little to deter smooth sailing, and we needed all the smoothness we could get. Many rock-strewn hazards within the archipelago had sunk hundreds of ships steered by the most cautious of sailors under the finest of weather. 
 
    Phlox’s sleek frame made her the faster and more maneuverable of the four ships, but making her the frontrunner in unacquainted waters was seen as too risky. The slower but hardier Lenox was thus charged with leading our procession. Good thing, too. Lenox’s hull suffered a crack when she bumped the corner of an unmapped (or poorly mapped) reef a day after restarting our journey. Two days later and the other side of her hull took a beating from a bigger reef of rock, creating a small breach. The Sycamore therefore took the lead as her sister ship made repairs. Thanks to casters and onboard materials, the nominal rupture did not demand a stop at a dock and only required a few hours to be patched up. 
 
    I bet any passing islanders laughed their damn arses off. That plausible fact irked me more than it should have. I attributed my oversensitive disposition to how slow the ships moved while navigating the crowded island chain. It took a full five days before the captains allowed their vessels to speed up to their full potential. The constant winter winds aided to their endeavor nicely. They made the waves choppy and storms sterner, but these inconveniences were a welcome tradeoff for the sake of swiftness. 
 
    Along with the more demanding weather, training took on even greater prominence than before. The impending meeting with Advent cultists motivated us, I’m sure, but I was also certain the raw air had something to do with it. More than it feeling good to limber up rigid muscles with passionate practice, our dulled bodies could take harder hits with lesser pain, at least until we woke up. 
 
    Eudon regarded our sparring sessions with grave seriousness, not giving me an inch. He also never gave me advice, not that I lasted long enough to encourage it. I might as well have been a random ruffian he met on the street, so why offer instruction to someone who didn’t show they deserved it? 
 
    I did get some words from him when I asked, “Do you spar with all your daughters like this?” I handed my splintered practice sword to a deckhand. 
 
    After looking at the sun’s position with a hand above his dry brow, Eudon replied, “Only Odet ever spars with me. She’s shown the warrior’s spirit ever since her crawling days. Her dolls would always end up fighting with Beatrice’s, leading to duals that often led to dismembered limbs and heads of the stuffed variety.” 
 
    “That actually sounds troubling.” 
 
    A single chuckle escaped him. “Aye, her mother thought so as well, but I saw the more productive channel for my daughter’s combat appetite. I had never seen such small practice weapons! Barely bigger than the ones her dolls used! However, while her swordplay is strong, it is not her best aspect. She flourished in prana control and casting her family shield, so I mostly provided the offense to strengthen her crystal ward.” 
 
    “It worked. Her shield proved strong enough to deflect the flames from a powerful Advent.” 
 
    He scratched his chin, which was now covered by a short gray beard he trimmed every other day. “Yes, she made a fine student and a quick learner. I am grateful to the gods that she wants for naught, but her duties as a princess has stifled her true warrior potential.” 
 
    “Elisa has never shown a warrior’s bent? She acts quite fearless from what I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Fearlessness is not a good trait for a warrior to have. I find they do not tend to last very long in a battle. I’d rather my soldiers seek a balance between proper fear and respect for one’s enemy and goal, and a near pensive courage. For example, I can secretly tell you that my soul trembles at the thought of what we are setting out to accomplish. I do not necessarily fear our enemy, so much as failing to stop them.” 
 
    “So, it’s this fear of failure that helps drives you.” 
 
    “In essence. I can accept this terror and use it to fuel my fire… Ah, perhaps now I see.” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “I’ve had little to say to you during our training sessions. The guidance you receive from Master Eberwolf and his crew appears to be adequate, and I am not one to challenge another father’s counsel over his son. On the other hand, this talk of fear has shone a light on something that has been irritating me whenever we spar. It has nothing to do with form after all. You see, I don’t believe you have the proper fear in you, young Eberwolf. It’s a subtle difference, but now that I dwell on your fraught history, it makes sense why the commonplace sting of a kick or blow invokes no panic in you.” 
 
    I thought over his theory for a moment, which was longer than I gave the majority of Ghevont’s concepts, then said, “And you think this is bad for my training?” 
 
    “‘Bad’ is not quite as far as I would take it. It’s simply something that could be slowing your progress to a certain extent. It might even have unseen benefits. As I said, the sentiment, or lack thereof, was so trifling that I did not peg the discrepancy until now. I cannot train you to re-fear a blow whose biggest consequence will be a mere bruise, but if you wish it, I can intensify our sessions until I see the reaction present in everyone else.” 
 
    “Our sessions are short enough as it is, captain. Defeating me quicker with harder blows will accomplish little, I think.” 
 
    He smiled and stroked his beard. “Ahh, is that fear I hear already? Yes, I may be too high a mountain to climb as of now, but we must attempt this new tactic on your swashbuckler comrades. I will instruct them to escalate their zeal against you. This stiffer competition should bear fruit in a couple of weeks if this approach has any validity. I also suspect you need to experience many more two on one matches… Yes, this is best. Really, as a future dragon knight, a harsher training regimen should have been implemented sooner. We can’t have you underrepresenting your caste after so much time being absent, can we?” 
 
    Fifty-one percent of my mind agreed with his veteran assessment. 
 
    The next time I scrapped with my usual sparring partners they had received word of the former king’s decree, and none had trouble following it. Regular sparring sessions already meant plenty of bruises, sore muscles, and split lips, but the adjustment resulted in outright gashes on my face, the tearing of muscles, and small fractures in my bones that didn’t feel so small. This rougher method of training would be impossible to sustain if it weren’t for the stores of healing concoctions and curative spells cast by the healers on board. My own will to get stronger helped as well. Still, to recuperate from the crueler grievances, the abusing routine resulted in less chances for sparring. 
 
    These fewer brawling opportunities did actually lead to Eudon’s desired effect. I didn’t want to miss my chances to train, if purely for the sake to avoid recovery periods, so I tried harder to avoid faster strikes that now carried longer standing consequences. There was an awakening of dormant fright before every match now. Hitherto, I merely trained to get the fundamentals down, to waste time, but being pushed to near battlefield speed with major penalties on the line forced my heart to pump faster and my ears to hear my very pupils dilating. 
 
    I had to hand it to Eudon for pointing out the incongruity in my training, but my tenderized body didn’t want to. 
 
    Eudon’s input stood out, but it was by no means the only piece of wisdom conferred to me. My father was the biggest culprit, even if many of the tips were repeated from earlier sessions. His greatest contribution came in the form of sharpening my balance in those fights on the railing. The right-hand man of the pirate captain only spoke when he had something constructive to say, which mainly involved our sword play. Thoris’ preferred fighting style mirrored my own preference, so I emulated him the most. My father was the stronger warrior overall, but Thoris’ blade sang so sweetly and gracefully compared to everyone else’s. 
 
    The most extreme style difference came from Sophia’s composite bow. She was not a good teacher. She basically just let me handle her bow and practice arrows to get a sense for how to fight with this common weapon. Although I did not spend as much time training with the bow as I should have, I thought I was a pretty good shot—at least when aiming at fixed objects less than ten yards away. Sophia became more of a presence during my training sessions with the others, using her life detecting spell to track my prana reserve. This way she could inform me when I wasn’t being at my most efficient when I didn’t have Aranath by my side. 
 
    As for my hand-to-hand stuff, Menalcus contributed the heavy hitter style while Lucetta offered speed. The circumference-abundant pirate also taught me how to wield his two-handed claymore and other cumbersome weaponry available on the ship. Everything from mauls to spiked maces bigger than a troll’s leg was employed. My training here worked on my upper body strength if nothing else. Such as with my training with the bow, this was done out of the plausible scenario that I would need to wield one of these weapons someday. 
 
    Lucetta did not so much teach me speed as she did presenting dirty ways to fight. I learned early on that defending my dick from attack was essential when sparring with her. She also liked to kick at ankles and mess with pressure points when she reached them. A successful hand chop to my temples and throat were devastating, but she exposed other points of weakness when she jabbed at my sternum and lower ribs with assassin-like precision. I never hated myself or her more than when I left myself open to the piratess’ devious techniques. On top of that, I was positive Lucetta conveyed the most pleasure when the pirates learned they needed to go harder at me. She liked me fine, but getting to unleash the pent-up jitters that had built from peaceful months at sea was too good to pass up. 
 
    “Wider! No, too wide!” turned out to be Athan’s most notable piece of advice. He spoke of my stances, which he never seemed satisfied with. I couldn’t be sure he wasn’t just messing with me. Otherwise, his tall lankiness, fast changing styles, and ability to cast as fast as he thrust a spear made for challenging matches. I never knew which direction he planned to take on any given moment. He did not appear to prefer any style or element, though he became especially dangerous with a knife, something I asked to get better in. If Menalcus defined the upper body, then Athan helped define my footwork and hands. 
 
    Aristos fought with his wagging tongue as often as his weapons. I did not believe it such a formidable skill on anything other than his prized female targets, but somehow being convinced to practice dancing with him told me he might have something to teach me after all. Absolute boredom had something to do with it, I’m sure, but still. 
 
    The remaining pirates added only tidbits to my training. Remwold, Athilda, Leo, and Yang Hur focused more on bringing up Clarissa and Ghevont’s combat abilities. According to the vampire, Yang Hur talked quite a lot to her, something never confirmed by actual sight and sound. 
 
    “You’ve never noticed that he never talks to anybody?” I asked her after she told me she enjoyed speaking with the otherwise mute man. “Even among the pirates he’s known to be withdrawn.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? He’s a dear. He’s a low talker, true, but he talks all the same.” 
 
    “Are you sure he isn’t just listening to you talk?” 
 
    “No, I swear he talks back. Geez, you act like I’m speaking with an imaginary friend.” 
 
    “Okay, then what does he talk about?” 
 
    “Uhh, let’s see… Deep, dark stuff, actually. It struck me when he mentioned that many humans are like vampires. For one, humans can live in the darkness of ignorance and shed blood more often than they love. Both of our kind can spread diseases that kill. So, it’s kinda true, right?” 
 
    “Sure, but intent matters on that last one. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah. According to him, anyone who doesn’t fight for what they believe in believes in nothing at all. I also get the sense that he has no respect for philosophers who don’t have a life beyond their rooms. Oh! He loves apple pie, so if you ever want to get him a little present, give him that.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “He likes you, by the way.” 
 
    “That so?” 
 
    “Yep. Says your corruption gives you incredible potential to do evil, but if the gods really do care about balance, then that means you have equal capacity to do incredible good. Makes sense, eh?” 
 
    “I suppose, but lots of deductions make sense in theory.” 
 
    She frowned. “You’re just jealous that he doesn’t talk to you.” 
 
    “He doesn’t talk to anybody! Forget it. Make another ice bowl.” 
 
    Despite not being privy to the wisdom of the quiet pirate, Eudon confirmed that my new training routine was yielding encouraging results. I sensed the growth in my dragon flame as well, something the dragon was gratified to see. 
 
    “You need to begin separating the flame from the stone,” said Aranath. “Without having something to burn, then your prana will have to act as the kindling substitute. It will be a massive waste of prana at first, but it is the unavoidable next step. Once you separate stone from flame, concentrate on extinguishing the flare as quickly as you can. This is usually accompanied by a counter surge of prana, but since feeding dragon flame on a wooden vessel is a suicidal idea, we’ll stick with a single wing.” 
 
    “A single wing?” 
 
    “Because dragons have two, implying half of a whole.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you meant. I just never heard you use that phrase before, and I expected dragon expressions to be more elaborate than that.” 
 
    A sigh that sounded like a groaning hiss sprang through the sword. “Vem nus hel’lares markess.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “An elaborate dragon expression too complicated for your meager mind.” 
 
    “Sounds like you need a change of scenery.” 
 
    “I’ve needed that five hundred years ago.” 
 
    A break in the routine and my latest underwater dreamscape occurred one night when Clarissa shook me awake. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Come up and see,” she said with equal parts foreboding and excitement. 
 
    I followed her to the top deck, which was bathed with enough magical light and flame to mimic a rutted sunrise. There was a moon up there, but no beam of hers could pierce the think blanket of sluggish clouds. The brightness came from sailors lining the port side of the deck with torches and balls of magical light floating over their hands. The colors ranged from white to orange and took a moment to get used to. They were attempting to illuminate something floating on the calm sea fifty yards away. An adjustment of the eyes showed it was a ship not much longer than a hundred feet. No lantern or light rune was burning, making her nearly invisible to unassisted vision. 
 
    “Almost rammed into the damn thing,” said Eudon when Clarissa and I walked up beside him. He wore a brown mantle of bear skin, and he had the stature to make it appear as though the beast had been resurrected. He leaned and looked down to his left, prompting me do the same. A boat was being lowered with fifteen people on board, including Lorcan. “Your father volunteered to lead the scout party after nothing on the listless ship responded to our hails. Your scholar friend is among them as well.” 
 
    “Pretty weird, huh?” said Clarissa, looking fascinated at the prospect of a ghost ship. 
 
    “You’re reading too many romance tomes,” I said. “I doubt there’s the ghost of a gallant seafarer waiting for the love of his life to free his crestfallen soul.” 
 
    “Never know. If the ghost turns out to be a woman, then you get to try freeing her soul.” 
 
    “I’ll pass, thanks.” 
 
    The sources of light supplied by those on the boat revealed more of the drifting ship. She looked old fashioned with her stern much taller than the modern ships I’ve seen. Her two relatively small masts implied a vessel used for coastal trading. The sails on those masts looked intact, but they fluttered aimlessly. Once they threw their grappling hooks over the deck, my father’s scout team climbed aboard. Except for the unbroken breeze, the state of the world was the same as Yang Hur’s throat when he wasn’t with Clarissa. 
 
    The atmosphere held this creepy calmness for forty-five minutes, the length of time it required for the team to return to us. The captain’s log they brought back stated that it was a Quadun ship named Huridur. Considering the nearest Quadun coast lied fifteen hundred miles to the north, finding a short range craft this far south with no crew and without sinking did pique the imagination. Her cargo hold held a few barrels of meat spoiled two or three weeks ago, several crates of poor quality linen, and other sundry items that could not be traded or had never reached their luckless buyer. 
 
    In the scout party’s opinion, the strangest part of the whole thing was the lack of disorder. Lanterns remained upright, plates with food half eaten laid on their tables, candles had been burned all the way down, and no signs of violence appeared anywhere. It was possible the crew surrendered to a band of pirates or slavers and left without a fight, but one would think after that incident the rough seas would have knocked objects off their pedestals at some point. It was as if the missing crew left hours ago, not something the rotten food suggested. The last account in the logbook, dated twenty-nine days ago, even described a storm on the horizon. 
 
    “Sorry, no signs of ghosts,” Ghevont told Clarissa. “Not even the whiff of magical resonances. Pity. The circumstances promised to be worthy of an entire chapter in one of my volumes dedicated to the sea. As it stands, I doubt this is anything more than the work of professional Vlaukris slavers.” 
 
    “They would come this far north?” I asked. 
 
    “I would have thought not, but Vlaukris slavers are the most practiced when it comes to human trade, so while someone else could be responsible, it is a smaller chance. Oclor and Wregor would be the next probable suspects, but they are even farther away.” 
 
    With little else to do but agree with the scholar’s assessment, we realigned out sails and would hand the logbook and coordinates to a local ship on the next available opportunity. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The nineteenth anniversary of my birth happened sometime after we left the range of Kozuth’s northern coastline. Thanks to the day landing at a time when gelatinous fog shrouded the ocean’s surface, most were too concerned about keeping watch over our course to react to my father declaring my birthday to everyone within the truncated horizon. Except for a shared drink of expensive brandy between Lorcan and I, no one did much more than nod at the numeric proof that I lived for another year. 
 
    I expected Clarissa to react with more giddiness, but she simply gave me a pleasantly subdued hug. My tame satisfaction dove straight into shame when I realized at the moment of contact that I didn’t know when her date of birth landed on, or anyone else’s for that matter. I could practically peer down the chasm of assholery that a social stumble like not knowing my friends’ important anniversaries would take me. Hmm, if I ever did become a king, then a big benefit would be hiring someone else to worry about keeping track of such dates. 
 
    At any rate, I felt guilty that I never even thought to ask for her date of birth. Of course, even if I knew, what then? What did I have to give? Perhaps that was the reason Clarissa didn’t give more than a hug. She had grown up an orphan, and orphans could do little more than celebrate with hugs. We couldn’t even share a proper meal together. Was her restraint a signal to me not to make a fuss over her own birthdate? Worrying only about the Advent sounded like a poor excuse to not make an effort to acknowledge the little things with people who were helping me with the bigger things. 
 
    As was becoming more common, I contemplated getting Ghevont to assist me in this endeavor. 
 
    Nevertheless, stressing over the Advent did become more time consuming as we neared the coast of Uthosis. Unfortunately, the nearer we sailed to our destination, the weaker the winds wafted, prolonging the already vindictive wait. Almost everyone counted down the miles when the maps and stars told us we were less than a thousand of them away. A good zephyr could push us across that gap in ten days, but the cruelly peaceful air threatened to double that amount. Ghevont and I even let paranoid minds riddled with cabin fever conclude that an Advent spell was behind the atrocious conditions. 
 
    A moment of truth came when the ship was deemed to be no more than thirty miles offshore from the target city of Kaspista. Eudon and the captains didn’t want to sail much closer without getting a better idea as to the situation in the city and the nation as a whole. With Uthosis not much more than a jumble of city states, civil war and wide-ranging instability had been common in the region for the past three hundred years. Anyone with the pull to gather an army disciplined enough to herd sheep could conquer one of the valuable port cities in the west or mining towns to the east. Most of the army would then get drunk and disband, leaving their city open to more attacks. 
 
    Kaspista was chosen as our first possible harbor due to it being the least prone to chaos. There wouldn’t be much trading coming in from the sea if it weren’t for the merchant caste paying a high price to keep a hodgepodge of mercenaries guarding their neglected walls. Still, this was a precarious relationship, one that we predicted the Advent had infiltrated years ago to watch over the only practical way to enter the crowded highlands of the Vyalts. 
 
    A good chunk (or bad chunk, in our case) of the two thousand long mountain chain was home to clouded peaks recurrently disgorging molten rock, sun-stealing smoke, and choking gases. On top of that, Ghevont said earthquakes were a frequent consequence of volcanic activity. And it’s not as though regular mountains didn’t have their dangers. Finger-snapping temperatures, avalanches, rockslides, and trolls all waited for us as well. I preferred the idea of fighting men than nature, but I had to be careful what I wished for. 
 
    To first check if we had to fight men, Eudon ordered a griffin scout team to fly to Kaspista and get updates from the locals. Each ship had a trio of soldiers who learned to summon griffins, a hardy creature perfectly suited for short-range scout missions. If one had never beheld a griffin up close or seen a decent illustration of them, then they were often told to mash a lion with an eagle to get an idea of their appearance. But as I witnessed three being summoned right before my eyes, I recognized such a description to be the easy way out. 
 
    First and foremost, like dogs, bugs, and dragons, griffins came in different shapes and sizes. It just so happened that Orda warriors often summoned the species that carried the rough outline of a lion. However, while the powerful lion-like body demonstrated remarkable battlefield prowess, its heavy build did not allow for the agile aerial display most imagined griffin and rider performing. The airborne physique belonged to the whiptail species, the species now being summoned before me. These majestic animals were as tall as draft horses, but their semi-hollow bones had them weighing much less. The bottom half of their four reedy legs were featherless and ended in nibble talons deadly to anyone without proper armor, a shield, or ward. 
 
    Notwithstanding all the dark brown feathers and two broad wings, the torso of the whiptail reminded me of the body of a cheetah—at least if the artwork I saw of the feline matched the real thing. Apart from a slim, feathered tail that doubled the length of the griffin and gave it its name, the bursting muscles at its shoulders caught the eye. This humped pack of potent power gave the griffin the capacity to carry a fully armored rider fifty miles before tiring. If one disregarded their vulpine ears, then the whiptail’s head did uphold the shape of a bronzed eagle, and its robust neck grew a flurry of yellowish feathers that somewhat resembled a lion’s mane. 
 
    I watched the three griffins and their riders drop briefly behind the hull before reappearing in the early morning horizon to the east. As they climbed higher and smaller into the sky, Aranath expanded on a Ghevont comment to explain that the intelligent species of griffins—known as high griffins to humans—remained a rare human companion due to their inherent distrust of magic in all its forms. This was why few fell for the magical lures humans dangled to attract otherworldly creatures. They were also tightly bonded with their life mates, forcing a human to gain the trust of both before one agreed to forge a lasting bond of summoning. 
 
    Our fleet drifted eastward as we waited for the scouting team to return. The weather turned colder, wetter, and darker by the time the soldier in the crow’s nest shouted down the reappearance of the griffins. They landed on the slippery deck with poise and voraciously ate the fresh fish brought to them as their reward, making them emit what I suppose were happy squawks. The lead rider came up to the captain, who stood outside his cabin. Lorcan, Lucetta, Ghevont, and I were invited to join the captain and the rider’s briefing. 
 
    The lead rider was also Eudon’s right hand military man on board. He was a twenty-eight-year-old man with the potential to someday lead the entire Alslana griffin corps named Lieutenant Turell Nedica. His long black hair, sun-kissed skin, and muscular leanness almost made me swoon. As it was, I only respected his levelheadedness and the skill he wielded spell and spear. 
 
    “What did you find, lieutenant?” asked Eudon. 
 
    “A godsdamn shithole, sir. I’ve never seen a more depressing place. You can tell the city was once a grand place. It makes it all the sadder knowing that. More vexing than sad is the political state. The city’s regent was assassinated three weeks ago. Not a huge loss when the title holder is no more than a figurehead, but the mercenary captain decided to make it a more meaningful position.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” said Lucetta, “not everyone fell in love with the idea.” 
 
    “Aye, Madam Ambrose. The old mercenary captain didn’t get to decree more than his own breaths before some of his own men stopped those as well. The mercenary group split up to three or four different rival factions after that, becoming nothing more than roving gangs. Most of the wealthier merchants can pay for protection and keep a modicum of trade open, but everyone else is free game. The rest of Uthosis doesn’t sound a great deal cheerier. The gods of curses and madness appear to be taking every opportunity the Advent are giving them to strengthen their hold here. Fatefully, the lack of a central power should keep us safe at sea. And even should they organize, no ship in their harbor is a match for our own.” 
 
    “Sounds as though we can take the city ourselves,” said Ghevont. 
 
    With a snicker, Eudon said, “The sight of foreign soldiers occupying their fruitless land might be the only circumstance that will unite everyone against us, master scholar. So, lieutenant, do you recommend docking at their port?” 
 
    “No, sir. Though I anticipate we could defend our position well enough if you choose the option. My recommendation, however, would be to anchor at a small alcove two miles south of the city. It’s quiet and used mainly by a fishing village. Until we can find a proper client for our coin, then it’ll be as safe a place as any.” 
 
    “‘Proper’ will have nothing to do with it,” said Lorcan. 
 
    “True enough,” said Eudon. “Our first goal will be to find someone with the connections and know-how to use our gold quickly and effectively. We don’t have the time or the odds to vet for an honorable man here. I suspect getting into contact with the most influential merchants will give us what we need. Do the merchants still have a central guild house, lieutenant?” 
 
    “It’s more of a grand tavern in the only part of town that isn’t crumbling. Folk say you’ll see men as round as pregnant hippos begin to enter the place not an hour after the sun has reached its zenith. They then don’t come out until an hour after midnight. They call it Ut Remeck Sor.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Lucetta. 
 
    “The Dead Butterfly,” answered Ghevont. “It might also mean ‘The Dying Butterflies.’ The words are of the now largely defunct Kevlehan language. Uthosis used to speak it before-” 
 
    “Thank you, master scholar,” said Eudon. “All right, then we’ll sail for the alcove now and get a contingent to the Butterfly before noon.” 
 
    “May I as be so bold to suggest something?” asked Lorcan. 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    “I understand time is precious, but I say you allow me and my men a day of due diligence. We can gain access to the city without drawing attention, then gather a little intel on these merchants before meeting with them.” 
 
    “And how do you plan on doing that?” 
 
    Lucetta smiled. “Even cities flowing with gold and prosperity will have dens where lonely cocks will take advantage of the hospitality of women who are paid to say ‘yes.’ Now take that whorehouse into a city where ruin and death are as common as the cocks, and you got a smelly wellspring of information ready to be tapped. Give us a little coin to bribe the head mistress and we’ll give you the names of the main players.” 
 
    “I agree with Lady Ambrose,” said the lieutenant. “I’d prefer it if the father of her majesty not go in blind in his meetings with the merchants.” 
 
    “Very well,” assented Eudon. “It would be remiss of me to ignore both my lieutenant and the wisdom of the underworld. As soon as we anchor, Master Eberwolf will gather his men and set off to the brothel. Return before the next nightfall and I’ll make my next move based on the available information. Agreed?” 
 
    They did. 
 
    The ships took the next couple of hours to find the alcove. I found a nap in the meanwhile… 
 
    Since Clarissa and Ghevont would be of little help in a brothel, I told them to stay on the ship. Clarissa didn’t like it, of course, but she couldn’t give me a good reason why she would be useful gathering information while trying to keep her vampirism hidden at the same time. Lorcan wanted to keep the spy team small, so the squad consisted of Lucetta, her husband, Aristos, and myself. 
 
    When the ships finally discovered their niche of the sea amidst the shivering darkness and dainty mist, our boat lowered into the shallow depths. Lucetta manipulated the water underneath the boat to push us toward land in hushed haste. 
 
    We did not immediately disembark when we caught sight of the shore, instead choosing to trace it until Lorcan spotted a rocky peninsula. Using a mix of spells, Lucetta carefully placed the boat between two larger rocks while Aristos compacted loose stones to pin the boat’s sides to it. The position kept the boat secure and out of sight. That done, we climbed out and walked to smoother ground. 
 
    I liked the cold, and spending weeks coated in sea ice made me accustomed to the worst winter had to offer, but there was something about stepping on to a foreign land overseen by a surreptitious enemy that produced a different kind of shiver. Not even the burned dragon stones I held in my hands eased this type of arctic anxiety. The road to Kaspista’s wall was a lonely one, but not exactly serene. Indistinguishable scratching, screeching, and garbled noises came from the sea to our left and the shriveled woods to our right. I couldn’t for the life of me tell what they were. Beasts killing men? Men killing beasts? Women strangling sick cats? More vice versa? Whatever the case, they soon died away the closer we came to Kaspista. 
 
    As the lieutenant pointed out, the wall was weighed down by fungus and mold as much by its stone blocks. In the patches free of stain and muck, one could still make out a dulled whiteness hiding underneath a barrier that stood sixty feet tall in the handful of segments that had not already eroded or outright collapsed. Since no one wanted to pay anyone the amount it would take to keep an eye on the gates in the middle of a winter night, my spy team had no trouble gaining admittance. 
 
    The lieutenant’s description of Kaspista did not do justice to the misery I witnessed. It was as though the cracked buildings of battered stone were the objectification of not only a near dead crone, but one that derived joy from torturing a man’s sight by dancing without wearing a scrap of clothing. A lone tower of black and white marked the epicenter of town, the last standing of the sacred sextuplets. The void streets were frozen rivers of mud and the scant plant life screamed at passersby to be put out of their withered existence. Glum howls from loose dogs billowed higher than the gray smoke curls escaping most chimneys. 
 
    Worst of all were the huddled beggars in the alleys, doing everything possible to stave off hypothermia. Going by their black fingers and toes, or lack of them, “everything possible” did not always work. Knowing four ships full of coin were going to go to be donated to an already rich fuck only ambitious about their own prospects turned my slushing stomach upside down. Good thing I didn’t eat much before coming. 
 
    Going by the loathing way people exited their homes to get to their place of trade, I concluded that the townspeople must have held a similar opinion of their settlement as I did. The only real activity came from dock workers and rambunctious children far too ignorant to recognize the cold and their piss poor situation. It was the dock workers we asked about the best place to find the best pussy, but there would be no surprise if I learned that the urchins once had a close association with these same pussies. A brothel called Nirvana’s Gate was mentioned the most, though their accents made it sound like Nirvania’s Cat. 
 
    As expected, the upstanding institute was located near the poshest part of town. Nirvana’s Gate turned out to be an easy structure to spot. It stood as one of the few buildings to be chiefly composed of wood and rose three stories up. Mingling more than defending the main entrance were men armed with cheap weapons and armored with another empire’s scrap. 
 
    As we made our way to the double doors, the most athletic fat man I ever saw stopped us and said, “You’re prepared to give up your weapons once inside? We hold them for you, safe and sound, yes?” When we said yes, he said, “Good. Have good time with good girls!” 
 
    The doors opened to an enclosed room holding coats and weapons. Two older women placed our banned items behind a counter. Before I gave them Aranath, I cheekily instructed him to treat the women nicely unless they carried him out of the room. The women then asked for our orders. As we had agreed to beforehand, Aristos bought two of their most popular girls while Lorcan and Lucetta requested a meeting with the madam of the brothel to talk about their unique and lavish tastes. The response was for them to wait for a few minutes. 
 
    Meanwhile, I ordered their best man. Aristos and Lucetta grinned their stupid faces off, but since I wasn’t actually looking for a bloke’s sensual companionship, I didn’t indulge their humor by reacting. The women checked their ledger, rang a bell twice to summon a young boy and a younger girl, and instructed them to take Aristos and I to our rooms. 
 
    An earthy incense absorbed some of the sticky stench inevitable in this type of place, but whiffs of it just as inevitably shoved up my nostrils. The first floor was a lounge area furnished with pink couches and big plush chairs. Four minstrels in a corner inconspicuously strummed lute and throat for the dozen men and mostly stark-naked girls on their laps. The boy led Aristos to a room in the back while the girl scampered toward the stairs at the corner and pointed up. 
 
    “All the way to the top floor, sir. Room six. Yemy will be with you in a few minutes. If anyone says, I took you all the way to the top.” 
 
    Before I could think of tipping her, she ran off to a room behind a red curtain. I followed her directions, reaching an unlocked door that housed a big round bed of dark pink in the back center of the space. For a room meant to have people without their clothes, every wall had a large armoire, which weren’t only for show based on the density of clothes in an open one. A small fireplace hugged the outer corner. 
 
    I waited beside the fireplace for five minutes before hearing footsteps coming from the hall. The dandy black man that crossed the threshold wore a red vest and uncomfortably tight trousers under an open purple robe. His middle-aged figure was finely chiseled and cleanly shaven. The black hair on his head stood as short as possible. 
 
    With an accent smoother to my ears, the man I presumed to be Yemy said, “Forgive me for the wait, master. Or do you prefer I be the master, hm?” He shut the door and looked me up and down. “Delectable! But why so shy? Go ahead and get comfortable.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint, but I’m here for information, nothing more.” 
 
    He frowned and put hands to his hips. “You can go to any ol’ tavern for that.” 
 
    “That will be another stop, I’m sure. For now, I have you here. I also have a few silver and gold standards on me. The more I learn, the more you earn.” 
 
    “My, my, I’m not sure I have one silver standard’s worth of info, honey.” 
 
    “We’ll see, but I’ll give you a gold one for wasting your time. Or will you refuse even that?” 
 
    “‘Course not, but I will look a gift horse in the mouth and ask why so much coin can be invested in little ol’ me.” 
 
    “There’s a lot more at the ready to accomplish an important goal. Have you heard of the Advent?” 
 
    He raised a titillated eyebrow. Without looking, he backed into a comfy chair and sat down. “Lots of whispers when they’re spoken of. Almost like ghost stories. They’re like religious fanatics or something, right? What do they have to do with Uthosis? With you?” 
 
    “They could be a major reason why this nation is has been a sewer for decades, maybe longer. An Alslana force is anchored not far from here. We seek a way to cross into the mountains and flush out the Advent from their base, but to do this we need to come to an understanding with someone with pull.” 
 
    “Ah, and you need to identify these pullers.” 
 
    “Aye. My team is here with me, getting what they can from the girls and your madam. So, even if you don’t feel you can provide much information, we’ll get our names.” 
 
    “If I’m following this right, Alslana is willing to choose Kaspista’s next big player to earn a favor, right?” 
 
    “I realize that won’t sit well with many, but I don’t think it will matter much. It’s not like this place can get any worse.” 
 
    “Indeed, and I’m not upset about outsider interference, mind you. I’m one myself. Originally from Dracera, but fella on fella lovin’ is not exactly seen as favorable to the notion of balance there. The good thing about living in a sewer is that no one cares who’s livin’ and lovin’ in it.” 
 
    “I currently care about the livin’ part.” 
 
    “Right, right. Say, instead of gold, would you give me a kiss or two?” 
 
    “I’d rather give up the gold.” 
 
    “You sure? Even if the world depended on it?” 
 
    “Well, if the world ends anytime soon, then you know what I chose.” 
 
    “Ha! Can’t blame a lonesome soul for trying.” Standing up and moving over to the bed, he asked, “What’s your name, honey?” 
 
    “Mercer.” 
 
    “I’m Yamin.” 
 
    “Not Yemy?” 
 
    “That’s what little Shifo calls me. You can call me that, too, if you like.” 
 
    “So, Yamin, any big puller come to mind yet?” 
 
    He fell backward on the bed, sprawling himself out and making a bed angel on the sheets. A minute later, he sat up and asked, “How seriously will you treat my recommendation? No offense, but you seem a little young to carry any real weight.” 
 
    “It’s not about my weight, but the weight of the names you give me. Eudon will consider all options before making his choice.” 
 
    “Er, Eudon? As in King Eudon of Alslana?” 
 
    “Former king, but yes.” 
 
    “You’re on a speaking basis with a king? He’s here?” 
 
    “On a ship, yes. He’s come to oversee the mission that will see his wife avenged.” 
 
    “Hmm, but not your queen? You’re not of Alslana, are you?” 
 
    “No. Etoc.” 
 
    “So how does someone from Etoc get on speaking terms with an Alslana king?” 
 
    “The Advent have been a part of my life even before I can remember. That path has led each of us here. You might even say he wouldn’t be here without me.” 
 
    “Then my words can really influence a king, huh?” 
 
    “There’s a chance.” 
 
    “All right, my first and only submission is Myron Kosenko.” 
 
    “Who’s he?” 
 
    “You said your friends are here with you, right? Getting names? Well, a name they’ll surely hear is Ludomir Kosenko. His father or grandfather, I forget which, discovered a little vlimphite mine and used the coin from that to take over neighboring silver mines. The family has bought influence in every quarter of Kaspista ever since. Few have the connections he has.” 
 
    “And Myron is Ludomir’s brother? Son?” 
 
    “Son.” 
 
    “So why sidestep the father? Is he ailing?” 
 
    “Strong as a bull in the middle of mating season. Unfortunately, he’s as apt to anger as that bull. His eldest son, however, is workable.” 
 
    “Friend of yours?” 
 
    “I’ve met him but a few times, but I’m a wonderful judge of character, so I can tell he isn’t vicious for the sake of it. The chap is also deeply in love with my madam’s daughter, but Ludomir fancies himself a well-bred noble and has forbidden him from ever seeing her. Of course, young love holds no bounds and the two paramours have forged opportunities to become one a few hours at a time.” 
 
    I fiddled with the dragon stones in my pockets a moment, squeezing them when I said, “Unless you expect an imminent heart attack to do the job, you’re asking for us to assassinate Ludomir. Not exactly the simplest or cleanest option we’re looking for.” 
 
    “Clean, no, but simple, yes. Talk to Myron, convince him that he’ll gain the backing of Alslana coin, and I expect he’ll kill his father himself. Even if he doesn’t, he’ll certainly set it up for you.” 
 
    “You’re that certain he wants his father dead?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Everyone wants him dead, honey. Even if he didn’t forbid Myron from seeing the love of his life, there would still be enough bad family history to move the knife. The only obstacle keeping Myron from doing anything now is yellow-bellied youth. The lad is not eighteen yet, and Ludomir might still be too big and scary in his eyes. Give him the support he needs and he’ll remove the difficulties for you. You can then get his father’s connections and a grateful ally. Ludomir might be the quicker choice, but he’s certainly not the safest. He might take your coin and do nothing to guarantee your safety.” 
 
    “Everyone will figure out Alslana assassinated Ludomir as soon as the coin is transferred over to his son. The consequences of-” 
 
    “Consequences! It’s more likely everyone will join your army than attack it if it meant Ludomir’s demise. He has his bloody hands in everyone’s business. Most think he had a hand in the regent’s death and tried to put up a puppet regime through the mercenary captain. Even if it isn’t true, who cares? The fact the captain was killed tells me people hated the mere idea enough to resist it. The underworld definitely wants him gone as well, and my madam adores any chance to get a pair of hands off her profits. Maybe everything will still be shit, but no one would blame Alslana for trying. Besides, with assassinations being as eventful as a dead strumpet, no one would bat an eye.” 
 
    I relaxed my hands. “Let’s say my sea legs are inclined to doing some leg work today, how would I get in touch with Myron?” 
 
    Yamin hopped off the bed and squatted down, pulling out a small crate. Lifting its lid revealed bottles of red and white wine. Pulling out a white bottle, he said, “My personal stash. Can’t talk about political espionage without a good drink. Want a glass?” 
 
    “No, thanks.” 
 
    Under the little window was a small cupboard he removed a glass from. After a big sip, he said, “Myron jumps around town, but if anyone knows where he’ll be, it’s Galina. Her life revolves around a little inn her father manages just west of here. She’s either sleeping or still up with her brother and friends. She’s skinny as a cat’s whisker, but pretty and often wears a green scarf. Her friends might act like lechers around her, but it’s mostly an act to keep other men from trying anything.” 
 
    “What’s the inn’s name?” 
 
    “Ut Kila Mec’tis. I never asked what it meant, or I was too smashed to remember the answer. Something, something octopus, I think. Galina’s a doll, but she’s a daddy’s girl, so I wouldn’t allude to her mother or her profession.” 
 
    I reached deeper in my pockets and pulled out one gold and one silver standard. “For your time and the name. If it so happens that Ludomir dies between now and tomorrow, then I’ll return to give you more.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, just be sure not to mention my name to anyone in case things don’t go as planned.” 
 
    “Depends how badly things go for me.” 
 
    “Good luck to you, then. I’ll be on my twinkle toes.” 
 
    I went downstairs and left a written message to the old women behind the counter. 
 
    The world outside was by now getting a good taste of dawn, particularly with the sky clearing up. However, the eastern highlands would keep the sun itself hidden awhile longer. I searched a few minutes for the inn, finding the two story structure surrounded by abandoned homes not far from the docks. 
 
    A handful of patrons were sitting inside, silently eating their mucky breakfast. The only bright spot in the space was the big fireplace to my left that looked too big to be safe. In the corner to my right sat three people—two boys and a thin girl with a green scarf over the bottom half of her face. She sat on the lap of a half-asleep youth as she spoke to the more awake fellow. Right on the table lay two big knives meant to cut more than just dead meat. 
 
    Preferring to be blunt, I walked right up to them and sat on a free seat by their table. 
 
    “Hey,” said the more roused young man, whose baby beard looked comical on his big face. “Don’t see the other fucking free tables?” 
 
    Ignoring him, I asked, “Galina, right?” 
 
    “Who the fuck wants to know?” Acting tougher than she was, she reached for the nearest knife. The first speaker moved to stand up. Breaking their attempt at intimidation was hearing the sleeper snore. 
 
    “Heard you want to see more of Myron. Maybe I can help.” 
 
    “What? Did you say Myron?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Who are you?” 
 
    “Name’s Mercer. Looking to kill Ludomir. I was wondering if his son would like to help. Need to find him first, though.” 
 
    Except for more snoring, the trio were hushed. 
 
    Bothered about the one on his feet, the man behind the counter asked, “You all right there, Galina?” 
 
    “Huh? Yes! Hush up, dad, we’re busy! Sit down, Radomir!” The yelling did nothing to stir the man beneath her lap, but Radomir obeyed. Back to me, she asked, “Who are you? You’re not from here.” 
 
    “I belong to an Alslana expedition seeking to end the Advent.” 
 
    “Advent? Who are they?” 
 
    “A cult causing trouble.” 
 
    “And Ludomir is part of ‘em?” 
 
    “For all I know, but even if he’s not, I need to see if his death can get Myron in a position to help me. How soon can you get him to meet you?” 
 
    “Wait,” said Radomir. “How do we know we can trust you? How do we know you ain’t workin’ for Ludomir?” 
 
    “Well, first of all, I’m guessing he wouldn’t trust an outsider to do anything for him.” 
 
    With the scorn of a squirrel, she said, “Yeah, Rad, don’t be a fool. We can’t scare off any advantage we can take.” 
 
    “Being cautious is rarely foolish.” I pulled out a little scroll from my cloak’s inner pocket and handed it to Radomir. He unrolled it to read the official explanation of my affiliation with Alslana, which introduced me as an advisor to a ship captain. “As I was saying, can you meet with Myron anytime between now and nightfall?” 
 
    “Uh, well, it’ll have to be nightfall,” answered Galina. “To get him to meet me I normally send off a courier with a letter addressed to his head housekeeper. And since she wants to see Myron happy, she gives it to him. He can then sneak off and meet me here or wherever.” 
 
    “Then it isn’t possible to see him during the day?” 
 
    Her regret shook her head. “I don’t have a clue where he is, and his bodyguards are hired by his bastard father, so there’s no escaping them.” 
 
    “There’s no choice, then. Write and send the letter. Make it sound urgent so he’ll risk slinking off early. I’ll wait here in the meantime. And I hope this is obvious, but don’t talk about this to anyone. Not your father, not any more of your friends, not the gods you pray to. Understand?” 
 
    “Gods, yes. I’m not Radomir.” 
 
    “Good. Does your father have a bed available?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    I kept waking up from my first sleep on land. My body seemed to think stability was now the wrong state to be in. There was at least time now to readapt to life on land. 
 
    Shortly after my sixth time waking up, I decided enough miniature sleeps had accumulated to make for a decent nap, so I went back down to eat a late lunch. Sitting in her corner with her now awake companion was Galina. Radomir was gone. Alone near the fire sat Lucetta, an empty plate and a full mug in front of her. I ordered my meal and brought the piratess my company. 
 
    “Why doesn’t Lorcan ever keep an eye on me himself?” 
 
    “He knows he doesn’t have the patience or subtlety for such an important job.” A loud burp. “Your message didn’t go into much detail. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I assume you’ve heard of Ludomir by now.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “If I can help it, I’d rather get his son in position to help us. He sounds like a safer bet to me.” 
 
    “Okay, maybe he is, but there are others we can buy off.” 
 
    “If I don’t get this done by tomorrow morning, then I’ll have Eudon choose the name and that will be that.” 
 
    “Have you met the son yet?” 
 
    “He’ll hopefully show up in a few hours.” 
 
    “How’d you even contact him?” 
 
    I jerked my head in Galina’s direction. “The great love of his life sent a secret letter to his house.” 
 
    “Ah, poetry in motion. I suppose this is more interesting than collecting names of smug pricks, so I can’t blame you for trying.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly.” 
 
    As I ate, Lucetta called over Galina and the boy, who turned out to be her brother. They talked to pass the time, even getting up to walk around outside for a while. Radomir returned in the early evening after sleeping in his own bed. The inn became crowded with patrons seeking to warm themselves with drink and amusement. Since I had my fill of both, I stepped outside and minded my own business alongside the inn. I kept my eye out for any young man that fit Myron’s description. 
 
    Finally, minutes after the last of the sun’s rays were snuffed out by the horizon’s sneeze, a hardy brown-haired boy with a scar above his right eye sought to enter the inn. A thick brown overcoat protected him from the cold. I shadowed him inside. Confirmation he was the son of Ludomir came when a spirited Galina ran up to kiss him. Myron, not expecting her happy reaction after the distressing letter, rebuked her second kiss and forced her to sit down. 
 
    “What’s this all about?” Myron asked his lover as he sat beside her. 
 
    “Darling! We’ve been given a chance to be with each other forever! I’m sorry for sending such an upsetting letter, but I needed to bring you now or never. Here, this is Mercer and his stepmother Lucetta. They’ve brought the opportunity to our front door.” Lowering her voice to a whisper, she added, “They’re working for Alslana and they want to get rid of your father.” 
 
    “Alslana?” To Lucetta, he asked, “Then you came in on those ships waiting out there?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “And you want to kill my father?” 
 
    “It’s really his idea.” 
 
    At me, Myron said, “You? Why do you want something like that?” 
 
    “From everything I’ve heard, your father has plenty of connections, connections he can use to guarantee either trouble or a safer crossing for my allies. I would like to secure the latter, something putting you at the helm of your family business should accomplish. Before anything can happen, however, I need to know if you’re on board. If not, then Alslana’s coin will go to your father or someone else.” 
 
    “Coin? What coin?” 
 
    “People don’t normally agree to protect strangers without a little coin involved. Alslana has more than a little coin to give.” 
 
    His lover’s face brightened at hearing about the coin, but Myron’s converted to a dumbstruck befuddlement. “I don’t… Why does Alslana even care about giving coin to anyone here?” 
 
    “We’re after a dangerous cult, and we have reason to believe they’re hiding in your mountains. We need to get to those mountains, hence the protection through a land ruled by bandits and the desperate. Tomorrow afternoon will decide who gets the coin. I’ll recommend you for the coin if Ludomir is dead by then.” 
 
    Galina wanted to shriek her excitement. Myron also wanted to shriek out something, but I could tell it wasn’t excitement. 
 
    “Hear that, Myron?” said Galina. “By tomorrow night we could be in a bed together at your house! And Alslana will give you the coin to buy off whoever we want! Kaspista, no, all of Uthosis can be ours someday. Mercer, what does he have to do?” 
 
    “Gods! Shut up, Galina! He’s not your father!” 
 
    Myron shot up from his chair and stormed toward the door. Seeing as Galina was too stunned to follow or say anything to stop him, I got up myself. 
 
    “Keep them here,” I told Lucetta. 
 
    Myron reached the other side of the narrow street by the time I intercepted him. 
 
    Putting a hand on his shoulder, I said, “My friend will keep Galina away, so take a minute to calm yourself down.” He stopped, but pulled his shoulder away from my hand. He did take a long moment to compose his thoughts and sentiments. When he was ready, he said, “Everyone’s always been so quick to kill my father. Been hearing it all my life from his enemies, Galina, even my own mother.” 
 
    “You live in a place where everyone seems to have their minds on killing somebody else, so I doubt what you’re feeling is all that special here.” 
 
    “Special? Not a word that belongs here.” 
 
    “Do you love your father?” 
 
    He looked away. “I’m not blind to the kind of man he is. He beats my little brother and mother. I remember him beating me, but yeah, I still do love some part of him. Can’t help it. Showed me how to hunt, to fight. Gave me whatever I wanted if I satisfied his expectations. Only Galina has ever been forbidden from me.” 
 
    “Tell me, what would he do with Alslana coin?” 
 
    “What he does now, only on a larger scale. He already orders killings like he orders a drink…” He shook his head. “I was about to ask to just give your coin to somebody else, but that somebody else will do the same type of purging.” 
 
    “And they’ll want to be rid of Ludomir, putting him in danger.” 
 
    “And my entire family. No way will they risk sparing someone who’ll want revenge… Fuck! I can see why no one likes new faces here.” 
 
    “Listen, I won’t and can’t force you to do anything you don’t want to do. Ideally, this is a plan I would have nurtured slowly and carefully, but there’s no time for tact on my side. And unlike your beloved, I take no joy planning something like this. I prefer fighting in the heat of battle, not stab someone in the back… I’ll be waiting in the inn if you want to talk more.” 
 
    I strode halfway back to the inn when Myron said, “Wait. Galina will just upset me again if I hear her treat this so flippantly. Wh… What do you need of me? You don’t expect me to bring down the knife myself, do you?” 
 
    “Not anymore. Now I need to know how I can reach Ludomir without bringing an army with me. Where is he now?” 
 
    “Home. Not even he will risk walking through town at nightfall without a pressing reason.” 
 
    “Then he needs to be lured out with a pressing reason. What has forced him out before?” 
 
    “Part of the house caught fire a year ago. That’s the last one I remember.” 
 
    “What if he discovered you were seeing Galina?” 
 
    “He’d be pissed, but there’s a high chance he would just send his men after us, not come himself.” 
 
    “All right. What if he thinks you’re in danger?” 
 
    “Um, I suppose that might work. What kind of danger?” 
 
    “He has many enemies, does he not? We can say you were captured by one. In fact, we can say both you and Galina were captured. It will sound more realistic if he thinks you were taken while seeing her. We could even say she died in the scuffle and put him in a better mood.” 
 
    “Ugh, I need to sit down now.” 
 
    I helped the woozy youth back into the inn. 
 
    Galina started apologizing as her beau sat next to her, but he held up a hand. “It’s fine, really. I’m sorry for yelling. It’s just a lot to take in.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Lucetta, “she’ll be a good girl from now on.” The piratess then gave Myron a mug of mead to ease his anxious spirit. 
 
    I let him finish the drink as I explained what Myron and I spoke of outside. 
 
    “It’s simple,” said Lucetta. “All we got to do is send Ludomir a letter telling him that we have his son and that we need him to show up with a hundred gold standards to get him back.” 
 
    “Silver,” I said. “He owns silver mines, so that’ll be a more believable demand.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” said Myron. “No matter what you write, he won’t come alone if the letter doesn’t come from someone he knows will follow through with the threat. If it’s only the two of you, then his men will overwhelm your location. The best way to force him to come with a small force is to bring him to enemy territory, which means actually being in enemy territory. That will bring you a whole host of new problems.” 
 
    “Not unless we bring them in on the plan,” said Lucetta. “Know anyone who’ll jump at the chance?” 
 
    “Are you mad? That means meeting with an underworld chief, none of which will believe this sort of thing is happening.” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” I said, “but everyone by now knows Alslana ships are off shore, making imaginations run wild. If you had to choose the one chief most inclined to listen to us, who would it be?” 
 
    Myron’s head dropped to allow both hands to go through his black hair. Looking at the table, he said, “Tikhon. Tikhon Loktev. He and my father despise one another, but he keeps a cool head every time they meet.” 
 
    “I’m guessing Tikhon doesn’t enjoy your father’s hands in his business ventures.” 
 
    Raising his head back up, Myron answered, “Aye.” 
 
    “That could be the deal we offer,” said Lucetta. “He helps up set up the trap, and you promise to take your hands off the underground world when you take over.” 
 
    “Or he could take me hostage for real.” 
 
    “What?” asked Galina. “You can’t make him go up to Tikhon, or any other syndicate leader. They’ll kill him.” 
 
    “Having one on our side will make things easier,” said Lucetta, her voice becoming a higher pitch of pseudo sweetness. 
 
    “Where does Tikhon live?” I asked Myron. 
 
    “The area north of the temple is known as his territory. His home looks unassuming, but much of it lies underground.” 
 
    “Can we contact him beforehand so he won’t attack on sight?” 
 
    “We can use the courier office to send a late night message. Maybe he sends someone to arrange a face-to-face meeting if we can pique his curiosity.” 
 
    “We have to try. If he doesn’t agree to see us on reasonable terms, then we attempt another route. Agreed?” 
 
    With a big sigh, he said, “Very well.” 
 
    “Galina, you and your companions stay in a room and keep out of sight for the night. Myron, take me and Lucetta to the nearest courier office. We’ll think of exactly what we want to say on the way there.” 
 
    Myron borrowed the inn owner’s hooded cloak to hide his face better before stepping out. Our trio discussed the wording of the message as we headed for the courier office, which wasn’t far from the temple. The chosen sentences were written down in the shack of an office. 
 
    The missive was pretty direct. It described the desire for an Alslana representative to speak with Tikhon directly regarding a sensitive matter involving Myron’s father and a chance to be rid of him. If he did not take advantage, then it was implied someone else would get their turn. If he wanted to dip his toe in the water, he was to send a lone envoy on horseback to the temple, where Myron would be waiting to receive the reply, if any, until an hour or two after midnight. I also hinted at the importance of keeping this letter’s contents limited to as few eyes as possible. 
 
    We bought a courier on horseback and headed for the temple straight afterward. 
 
    On reaching the temple grounds, Lucetta summoned Kara and had her keep a lookout on top of the temple’s roof. She was instructed to warn us if she spotted a horseman heading our way. She yelped that catty bark of hers with every horseman she saw, so anything more than the one requested for broke the deal. I stayed beside Myron while Lucetta hid in the shadows to keep her sights on the road most likely to be used to get to the front of the temple. 
 
    A little more than half an hour after we arrived, with Myron looking as though he needed to take a huge shit to steady himself, we heard Kara give her signal. Lucetta ran up to us seconds later to tell us a single woman rider was coming. The rider turned the corner as soon as Lucetta hid behind the other. 
 
    When her horse slowed to a trot in front of us, Myron said, “Tamara? That you?” 
 
    The middle-aged red haired woman, carrying a tad of plump in every feature I could see, replied, “Nice to see you, too, Master Kosenko.” 
 
    “Who is she?” I asked. 
 
    “Used to work for my father’s bodyguard team before defecting. I thought Father had you killed.” 
 
    “Almost did. My right tit will never be the same. So where’s this Alslana representative?” 
 
    “It’s Mercer. This is him.” 
 
    Already braced for it, the woman laughed. “Him?! Are those ships full of kids!? I guess this is one big joke, huh?” I rose my scabbard, offering Aranath’s hilt to her. “What’s this?” 
 
    “Proof,” I answered. 
 
    The expected effect took a moment to materialize, but she did end up dropping it. 
 
    When I picked up the sword, the impassive dragon said, “Someday that won’t work.” 
 
    “What the fuck was that?!” asked Tamara, shaking the hand that had grasped the hilt. “What was that voice?” 
 
    “A mere joke, remember?” I said. “Go back and tell Master Loktev that he missed an opportunity to hear a fine jest.” 
 
    “Okay, so you have an enchanted weapon. How do I know you’re of Alslana?” 
 
    I opened my cloak to reveal the white Alslana emblem expertly sewn on its inner side. From its pocket I pulled out a little scroll and tossed it up to her. She unrolled it to read its official contents. 
 
    Tossing me back the scroll, Tamara said, “Very well, Mercer, Myron, you really wish to meet with Master Loktev?” 
 
    “Only I really do. Myron is here because it’s in a lot of people’s best interest.” 
 
    “Then when do you want this meeting?” 
 
    “As quickly as it can get done… Myron says Tikhon is relatively even-tempered, and he was smart enough to keep perpetuating your death, so am I right to say he’s wise enough to not attack an Alslana herald?” 
 
    “I won’t pretend he’s not a tyrannical man, but I would agree that he isn’t stupid. Why do you think he can openly defy someone like Ludomir and still operate less than a district away?” 
 
    “Then we’ll follow you to his home. I assume he won’t mind meeting us at the heart of his territory with his best men around him.” 
 
    “Right, then follow me.” 
 
    Below the sound of the trotting horse in front of us, Myron asked me, “What was the sword thing about? Was that a trick or real magic?” 
 
    “Wanna find out?” 
 
    “Er, no thanks. You sure this is a good idea? Meeting right in his home?” 
 
    “The removal of a powerful enemy is something few madmen refuse, and Tikhon sounds like a rational fellow. He’ll also feel safe knowing he has the advantage if we act up, which we won’t. There’s otherwise no reason for him to attack me and seize you.” 
 
    “I pray your assumptions are right.” 
 
    “Even if they’re not, I carry the certainty that I can get us out of trouble.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Just hit the floor if shit starts flying.” 
 
    Our fast walk took us through a district half occupied by buildings that mercy said would have to be abandoned, but inequity told me many remained occupied. The barks and growls of dogs became louder the deeper into the district we infiltrated. A pack of them were seen outside the squat two story home Tamara said belonged to her master. Each dog appeared to be as enormous and dirty as the human masters superintending them. Two frothing and snarling Rottweilers came up close to me and Myron, but they backed off with confused whimpers when they caught a scent of the burned dragon stones I pulled out of my pockets. 
 
    “Tell Master Loktev I’ve brought him two interesting guests.” 
 
    “Yeah? Who are they?” 
 
    “He’ll know who they are. Get your fat ass moving, Ivan. I’m taking Oberon back to the stables. I’ll join you in a minute.” 
 
    Tamara galloped to the back of the home and Ivan strolled inside it. Meanwhile, the bundled up house guards tried unraveling why most of their dogs suddenly became so whiny and timid. Myron and I were left standing outside for what felt to me to be ten minutes, and based on his rattling teeth, what Myron comprehended to be ten hours. 
 
    The formerly described “fat ass” reappeared and told us to follow him. The guards wanted to bring their dogs closer to us as a show of intimidation, but they had trouble compelling their backtracking hounds to act on their instilled behavior. This made them look far more disorderly than menacing. 
 
    The home’s interior held basic furnishings, which already made it among the most extravagant homes in all Uthosis. A dozen armed men and women filled the cramped space, but instead of creating the predictable rowdiness one expected from a building packed with underworld regulars, they seemed mindful of three children sleeping near the central fireplace. One young woman was even just knitting a blanket. 
 
    Ivan directed us to stairs that led to the basement level. Another ten people inhabited this space, but with the basement being twice the area of the first floor, it didn’t appear as crowded. Three men and Tamara sat by the table at the end of the room. A fireplace was positioned behind them. 
 
    With a waning chatter still in his teeth, Myron said, “The short, stocky man at the head of the table is Master Loktev.” 
 
    On seeing us, everyone that had been sitting stood up and gripped their maces, axes, and short swords. Tikhon, a head shorter than the average sized Tamara, twirled a long knife in his left hand. Three of his men blocked the stairs behind us. Ivan motioned for us to stop walking when we stepped onto a rune carved on the stone floor. No doubt it was a paralysis spell ready to constrict us if need be. 
 
    With a voice raspy from an evident cold, Tikhon said, “I’m glad to see Ludomir’s eldest finally take the initiative in something, even if it’s at the behest of another. We all must start somewhere, I suppose. I only hope it isn’t the last one you take. As you can hear, my mood is extra prone to irritability, so I’m confident my rest is not interrupted by children simply looking to play.” 
 
    “I assure you, Master Loktev, Alslana and I did not sail thousands of miles to waste anyone’s time.” 
 
    “We shall see. So why do outsiders intrude on our affairs?” 
 
    “Outsiders? From what I gather, Uthosis is nothing more than hard-drinking northerners looking for cheap wine and whores, and greedy southerners coming up to cheat the drunks.” 
 
    “And don’t forget the westerners across the sea using their traders and bankers to belittle what economy we have. Those of us with the blood of the old lords will remember what plights gluttonous outsiders have brought us and will repay them in kind when the time comes. You’d do best to remember that, child.” 
 
    “At least I’m taller than one.” 
 
    The air tightened at my remark, bringing Tikhon and his men a few steps closer to me. This high-strung ambience reminded me of an old sensation I hadn’t sensed since my days working for Garf’s syndicate. It was surprisingly wistful. Maybe because things were simpler then. 
 
    “Choose your next words carefully, boy. You are no longer in the cushy confines of an Alslana beach house, but in the stinking bowels of Uthosis, ready to be struck down with a wave of my hand.” 
 
    “I’d actually wouldn’t mind experiencing how well an Uthosis man fights, or ten.” 
 
    An ugly grin grew. “You have the balls of a cat in a rat’s den, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “Rats of the finest variety, Master Loktev.” 
 
    The grin opened higher to let out a coughing laugh. “I always hear Wregor, Wregor, Wregor! They’re the impetus of Orda’s civilization! Bunch of pompous, lacy milksops they are! Perhaps Alslana can prove to be a better paragon if even their youths know how to enliven an Uthosis room. Let’s get on to business. What is it you want from me?” 
 
    “A letter and a sacrificial building in your district.” 
 
    “I’ll ask about the letter first.” 
 
    “The letter is to be sent to Ludomir. It is to describe his son’s capture by your forces and your desire to trade his life for whatever silver he can gather this very night. I would even mention that you killed Galina in the scuffle to make it sound more credible. At dawn he is to come with the coin to a building I will use to trap him and anyone he brings. There he will meet his end. In exchange for your help, Myron will release all his father’s connections to the underworld, leaving you in a prime position to fill in the void.” 
 
    Tikhon scratched the hairy scabs stuck on his chin. “And what’s the benefit for Alslana in this?” 
 
    “My companions and I need to reach the mountains with a guarantee of our safety. We believe there’s an enemy there that requires destruction, and we do not wish to waste lives, time, and energy fighting ordinary louts in our march.” 
 
    “So, it’s more than a favor you’ll ask from a freshly empowered son. You will have to give him the coin to ensure everyone gets their piece. How much coin?” 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure the wealth can be spread a little more than one merchant’s son. Taking Ludomir’s hands off my back is a nice gesture, and might buy you an invite to a dinner, but I’d venture to say actual payment might be in order.” 
 
    “Very well, if the transition is successful, then I don’t see how Myron would be averse to negotiating a bill each of you can be satisfied with. Isn’t that right, Myron?” I slapped his back to stimulate a response. 
 
    “Y-yes, of course. I can go as far as to say Master Loktev and I could continue finding common ground once we are both better ensconced in our respective positions. I imagine neither of us wants to interfere with each other’s ventures. And I know I cannot hope to find lasting security for my family without help from the underworld.” 
 
    “Excellent!” said Tikhon. “Kaspista will move a step forward if we two can stay sensible and cordial with one another. Bring me parchment and ink! And my pipe and flask!” 
 
    Myron and I were warned to keep within the rune, but Tikhon spoke what he was writing aloud, taking advice on how to word it from everyone in the room. He smoke and drank as he wrote. What stood out about his drinking was that it was done using a flask of steel whose front was overlaid with a thin layer of striking black pearl. Ghevont told me Clarissa liked pearls. 
 
    As a result of Tikhon’s familiarity with Ludomir’s past reactions, and vice versa, the overall tone of the letter turned out to be a casual frankness, as though kidnapping sons and trading them for coin was as commonplace and compulsory as the next sunrise. I couldn’t argue with that logic. In keeping with that reasoning, Tikhon didn’t even demand a specific amount of coin, only that Ludomir bring as much as he could gather that night. The ultimatum called for Myron’s father to come before the sun’s brim cracked above the horizon. From there they would discuss whether the brought coin was enough to save the son. 
 
    Per my insistence, the meeting needed to take place in a structure that was not only isolated from other buildings to reduce Ludomir’s unavoidable fear of an ambush, but so that my idea for a trap didn’t take down a whole district with it. Tikhon offered up a termite infested horse stable in the middle of a mud pit. If he ever did use it, it was to slaughter animals, not house them. Assuming my plan failed, then the next termite bloom in the summer stood a good chance of finishing it off. 
 
    Ludomir was instructed to bring no more than his bodyguard unit, four people Tikhon recognized by sight. The message stated Tikhon would match the bodyguard number. This presented a minor problem in Tikhon’s eyes. Ludomir would surely bring someone who could cast a prana detecting spell to confirm the number, and since I needed to go to enact the plan and make sure it went my way, that meant Tikhon could only bring three guards to back him up. 
 
    “What guarantee do I have that you’ll have my well-being in mind if something goes wrong?” asked Tikhon. 
 
    “If we setup how I want to, then I’ll be the first to meet any resistance whether things go right or wrong.” 
 
    “And what does this setup entail? I’ve yet to hear your masterful plan. Do you wish to meet them head-on?” 
 
    “If we have no choice, but it shouldn’t come to that. Which of your men here has the strongest flame?” 
 
    “I carry such a flame!” said a man with stubby legs, which looked too short to carry his blocky torso. “I’m not called Olek ‘The Dragon’ for nothin’!” 
 
    For the first time in our acquaintanceship, Aranath let out an unrestrained laugh, which was, for all intents and purposes, lots of little roars mashed together. I held it in better, but I still smiled. 
 
    Taking out a dragon stone and laying it beyond the rune’s edge, I said, “All right, Olek, I’m going to ignite a flame on this rock. I want you to stop the rock from burning as quickly as possible, got it?” 
 
    After getting a nod from Tikhon, Olek said, “Simple. Anything else?” 
 
    “No. On three. One. Two. Three!” 
 
    The disk-shaped rock kindled with the softest type of dragon flame I could muster. Olek’s expression creased more and more the longer the flame continued to burn. 
 
    “Anyone else want to try?” I asked. 
 
    Tamara was quick to join in, curious to further evaluate the youth carrying the talking sword. The dragon flame only burned brighter with their prana to feed off of. 
 
    When the fire started flickering wildly, Tikhon shouted, “Enough, put it out!” 
 
    I waved my hand over the flame, instantly smothering it. “I can place dozens of these stones around the stables. Get Ludomir inside and no elemental spell will save him.” 
 
    “What sort of power is that?” asked Olek. “That did not feel like any natural flame.” 
 
    “There are many kinds of flame, Sir Dragon. Some are said to be able to scorch shadow itself. Others can only burn on water.” 
 
    “And what type is yours?” asked Tamara. 
 
    “You heard the sword’s voice, right? My flame’s strength is really his own. A summoned beast whose identity and history I won’t go into now.” 
 
    “As you wish,” said Tikhon. “Though I still have to place a precaution on your commitment. If I die during our plot, then my men will be sure to wreak havoc on your cause. Your own life will be forfeit, of course.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    The same second the letter was sent, our scheming group made our way to the stables on horseback. Myron and I were kept on the same horse in the center of a circle of horsemen, making fleeing a tough undertaking. Even if I was looking to escape or do any brazen horse riding, I assumed Myron to be the superior rider, so I let him take the reins. A quick glance outside had me glimpsing the top half of Kara’s head on a nearby rooftop. I trusted Lucetta to keep her distance, so I said nothing. 
 
    Our canter speed made the trip to the stables a short one. Several of the horses broke off from the group when we reached a small plain of rock-hard mud. Unusable rubble laid sunk in the clearing—leftovers from an earthquake a decade old. The debris surrounded the stables and the timber skeleton of what used to be a large home. The stables could house twenty horses in its glory days, but its insides had largely been gutted. I summoned my dragon stones and placed them by or near every opening big enough for a man to squeeze through. There was a main entrance on either end of the building, so one was partially blocked by gathering nearby rubbish. 
 
    The plan was to place a “tied up” Myron at the center of the stables and for me to be the “guard” that kept an eye on him. Tikhon and his men would stay outside the entrance. I would have liked to trick Ludomir by making myself look like his son with an illusion spell, but a prana detection spell would surely notice something was off, so that ruse could only work in the heat of the moment. Besides, I needed time to practice getting Ludomir’s look right. 
 
    Tikhon stayed wary about leaving Myron and I alone for long, but there came a point a couple of hours into the wait when his nearest man went out of earshot. 
 
    Standing next to Myron, who sat on a short stool next to the post he was “tied” to, I asked, “How you holdin’ up?” 
 
    “Not well. I know I couldn’t do it if I had to do more than sit here. It helps to remember the times he beat my mother and brother, but it isn’t enough either. He might be a vile bastard, but at least he doesn’t use me.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have to. You’re blood. It’s been your family against the world from the beginning.” 
 
    He looked up at me with an irked smirk. “You sound like an old rector sometimes.” 
 
    “The fault of my sword.” A few snowflakes drifted in front of my face. I looked up to see more were falling through the roof’s fissures. 
 
    “Your sword? What kind of summoned beast is linked to it?” 
 
    “An old one. Maybe I’ll tell you about him someday.” 
 
    “Someday? If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather we never see each other again once we’re done here.” 
 
    “I can live with that.” 
 
    After a moment’s silence, Myron said, “Still, that does not mean I wish ill on your journey. You must be facing quite an enemy to warrant the travel and coin.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “I wish you luck against them.” 
 
    “If you’ll take it, I wish you luck on your future ventures.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll take it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to take this, but I advise you to make yourself indispensable to Kaspista’s economy by sharing Alslana’s coin as soon as possible. Do it sensibly, of course, but you don’t want bitterness to spread. Gain allies that will protect you from the underworld, but don’t hinder Tikhon’s growth unless he’s attempting a coup in your domain. Everyone will test you. Don’t buy everyone off. Some are too wild and greedy to live, especially in this city.” 
 
    “This advice coming from your beast?” 
 
    “This one’s mostly on me. I used to belong to a syndicate in Etoc. Picked up a few odds and ends.” 
 
    “I see. You say to let Tikhon take the underworld, but what is Uthosis and Kaspista if not a vast underworld?” 
 
    “It is, by most accounts. Tikhon will even have a large hand in choosing the next regent, but your merchant allies can support banks, make deals with other nations, and pay armies. It will take patience, experience, and even supporting Tikhon until his death to gain any real breathing room, but that’s what it will take. You’ll be in your prime in a decade and he’ll be entering his weakest phase.” 
 
    “Makes sense. I think I can be patient. Can’t be worse than waiting this night out.” 
 
    “Yes it can.” 
 
    Myron’s longest night of his life (so far) lasted three hours more, long enough for Myron to start thinking that his father was willing to sell him out. Then I heard the lonesome echo of Kara’s bark—a signal to update her master of new bodies in her area. 
 
    The meaning of the background bark was lost on Myron, so I told him, “They’re close.” 
 
    “Don’t be shocked if I start vomiting.” 
 
    The sound of stamping hooves came nearer. The horses and riders themselves became visible through the surplus of cracks. 
 
    “I thought you smarter than this, Tikhon,” said a booming voice. 
 
    Trying and failing to raise his own voice to that level, Tikhon said, “And I assumed the same for your son, or at least for you to have better control of him. It’s not my fault my men caught him doting on some girl on my turf. You should be glad I’m not asking for more. He harmed one of my men trying to protect that skinny thing. Alas, I’ll keep this a mere formality and ask that you tie a stronger leash on him.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare counsel me on anything regarding my sons! Is he harmed in any way?” 
 
    “Perfectly unspoiled. Myron! Daddy has arrived! Tell him you’ve been treated as an honored guest!” 
 
    Looking at me with murderous hatred, Myron, after a deep inhale to think it over one last time, said, “I’m fine, Father! Let’s just get this over with!” 
 
    “How much did you bring?” asked Tikhon. 
 
    I heard a bag of coin drop and Ludomir say, “You’ll take whatever I give you. Delay anymore and I’ll presume you want a war. Bring him to me!” 
 
    “Tsk, tsk. For that little outburst and this little bag, you’ll have to get him yourself. He’s tied to a post inside. Let’s go, Mercer! My business is done.” 
 
    “May your horse fuck you in the ass, Tikhon!” 
 
    “I wish you a better fate, Master Kosenko.” 
 
    As I started slowly stepping toward the exit, I told Myron, “Stay where you are. This place will burn down quick, and the biggest hole is right above you.” 
 
    Tikhon and his trio moved out of the way while Ludomir and two of his men dismounted. I was halfway down the path when the three men entered. The beardless Ludomir, under a coat of black fur, looked the part of a gallant old rogue who had found treasure in his bygone adventure days. However, his half bald head and wrinkled brow effaced much of that earlier verve. Myron’s mother couldn’t have been much of a looker if Myron inherited only an inferior resemblance to his male ancestor. 
 
    “All this blasted trouble because you can’t put your dick in another whore!” 
 
    Ludomir passed me without a glance, as did his men. This was when I unleashed the prana necessary to ignite every dragon stone in the stables. The speed at which the gale of starving flames climbed and ate through the structure almost made me panic. I held my ground, though. Ludomir and his men stopped in their tracks, needing to take a hand up to their face to brace for the waves of heat and light. In three seconds the temperature rose to be as high as the noontime Hadarii. 
 
    My right hand unsheathed Aranath while I stuck out my left to cast my illusion spell. The man closest to me barely turned around in time to see my blade going into his unarmored chest. Blood spurted out his mouth and smeared my shoulder. The second, an older guard wearing a thick set of leather armor, swung his mace at my illusion before the real me spun around and lunged at his flank. I couldn’t pierce him deep enough to kill him at once, but he did collapse to the ground with a dog-like whimper. My sword plunged through his chest as I looked for Ludomir. 
 
    Myron’s father had drawn out a showy longsword, its hilt speckled with rounded jewels of red and blue. His left hand appeared to be trying to manipulate the inferno, which was by now popping the beams and sending splinters raining down. I couldn’t keep dragon fire hovering over my hand longer than a few seconds, but I felt competent enough to take a roaring bolide from a nearby incandescent spasm and throw it at Ludomir’s legs. 
 
    Instead of dodging, his arrogance attempted to break up the fireball with a slash of his sword. A magical airburst accompanied the swing, but its effect would have been the same were he to blow out the flame himself. Ludomir’s trousers caught fire. 
 
    The son stood up behind him. To my surprise, Myron ran up to his father and pushed him to the ground as he flailed and screamed. 
 
    “Now, Mercer! End it!” My blade was already on its way down when he said my name. “Let’s get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    I grabbed Myron by the scruff of his coat and dragged him to the exit. I snuffed out the flame wall at the threshold, making an opening we crossed through. On the other side I saw one bodyguard full of arrows and the other lying dead twenty feet away. We joined Tikhon’s group watching the stables burn to nothing, something wholly accomplished ten seconds later. The heat was so intense that the rigid ground melted back into sloshing mud over fifty feet away, and that was taking into account that the vast majority of the heat rose fast into the sky. I swear I saw a hole in the clouds directly above the bonfire. 
 
    Myron was breathing hard for a while. The appetite of his lungs mimicked the vehemence of the flames, so he reached a quivering calmness at the same time the blaze died down to a piled simmer. 
 
    “Thank you for your aid, Master Loktev,” I said. 
 
    “Alslana has my thanks as well. Do you need anything more?” 
 
    “Two horses, and I’d like for Tamara to help me escort Myron through the streets. Can’t risk losing what we gained to random bandits.” 
 
    “Then I’d recommend more of my men.” 
 
    “Unnecessary. I have a little escort waiting close by. That will be enough.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “And is your flask for sale?” 
 
    “My flask?” He grinned. “The one with the black pearl over it, eh?” 
 
    “A friend of mine would like it.” 
 
    He pulled out the flask from his coat pocket and handed it to me. “Then take it as a gift.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Well, I have a notion that keeping myself in your good graces is smarter than not.” 
 
    “One more thing, Ludomir’s death should not be bragged about just yet, not until Alslana gets the deal done with Myron. As far as anyone is concerned, you had nothing to do with Ludomir’s death. Bragging about your involvement might ruffle some feathers.” 
 
    “I’m aware, and I’m no boaster to anything outside a bedroom. I’ll even send people to bury the bodies.” 
 
    “There won’t be any bodies to bury.” 
 
    “A flame that leaves nothing behind, eh? I have a hunch many people will be seeking to keep themselves in your good graces.” 
 
    The ride back to Ut Kila Mec’tis was a quiet one, but I eventually had to bring up Myron’s next step. I said, “Be at Ut Remeck Sor at noon. This is where official Alslana representatives will go to meet you. This should also be when you publicly declare yourself the new head of your family.” 
 
    “I imagine I’ll see a lot of happy faces when I announce that both publicly and privately. You know, seeing him face-to-face made it easier. The idea of my father turned out to be stronger than the actual man. I guess that says something, I just don’t know what. I do know I’ll go mad seeing all those happy faces.” 
 
    “Begin hitting others weaker than you. That seems to make some people feel better.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you’re not serious, so that’s a dreadful joke.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a joke. It was a reminder of the man now gone and the man I hope you wish to avoid becoming.” 
 
    When we came upon the inn’s street, Myron said, “It’s going to take me a long time to decide whether to stop hating you, but I respect your decisiveness.” 
 
    “You never have to stop hating me. More than that, I’m thankful in advance for all the help you can bring to my cause.” 
 
    We hopped off our horses and I watched Master Kosenko enter the inn. 
 
    Tamara, grabbing the reins of the loose steeds, said, “I’ll try convincing Tikhon to go easy on him whenever I can. I think he can do a lot of good for us and all of Kaspista if he lets him.” 
 
    “I agree. How influential is the mother on him?” 
 
    “I don’t remember them being together all that often. She’ll be glad not to have regular thrashings anymore, so his influence over her will probably be greater than the other way around. What’s next for you?” 
 
    “I have to finish paying someone off, then I’m planning on sleeping until I wake up in the middle of the Vyalts.” 
 
    Lucetta caught up with me as I headed for Nirvana’s Gate. I gave a pouch of four gold and eight silver standards to Shifo, telling her to keep one of each for herself. It was then a matter of telling Lucetta, then Eudon, about the details of what happened. Once Eudon agreed to validate my work by handing his coin to Myron, I went to rest my stiff mind and heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    A nettled Clarissa was waiting when I woke up, who didn’t like me throwing myself in Kaspista’s underworld and politics. I assured her I wasn’t going to do anything that would have put me in over my head, but that didn’t satisfy her. 
 
    “I can see you’re upset, so I’ll give you my present later.” 
 
    “Huh? What present?” 
 
    I stood up from my cot and stretched. “Nothing. Later.” 
 
    “Ugh, you bastard. Fine, I’m not mad anymore. Now gimme!” 
 
    “It’s nothing much. Just something I saw that made me think of you.” I removed the flask from its confines and showed it to her. She snatched it away and examined the flask. “Thought you could store extra blood in it, and I heard you like pearl.” 
 
    She giggled. “That’s why Ghevont asked me those funny questions! You sent him to find out what I like, right?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Despite being only a foot away, she leapt at me to give me a hug. “I love it, Mercer. Only the best blood will go in it.” 
 
    “I’ll hold down Ethan and you squeeze.” 
 
    Several days of delivery needed to be done in order to dole out the coin to the proper people and establishments, work I stayed in the periphery of. I involved myself a little more in reading the maps and learning which routes we intended to take to the mountains. 
 
    The journey to the Vyalts promised to be one of three hundred and fifty miles. The most secure paths were those used by mine workers bringing in their earthen loot to be processed in cities and sold in ports. Employing the eager allies of Myron’s family, a collective of mercenary forces was bought to fortify the favored route chosen by Eudon and the captains. Half their payment was paid in advance and the rest would be given once we made it to the mountains. 
 
    Messengers were sent to prepare the way for us. The captains also planned for a smaller, faster team of fifty soldiers to traverse and secure the path before a second party comprised of Eudon and the main unit followed soon afterward. If all went well, then changing for good horses at designated towns and stopping for only brief rest periods would take us to the perimeter of the Vyalts in four days. Considering the sky started dropping a blizzard’s worth of snow, that schedule might need to add another day. Since few horses were capable of navigating the death-defying terrain, the plan called for both them and the mercenaries to be abandoned on reaching the Vyalts. 
 
    The best maps of the Vyalts were gathered and studied, most of which identified mines new and ancient. A proclamation invited the best mountain guides in the area to advise Alslana soldiers on the best ways to navigate the treacherous heights and devious valleys. Ghevont spoke with them as well, and read as many scrolls and books he could about the topography of the clustered range. 
 
    After two days of cramming, the scholar determined that the first region we needed to investigate belonged under the shadow of a long active volcano named Mount Dulcet. “Dulcet” was at least the best translation Ghevont came up with. Its true Kevlehan name twisted Ghevont’s tongue far too much for it to make any sense to my ears. Activity from the volcano had been recorded for as long as humans discovered the smoking peak four thousand years ago. Its name originated from its abnormally docile nature. Unlike its neighbors in the range, no great eruptions had ever arisen from the alp of molten stone. 
 
    This detail intrigued Ghevont the most. The scholar suspected powerful magic could be keeping the volcano in check. At the same time, its active state discouraged anyone from getting too close. Made sense to me. The site was nestled in the northern slice of the Vyalts four hundred miles from its western edge. There were other areas of note Ghevont picked out on the way there and deeper into the range, but Dulcet aroused the greatest expectation in both him and me. 
 
    Though the majority of coin made the rich even more so, Kaspista’s streets only showed enthusiasm toward Alslana soldiers, as though they were there to liberate them. They probably just enjoyed the idea of something new happening that didn’t involve someone robbing or killing them. It helped when word spread that Eudon himself led the assembly, making the former ruler the closest Uthosis’ people had to seeing a legitimate leader in three hundred years—not that they had many opportunities to see him. The most time consuming and precarious venture was unloading the crates of treasures in the ships, an undertaking that wouldn’t be completed until days after we left. 
 
    The sibling captains would be left behind to defend and maintain the ships. Six hundred sailors and a hundred soldiers were under their disposal, leaving eight hundred to scramble the mountains with Eudon. Perhaps the most important soldiers were the griffin riders. There was otherwise no easy way to explore large swaths of land human feet could never reach without wasting prana and lives. The group of eight hundred were to be split into three clusters led by Eudon, Lieutenant Nedica, and Captain Quince. Separating the triad by a mile or two should allow for more ground to be covered and prevent hundreds of soldiers from pressing up against each other on the narrow trails. 
 
    After the worst of the snowstorm passed southward, Eudon’s group took the reins of our small army of rented horses and rode east. We pushed the animals hard so we could trade for new ones at the first checkpoint half a day’s ride away. Casters ahead of the main assemblage heaved the thicker tracts of snow off the road, making for a smoother ride than it otherwise would have been. Since not enough horses could replace the tired ones, Eudon’s personal unit—consisting of the pirates, my group, and the lieutenant’s men—was given priority. 
 
    We made good time once the snowstorm moved on completely. Everything became such a blur while on the horse that I didn’t even notice something missing from the land we crossed until Aranath mentioned it. Almost no trees grew anywhere. And it wasn’t as if they couldn’t grow on these lands, for an occasional band of spruce trees and birches clinging to life in the margins of the expanse proved they did. No, most had to have been cut down at some point. Everyone used wood, of course, but this barrenness must have come about due to the constant infighting in the region. The internal strife likewise hindered any kind of unified organization that could systemize the practice. It wasn’t until two days of riding did bigger trees encroach nearer the roads and villages. 
 
    There was no time to talk about the poor conditions of the woods or Uthosis in general during the ride. Even in the few hours we rested we had to use to sleep, eat, and complete other necessary bodily functions. The first mountains came into view as the days cleared up. Their ever increasing expansion into the heavens and horizon imparted an excited nervousness into me. Something that had been buried deep inside me knew we were getting close. 
 
    I identified the cradle of this animated sensation to lie within the sphere of holy prana imprisoning my still roiling corruption. If I had half a mind to, I felt as though I had the ability to reach down and take the corruption’s flogging tendrils to pull it back out onto my soul’s surface. I had to remind myself what such an act would do to me and, more importantly, to those around me. 
 
    The horses were slowed considerably after passing the last major mining town. Snow wasn’t the major obstacle, but the steep, gravelly ground itself. This at least gave time for the others in our party to catch up over the next couple of days. Though our horses had to be left behind soon, about a fourth of those behind us had to still take care of the beasts of burden carrying the bulk of our food. Captain Quince stayed in charge of these provisions and the bulk of the men. The lieutenant’s group came out in front to survey the land while Eudon’s unit stayed in the middle. 
 
    A very specific part of my body was happy to get off the horses and start walking off its tenderness. Ghevont, whose riding experience rivaled my own, also appreciated using his own legs. Clarissa, on the other hand, was sad to see the horses go. According to the vampire, the blood of the hardy brown mare she last rode tasted quite good. She went as far as filling my gift with the appetizing sap. Her predicament came during the nights when she couldn’t work to keep the blood from freezing, so she often gave her pouch of vials to the scholar so he could keep it warm with body heat or spell. 
 
    Speaking of the cold, the higher elevations we climbed forced temperatures to drop further. The difference to me and the cold-bodied Clarissa remained minimal, but many of the soldiers were not accustomed to such temperature ranges back home, making the shift to traveling on foot more exhausting and uncomfortable than anything they experienced in Alslana’s environment. Indeed, winter had ended weeks ago for people leaving near the equatorial latitudes. Meanwhile, our latitudes had another couple of months to go. 
 
    Fire spells helped, but they wasted priceless prana, which cut into one’s physical endurance after an hour of holding a strong flame. The lack of trees made burning large fires difficult when the groups stopped to rest, so the best pyromancers were placed in charge of warming up their huddled comrades during the coldest periods. They took turns while another pyromancer regained their strength with rest. When winds blew at their fiercest, then casters adept in air would do their best to redirect the gusts from the perimeter. 
 
    Those in my group fared better when it came to opposing the below freezing conditions. Warming one’s hands with a pair of my burned dragon stones braced the blood for a good half hour, and torching a pile of my stones generated such a palpitating furnace that it made those standing nearby prefer the company of ice. Being able to produce such efficacious flames at my age made the soldiers understand a little more why I had been given authority over them, though I doubted they came any closer to being pleased by the notion. 
 
    Mountain weather might have been the most encompassing plight, but it was by no means the hardest hitting trouble in the Vyalts. Trolls loved abandoned mines, and the bigger the mines, the bigger the trolls. Not to mention there was always the chance loose fiends roamed somewhere in the range. On top of that, we could stumble upon a slumbering stone sprite, who had the power to create massive rock slides if the individual chose to defend itself in such a way. The handful of wild dragons in Orda mostly inhabited mountain ranges, though Ghevont read no reliable account that mentioned one living in the Vyalts. 
 
    While few remained well preserved, if they had ever been, the first hundred and fifty miles into the Vyalts provided plenty of paths to take. The ones chosen won out due to their eastward direction and ease of access. We managed to cross thirty miles a day when on better trails going downhill. Of course, most mountain paths were shitty and went uphill, forcing a pace baby turtles snickered at. 
 
    Sometimes the wind howling between the summits did sound like laughter. Sometimes the uproar sounded strange enough to get me to closely observe the peaks for a few moments. This was when I caught far-flung glimpses of dark brown clouds that weren’t clouds at all, but plumes of volcanic ash and dust emitting from the first volcano of the Vyalts. Unfortunately, our plan involved getting a little closer to this volcano. 
 
    Roughly halfway to Dulcet lied Brumbuth Valley. According to Ghevont’s freshly acquired knowledge, the valley had been an oasis of deciduous forest and crystal clear lakes as recently as a century ago. However, half a volcano exploding changed that. Only the northwestern tip of the fifty mile long valley was spared the expulsion of ash, fire, and toxic gases. 
 
    From a cliff we spotted the one hundred square miles of still standing adult trees and a sprinkling of juvenile saplings spreading toward the southeast. Ghevont expressed his surprise at how well the valley was recovering, and that didn’t take into account how much the snow hid the shrubs and grasses. More than the lost greenery and poisoned fish, the eruption buried a few small villages that had been populated during the spring and summer months to mine mountains, flora, and fauna. Now we intended to use their old paths to reach the last manmade trails on the western section of the Vyalts. It was also going to be nice to reach lower ground, mildly higher temperatures, and less winds. 
 
    When a fidgety mood struck me, which was often, I liked going up to the lieutenant’s group to watch them work. Turell, in particular, was a good scout in the air, but a great tracker on the ground. Not surprisingly, Ghevont’s analytical eyes were quick to catch clues, and Clarissa’s sharper senses of smell and sight made her a natural tracker. I was thus the one who stood to use the most guidance from an expert—not that the bloodsucker allowed me to learn on my own. She was extra determined not to leave my side ever since leaving Kaspista. I didn’t mind. I had missed her in my time in the desert. 
 
    There were plenty of animal tracks to identify when we descended into the valley. The prints of snow hares, bobcats, deer, foxes, and a bear were readily recognized. Then again, on the second day of passing through the woodland, a strange pair of imprints stumped the scouts. Turell described them as resembling the cloven hooves of large goats, but the tracks implied a bipedal creature. 
 
    Aranath was not stumped at all, saying, “It sounds like a minotaur.” 
 
    Getting out of Turell’s earshot, I asked, “How dangerous are they?” 
 
    “It’s easy to rile one up, but they are capable of reason and casting primitive magic. If I recall correctly, Wregor gained much of their prominence when allying themselves with the realm of the minotaur. Dragons allied with humans to help dull the aggressiveness of our youths, but minotaurs desired to sharpen the horns of their young in the battles of men.” 
 
    “So wild ones are rare?” 
 
    “Some minotaurs use Orda to escape their unforgiving world, or perhaps they were born here.” 
 
    “Can we speak with them?” 
 
    “What?” asked Clarissa, who had wandered closer to me. 
 
    “I was talking to Aranath. He thinks the prints are from a minotaur.” 
 
    “Oh. Is that bad?” 
 
    “Depends. Go inform the lieutenant what I think the prints are.” When she went to do what I requested, I repeated my last question to Aranath. 
 
    “It’ll be as eloquent as an adult speaking with an infantile, but I should be able to communicate basic intent.” 
 
    “That’ll have to do.” 
 
    “You expect to encounter them?” 
 
    “This place isn’t that big, so yeah, someone will see them, unless there’s only a single shy one living here.” 
 
    “‘Shy’ has been bred out of that race long ago. If it comes down to violence, remember to keep your distance and let the soldiers rain arrows from afar. The hide of an adult minotaur can withstand all but the most powerful spells, so arrows aimed for their snouts will be your most keen tactic. If close range combat becomes a necessity, then slash right above their hooves. Their hide is thinnest there, and cutting the muscle behind the lower leg can make the whole beast tumble over.” 
 
    “You said they can cast spells?” 
 
    “Of the brutish kind. Much of their prana goes into enhancing their already great strength, and those that can cast artless elemental or ward spells can earn their place as generals. Still, a small herd of minotaurs can change entire landscapes with these simple spells if they so wished. In fact, there’s a high chance any minotaurs here are aiding in the valley’s recovery.” 
 
    “Ghevont will find that interesting.” 
 
    He did. 
 
    The scouts had discovered the tracks early in the evening, meaning there wasn’t much time for the griffins to seek out minotaurs from the sky. Instead, in the interest of making certain the camp wasn’t going to be positioned near the territorial beasts, Lieutenant Nedica, two of his men, the vampire, the scholar, and myself decided to track the prints before a snowfall covered them up. Thanks to Clarissa’s eyes and miscreant streaks of moonlight finding their way through the cracks in the clouds, we didn’t have to attract a minotaur by declaring our presence with torches and luminance spells. 
 
    The prints moved in a generally southeastern direction, not straying far from Captain Quince’s position. Bigger hooves joined the smaller ones about a mile and a half from camp. The end of a brief discussion stated that if they moved another half mile from camp, then they would be far away enough to not cause trouble. 
 
    Clarissa was the first to spot something behind a darkened tree line three hundred feet later. She crouched and waited for a little more moonlight to enter her steady eyes. When that moonbeam fattened, she whispered, “I see something. I can’t… It’s like a big hairy guy. It’s scratching its back on a tree. I don’t see horns.” 
 
    Repeating Aranath’s assumption, I said, “Might be a young female. They have horns, but they’re much smaller than a male’s.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” said Ghevont. “Then the bigger prints must belong to her mother. Young female minotaurs learn from their mothers while older sons accompany their fathers to hunt meat and protect their territory… Uh, now what?” 
 
    “Lay low, scholar,” said the lieutenant. “We watch to see if she moves farther away. If she turns back this way then we’ll have to convince her to, um, not do so.” 
 
    “Smooth orders, Turell,” said Clarissa. “Is it too cold for complete thoughts?” 
 
    “Concentrate your thoughts on the minotaur, madam vampire. What is she doing now?” 
 
    “Chewing on a tree branch… Maybe she does have little horns. Or maybe they’re ears?” 
 
    I couldn’t get a look at the silhouette much less individual body parts, so I closed my eyes and tried listening to the rustling environment. This mode of perception paid off. A bellowing exhale and crunching snow warned me of something big standing sixty or seventy feet to our right. My eyes opened and isolated the sounds to a tight cluster of trees. Going by the reflective orbs coming out from the obstructions, the being behind them knew it had been discovered. The white orbs floated on a brownish silhouette of a hulking humanoid eight feet tall. 
 
    I stood up, making the others take notice of what I was staring at. “Stay here,” I told them. “I think I can make small talk with it.” 
 
    “It’s unlikely a wild minotaur knows the shared tongue,” said Turell. “How do you plan on speaking with it?” 
 
    “I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Trust him, lieutenant,” said Ghevont. “He has his ways.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” said Clarissa. “I’ve missed enough of your escapades already.” 
 
    “Fine. At least you’ll show that I can even make an ally of a vampire. Let’s go.” 
 
    I walked toward the waiting entity, its exhales creating a thick fog before the breeze blew it apart. I rose my hands to show I was disarmed. Clarissa did the same. After a big shake of its head, the woodland dweller plodded its way toward us. Her form better manifested itself when she walked under a moonbeam. 
 
    Gray horns that curved downward like a ram’s grew out from the top bends of her bull head, a sign she was a she since Aranath said male horns brought to mind those of a typical Orda bull. Small triangular ears sprouted beneath the root of the horns. Coarse brown fur of varying thickness sheltered everything outside the face, forearms, and lower legs. Hands with four fingers looked more than large enough to crush a human skull like an orange. Four hairy bumps on her torso emphasized her sex further. Her snout snarled when we came within ten feet of each other, signaling us to stop. 
 
    “What do I say?” I asked Aranath. 
 
    “Repeat everything I say as though you’re angry or everything will sound insincere to her. Say ‘Megala’fa ramdala. Zek. Mek. Ramdala’fa.’” 
 
    After doing my best to enunciate the words in anger, the minotaur lost some of her snarl, though seemed to take a moment to decide how to respond. Finally, a stream of slickly guttural words left her mouth. 
 
    “I suspected as much,” said Aranath. “The dialect I’m using has fallen out of fashion. No matter, I can still understand. Repeat what I say next and then end with your name.” I did. After her turn, the dragon said, “Shenaga is her name. It means something like ‘happy tears.’ Kneel on both knees. This will signal your desire for a peaceful talk. She should do the same. Be warned—standing up before she gives her permission will be taken as an insult. You can also assume she’s offending you if she stands before asking your permission.” 
 
    As the dragon stated, once Clarissa and I went on our knees, Shenaga did the same. We spoke like this for about five minutes, my legs pretty much freezing solid in the meantime. Aranath did not seem to think he had time to explain everything he said through my mouth or what he heard, so the conversation continued to be a mystery. Except for the times Aranath reminded me to stay angry, I thought it went well. 
 
    Two minor interruptions came when she bleated a prolonged call that was apparently meant for her daughter. The young minotaur, who still stood six feet tall, appeared behind her mother a minute after the appeal, though she didn’t come as close to me as the adult. The other disruption happened when the rest of the scout team started getting closer. This bothered the mother until I told them to hang back. 
 
    The unorthodox discussion ended when Aranath told me to stand up, which the minotaur did at the same time. Her heavy head bowed and I returned the favor with my lighter one. She retrieved her daughter and left east. 
 
    I heard the others coming closer, so I told Clarissa, “Tell them to give me a minute.” As she left to keep the others from hearing me talk to myself, I asked Aranath, “Care to explain the conversation?” 
 
    “I explained our goal and who was doing the actual talking. I believe she understood most of it. Minotaurs like to pretend they know more than they do.” 
 
    “Did you get her story? Are there more of her kind here?” 
 
    “Yes. She wouldn’t give me a number, or perhaps I did not catch it, but she belongs to a clan who make their home in these woods. I even asked how they came to be here, but she remained reticent on that point. I suspect she or her parents were banished from her realm.” 
 
    “What gets a minotaur banished?” 
 
    “By committing a crime of cowardice or disloyalty, but one somehow seen as justifiable, avoiding an outright death sentence.” 
 
    “She seems to be doing well for someone who was banished. Was she here to scout us?” 
 
    “No. Her daughter wanted to see the humans for herself, forcing her mother to go after the impulsive child before a mortal misunderstanding occurred. They will regroup with their clan and watch us from afar. As long as the army does not begin tearing down their home, they will not interfere.” 
 
    “Good to clear that up.” 
 
    “There’s something else. When I told her of our destination, she advised against it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Earthquakes have been plaguing the region recently. I cannot say what her exact definition of ‘recently’ is, but weeks or months seem like a safe guess.” 
 
    “Sounds promising, actually.” 
 
    “I expressed a similar sentiment.” 
 
    “By the way, when did you learn to speak minotaur? Or the other languages you know?” 
 
    “You’ve experienced the benefit of taking the time to learn another’s tongue. Dragon culture has understood for a long time that learning to speak the languages of other clans can lead to smoother interactions between other nations and species. There’s a reason dragon knights spread the shared tongue everywhere they flew. Young dragons are thus taught as many languages as we can learn for the first century of life. It helps that our ears and minds are adept at distinguishing subtle variations in sound. There’s more to it than this, but the intricacies of incantations and language are beyond you at the moment.” 
 
    Not including the language thing, I retold what I learned to the tracking team, to which Turell responded with, “Your friends are tight-lipped about how you came to learn the minotaur’s tongue.” 
 
    The dialect I used turned out to be a bit old-fashioned.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, I’m impressed.” 
 
    “I’m only the middleman, lieutenant.” 
 
    “Indeed. You can’t help but get in the middle of Advent matters, Captain Hallam’s trust, and Uthosis politics. I doubt I’ll ever meet someone so seemingly unconcerned with the affairs of others until he isn’t. Very well, keep your secret. We should head back. Let’s move out!” 
 
    Giggling, Clarissa nudged up to me and said, “Hey, wouldn’t that be a good nickname for you? The Middleman?” 
 
    “Uh, no.” 
 
    “You’re right. It sounds stupid out loud… What about as the title for your autobiography?” 
 
    Butting in, Ghevont said, “I was leaning closer to a pun on his numerous names.” 
 
    “Oh? You’ve already thought about writing Mercer’s biography?” 
 
    “Of course. It’d be remiss of me not to record all I can and not organize it in book format.” 
 
    “Oh my gods, yes! You’re a genius! What titles have you come up with so far?” 
 
    “Well, let’s see… How does ‘The Dragon Man with Two Names’ sound?” 
 
    “Okay, maybe ‘genius’ was too strong a word.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The valley took less than a full day to cross, but the griffins needed half a day of sweeping over the mountain bases to find a trail their ground based comrades could use. More than a century had passed since humans last saw these paths, much less use and maintain them. Maps might have shown where they once lied, but nature had plenty of time to reshape her surface into something new. This meant the griffin team became integral in charting out the day’s hike. They mostly did a good job… mostly. 
 
    Once in a while a path led to an impossible impediment to overcome without forfeiting a great deal of energy, adding hours of steps retraced. To be fair, the aerial scouts would never make mistakes if they weren’t compelled to fly during all but the most unyielding of snowstorms. Daylight was also not a frequent guide due to cloud cover, snowfall, and short winter days. Even on clear afternoons the winds could be strong enough to make flying too dangerous for anything but short expeditions close to the ground. 
 
    Still, with a small army of soldiers for Eudon to employ, many obstacles were traversable. Gorges were crossed with earthen spells that created bridges capable of supporting wagons filled with the fattest of nobles. Dunes of snow were pushed away with two or three dozen soldiers working together, each bearing a load they couldn’t handle alone. Those who specialized in wards were ordered to cast a line of magical barriers every time their group traveled near a rocky slope. They hoped this prevented surprise rockslides and avalanches from overwhelming their comrades and give others time to react with counter spells. 
 
    Not everyone reacted in time. 
 
    One time it was a simple slip on at the edge of a precipice that sent a soldier falling two hundred feet to their death. Another time it was a mule startled by an unseen troll’s roar that kicked someone down a crevice—reminders that there were plenty of stupid ways to perish even if one did everything right. I doubt the letters to their parents would detail the pointlessness of their children’s deaths. 
 
    However, there existed a greater amount of letters that meticulously explained how a fellow warrior saved another from these types of senseless demises. One man, for example, had been jabbed with jests for always wearing his yellow satin scarf, handed to him for luck by his noble born lover. This scarf was grabbed on to by a comrade when he saw his friend about to take a fatal tumble after a bluster of wind. The act almost choked the wearer, but saved him from a makeshift burial. Now the jesters begged to borrow the scarf at every bend! 
 
    The yellow scarfed man belonged to a one of the three seeker divisions. His division used earth spells to stir the surface and then wait to feel for what kind of vibrations returned to them. From there they came up with a good estimation of what lied beneath us. Large hollow spaces engrossed us the most. The griffin units were of course in charge of looking for any atypical formations that pointed to Advent activity, but since it was doubtful a cult would be so out in the open, the earth division seemed to have a better chance at finding something off in the landscape. 
 
    Regardless, the third division’s prana detection ability held the expectation that they would be the unit to uncover our enemy first. Captain Quince led the prana finders, and like herself and Sophia, the majority of these thirty-eight casters turned out to be women. The vast array of spells were not usually inclined to a gender, but prana detection remained one of the few exceptions. It was believed that since women could nurture life within themselves, then sensing it outside their bodies was second nature. Not that all were women, of course. 
 
    Four of the prana finders were men, which explained their tendency to overcompensate their masculinity for using a spell seen as befitting the fairer sex. Nevertheless, due to the not always so civilized behavior of solitary soldiers on long campaigns, the male prana finders were highly protective of their female counterparts. Anyway, even if the Advent were using a barrier meant to disguise their prana, the barrier itself should emit a trace of its own prana that could not feasibly be hidden from the combined magical might of elite Alslana casters. 
 
    By their nature, illusion spells veiling an entrance or distorting a location were much harder to sense even if a prana finder stood near one. So if someone suspected an illusion spell in the area, then good ol’ fashioned throwing a stick at it should serve to expose the trick. 
 
    All the divisions were given twice the work load when the army stepped over a ridge and spotted huge columns of white gases rising dozens of miles to the north. A small valley of green and white stretched out from a volcano’s southwestern side. The maps said this volcano was Dulcet. It was tempting for the leaders to send the griffins immediately, but if the Advent were indeed down there and intent on defending their position, then sending the griffin unit without ground support would prove folly. There was thus a focused effort to raise bigger and longer bridges to get the army moving faster over the jagged terrain. 
 
    Almost as if Dulcet realized our resolve, the ground under its influence started to roll under us. I didn’t even process it as an earthquake at first. At first I thought I had somehow returned to the ship on a choppy day, despite the instability being more of a side to side motion rather than the sea’s up and down arcs. I didn’t find keeping my balance too difficult, but that changed when I had to dodge falling rocks. Luckily, the mass of the army had reached the upper elevation of the ridge when the quake started, so debris from above wasn’t as worrisome as being shaken off the precipice. 
 
    Ghevont timed the underground pulsations to last eighteen seconds, a time I told him I did not quite believe. He agreed that he might have been counting too quickly—the opposite problem I thought he had—and started asking the others about their perception of time during the seismic event. As expected, the range of answers extended too widely for a scholar’s liking, but he did average them out to come up with a number closer to his personal tally. Despite the threat of another regional shiver, or because of it, the group progressed with inspired speed. 
 
    Even without providing the prana to create bridges, light, and wards, the enforced haste worn on me after a couple of days. Smaller aftershocks also kept flustering those unused to the phenomenon, which may or may not have included myself. I tried thinking of them as I did the waves of the sea—they even sounded much in the same way as waves crashing on shore—but the sea was supposed to roll and spit out anyone who did not belong in her dominion. Stone, on the other hand, was supposed to be stable, unwavering. This proof on the contrary was going to fuck with my perception of the ground no matter where I stepped next. 
 
    A journey that would have normally taken four days was almost cut in half. However, with the valley’s edge still ten miles away, Eudon ordered for everyone to take a day to recover our energy before we moved deeper into a land my restless corruption knew to be housing something as remorseless and savage as itself. 
 
    If I didn’t know any better, the power that excited the worst part of me could have very well been responding to the volcano itself. At night we plainly saw clumps of lava spurting out its mouth eighteen thousand feet up. Giant sparks of light also occasionally ruptured out from the highest plumes of ash. Gray ash mixed with the drifting snow, making it difficult for Ghevont to separate the two to study. Living up to its name, Dulcet’s melted rock did not come close to endangering anyone at ground level. And as long as the winds stayed cooperative, the ash and gases blew away from us in an eastward course. 
 
    Except for the fading aftershocks, the conical mountain acted aloof at the attendance of outsiders. We moved closer to its base before the sun rose, finally sending the griffin unit more than a mile ahead of the others. The ten beasts transported prana finders, earth specialists, and their defenders to the valley’s perimeter to begin their work. 
 
    Shortly after those on foot joined them on the valley, two griffins returned carrying Lieutenant Nedica and Captain Quince. 
 
    “You have an update for me?” asked Eudon. 
 
    “Aye, Captain Hallam,” said the lieutenant. “Not surprisingly, the earth casters have discovered plenty of underground cavities in and around Dulcet’s base. They are attempting to locate those closest to the surface. More surprising to anyone but us is what the captain’s unit sensed.” 
 
    The captain stepped up. “It’s dim, sir, but something’s down there.” 
 
    “Where?” asked Eudon. “Under the mountain?” 
 
    “Under, well, everywhere. The valley, the mountain, maybe even farther out. In spite of the extensive coverage, it required all of my unit to share prana to even begin to sense its flicker. Yet I never sensed anything so… so solid. I can’t properly explain it in words.” 
 
    Eudon sneered up at Dulcet. “Good. Sounds like a sign of the Advent to me. Each of you return to your units and gather them together. We’ll continue the search in full force once every available man is able to support the seeker units.” 
 
    Three or four hours later and every Alslana soldier on this side of the world swarmed the valley. Still no reaction from the enemy. Apart from Dulcet’s endless rumbling in the background, the area lacked any notable activity. 
 
    “Does no one want to point out the obvious?” asked Aristos. “What if these Advent folks already left? What if they destroyed all evidence of their work?” 
 
    “It’s doubtful they can eliminate every trace of their work, Master Kartini,” replied Eudon. 
 
    “And anyway,” said Sophia, “I don’t see a new god lying around, so the Advent can’t have completed their goal yet.” 
 
    “Their goal can’t actually be that grand, can it?” asked Lucetta. 
 
    “We’ve had this conversation before,” said Leo. “I believe we thrice agreed that the rebirth of a lost god sounded too farfetched. But right before reaching Uthosis we did in fact conclude that a lost god is a possibility we couldn’t ignore.” 
 
    “Who’s this ‘we’?” asked Clarissa. “I disagreed every time you guys agreed.” 
 
    “It’s obvious that I thus walked the democratic route after each discussion.” 
 
    “Has that route even been shown to work yet?” 
 
    “Many small towns essentially vote democratically on internal matters,” said Thoris. 
 
    “It would be a fascinating experiment to attempt on a nationwide scale,” said Ghevont. “Theoretically, the decision making of many people should be greater than that of a few.” 
 
    “Perhaps only in theory, young Rathmore,” said Eudon. “Commoners rarely have the information necessary for the right decision to be made, not to mention the time it would take to get everyone’s opinions on a subject. My family and the nobility have access to experts on trade, banking, engineering, and master casters at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. I’m not saying it would work, I’m only curious to see how well or how unwell it might work. The best example I can think of was the city-state of Eskyae. They were purely democratic for over a century before, well, before their civil war allowed its neighbors to ransack its city with impunity.” 
 
    “I think we’ve gotten off my original concern,” said Aristos. “Is there a plan if we can’t find anything?” 
 
    “We’ll find something,” I assured him. “Something is still here, something my suppressed corruption wants to reach out and touch.” 
 
    “And I smell something fishy,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “That’s the volcano’s gases,” said Ghevont. “I don’t smell fish, however. I’m getting something closer to burning eggs, though your sense of smell is superior.” 
 
    “No, the egg thing is closer. I was trying to be funny to annoy Mercer.” 
 
    “You partly succeeded,” I said. 
 
    The divided groups searched the valley starting from the south, moving up to the northwest once they cleared the last area. Since the exploratory tactics involved little in the way of eyesight, the probing continued well into the long night. I was in fact napping against a tree when my father “lightly” slapped my face to wake me up. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked his smirk. 
 
    “Stone guys found something. Let’s go.” 
 
    I took his offered hand and jogged to the commotion a mile north of us. We made our way toward the extended edge of Dulcet’s western slope. Casters were clearing the snow away from a twenty foot tall wall of rock, which I soon saw had an ingress fifteen feet high by ten feet wide. 
 
    “The stone guys felt the hollow and removed the weak illusion spell, revealing the opening.” 
 
    “Anyone go in yet?” 
 
    “We need to prepare first. There’s a high chance that the Advent will simply wait for us to move in and collapse half the mountain on top of us, so we need a quick exit strategy.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    From behind me, Eudon answered, “Teleportation, young Eberwolf. We’ll place a large destination rune just outside the entrance. Then we’ll carve its smaller copies as we go deeper into the mountain, which will be defended by soldiers, wards, and earthen roofs. We can head for these if we have to retreat. The first group will enter once the destination rune is completed.” 
 
    “Are you part of the first group?” 
 
    “Aye. Will you be?” 
 
    “The inside of a mountain isn’t exactly my favorite place in Orda, but yeah, I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “Good. I recommend eating and drinking what you can now. The rune should be completed in half an hour.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Captain Quince was placed in charge of the soldiers ordered to defend the destination rune. The griffin unit would be impractical under Orda, so only the lieutenant came into the mountain with us. Turell was thus given command of the prana finders and earth specialists. An ideal leadership situation would have kept the captain in charge of her units instead of the griffin team, but Turell was considered the better warrior. This change in circumstances was foreseen, however, so each had their chances to practice commanding the squads of the other throughout the less strenuous portions of the expedition. 
 
    As for the pirates, Lilly, Leo, Athilda, and Remwold had been “chosen” to help reinforce the surface defenses. In truth, the journey had taken a lot of energy from the least fit of the swashbucklers and they needed to sit still for a while. They would stay with three hundred soldiers selected to guard the entrance and rune. The other five hundred were to go into the volcano, though not all at once. 
 
    No sane strategist wanted Eudon to be in the preliminary group, but no one had the backbone to stop him. Conversely, a toddler delirious on mushrooms had the verbal potential to convince me to turn back. 
 
    After the glyph-riddled rune sixty feet in diameter had been engraved in the magically flattened soil, Eudon’s group took our first steps into the smooth-walled tunnel. Stanch strides from the former king obliged everyone to ambush the concept of tense caution. Balls of fire floating in front of us lit our way for the first hundred yards or so, but the light abruptly met a wall of blackness it could not penetrate. At first I thought it must have been an actual wall of black stone, but a fireball was able to pass through before being extinguished by the odd pressure. 
 
    “Your scholar friend should recognize this spell,” said Aranath. 
 
    Ghevont did indeed tell everyone to stop seconds later. 
 
    “What is this, scholar?” asked Eudon. 
 
    “A disorientation spell, Captain Hallam. A very powerful one, one much more concentrated than Gremly’s understated version. Effects will include visual distortion, loss of balance, nausea, short-term memory loss, possi-” 
 
    “Is there a way to dispel it?” 
 
    “Yes. I assume the runes fueling it should be somewhere on the other side, so it will merely take destroying them to end the spell. My time in Gremly has prepared me well to counter the worst effects. I recommend Mercer and I continue on ourselves while you prepare the first teleportation rune.” 
 
    “Can you cast the counter spell on myself so that I may join you?” 
 
    “Er, it’s possible, but I suspect the required prana to do so would drain my reserve to the point it compromises my ability to-” 
 
    “Very well, scholar, I understand. Get this done quickly.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Give me a moment to adjust my prana’s flow and pulsations…” Half a minute later and a bright ball of light hovered over his palm. With squinting eyes, he said, “Let’s go, Mercer.” 
 
    I unsheathed my sword and followed the slow walking scholar. Entering the liquid-like division of shadow promptly weakened Ghevont’s light to be as measly as the flame on a failing wick. He aimed the light to the ground to watch out for traps underfoot. On my end, Aranath’s power needed several moments to stop my lungs from drumming after every breath, but the other side effects were not so easily dulled. 
 
    When Ghevont asked how I was holding up, I regretted answering “Okay,” since that brought up my stomach right under my throat. On swallowing it back down, I asked, “And yourself?” This time my stomach did not get passed my upper ribs. 
 
    “Almost well, but I am realizing this spell has something fundamentally different than Gremly’s. It’s more than just how brutish it is. It’s as though this spell is sick.” 
 
    “Corruption.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, that makes sense. I should have thought about that earlier. Hmm, it seems this spell is tampering with more than my-” 
 
    He stopped, making me do so as well. I looked down near our feet to see a chasm thirty feet wide and who knows how many feet down. 
 
    “As if a tunnel of nausea wasn’t enough to make someone turn back,” I said. 
 
    “Most could not even get this far before disgorging the last three weeks’ worth of meals. Perhaps to the point of dehydration. Speaking of water…” 
 
    Ghevont’s free hand danced in front of him, gathering what moisture clung to the air. On collecting a ball of water large enough to make a nice home for a tuna, he pushed it forward and froze it over the gap, creating an ice bridge for us. The edges were raised a few inches so that a slip wouldn’t mean a swift doom. It didn’t look that thick, but Ghevont moved forward without reluctance. I hoped he wasn’t simply more delusional than he supposed. 
 
    The frozen bridge held his weight, though it griped with little cracks at every other step. I followed ten feet behind him. His bridge couldn’t reach all away across, so he had to squeeze out more water from the air. 
 
    I couldn’t tell if he was putting on a brave face or really couldn’t tell how muddled his awareness appeared to be, but when he let his bridge drop before my last step made it to solid ground, I had to grab his cloak and slap his face. “Hey! Ghevont! Take a second to strengthen your counter spell. I think you’re losing it a little.” 
 
    He blinked about six times in half a second, then shook his head. “A little, yes. The corruption is… I mean, must be-” 
 
    “Ghevont, shut up. I know this is hard for you, but you need to stop thinking and talking. Focus on your prana. Can you do that?” A torpid nod. “Come on. Keep your light going.” 
 
    I kept my hand on his shoulder as we restarted our shaky stroll. This was one of those times when time cracked better jokes than usual. They were the types of jokes that made fun of crippled bunnies born from whores who enjoyed bestiality, but they were still effective. I might have sold the joke short there, but whatever, I just wanted out… and so did my corruption. 
 
    Between exhales, a pebble-sized area below my heart panged against my chest, giving me the expectation that I would see my rib cage jutting outward if I looked down. It freaked me the fuck out, to say the least. Not the protruding rib cage, mind you, but the hunger on my lips. Could I just get a taste of my old power? A lick? How could one miss pain? 
 
    I recognized we neared the end of the spell’s influence when Ghevont’s light brightened. Taking advantage of its wider ambit, I pushed Ghevont faster through the tunnel, as though we were two turds that were finally ready to rush out their compressed confines. We reached fresher and lighter air once we crossed into the brightest shade of darkness possible. Ghevont’s light expired when both he and I fell on our hands and knees to catch our breath. 
 
    I obligated myself to recover quicker and tossed a dragon stone to check if anything alive was with us. The flash of fire brought a blinking vision of my own deformed, corrupted face before giving way to an empty room a hundred feet long and with the beginnings of a huge staircase spiraling to a floor below us. 
 
    Under my breath, I said, “I fucking hate mountains.” 
 
    “What?” asked Ghevont, who was in the middle of standing back up. 
 
    “Nothing. You all right?” 
 
    A deep inhale of the stale, warmer air brought his color back. “Much better. It’s remarkable how the mere aura of corrupted prana can so aversely effect the mind. It’s a wonder you resisted direct infusion for so long.” 
 
    “Still ruined my memory.” 
 
    “True, but you’ve seen-” 
 
    “Yes, I know, I’ve seen what it can really do. Let’s find the runes. I still feel like throwing up my liver.” 
 
    I let my dragon flame extinguish so that Ghevont’s more stable light shined through. Finding the runes took all but turning around. On each side of the tunnel wall was a large spiral carved into the russet stone. Small glyphs dotted the coiled line, which looped six times around itself. At the center of each rune was a little hole filled with a purplish crystal. I almost missed the sound, but Aranath growled. 
 
    “Aranath? What is it?” 
 
    “The rune’s design…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I don’t recognize it, yet I sense I should. I need to search my memory.” 
 
    “All right.” To Ghevont, I asked, “Now what? Hack at it?” 
 
    “A standard rune can be destroyed with physical force, but I imagine these are no standard runes. They will likely shock or burn you if contacted, but I doubt the caster anticipated defending against dragon fire, hmm?” 
 
    “No, I bet not. Still, I’d first like for Aranath to get a sense of its magic.” 
 
    I tapped the blade’s tip near the left rune’s midpoint. Both Aranath and I cringed from the sparks of numbness that tingled my forearm. I did not need Aranath to tell me what the power reminded me of. 
 
    “It’s a lot like the barrier the Advent put up in the palace,” I told Ghevont. “It numbs you on contact.” 
 
    “I’ve attempted to uncover more information on such numbing spells ever since you described that barrier, but nothing I’ve read comes all that close to matching the appearance and effects of the Advent’s ward. The closest I’ve come across are weapons enchanted with freezing incantations or glyphs.” 
 
    As Ghevont began talking to himself more than me, I summoned two stones and ignited one. I pulled the flame from its source and chucked it toward the center of the rune, holding it there for as long as my training allowed. The rune glowed a bloody blue and crackled angrily, but by the time the flame fizzled out, three loops had melted completely into the rock. The corrupted prana crystal was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Already, the inside of the tunnel looked closer to regular darkness rather than the profane kind. The second rune’s expiration started the full return of non-magical blackness. 
 
    With the runes destroyed, I went over to the staircase to investigate it further, telling Ghevont, “Go make sure no one falls into that pit. I’m going to investigate the stairs.” 
 
    A few feet later, Ghevont thought of the question a normal person would have asked immediately. “Alone?” 
 
    “If no one wanted to ambush us after going through the tunnel of puking, then the stairs won’t have anyone waiting. They want us deeper in, if anyone is here at all.” Before more than a croak left a throat about to divulge what I was certain was going to be theories on surprise attacks, I said, “Not now. Just go.” 
 
    I dropped a dragon stone near the start of the stairs and ignited it. The flight of stairs appeared to be whittled straight out of the dark mountain rock and loomed even larger than I first perceived. Half of the room’s square footage was occupied by the descending stairs, and if the first dozen steps were any indication of the rest, the risers and treading segments were each made to accommodate trolls, not men. I peeked over the edge and kicked the burning stone over it, sending it falling for three hundred feet before the stone hit the floor. 
 
    The dragon fire burned out, but not all the light disappeared. An orangish glow even weaker than the white-hot rock’s florescence filled the bottom of the well. My next lit dragon stone was kicked down the steps. On striding past the dying embers, I pulled up a ball of flame the size of a grape and fed it prana to keep it going over my left palm. With the light in tow, I descended the twisting pillar, staying alongside the well to improve my chances of spotting anyone who decided to come up and introduce themselves to me. 
 
    I pushed my foot speed to a light jog, only being careful not to slip or step on some kind of trap. My presence couldn’t have been a secret to any enemy here, so I did not feel constrained to uphold a silent stroll. I did slow when I saw odd marks or stains here and there, tapping the enchanted sword to check for concealed or vestigial prana. Nothing. 
 
    Halfway down, I finally heard my companions shuffling above me. Someone even coughed. Their nearing company pushed me down faster. The glow at the bottom lifted the darkness more and more. I soon didn’t have to keep my fire alive at all. The genial radiance came out from a rectangular opening forty feet wide and thirty feet high. The curving stairs led straight into the entry, meaning there was no angle for me to seek cover behind. I thus slowed my pace and crouched to peek into the entry. 
 
    With every lower step I gained a greater view of an obviously huge room. Its floor was polished and several shades lighter than the rock making up the stairs. The orange light also brightened up the stone. Rising from the floor to the roof sixty feet up were thick rock columns of brown, white, and gray. Most were lined down the middle, but others stood scattered at random. Next I saw furniture, much of it sprouting from the stone floor and walls. Shelves half-filled with volumes and scrolls, empty beds draped with fine linen blankets, and tables supporting silverware devoid of food stood out the most. A big stove lied near the end of the two hundred foot long space. The right side of the room revealed the entrance to another tunnel. 
 
    Then, with an instinctive flinch, I saw the light’s origin. Making up the entirety of the back wall was a sheet of lava. My brain told me to run from an incoming surge of liquefied rock, but my gut had more courage and watched it for a few seconds longer. If the lava was in motion, it wasn’t moving toward me. It may have had a slantwise, upward trajectory, but its movement remained too sluggish to define a real bearing. The luster coming from the fluid looked too dim to be natural, so I concluded that the barrier holding back the unbelievable force had reduced its true brightness. 
 
    Whatever its exact situation, I dumbly stood up and waited for the others to arrive. 
 
    Odet’s father and my own caught up to me at the same time. Eudon had his bow in hand, while my father’s hand gripped my shoulder. 
 
    “Well?” asked Lorcan. 
 
    “See for yourself.” 
 
    With bow drawn, Eudon took the first step. Even the intrepid king had to pause a moment while his mind absorbed the extraordinary visual. Pretty much everyone who came after did the same, with Lucetta throwing in a hushed “Holy fuck balls” for good measure. Eudon did not allow anyone to stray too far from the staircase. He needed for the next teleportation rune to be carved nearby so that we had a quick escape ready in case the lava barrier failed. 
 
    As Turell and his men created the rune, Lorcan asked, “You all right? Ghevont said the disorientation spell was fiercer than he supposed.” 
 
    “I handled it better than he did.” 
 
    “That didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good.” The pommel of his scimitar struck my left rib. 
 
    After holding in a curse, I asked, “What was that for?” 
 
    “This is no place to go off on your own.” 
 
    “I think it’s obvious our enemy is- Ow!” 
 
    Lucetta’s pinching fingers let go of my ear. “Listen to your daddy, dearest. We become very worried when you go running off to play by yourself. Including your sister.” 
 
    My calf was kicked next. I turned around to see Clarissa, hands on her hips and an expression mixed with amusement and tangible worry. “There’s no reason to go off on your own. You couldn’t wait one stupid minute for us?” 
 
    I stared up at the blocked sky, shaking my head before meeting their gazes again. “All right, I get it. Lesson learned, but the next person who hits me will be murdered in their sleep.” 
 
    Clarissa half hugged me and said, “Then let’s aim you at the first Advent we see.” 
 
    With the rune done, the growing group spread outward an inch at a time. Eudon and Ghevont were quicker than the others when it came to heading for the viscous fire wall. While the back “wall” undeniably emanated heat, it equaled the temperature of a standard bonfire, not the volcanic blaze of an angry Orda. With palms, feet, and armpits leaking sweat unrelated to external factors, I tapped Aranath on the barrier. The familiar sensation was many degrees weaker than previous example, but the power was unquestionably related. 
 
    Ghevont asked, “You mean to say that a barrier holding back a mountain of magma is weaker than the barrier encountered in Alslana?” 
 
    “Putting it that way makes me even more uncomfortable standing this close.” 
 
    “I agree, young dragon knight,” said Eudon. “Come, let us explore what we can before moving into the next tunnel.” 
 
    A sweep of the uninhabited living space revealed no secrets about the people who were last here. The books and scrolls contained benign pieces of information mixed in with a few modern works of literature and poetry. Two big pantries near the stove stored ingredients like salted meats, beans, pickled jars of various vegetables, honey, a little white rice, and lots of dried corn. Not bad for a cult living inside a volcano. 
 
    Trusting the precaution would provide us a few extra moments to escape in case the lava barrier collapsed, the width of the floor beyond the side tunnel was raised to create a barricade of rock. Several small holes were formed at the top to allow a bit of light to drift through and give one an idea as to what happened behind it. With the living area otherwise holding nothing of obvious interest, the lead group headed into the tunnel. It wasn’t many strides before we confronted another blasted disorientation spell hovering in our way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    While no less displeasing to the senses, getting through the corrupted mass of confusion a second time was done a little more gracefully. Ghevont and I once again came out of the tunnel to enter a room that paralleled the last. However, the wavering light at the bottom of this stairwell was a lot closer than the last time. Having indeed learned my lesson, I begrudgingly waited until the others caught up. 
 
    Once they came, we crept down the fifty feet to reach a hall twice as long and wide as the living space above, though no furniture or any kind of décor inhabited the massive chamber. Large braziers burning wood and charcoal were attached to the stone columns, but most released a pitiful shine not fit to light the pillar they sprouted from. By adding a couple of torches, the meager glimmers were still enough to give the rune carvers the brightness they needed. Given that Eudon ordered for a hundred more men to be brought down to join us, he wanted two runes to be carved as large as possible. 
 
    Meanwhile, Eudon’s group slinked across the hall. No doors or tunnel entrances appeared on our flanks, but squinting eyes informed us of a tall, shadowed exit at the far end of the room. 
 
    “I smell something,” said Clarissa. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    She sniffed the air. “It’s like spoiled blood.” 
 
    “Human?” asked Ghevont. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe a little, but most of it is a mix of other things I can’t put my finger on.” 
 
    “Can you trace its origin?” 
 
    “No, it’s kinda everywhere. I don’t like this room.” 
 
    “Because the others were just darling,” I said. 
 
    Then, about halfway down the hall, a rumbling noise stopped the lead group in our tracks. It didn’t sound much different from the mountain’s own undulating heartbeats, but this echo was wetter, closer, and yet more muffled. It was as though a large cow was snoring somewhere within the rock. The jingling of chains accompanied the hoarse, throaty vibrations. Both sounds dwindled back to silence a few seconds after the initial disturbance. 
 
    The next disruption came from Clarissa when we came another ten yards closer to the end. 
 
    In a murmur only I and death could hear, Clarissa said, “Uh, Mercer, someone is standing just beyond the exit.” 
 
    “You sure?” I asked with a louder voice to attract the attention of the others. 
 
    “Could be a statue, I guess. They aren’t moving.” 
 
    “Who isn’t moving?” asked Lorcan. 
 
    “She sees someone by the exit,” I said. 
 
    “Really? I still only see a black opening. Let us know if it moves.” 
 
    We kept moving, wanting to see what the vampire’s sight could already pick up. Lorcan was the next to spot the same figure, followed by his wife. Eudon’s reaction to discerning the humanoid shape was to raise his bow, though he didn’t yet draw the string. I eventually picked up the outline, which still hadn’t move. Only blinks broke my focus on the figure. 
 
    I almost jumped when a hushed but excited Clarissa said, “He moved his head up! Shit, he’s looking right at me!” 
 
    “Enough of this,” said the most resolved man I ever heard. 
 
    Eudon pulled the string and charged a golden arrow. He increased his stride’s length and speed, forcing his allies to sprint to keep up. Those with fire and light spells cast them forward to brighten the figure. Most of the light bounced off a familiar black ward placed within the high ingress, but a few streaks fulfilled their purpose. They uncovered the brown cloaked Advent who stole the queen’s holy prana and life. 
 
    The regicide was of medium build. His pastel skin reminded me of the northerners I had come across in Etoc and Uthosis. Whatever his ancestry, his people did not see as much sunlight as those from the south. Thick strands of his black hair hung above his thin eyebrows and his short beard hid part of his gaunt cheeks. His height had him between me and my father, the same as his age. Narrow lips expressed nothing at all. Small eyes of jet black were buried deep within their sockets, and they held an aspect of unconcern for the approaching warriors. This was a man who had seen much, most of it unhappy. 
 
    When he came right up to the barrier, Eudon asked him, “Who are you? Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Words may pass this ward,” answered the Advent, his voice like an iceberg, cold and deep. 
 
    “Master Hallam,” I began to say, not wholly convinced that I should finish. But since I already started, I continued with, “This is the Advent that… that killed the queen.” 
 
    The next instant had the arrow of lightning expand to become as thick as his arm. Then it flew forward, crashing against the barrier and exploding in a splintering crackle of lemony electricity. The dark ward rippled like a banner in a tempest as it repelled the lightning that still sheathed its surface. 
 
    It was impossible for the Advent not to have flinched, but the flashes obscured his original reaction. All he did as Eudon prepared another arrow was calmly say, “I hoped we could speak first. I prefer to avoid violence when possible.” 
 
    “Tell that to my wife!” 
 
    Ignoring a tone that shook the columns, the Advent said, “But your daughters yet live, Master Hallam. If you care for their wellbeing, then I suggest you make an effort to listen to my proposal.” 
 
    “The words of a murderer mean nothing to me. And I can already assume you wish for us to leave this place and in exchange you’ll spare the lives of my daughters.” 
 
    “Not only their lives, but the lives of thousands of your people. If you still count them as such. As of this moment Alslana is immune from any attack by Advent allies in Voreen and Oclor, whether they know to be under our influence or not. It would be a pointless war without any direct benefits to the goals of my master and I. Only needless death will be the consequence of you persisting to delve deeper here.” 
 
    I had a feeling Eudon’s next words would end the discussion, so I took the initiative to ask, “Your master? Care to tell us more about him?” 
 
    The end of a slow blink had the Advent shifting his attention to me. “You must be Cyrus Eberwolf, correct? You look very much like Alexandros.” 
 
    “Alex?” said my father, taking a big step closer to the Advent. “He’s alive?” 
 
    “Yes. That must make you Lorcan Eberwolf, then. You’ve sired two intriguing young men. My master takes particular interest in Cyrus.” The Advent stared back at me with unemotional calculation. “If memory serves, it was your flame which nearly exhausted the barrier in Alslana. This in turn means that you summoned the dragon that soared over the skies that day. Odd, since my master senses no change between the realms of dragon and Orda.” 
 
    I felt more than saw the gazes of the lieutenant and his men. “Your master again,” I said. “Who is he? A fallen god?” 
 
    “No, but his influence will be greater.” 
 
    “You’ve already woken him up?” asked Lucetta. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Uh, can we meet him?” 
 
    “No, madam. He is far from here already.” 
 
    “Then why do you remain?” asked the lieutenant. 
 
    “If anyone chooses to fight their way through, then you will likely discover that answer, at the cost of a peaceful Alslana, of course. Many lives here will also perish in the attempt. Will it be worth it, Master Hallam? Thousands of lives to get across this door? Even if I do die here and now, nothing will change. Do you think I am the first of my master’s vassals? Or the last? Our plans have stretched for centuries before this day and will stretch centuries more.” 
 
    “These plans,” I said, “what do they entail?” 
 
    “My master wishes to lead humanity beyond our current limitations.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Lucetta. 
 
    “It will mean many things, madam. Much of it beyond this generation. For now, my master will recover his strength and his vassals will continue to prepare his coming.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” said Ghevont, “have you ever met Riskel Rathmore?” 
 
    The Advent lowered his head and closed his eyes a moment. When he rose them both back up, he said, “The second biggest mistake of my life. I met him all but once, yet I underestimated his potential for meddling. You are his son, then?” 
 
    “Yes. I am Ghevont Rathmore. You couldn’t have been more than a child when you met him.” 
 
    “My appearance is misleading. I have looked much the same for the better part of a century. My master’s power has given me an extended life, though it is unnatural. I assure you, my soul feels quite drained of its former youth.” 
 
    “You sound as if death will be a pleasure for you,” said the king, his bow still ready to release its golden arrow. “Allow me to deliver on that desire.” 
 
    “Perhaps I do not fear it, but I yet have reasons for living. For one, it’s my hope that I can avoid needless bloodshed. Regrettably, your wife’s holy prana was necessary to initiate my master’s full awakening, but Alslana no longer need be involved with Advent concerns.” 
 
    “But Alslana is very much concerned with you.” 
 
    “Alslana? Or you? Can you honestly tell yourself that the desire to avenge your wife is worth creating thousands of new widows and widowers?” 
 
    “You pretend to control so much, but whether you say so or not, war was always going to be a strong possibility after her murder. And no matter what you say, your actions will lead to more pointless death.” 
 
    “I cannot say I don’t understand your blind fury. So be it.” 
 
    The Advent squatted and splayed his hand on the ground. Eudon let loose his arrow, but almost everyone else paid attention to the shuddering walls. There was a loud clank followed by the grinding of rock. Large sections of the walls lowered, releasing a much louder crescendo of yawning snarls and flogging chains. One of the impatient snarls slammed into the wall before it lowered completely. 
 
    Assuming getting to the other side was Eudon’s goal, I tossed a pair of dragon stones by the barrier. I noticed on the stone’s combustion that the Advent was walking away, but Eudon’s attacks and my growing flame thwarted a view of his progress. Other assaults coming from Ghevont’s bluish electric spell and streams of regular fire added their impact. As I fed the dragon flame my prana, turning it into a twister of fire, the rasping segments of rock vanished beneath the floor completely, giving way to a charging herd of heavy stomps and sickly howls. 
 
    “Trolls!” shouted several soldiers. 
 
    The next splattering arrow tore dozens of little holes in the ward. I focused my flames on the largest one I could find and sent my flames into it. Like voracious army ants finding an orifice on a dead elephant, the dragon’s power ate at the wounded barrier. The barrier cracked like glass and rippled like water. A final arrow frayed open a man-sized hole, giving Aranath’s flames more leverage. I eased my grip on the dragon fire, but as soon as I did, the barrier began to rapidly reform. 
 
    “Uh, one of the trolls is charging this way!” said Clarissa. 
 
    A second surge of prana jumped from my outstretched left arm to the flame. I expanded the blaze around the barrier’s inner perimeter, eating it right up to the stone. 
 
    “Go!” I told Eudon. “I can only hold this for a few more seconds!” 
 
    Eudon jumped through the ring of fire. At the same time Turell, a pair of prana finders, and two stone specialists followed their captain, Lorcan ordered Thoris and his pirate team to back them up. Lorcan and Lucetta then ran behind me to intercept the troll. I turned my head back to get a look at the charging ten foot troll, seeing that blotches of its hide looked bruised. Bulging black veins around its trio of bloodshot eyes told me of its corrupted condition. Heavy chains were still connected to its leg irons and shackles. 
 
    “They’re through, Mercer!” said Clarissa. 
 
    I sucked back the flames toward my body, then spun around to launch the boiling comet at the troll’s frothing face. The mad beast didn’t even try to evade. The fireball hit two of its three eyes. It cried out, its fragmented sight causing more mental distress than physical pain. 
 
    “Aim for its left leg!” said Lorcan. “We gotta trip the bastard up! Then go for the throat!” 
 
    A rectangular red ward cast by Ghevont appeared in front of the specified limb. The leg shattered it, but it did throw the troll off balance. This was when my father propelled a gale of air at its foot. The troll stumbled. Clarissa’s whip of water wrapped around its right arm, pulling it down. In a blink Lucetta jumped onto the pinned arm to climb on to the troll’s back. The troll’s roar was cut to a gurgling grumble when the piratess stabbed her long dagger into the side of its neck. Even this wound wasn’t going to stop it from thrashing what life it had left, but my sword entering its skull by way of its center eye did. 
 
    We moved to aid the soldiers combating the dozen other freed trolls. However, before I got far, I stopped running when I noticed Clarissa had done so. The others imitated us. The vampire stared inside the wall opening our dead troll had come from. Hardly any light from the hall reached the large enclosure, but her keen night vision picked up what none of us could not. 
 
    “There are two people walking toward us. One big guy and one less large. They’re both wearing plate armor underneath their red cloaks. The bigger guy is holding two big battle-axes. The other is carrying a shield and a sword.” 
 
    I could begin to see the rough silhouettes of what she was describing at the beginning of her last sentence. The jostling of their metal plates also reached us. 
 
    “Lucetta and I will take on the big guy,” said Lorcan. 
 
    We backed up so that a column added a helpful impediment to people less protected than the enemy. A second obstacle appeared in the form of Ghevont’s ward, which was rapidly cast in reaction to an electrical spark produced by the right battle-axe. The white surge struck the ward an instant later, breaking it, but it had done its job. Ghevont had another ward up a second later, proving that his casting speed was finally becoming instinctive. 
 
    The incoming duo upped their pace, bringing their forms under a stronger light. Each Advent wore all-encompassing steel helmets. A large horizontal slit at eye level gave them access to the world around them, though the smaller warrior also had four smaller slots lining the mouth area. The triangular shield was gilded or made from a silvery metal. 
 
    Lorcan and Lucetta moved to the left while Clarissa and I sidestepped to the right. The big guy slashed at the ward to destroy it, then dashed for his opponents. Looking to prevent a crowded battlefield, the pirates drew their foe away from my group. The smaller one stopped walking, then took a deep breath. An icy exhale exited the cavities. 
 
    “Cyrus,” said the corrupted warrior, his voice gentle, but like cracked ice. 
 
    My corruption swirled inside its barrier like an angry baby too long in the womb, bubbling the blood leaving my heart. His shield hand rose to grip his helmet, removing it and letting it drop to the floor. Except for the much shorter hair and pronounced veins, it was as though his head mirrored my own. A gasping Clarissa even started to say, “Mercer, he looks almost exactly li-” 
 
    “I know. I can see him, too.” 
 
    “Mercer?” asked my little brother. 
 
    “A name I chose myself after forgetting the first. I assume yours is still Alex.” 
 
    “Assume? You don’t recognize me?” 
 
    “I don’t remember you. It seems your corruption has taken less from you.” 
 
    “No, not taken. It has only given.” 
 
    I gripped my hilt tighter and slowly reached into my pocket. “How deeply was the mind rune cut into your back? Mine had me working for a criminal syndicate after the Advent threw me away.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for what they did to you, bu-” 
 
    “And what of Nathaniel? Do you remember him? Is he with you? Dead?” 
 
    “They told me he died, just as I thought you had. Then Thanatis tells me he saw someone who looked a lot like me in Alslana, summoning dragon fire, no less.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” said Ghevont. “Corrupted, believed known acquaintances to be dead, and yet seems to be aiding the cult responsible for such crimes.” 
 
    Alex slammed his chest with his sword wielding fist. “I’m aiding what’s left of my family! I’ll protect them from what’s coming!” 
 
    “By helping the Advent kill others?” I said. 
 
    “They’ll kill with or without me, and someday I’ll be strong enough to protect who I want.” He calmed back down with a sigh. “If you’ve really forgotten me, big brother, then you’ve also forgotten how sickly I was. I couldn’t run fifty feet before getting nauseous and dizzy. I was stuck indoors, friendless and pathetic while you got to run off and play anytime you wanted. Now I’m more than just strong—there’s meaning in my actions.” 
 
    A hurt grunt from Lucetta reminded me to quicken the family reunion. “You sound confused to me, little brother. I don’t know what you went through or what you believe you are now, but I do know that you’ll have to kill two family members today if you don’t help me defeat the Advent.” 
 
    “Two? Who’s the second?” 
 
    “The man fighting your armored companion is our father.” 
 
    “Lorcan? The pirate who abandoned mother?” 
 
    “According to Rosemary, I’m sure. I only know him as the man who started looking for us when he learned we were abducted.” 
 
    “Took his sweet time to care.” 
 
    “Are you going to stand in the way, Alex?” 
 
    “I might ask you the same, Cyrus. Do you even care that fighting the Advent will put Rosemary and the others in danger? Do you even know what you’re up against? It wouldn’t matter if you could summon ten dragons. It’s far too late to stop them. The master is gone from here and he’ll only get stronger. The Advent have been gathering supporters for decades, showing those worthy a taste of their potential. No one refuses after that. You can’t possibly kill them all, more will just pop up.” 
 
    “There’s no ‘we’ or ‘us’ in that speech, Alex. I don’t think you’ve even convinced yourself what you’re doing is right. Come with father and me and we’ll help get your head straight.” 
 
    “I’m the one who’s seeing everything clear! Your resistance will only lead to your death, the death of your friends. Our family! The Advent don’t want to destroy Orda, they wish to make us stronger, better. Once the world sees what he can do, your opposition will be a minority opinion. Corruption, dragon fire, no power from another realm will be a threat to Orda once he’s done.” 
 
    “Lofty goals, Alex, but I still don’t trust your resolve.” 
 
    “There’s one way to test it.” 
 
    I threw the dragon stone in my hand, igniting it in midair. He did the smart thing and rolled away from the surge of dragon fire I rained down on him. Clarissa’s water whip was blocked by his shield. The piece of whip that struck the shield froze and shattered. More of the water would have frozen if the vampire didn’t pull back. 
 
    “Damn it!” said Clarissa. “I didn’t mean to freeze it!” 
 
    “Hang back until I weaken him!” I told her. 
 
    Alex ran from the fire chasing him, aiming for Clarissa. His metal armor might have been made out of cloth going by how fast he sprinted in it. I abandoned the flame attack and raced to get between my friend and brother. The vampire wouldn’t give up on helping me. She sprayed her whip onto the ground in front of her, creating a thin sheet of ice with it. Alex was forced to stop before his foot skidded on the slick surface. 
 
    His next step was to block my sword’s downswing. The scholar shot streaks of lightning at every chance, but even those that landed on his armor bounced off harmlessly. Again, the speed at which Alex moved must have equaled that of my released corruption, and his strength treated his gear as though it were playthings children used to pretend they were great knights. A yearning for my imprisoned power infected my conscious, which enforced the confusion already stirring within it. 
 
    I didn’t know how to fight Alex. Should I trust and wait for the pirates to defeat their opponent? Do I take riskier attacks that might literally kill any chance of saving Alex from his captors? Do I involve the pirates in our fight? The sick trolls and valiant soldiers were still busy with one another, making relying on them even less likely. 
 
    A pained shout from my father broke my line of concentration for the briefest of moments, enough time for Alex to drop to the ground and cast a spell. My feet wouldn’t follow my order to jump backward. My head had a very hard time looking down. I fought through it, expecting to see stone wrapped around my feet, but they stayed free. A strange kind of paralysis spell had somehow caught me. It felt as if a giant spider web was pulling me to the ground. Clarissa screamed something as Alex’s shaky blade rushed for my gut. I successfully unfettered my right foot, moving it a few inches backward and turning my torso, but that wasn’t going to be enough. 
 
    A red ward flashed in front of me. The sword struck it, cracked it, and may have shattered it were it not for Clarissa throwing herself against Alex’s shield. The interruption broke whatever spell had been holding me. Alex used his shield to bash Clarissa’s face, then swung his sword. She screamed and dropped to the floor when its tip slashed her right side. 
 
    It was Alex’s turn to scream when one of Ghevont’s more powerful lightning spells enveloped his back. He countered by flinging his shield with great force at Ghevont. The scholar’s casting speed might have been better, but his physical reaction time still lagged. The shield slammed into him and knocked him down. 
 
    I thought the mountain shook because my sword clashed with my brother’s, but the quaking continued beyond that. Behind Alex I saw his companion running in a shambled zigzag pattern as he headed back into the troll’s chamber. 
 
    “L-let’s go, b-boy!” 
 
    The stuttering voice belonged to Alex’s cohort. A restrained regret wrinkled his brow when my stranger of a brother and I locked eyes. He pushed my sword back and hurried to catch up with the Advent. I would have followed him at any other time, but my sprint took me to Clarissa. 
 
    She squirmed and moaned from a five inch long wound cut just under her right ribs. Blood poured out from it in terrifying amounts. I held her hand tightly and used the other to try to block more blood from spilling out. Her placid eyes regarded me with less fear than I imagined I’d see, which only worried me more. I yelled for Ghevont, who was already on his way. 
 
    Clarissa opened her mouth to say something, but I said, “Just focus on breathing, okay? Do that for me.” 
 
     The scholar, whose nose was bleeding, fell on to his knees with a yellowish healing spell glowing around his left hand. He placed his bright palm over the wound while his right hand worked to evaluate the wound better. A light leather cuirass was all that protected her upper body, and this had been sliced through as though it had been made from shriveled leaves. 
 
    “Cut the leather off for me,” said Ghevont. 
 
    I pulled out a dagger and opened a larger breach in the covering. A big blob of curbed blood gushed out. 
 
    “Oh my. Vampires have less blood than humans. Losing this much this quickly-” 
 
    “But they’re harder bitches to kill, right?” 
 
    “Very much so. Organs mean less for her, so she only needs to refill her blood reserves. Find her vials. I’ll work on keeping the rest of her blood inside her.” 
 
    As I emptied her little pouch on the ground, Lucetta, who had a limping Lorcan leaning on her shoulder, walked up to us. “Shit,” she said. “She gonna be okay?” 
 
    “As long as-” 
 
    The volcano practically jumped a foot off the ground. Fissures on the floor reached a few columns and caused three to collapse. The soldiers near the stairs started shouting a retreat order. The lava barrier had failed. 
 
    “We have to hurry,” said Lucetta. “Can you carry her, Cyrus?” 
 
    “Ghevont? Can I carry her?” 
 
    “I need time to close the wound with bandages or a quick suture. Unless, of course, you want me to cauterize it. She’ll surely pass out from the pain with a wound this size, however. I’ll feel better if she got a little human blood in her first.” 
 
    “Human?” 
 
    He nodded. “Animal blood will keep a healthy vampire alive, but human blood is what their body needs to truly stimulate their superior healing ability and enhanced strength. If we’re in a rush, then a little blood from our kind will go far.” 
 
    I used the dagger to slice my left palm open. 
 
    “Er, I do have to mention that giving her human blood now will probably want her craving more in the future.” 
 
    “As long as she has one.” 
 
    I hovered my hand over her mouth, letting my blood flow into her parted lips. Her eyes had been closed, but she opened them to see where the blood was coming from. She almost choked up what was in her mouth, but I held her down. 
 
    “There’s no time to argue. Drink as much as you can. Enjoy it, ‘cause Ghevont’s about to hurt the shit out of you.” She resigned herself to my wish. Without taking my eyes off her, I asked, “How are you, Dad?” 
 
    “Just a twist of the ankle, no worries, son.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure his whole lower leg is busted,” corrected Lucetta. “Also got sliced in the back shoulder. Good thing I poisoned the fucker before he hurt my baby anymore.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have found the opening were it not for me!” 
 
    “That’s when he got cut. Bastard cast some strange-ass spells that made his shadow into solid weapons and shields.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s what paralyzed you,” said Aranath. “Your brother must have learned to cast a shadow spell or two. That explains why I could not counter the hex. His prana wasn’t interacting with your body to restrict your movements, but your shadow.” 
 
    “Hey,” continued Lucetta. “The barrier is gone.” 
 
    She was right. Dwelling on the meaning of its disappearance had to be suspended when a group of soldiers ran up to us, asking if they could aid us. Their presence reminded me about the others with us. Given that I heard no more trolls, I guessed their battle had finished. 
 
    “Dad, you and Lucetta get out of here. We’ll catch up.” 
 
    “I’ll see you catch up with my own eyes.” 
 
    “Lucetta, take him. The old man will slow us down dragging a lame leg behind him.” 
 
    “It’s not only you. We have to find the rest of our crew as well.” 
 
    “I agree with Cyrus,” said Lucetta. “You won’t be able to outrun a lake of lava in this condition. Get Lorcan out of here, boys. I’ll stay and make sure everyone gets out.” 
 
    Lorcan verbally protested being handed over to a pair of soldiers like an unwanted sack of grain, but he was in no physical state to do more than that. Lucetta took the newly open path to find out what happened to Eudon and the others. Two soldiers remained with us. 
 
    After having numbed the area around the wound with an ice spell, Ghevont said he was ready to perform the emergency cauterization. A small, intense flame was cast at the end of Ghevont’s finger. Clarissa appeared more alert now thanks to my offering, but that meant she became even more aware of the incoming pain. 
 
    “You could still leave me behind,” she said weakly. 
 
    “That’s plan B.” 
 
    “Jackass. You taste awful, by the way.” 
 
    “Brace yourself,” said Ghevont. 
 
    I put the cloth-enwrapped handle of my dagger in her mouth. A smear of my blood still clung to her lips. Both the vampire and her skin hissed when the flame made contact. Her hand gripped my uncut hand like a vise. My bones could have fractured, but I knew that was nothing compared to what she was experiencing. Her shut eyes squeezed out a salty brook. 
 
    Clarissa’s head slumped to the side when the medicinal torture finally ended. Contrary to what Ghevont believed would happen, the vampire groaned with alertness and tried to mutter something. 
 
    “Damn,” said one of the soldiers. “She’s pretty tough to not pa-” 
 
    Another big shake of the mountain. Rubble from the fracturing roof drizzled over us. A couple of fissures brightened and expanded to the point molten rock began to pour down near the center of the hall. They were thin torrents that could still be circumvented. I carefully lifted Clarissa—getting a case of vertigo as I stood up—and handed her to the stronger looking soldier. 
 
    “Teleport her out of here. I’ll go find Eudon. Go!” 
 
    The soldier nodded and left his comrade behind with us. 
 
    When we entered the next passage, I asked Ghevont, “You’ve memorized the teleportation rune we’re using, right?” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll only need three to four minutes to carve a personalized rune, depending on soil consistency. I’ve even been given a prana crystal to cast teleportations for those too weak to provide their own prana.” 
 
    The chamber beyond the vanished barrier was somewhere between a tunnel and a hall with its short roof, fifty foot length, broad width, and stout columns. At its end were two descending stairways, one on the left and one on the right. This would have presented a dilemma were it not for the scratches and burn marks next to the right stairway. Choosing the right stairway took us thirty feet down. Light here was provided by torches attached to the wall. 
 
    Waiting at the bottom was Lucetta standing next to that blasted black barrier, which had been cast on an entrance twenty feet tall and eight feet wide. On the other side of it were flashes of spells striking it without much effect. 
 
    “This is a strong one,” said Lucetta. “Can’t even hear Eudon’s lightning arrows, and one hit from my sword made my whole right side numb.” 
 
    “Stand back,” I said. 
 
    When she gave me room, I knelt alongside the barrier and summoned a pyramid of rocks two feet high. Keeping in mind that removing the barrier would place me in harm’s way if I stayed in front of it, I backed up to the steps and told Ghevont to place his strongest ward in front of me. I gradually torched the stones from top to bottom, making sure I didn’t lose control over the aggregating flames. Several stones popped before I could ignite them, but the majority burned without incident. My prana level was dropping fast, and my blood loss made concentrating a challenge. 
 
    At any rate, the barrier wrinkled and heaved wherever the flames touched. I tried keeping the inferno’s density focused within the barrier’s first few feet, thinking I just needed to make one little tear so that the flames could latch on as before. An audible sign of headway came when the resonance of crashing and bespattering spells in the other room began breaking through. I pushed the flames to their utmost. The temperature soared. I didn’t even know I was about to tumble forward until Lucetta grabbed my shoulder and helped keep me steady. She got the soldier to hold my other shoulder. 
 
    Something that sounded like a granite wall ripping like parchment befell right before I sensed the compressed blaze forge an exodus. Then I saw Ghevont’s magic shield blow apart. 
 
    My next complete thought was realizing I lied dazed on the steps. I checked the back of my head for blood. Finding none, I rose to check on the others. Through the settling dust I saw that they imitated my unsteady state. 
 
    As I went to help up Ghevont, shadowy figures crossed into our side, coughing and gasping for air. A strong odor of rotting skunk dipped in piss pulled out my lungs and punched them a few times before shoving them back down my throat. Unlike the soldier, I kept the contents of my stomach inside me. 
 
    “Gods!” said a gagging Lucetta. “What the fuck is that?” 
 
    Ghevont actually took a big breath of the rancid stench. “It seems the Advent have learned to channel a concentration of volcanic gases into this next chamber.” 
 
    Eudon stumbled to his knees. He dropped his bow and slammed his bloody fists down, cratering the ground. I avoided him and looked for someone recovering their air and composure the fastest. That person turned out to be Turell, who helped the others cross the threshold. 
 
    “Lieutenant, what happened?” 
 
    “We followed the Advent here and proceeded to battle him. He summoned seven or eight fire sprites to aid his cause. Not everyone made it. Master Sheridan was killed by the Advent’s strange sword. Two of my men were killed by the sprites.” 
 
    “What happened to the Advent?” 
 
    “We were closing in on him, but his sword somehow causes thorny tendrils to sprout from the ground. He used a mass of these to shield him from our attacks. By the time we breached it, he was gone. That’s when the gases started coming through. What happened on your end?” 
 
    “The lava barrier has failed. We need to teleport out of here. Ghevont, clear a space and carve a teleportation rune.” 
 
    “One of my rune carvers survived. I’ll get him to aid your friend.” I was going into the chamber he had exited, but stopped when Turell asked, “Master Eberwolf, is what the Advent said true? Do your flames come from a dragon? Did you summon one in Alslana?” 
 
    After thoughtfully staring at him for half a moment, I shrugged and said, “Sure, why not? But now is not the time to get into what that might mean for anyone outside of myself, all right?” 
 
    He nodded and dashed off to help his former king back to his feet. 
 
    I put a hand and part of my cloak over my mouth and entered the chamber. I expected the hollow to resemble the hall or living space, but what I stepped into looked more like a huge natural cavern, or possibly a long empty magma chamber. A little light came from big braziers hanging from the high, irregular ceiling, but most had their fires snuffed out. Other than the lingering stink, the cavern suddenly gave the impression I stood a world away from the volcano’s upset stomach. 
 
    Sticking out from parts of the floor were the thorny tendrils Turell spoke of. They looked like brownish vines as thick as a child’s arm covered in rose thorns. One of these war vines had been wrapped around the left arm of Menalcus while a twin tendril had pierced straight through his chest. At roughly the center of the cavern was a ten foot tall mass of creepers that brought to mind a closed flower bud. Its bottom center had a still smoking breach. 
 
    “Better quicken the pace, boys!” said Lucetta’s echo. “That liquid fire crap is coming down the stairs!” 
 
    Deciding I needed to head back, I turned around. Scaring my heart into my ass was Yang Hur. 
 
    After saying “Fuck” in my head, my out loud words asked, “What is it, Yang?” 
 
    He twitched his head to the left and said, “Your sword understands more words than us, yes? I noticed unfamiliar markings on that mound. Could mean something.” 
 
    “I guess they could. Show me.” 
 
    I was taken to the darker side of the cavern. The mound the pirate spoke of did not appear to be anything more than a pile of rocks three feet tall, four feet wide, and fifteen feet long, but a closer inspection did reveal an unnatural roundness to it. One particular rock at the foot of the mound turned out to be a black block the size of a headstone. It was here Yang Hur pointed to symbols etched on to its surface. Half of the twenty-something symbols reminded me of the spiraled runes that cast the disorientation spells. The second set of symbols brought to mind raindrops but with an aura of flames surrounding them. 
 
    “Impossible,” said Aranath under his primordial breath. 
 
    “What’s impossible?” 
 
    “Nismerdons.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ancient beings with skin like bark and bones like iron. Even to the oldest dragons they belong to the annals of myth. I was barely more than a hatchling when I first heard fables of them and shown remnants of their language. Dragons brought a few of these fables to Orda, so humans do have a broad term for nismerdons in the shared tongue.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Giants. This mound implies a giant over a dozen feet tall, but tales told of the largest being able to use grown trees as clubs. Exaggerations, I’m sure, but… The Advent said his master had awoken, yet this mound is untouched. We need light, quickly. Spread dragon stones further into the darkness.” 
 
    As the lieutenant announced that the rune was ready, I summoned a handful of stones and tossed them randomly into the cavern. Then I ignited them. Almost every lit flame exposed either intact mounds or, much more significantly, five that had been exhumed. 
 
    “Let’s go, Cyrus!” called Lucetta. “Your dad will have my ass if you’re not with me! And not in a good way!” 
 
    The pirate and I ran back to the entrance, where a bright orange light radiated from the top of the stairway. The rune had been carved large enough to fit a pair of people at a time. Lucetta and I thus went together. 
 
    “Hold your breath,” said Ghevont. “It’ll help make the shift of space less shocking.” 
 
    With his fingers touching the outer rim of the rune, the scholar triggered the teleportation spell by pouring his prana into the indentation. The prana crystal fitted in the center of the rune glowed blue just before it vanished and instantly replaced by a different patch of ground. The colder outside air rushed toward me and chattered my teeth. My eyes wanted to roll backwards and my skin tightened, but the expeditious trip could have kicked me in the nuts and I still would have appreciated getting out from under a godsdamn mountain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    “That’s everyone,” said the lieutenant, who had teleported in with Ghevont. 
 
    “No,” said Lorcan, whose right leg was being tended to by a healer outside the rune. “Where is Menalcus?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but Master Sheridan did not make it.” 
 
    My father lowered his eyes and nodded dolefully. In a rare show of tenderness, his wife knelt beside him and planted the softest kiss a woman could bestow on his cheek. 
 
    “Dad,” I said, getting on a knee to resist my lightheadedness and reach his eye level. “The Advent I fought, the one who hurt Clarissa, it was Alex.” 
 
    “What? Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yes. He looks a lot like me. More than that, he recognized me, he remembers his past.” 
 
    “And why didn’t you tell me this sooner?! I could ha-” 
 
    “We were kind of busy, if you remember. I would have asked for your help if I thought it possible to attain it. There’s something else. He’s corrupted. He’s lucid, but there’s no doubt he’s corrupted. I tried getting through to him, but he sounds either confused or afraid when he talks.” 
 
    “Or perhaps he’s under the influence of a mind rune.” I knew better, but I nodded anyway. “At least he’s alive. We have a chance to save him.” 
 
    Clarissa lay rested near the pirate cluster. She was being looked after by a healer and now Ghevont. I sought to check up on her, finding the vampire squirming whenever someone touched her anywhere. I hoped the sunlight continued being blocked by the growing ash cloud billowing overhead. Ghevont began giving her what remained of her animal blood supply. My gift to her was not on her person. Not wanting to possibly lose it in the mountain had compelled her to hand it over to Leo for safe keeping. 
 
    “How long before she recovers?” I asked the scholar. 
 
    “Depends what parameters you’re using to track her progress. Walking won’t be advisable for another two or three days, and surely not over rugged terrain for at least a week. A steady stream of animal blood should strengthen her faster than regular food would for a human, but a full recovery of her energy is likely still two weeks away. I’d normally worry about infection if she were a human, but as she isn’t, the wound itself is more about pain tolerance, which she seems to have plenty of.” 
 
    “Should I give her more of my blood?” 
 
    “It would indeed fortify her more than the animal type, but if you wish for her to not gain a strong addiction to humans, I highly recommend abstaining from the impulse.” 
 
    “She said I taste terrible, though.” 
 
    “True, but let me put it this way—if you ate one bad orange, would you give up on the fruit altogether or attempt to seek one with a better flavor?” 
 
    “All right, point taken.” 
 
    “Diminish in unease, Mercer. As soon as the most intense pain dulls in a few hours, her personality and pleasant company will recover much faster than her physical state.” 
 
    “Thank you for doing everything you can, Ghevont.” 
 
    “No need for appreciations. She is important to me, too. Think about it, I will now be able to record how well a vampire recovers from a grievous injury!” 
 
    I shook my head. “You were so close.” 
 
    “To what?” 
 
    “Being normal.” 
 
    I started looking for Eudon, but stopped when I realized I needed a bit more information first. 
 
    Once I found a relatively quiet place to talk to him, I asked Aranath, “What else can you tell me about giants? Do you know their history?” 
 
    “Details of their culture and society were largely lost. What I’ve been told only revolves around the wars between us and them. Our fables say the nismerdons sought to rule every realm they came across and that my kind were integral in stopping them. After failing to subdue their belligerence, the dragon elders concluded that they were too dangerous to allow a resurgence and hunted them down to extinction. A surviving sect must have escaped detection and found Orda long before we did.” 
 
    “So they’ve been hiding here all this time? But if such a powerful race found a good place to hide, then why is there no mention of them anywhere in Orda’s history?” 
 
    “You speak of a timeline stretching back many millennia. Speculating on exactly how a group of nismerdons ended up slumbering under a volcano is pointless. What we need to do now is find out where the Advent master is recovering his power.” 
 
    “How? It was a big pain in the ass finding his volcanic undercroft, but if he’s on the move…” 
 
    “I suspect this will only make him easier to find. However, what we need to do before attempting any kind of extensive search is to learn everything we can about a nismerdon’s behavior, prana potential, preferred habitats, everything.” 
 
    “Who would know all that in Orda?” 
 
    “No one. We must contact the dragon realm.” 
 
    “We? Can’t you do it?” 
 
    “I will try, but I do not expect quick results. The barrier separating me from my kin is no mere curtain or stone wall. It is forged to defend against dragon fire and the brute force of a charging mountain, so communication will be difficult even if both sides desired it. Nevertheless, despite our realms being severed, the dragon elders would not have forbidden all communication between our races. If there is indeed an open path, then it will lie in Dracera.” 
 
    With that knowledge in mind, I went over to Eudon. The former king sat languidly on a stump as the sea captain and the lieutenant spoke to him about what to do next. 
 
    “Captain Hallam?” 
 
    Without looking away from his bandaged right hand, Eudon said, “I was so damn close to putting an arrow through his heart. Instead, I lead my men into a trap and further threaten the lives of my daughters… Still, I should thank you for taking me this far.” 
 
    “I can go farther. I think I’ve learned who the Advent’s master is.” 
 
    He rose his head. “You do? How?” 
 
    “Aranath recognized the symbols used in the disorientation runes and in the last cavern. He believes they’re in the nismerdon language.” 
 
    “Nismerdon?” 
 
    “Giants.” 
 
    “Giants? The same ones dragons fought in those bedside tales?” 
 
    “Yes. The mounds in the cavern probably held giants ten to fifteen feet tall. Several were empty. I don’t know if that means there’s more than one out there or if only the master lives, but even one will be a threat if he can command support beyond the Advent. Aranath wants me to go to Dracera and contact someone who knows more about nismerdons, someone that knows what they need to regain their strength after a long slumber.” 
 
    Eudon stood up. “So, you have your goal, young Eberwolf, and now I have to find mine. Dracera is not a place where an Alslana army need follow you, and it’s time my men go home, particularly if war awaits them on the shores of their homeland. I only wish they had a chance to deliver the necessary justice we sought. It will be hard feeling as though we accomplished anything here.” 
 
    “But bringing them surely forced out the Advent from their well-hidden base. A smaller group would have been overwhelmed, allowing the cult to keep their secret. Besides, what we seek may have escaped us for now, but I guarantee it will come again. I don’t think the Advent will rest on their laurels with a freed master to serve. They’ll be busy doing whatever the nismerdon needs to recover, meaning their ill deeds can be more easily traced.” 
 
    “Aye, and I’m certain they’ll use their influence to continue spreading what disorder they can, using that as a smokescreen for their plans. I recognize the opportunities will come, but it doesn’t make letting this chance slip away any less vexing.” 
 
    “I understand, sir. By the way, my brother mentioned the name ‘Thanatis.’ Might be the human leader’s name. Something to keep an ear out for.” 
 
    “Your brother? You found him?” 
 
    “As an Advent thrall, yes.” 
 
    Eudon lifted his eyes as he gave the sky a head shake. “It hits the ear wrong when you say something like that so casually.” 
 
    “Seeing him brought no rush of sentiment. I only feel sorry for my father and aunt.” 
 
    “You remind me that there are worse things than to be killed by the Advent, yet you trudge on with youthful tenacity.” 
 
    “Frankly, sir, there’s not much else for me to be tenacious about.” 
 
    The next couple of hours were set aside to nurse the injured and create cots to carry those that couldn’t use their legs. Healthier groups already started making their way out the valley, but I stayed by Clarissa’s side as she slept on her cot with the aid of Ghevont’s sleeping spell. The scholar began to recount every tale he read on giants, but we both understood it was more to pass the time than learning anything useful. Not even Aranath could confirm anything beyond their basic humanoid shape. 
 
    When two soldiers came to pick up Clarissa’s cot, I noticed them give me a look of reserved reverence. 
 
    “Well, shit.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Ghevont. 
 
    “The lieutenant’s people have been talking, it seems.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “They overheard the Advent talk about me summoning a dragon.” 
 
    “Ah. And? The news was going to come out eventually.” 
 
    “I would have preferred it if it came out after I could actually summon one.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So I could fly away from everyone’s stares.” 
 
    “I see… Do you fear you will not meet their expectations?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “I’ve never known you to care much for what people think.” 
 
    “I don’t, at least not when it’s two, five, or ten people. But if we’re talking about a few hundred people, then a few thousand, well, it’s hard not to start wondering what my standing is. I don’t even know what I want to be to them, if anything.” 
 
    “I can’t say anything that will guide you, but it seems to me that if you’re successful in contacting the dragon realm, then they of all beings should help clear things up for you.” 
 
    “Aye, maybe.” 
 
    Three days later and the vampire could walk short distances. When possible, I carried Clarissa over lumpier ground, though steeper regions necessitated the use of earthen spells to transport the wounded. 
 
    Unlike Clarissa, many of the injured would stay so for a long while. For instance, my father’s leg needed seven or so weeks to heal before he could place real weight on it. He was more fortunate than the soldiers who survived gruesome blows from the trolls, but would never be able to recover full use of a limb. A few even died from internal bleeding several days after moving away from the volcano’s shadow. In all, fifty-one soldiers had died in the mountain, the majority trampled by the initial outpouring of trolls that appeared in the living area and hall. 
 
    One early evening, as the group camped near a cliff face, Eudon came up to me and said, “Word has spread of your designation, young dragon knight.” 
 
    “So I noticed.” 
 
    “My men have asked for a favor of you. Now that we are far enough away from the volcano, they wish to bury our dead and honor all who have died in battle. There are few greater honors than for a warrior’s body to be consumed in ritual dragon fire. I realize ordinary foot soldiers are not usually granted such a sacred service, but it would prove good for their morale.” 
 
    “I am not bound by old traditions, Captain Hallam. Still, without more training, I’m afraid I won’t be able to do much more than provide the dragon fire.” 
 
    “That will be fine. I will come get you when we are prepared.” 
 
    The preparations did not take long, being that they only included magically digging four shallow holes in the hard soil, laying the dead within it, and fashioning little headstones. Gathering the hundreds of soldiers around the graves took longer. 
 
    Alslana soldiers were buried wearing everything they owned, with only letters to loved ones taken off of them. After the closest comrades said a few words about their lost friend, I placed a few dragon stones on the body. Before igniting them, Aranath told me to say “Hefar’na tes, kes I’kar,” which meant “May your last breath be deep and your spirit fly high” in his tongue. The fourth time I said it was to a man wearing a yellow scarf. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The weather at lower elevations warmed up considerably a couple of weeks after leaving the Advent base. Clarissa was coming back around to her normal self, tempting me to leave everyone behind so that I could get going to Dracera. I expressed this desire to my father one night by the fire. 
 
    “Can’t wait to leave your crippled old man, eh?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Aye, can’t blame you for wanting to quicken your journey. I’d endorse it as long as we can figure out a place and time to regroup.” 
 
    “I’d rather you and the others stay away from a possible war in Alslana, so I thought you can be dropped off in Kylock Clay.” 
 
    “Ah, better yet, Nim Holm. It’s about time I check how your grandfather is doing, anyway. The fishing village is located on a northwestern beach called Halod Cove. We’ll be waiting there if you wish it.” 
 
    “Then I wish it.” 
 
    In the wee hours of the morning I told Eudon my intent to head off with my group to Dracera. My last word still hung in the air when Eudon called for the lieutenant. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Pick the three best griffins and have their riders take young Eberwolf and his companions to Kaspista.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll be sorry to see you go, young Eberwolf. My men don’t quite know how to react to you, but they enjoyed knowing they mingled with fabled company.” 
 
    “You can tell them that their homeland and its people have my friendship. If at all possible, I will provide my sword and flame to help defend it.” 
 
    “That will mean as much to them as it does me. Farewell for now, dragon knight.” 
 
    We bowed, then I left to get Clarissa and Ghevont. I laughed inside my head when I imagined that man as my father-in-law. 
 
    “We’re going on griffins?!” said an excited vampire. Her smile broke apart when she thought through the idea. “Is it even safe to have two people on a griffin?” 
 
    “As long as you hold on tight,” I said. 
 
    The question was asked again when we met the riders and their whiptails. 
 
    “It will be quite all right, miss,” said a spindly man. “As long as you are properly secured to the saddle, you’ll be safe. All we ask is that you don’t grab the rider or pull on the griffin’s feathers if you feel you’re about to fall. That could throw us off balance and send us into a dive. Just trust that the straps will catch you and we’ll adjust. The extra weight will cut down on how far we can go a day, but it will still be much faster than dumb ol’ legs.” 
 
    The spindly man turned out to be my rider, so the back of his head was about to become the greater part of my vision in the coming days. We didn’t start off flying great distances or heights right away, of course. The first day we flew low and slow to get accustomed to the sensation of flying. I especially enjoyed the idea of getting a trifling taste of what it would be like to ride Aranath, though it was certainly an unusual perception of the world. I might have had an easier time of it if I wasn’t simply a passenger. 
 
    The saddle we sat on stretched longer than those fitted on a horse, and due to the griffin’s wings, the rider had to sit close to the creature’s neck. Even in this position the rider needed to tuck their lower legs under the wings. The position also helped steer the animal, as most riders trained their griffins to respond to light foot taps to signal turns. Slack, rudimentary reins on the griffin’s padded neck and the saddle’s horn were used by amateur riders to hold on, but veterans could balance themselves under the sharpest of turns and steer purely with their legs. 
 
    In regards to the passengers, the wings forced us to curl our legs under ourselves lest we have our lower limbs interfere with a griffin’s flapping. This inevitably led to numb legs. I still preferred this outcome compared to the soreness I felt after riding a horse for shorter distances. Two belts were coupled to the saddle, which rider and passenger strapped around our waists and hooked into place. A short, thick strip of black leather dangled between the rider and I. It acted as the first piece of defense to grab on to in case we started slipping off the beast. 
 
    Without having the capacity to carry heavy loads, we ultimately needed to push the griffins’ flight speed in order to reach the first town and refill our food reserves. The increase in swiftness and elevation made me more excited about being on a roomier beast that would allow me to experience a superior version of flying. 
 
    As for the others, Ghevont acted quite at ease about the whole thing, expressing neither fear nor joy. Clarissa wanted to like it, but made love to the ground every time she landed. It didn’t help the vampire’s disposition that her rider savored pranking her by going into a dive or making a sharp turn. 
 
    Except for a thunderstorm, which at least gave time for the griffins to rest up, our pilgrimage out of the Vyalts went uninterrupted. The first mining town provided little in the way of good food and good beds. Yet going weeks sleeping on the cold ground and eating hard rations made resting on the rickety, damp bed and ordering lukewarm meals feel like a sampling to my potential future as king. The inns and grub became somewhat better the farther west we flew, with an occasional meal brewed well enough to elevate the dish to be worthy of the noblest of peasants. 
 
    The fields of softening mud casing the sinking altitudes told of spring’s arrival. The season of rebirth invited swarms of mosquitoes and the rousing fragrance of domesticated dung. The only part the griffins reveled in was the old cow we bought and killed to feed them with. I regretted the fact that the griffins could not make a journey over the sea, or that Dracera was not connected to Uthosis by land. In any event, finding a ship sailing for Dracera was our first and only objective once we reached Kaspista. Finding ships heading for eastern Kozuth did not prove challenging, but finding one with a sturdy build and a respectable looking crew took a couple of days. 
 
    What we found was a midsized clipper ship called The Penstemon. The ship was set to sail for Tarveteen, a major port city positioned below the most northern branch of the Premur River known as the Fres Channel. While not the capital, Tarveteen’s affluence and size promised to hold plenty of clues on how to go about contacting the dragon realm. Its history extended as far back as thirty-five hundred years, to a time when it made a valuable last city defense against Degosal incursions. Its location behind the Fres Channel also made it a good first defense against Somesh invasions. 
 
    According to the captain, an optimistic voyage was going to take two weeks while a pessimistic one could last closer to three. Our vessel belonged to a merchant benefiting from Alslana coin, so it would remain bare of cargo until it reached its destination. My trio were not the only passengers. Not including the dozens of sailors necessary to upkeep the finicky rigging system, a group of twenty-five traders and their acquaintances were on board, each hoping to make lucrative deals on a face-to-face basis. 
 
    I haggled with the crusty first mate when I bought passage for my group, so I didn’t see the captain until we were aweigh. The young man was not five years older than I, giving me pause. 
 
    Later, when I found him on the top deck in the late afternoon, I asked, “Captain Ivkin, was it?” 
 
    “Aye, that’s me. And you are?” 
 
    “A passenger doing their due diligence. Your first mate told me you recently inherited the ship, and I don’t swim very well.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I may be young compared to many of my contemporaries, but I’ve been on ships with my uncle all my life. This ship in particular has five years’ worth of my attention. She’s old and leaks more than my father’s bladder, but her speed will keep us safe from most pirates. We can also outrun storms if it comes to that.” 
 
    “Sounds like a fine ship to have. Not many of these in Uthosis waters.” 
 
    “Clippers aren’t made here. My father bought this one down south six years ago. He thought sacrificing cargo space for speed would be worth the investment if we only took on more high value goods.” 
 
    “I’m getting the impression it didn’t work out that way.” 
 
    “Maintenance alone eats away at profits. We’re a summer away from scrapping her, but if Alslana coin can really foster more trade, well, this ship might actually start giving my family an edge on winning the best contracts. I’m only sorry my uncle couldn’t be here to take advantage.” 
 
    “He’s dead?” 
 
    He nodded. “Pirates, but don’t worry, they were on land at the time.” 
 
    “Speaking of land, have you been to Dracera before?” 
 
    “Once, but not to Tarveteen. Uthosis’ biggest trade partner by sea is Somesh.” 
 
    “What was your brief impression of Dracera? What do you know of their empire?” 
 
    “My impression remained limited to a brothel in Er Ratur. Lovely girls, if you’re not put off by their dark skin. I happen to enjoy the exotic look. Or else, what I know of Dracera is not much more than any deckhand. They have grand pyramids near the sea and pillars of forest-covered stone a mile high to the south. Once, from a distance, I caught a glimpse of a large white pyramid shining magnificently under the sun. I was told it stood over three hundred feet from the ground, and yet the people there did not consider it such a grand feat of architecture. Can’t imagine what their true megaliths look like. Now, if you excuse me, I still have patches to check.” 
 
    Once again I used the lull periods to train at the stern every evening, using Ghevont’s and Clarissa’s ice bowls to prevent the leaky ship from suffering a fate opposite from drowning. This was when I noticed a slight change in Clarissa’s behavior. It wasn’t by much, but her normally composed mettle seemed out of sorts. Her head sometimes bobbed like a bird’s, reacting with an underlying tenseness to people coming near, and her fingers fidgeted when they weren’t doing anything. 
 
    When I concluded it wasn’t the return to sea that bothered her, I asked, “You all right?” 
 
    “What? Me? Sure, why? You hear something?” 
 
    “Aye, a nervous voice.” 
 
    “Oh, that. I’m not nervous.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    “Well, I guess I’m just more sensitive to my surroundings, especially smells.” 
 
    “Of people?” 
 
    “Yes. Don’t worry, though. I’m a long ways away from attacking anyone outside of the Advent, but drinking so much of your blood awoke a little more of my vampire self. Like I said, nothing to worry about. If you resisted your corruption, then I can resist a craving every now and again.” 
 
    “I trust you can. I was only wondering whether you were aware.” 
 
    “Is it that obvious? I don’t like the idea of attracting more attention.” 
 
    “You should be fine. I only picked up on it since we sort of know each other.” 
 
    “That’s true. But hey, for someone who knows me so well, you haven’t yet thanked me for saving your butt.” 
 
    “By almost getting yourself killed. Sorry, but you dying so that I could live is not my idea of an outcome to be thankful for. It has only given me more justification to keep you away from me.” 
 
    “Only me? What about Ghevont? Isn’t he your friend, too?” 
 
    “He hasn’t been throwing himself in harm’s way.” 
 
    “Someone has to. You’re too important to just let an errant strike kill you.” 
 
    “That kind of talk isn’t helping.” 
 
    “Gods, I hate that about you. Without your help no one would know what we’d be up against. The Advent will still have their volcano and awaken who knows how many more giants.” 
 
    “I don’t think so grand, Clarissa. At first I cared about releasing myself from the mind rune. Then I cared about getting out from under the first fucking mountain I fell into. Then I wanted to find out who I was, and right now I care more about your life than any goal the Advent want to achieve.” 
 
    “That’d almost be sweet if the Advent wanting to rule the world wasn’t actually important to more than one person.” 
 
    “I’m not saying I don’t care about giant schemes invading Orda’s history and future. I’m only pointing out that it’s always been more immediate concerns that compel me to act, just like you reacted to keep me from being stabbed. You weren’t thinking about the Advent’s interests when you body slammed my brother, right?” 
 
    “No, not exactly, but no matter what I was thinking you should still say ‘Thank you, oh great Clarissa, for saving my dumb little life.’ Is that so hard?” 
 
    “Thank you, oh great Clarissa, for saving my dumb little life… Hmm, even harder than I thought it’d be. Now then, hurry up and make another ice bowl.” 
 
    Our voyage intercepted a little trepidation when a lack of wind allowed an unidentified ship to get quite close to our port side one night. Ten feet closer and I could assume those on board would have started tossing fireballs at our sails. Fortunately, the large sails of the clipper made good use of the returning wind. 
 
    The goddess of wind continued growing in strength over the next several hours to the point she was pushing the ship to its fastest possible speed for two entire days. Being on the bowsprit during this time wasn’t so different from riding a horse at a steady trot. Winter by this point had left even the night breezes. 
 
    Fifteen and a half days after setting forth, the Dracera shoreline came in view to the spotter in the crow’s perch. The green coast soon became visible to people nearer the water. Not all the green belonged to trees. Reflecting some of the spring light back to us was the top third of a pyramid’s jade facade, its color coming from polished gemstones encasing the structure’s peak. Despite the abundance of timber, the majority of notable buildings appeared to be made from limestone while more basic structures were constructed out of rougher rock and clay bricks. Many of them followed a stepped arrangement, giving the humblest buildings the capacity to house a large amount of people. 
 
    It was evening when the first passengers met the pier. Except for purposeful squares of gardens and the immediate area around larger trees, the ground was paved with bricks, smoothed sandstone, or gravel. To find the information we needed, we followed the procession of merry making people that could only be heading for a tavern. Our cloaks stood out among the colorful, airy, loose-fitting clothing most Dracerans wore, though our light skin might have had something to do with the stares as well. 
 
    “I really don’t blend in well here,” said Clarissa, tucking her head deeper into her hood. 
 
    “I think Ghevont’s red hair sticks out more,” I said. 
 
    “You might be correct in your assessment,” said Ghevont, noticing a few laughing children looking down at him from a two story roof. 
 
    Bolder children scurried right up to us. I tossed a couple of bronze standards their way to distract them. They took the bait. 
 
    We ended up entering a large tavern shaped like a smooth-faced pyramid. Besides the shape, what made the building distinctive here was its wooden construction. The inside was largely hollow, filled with many long tables surrounding a gently burning fire pit. At the back was a large counter already full of patrons. My group settled at the end of a table and ordered that night’s dish, which turned out to be a spicy soup made from carrots, white beans, ginger, a red pepper, and half a dozen other vegetables I had no knowledge of. It was a small bowl, bit quite hearty. Both Ghevont and I ordered seconds. 
 
    A curious group of drinkers scooted closer to us. The man closest to my left, who only had a thin strip of black hair going down the center of his otherwise hairless head, asked, “You’ve been to Dracera before, stranger?” 
 
    “First day, stranger. I have yet to see a morning here.” 
 
    “Really? So this is the first time you eat this dish? Surprising. Most foreigners can’t stomach our spices after one bowl.” 
 
    “I’ve had the displeasure of having hotter things inside me.” 
 
    “That so? Well, Dracera is no place for displeasures. We like to keep to ourselves, but that does not mean we don’t know how to treat guests. Let Cevon buy a round for you and your friends!” 
 
    There was some small talk between us and our latest acquaintances, with Clarissa explaining her shyness and pallor by saying she did not feel well. 
 
    “What brings you to our land, anyway?” asked a middle-aged woman, who up until that point had mostly eyed us with unobtrusive suspicion. 
 
    “Tales of dragons and giants, madam.” 
 
    “What does that mean, traveler?” 
 
    “My companions and I understand that your culture has preserved the memory of Veknu Milaris and dragon knights better than anyone.” 
 
    “Aye, that’s right,” said Cevon. “Many foreign nations destroyed relics and scrolls relating to dragons after the War of Dragon Fire, but Dracera knew it would come to regret such a simpleminded reaction. We now get many travelers wishing to visit our museums.” 
 
    “We need to do more than visit a museum. Let’s say, theoretically, you needed to find a way to contact the dragon realm, where would you go? Who would you go to?” 
 
    “Contact the dragon realm?” asked the woman. 
 
    “Theoretically.” 
 
    “Riiight. I suppose most would visit Er Ratur’s dragon pyramid. There are scribes there charged with keeping Dracera’s most precious documents and artifacts.” 
 
    “That’s not where I’d go,” said Cevon. “If I had to actually contact dragons, then I would head for the dragon spires in the Imperial Forest. At their highest points are temples where dragon sages reside. They still follow old dragon knight traditions.” 
 
    “But you can’t get to them without summoning a thelki. No one else is allowed up there.” 
 
    “Well, this is all theoretical, right?” 
 
    “I don’t think it is.” To me, she asked, “As unlikely as it’ll be, why do you want to contact dragons? Who are you three?” 
 
    “I am a bodyguard for my academic minded friend here. The girl is a mutual friend. The scholar is interested in relearning what many have lost.” 
 
    “For who? Who hired your services?” 
 
    Wanting to play his part, Ghevont answered, “I work alone, madam. Always have. Ever heard of Gremly? It’s a forest in Oclor I made my home. It did quite well in obscuring me from outsider interference. When it was time to move beyond conjectural concepts, I found Mercer here to guide me into the wider world.” 
 
    Proving his academic intentions further, Ghevont continued talking about subjects beyond dragons. This tempered the woman’s wariness. 
 
    Shortly after handily beating Cevon in an arm-wrestling contest, my group went to find an inn the Tarveteen residents recommended. 
 
    The Molehill Inn housed communal sanitation facilities outside the main building, where one could bathe under warmed water pumped by unseen workers and take a shit in a private latrine. We also took advantage of a nearby washhouse. Most public places in the world smelled worse than our clothes, but Dracera’s people had less tolerance for the grubby masses. It helped that the ample Premur River, its offspring, and tropical environment provided all the water Dracera’s people could ask for. 
 
    The three of us settled into our two bed room cleansed and sleepy. Ghevont and Clarissa slept straight away, so I only had Aranath to go over what to do next. 
 
    “What do you know about the dragon spires?” 
 
    “A training ground for many of the first Veknu Milaris. Navigating between pillars shrouded in mist without crashing into anything is something only experienced Veknu Milaris can accomplish.” 
 
    “And what are thelki?” 
 
    “Ignorant souls would call them feathered dragons, but they are as much dragons as you are a lemur.” 
 
    “What’s a lemur?” 
 
    “A kind of tree rat, I think. It seems my elders have allowed the thelki to keep their relationship with your kind.” 
 
    “Why them?” 
 
    “Unlike every other species in my realm, they are only attracted by the gentlest of lures cast by the most benevolent of beings. Their snarl wouldn’t be able to separate two scuffling squirrels much less give a warrior an advantage in war.” 
 
    “Then it doesn’t sound as though I can summon one. I suppose we can find a thelki rider and get them to deliver a message to the sages. They must have a way to contact a dragon or two of import.” 
 
    “I suspect so as well. Perhaps they may even support your training. I’d be interested in seeing how well they have preserved the old ways.” 
 
    “I’m wond-” 
 
    “Mercer?” said a yawning Clarissa. “Do you mind… talking to yourself somewhere else? It’s hard to… sleep… with all the…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The next day we learned that we could travel a fair way to the dragon spires using a stagecoach system that traversed much of Dracera. It was expensive, but we had the coin and motivation to cut as much time as possible. So for the next nine days we traveled inside a stagecoach, oftentimes paying extra to trade for fresh horses so we could continue moving through the night. Most of the roads were paved, and the carriages themselves were well-built and comfortable, but it was still a little maddening to sit stuck inside one for hours at a time. 
 
    At any event, it did me good knowing we were covering sixty miles a day and then another fifty at night. Tired horses and passengers stopped at designated points on a map, and except for a bad wheel falling off after hitting a mud hole, interruptions didn’t last long. Dracera’s soldiers, who could be easily spotted in red dominant armor, patrolled the main roads with enough frequency to keep grass from growing anywhere on the path. Sometimes the roads had to meander around the thicker knots of dense forest and farmland, adding dozens of miles to the journey, but the inconvenience didn’t register in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    The stagecoach took us in a west-southwest direction, with us reaching higher elevations more than halfway into the trip. Two days before the ride ended, misty mountains peeked above the horizon. Even as we got closer it was difficult to get a clean look at them due to the near constant fog hanging around them. They grew in height, but they were not as imposing as the Vyalts. Instead of sheer height, the mountains at the boundary of the main range preferred showing off their unique obelisk-like shape and emerald beauty. Finally getting outside the carriage had them truly exude the inspiration they gifted artists, poets, kings, and dragons alike. 
 
    We had to walk the last day and a half on foot, meaning no stagecoach roof protected us from the rain. The heavier the shower the better, since as soon as the drops stopped falling, clouds of insects flew out from their shelters and tried invading our bodies through undefended orifices. Never had I met such persistent foes. Dragon smoke helped keep them at bay for a few minutes, but they were too stupid to remember what repelled them the last time and came back with the cavalry. Even the amusing image of mosquitoes riding bigger mosquitoes did not endear them to me. 
 
    Clarissa had an easier time being shunned by insects, but a few bugs eventually realized she had as much potential to be food or a comfy nest as a human. Her water bubble became our best protection against the biting, stinging swarms. When she wanted a rest, then Ghevont would take over water bubble duty. Sometimes less magically inclined travelers asked to enter the protective pocket, and since I left that up to Clarissa, we took them all in for a mile or five. 
 
    Shelter from rain and pests ultimately came when we reached the village of Sokomasi late at night. It was at the inn where we learned that three miles farther south lied the temple where potential thelki summoners gathered to be taught the lure spell. Those that succeeded in summoning a thelki then practiced riding them, at least if the thelki they attracted was old enough to have the strength to carry an adult. They otherwise had to wait until the creature added the minimum bulk to lift their rider’s weight a mile into the sky. 
 
    We set out early in the morning to the thelki temple. A light rain accompanied us, which looked as though it would last the entire day. The smattering of trees cleared up the closer we came to the temple. A long marbled temple with a flat roof appeared to us. It was an open-air structure with lit torches both on the inside and outside of the columns. A heavy tangle of vines and purple flowers dandled off the roof. Ten people sleeping under mosquito nets occupied half of the available beds at one end of the temple and three people were up and talking around a large burning stove at the other end. One of them noticed us and waved us over. 
 
    We stepped up to the temple floor and waited for the woman who had waved us over to meet us. The orange robe she wore did not hide her easy poise, and with her hood down, one saw that every strand of her long black hair was braided. Her kind, pretty face still projected a girlish bearing, though she must have already been in her early thirties. She bowed and Clarissa and I did the same. Ghevont completely missed the formality in his gawking observation of the woman. 
 
    “Do one of you wish to become a sage? We welcome all who desire such a position. Or are you merely here to observe?” 
 
    “Neither,” I said. “We wish to speak with a dragon sage. Do you happen to be one?” 
 
    “Not quite. I am still a scribe. My job here is to guide those who wish to summon a thelki, whether that be for companionship or to join the ranks of sages.” 
 
    “Then as a teacher can you summon your thelki and reach the sages?” 
 
    “Aye, if I need to, but why do you?” 
 
    “We seek information only they can connect with.” 
 
    “I’m afraid they are very protective of the knowledge they keep. Even if I were to deliver a message for you, they will reject such a request.” 
 
    Aranath said, “Show her a dragon stone. A dragon scribe will recognize the rune.” 
 
    I pulled out a stone and handed it to the scribe. “I think the sages will make an exception.” 
 
    She studied it, turning it over a few times. “This is a rune representing dragon flame… You don’t mean to say that you can summon such a power?” 
 
    “Lay it on the floor.” 
 
    She did. She flinched and stepped backward when I ignited the stone. The rock melted before her eyes, then watched it vaporize as I gave the flame more prana. I raised the flame using what little rock remained. The brightness of the fire roused a few of those sleeping at the other end of the temple. The two fully awake companions were drawn to the light and one of them asked whether everything was okay. This was my cue to extinguish the flare. 
 
    With a whisper, the scribe asked, “D-dragon flame? How can I be certain this is no trick?” 
 
    “Give the sages a chance to determine whether I’m tricking you or not.” I gave her another dragon stone. “Show them the rune. Tell them what you saw happened to the last stone.” 
 
    “Very well, I’ll give them your message. What does it concern?” 
 
    “Let them know that I need to learn more about nismerdons.” 
 
    “Nismerdons? As in the giants that warred with ancient dragons?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t know how much the sages have heard about the Advent, but at least one nismerdon could be connected with the cult.” 
 
    “And who do I say sent this message?” 
 
    “They can call me Mercer. I am from Etoc, but my allegiance is to myself and a handful of companions.” 
 
    She nodded and started to walk passed us, but stopped when she heard Ghevont say, “Excuse me, miss? I, that is, we did not get your name.” 
 
    “Ah, how rude of me. I am Dashay Ramla.” 
 
    Putting her hands on the scholar’s shoulders, Clarissa said, “And this fetching fellow is Ghevont. I’m Clarissa. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Dashay smiled when she understood what was happening. However, with no time to do more than be polite, she said, “I am honored. I shall return with the reply.” The scribe stepped into the rain, pulled up her hood, and shouted, “Gollo! Come down, baby!” 
 
    There was a loud rustling on the roof. Pieces of vine fell off as a grumbling squawk startled anyone still asleep. A bright green feathered form jumped down next to Dashay. It shook itself like a dog to rid itself of excess water. 
 
    Gollo’s head and body was a tad over ten feet long, with its stout tail adding another seven. The shiny olive plumage enclosing its body and most of its tail looked like the fluffy fleece on a lamb. Its darker wings held the stiffer flight feathers. And rather than long quills that went down the length of its plucky wings, lots of little feathers grew out of them. The tips of these feathers were colored yellow, making it look as though hundreds of attentive eyes were staring at whoever stood behind its spreading forelimbs. The tip of its tail had a fan of the same feathers. At the end of a short neck grew a squat lizard head that had its jaw replaced by a white parrot-like beak. 
 
    Dashay scratched Gollo behind its lower beak, getting her mount to lower further so that she could slide onto the dark green saddle strapped on its back. When she secured herself, Gollo rose its head and chest and began pushing forward using its thick scaly legs. The beast next flapped its wings as hard as his muscles allowed until he obtained the necessary force to lift its weight off the ground. Gollo continued flapping hard for another fifty feet before he finally stabilized. 
 
    Aranath grunted and said, “Thelki normally like to drop off tall trees or cliffs before taking flight. Even then they know not what grace is. It doesn’t help that he’s wet.” 
 
    “Why not hand her the sword?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “That was my next step if she needed more persuading,” I answered. “Anyway, a talking sword might still be taken as a mere trick.” 
 
    After explaining that their master flew off to give a message to the sages, her students offered us hot bread, butter, and eggs. None of the pupils had yet been able to summon a thelki, which didn’t surprise Aranath. A compassionate, benign human had the best chance of summoning a thelki, but that was only one part of the calculation. The rest of it came down to casting skill, persistence, and luck—three factors that on their own made a thelki no easy catch. 
 
    As we ate and waited, several students started their training in the center of the temple. Seven oval runes were carved here, each one meant to send the lure to the dragon realm that could attract a young thelki. If a thelki touched the magical essence and the beast did not (or could not) resist the spell, then it would be teleported to Orda. From there it became a matter of holding the summoning bond until a pact had been made between summoner and creature. The pact generally came in the form of a blood seal made over the rune, but since not all creatures had blood, another organic piece was sufficient. 
 
    If the summoning and bonding was successful, then most of the students told us they would fly to the dragon temples and train further to become sages. One meek girl, however, said she simply enjoyed the idea of having a sweet-tempered, nonjudgmental thelki as a companion. Unfortunately for her and the others, there was no real way to tell if a thelki would ever be attracted to their lure. One student said it once took someone sixteen years before a thelki responded to their spell. Most gave up long before that. 
 
    I did not yield my effortless vigil over the next hour. Ghevont looked to the skies more often than I did, to which Clarissa giggled every time she spotted him doing so. The scholar did not understand her amusement. A few minutes after an hour of waiting, a perceptible sign that my wait ended came as a fleeting squawk scarcely louder than the pattering rain. 
 
    Looking in the general direction of the sound had me picking out two flapping thelki coming our way. They had to get pretty close for me to recognize the green one and see that its partner was white and twenty percent larger, give or take five percent. When they landed I saw that the striking white thelki was being ridden by a small black woman with a shaved head and wearing a bulky brown cloak. As she climbed down her mount, I noticed that she was an older woman with a tree branch-like cane helping her support her curved back. 
 
    Dashay ran up to the temple and asked everyone but me to get to the bed side of the temple. I stood there waiting for the sage to slowly make her way up the steps and stop a few feet in front of me. I don’t know how she got around. Her eyes always looked to be closed and her head never cared to raise itself from its drooped angle. 
 
    With a voice hampered by dried phlegm, she said, “My name is Eloise Somerset. What is your dragon’s name, child from Etoc?” 
 
    “I have a feeling you figured it out.” 
 
    “There aren’t many paths left in Orda to summon a dragon’s power, and only one I know of in Etoc.” 
 
    “Nimbria.” 
 
    “Indeed. Aranath, I believe.” 
 
    “Aranath the Sky Lord, to be precise. I realize his name is not looked on too kindly for his role in the war.” 
 
    A near imperceptible, puzzling smirk stretched out her lips. “No, it is not.” Her peculiar smirk left her as soon as it came. “But if his own kind has allowed him to live this long in his cage, then we are in no position to govern his fate or his connection with you.” 
 
    “Are you in a position to help me? I need to meet someone knowledgeable about nismerdons. Given the supposed history between the races, I would like to speak with a dragon to find out whether their realm keeps more than mere fables.” 
 
    “And why do you believe giants have appeared on our world?” 
 
    “I was with an Alslana force when we found an Advent base in the Uthosis mountains. Within a volcano were markings Aranath recognized as belonging to the nismerdon. Many mounds implied large beings buried underneath, and several were uncovered. We also know much of the Advent’s magic is not human based.” 
 
    “Hmm, you sound convinced of your words, at least… Fine, I see no harm taking this a little further. You will ride with me to meet the others. Your friends must stay here for now. Is that all right? Dashay will treat them with great courtesy.” 
 
    “I have no doubt. Lead the way.” 
 
    As I let the old woman walk at her own pace, I called over the vampire and scholar to update them. I thought Ghevont would have been disappointed at not being able to see a treasure trove of dragon knowledge, but the prospect of staying near Dashay must have sent his heart all aflutter, whether he understood the effect or not. 
 
    “Ghevont?” 
 
    “Yes, Mercer?” 
 
    “A piece of advice. If you’re going to talk to Dashay, for the love of the gods, don’t talk about corpses.” 
 
    “Why would I speak of corpses?” 
 
    “Because half of your conversations end up there.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t notice.” 
 
    “I know you didn’t. Just keep that in mind around her.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said thoughtfully. 
 
    I slapped his shoulder and went up to the white thelki. After Dashay helped the sage onto her saddle, I sprung upward to place myself behind the rider. Despite a thelki being a little more capacious than a griffin, I still had to curl in my legs to not restrict the lizard-bird’s wings. In addition, the saddle presented the same safety features as when I rode the griffin. 
 
    Once I said I was secured, Eloise asked, “Have you flown before?” 
 
    “I recently flew on a griffin.” 
 
    “Good. This will be similar.” 
 
    Identical to its smaller counterpart, the thelki started with a running start. It briefly felt like a combination of a galloping horse and the shaking of a stagecoach, but it did end up transitioning into the griffin idea of flight. My stomach took a new position nearer my spine as the thelki rose higher and higher at a steep angle. This lasted for a couple of minutes before leveling out. What annoyed me more was flying straight into the rain, but that was also made better by the even flying. 
 
    Judging time and distance was tricky for non-fliers, particularly when a passenger like me was just trying to preserve their balance. All in all, I’d say we flew about ten minutes before I saw us heading for a tight cluster of three mountain pillars a mile tall. Reddish streaks of rock augmented the greenery growing on every side. Bridges of stone linked all three. The thelki headed for a protracted balcony on the southern pillar. The beast jutted out its back legs so that it could grab the raised rim of this balcony and come to a sudden stop. 
 
    After helping the elder to the ground, I turned around to see over thirty of her fellow sages lined under the roof of another open-air temple invaded by plant life. This temple had a stove at each corner and four heavy wooden tables at the center. The sages all wore cloaks, but since the garments were of different colors and in different stages of disintegration, I assumed they were worn due to the rain rather than as a statement of their collective fashion sense. Most were women, dark-skinned, and middle-aged or older, but a handful stood out from the collective. 
 
    Specifically, a light-skinned young woman who must have been from Wregor or its neighbors. She was undeniably the youngest sage here. The closest I had gotten to learning what a woman from Wregor looked like had been watching the unwomanly Yang Hur, but he had supposedly been born far from central Efios to mixed raced parents. I had gotten gross exaggerations of the facial features of the Wregor people through jokes I overheard from criminals and soldiers. 
 
    So unless she misrepresented her people using magical influence, the sage’s eyes were not touching together or skewed to the point of being vertical, and her lips certainly did not resemble a duck’s. Her eyes were a little narrower compared to those I had seen on my side of Orda, and her lips puckered fuller than the average stick figure, but these features only added to her distinct beauty. I found it disheartening that her summoning a thelki proved that she was no type of girl to get involved with someone like me. 
 
    Anyway, I followed Eloise to her compatriots as her winged companion dropped behind the balcony and flew off to find a better perch. 
 
    On reaching the cover of the roof, the sage snapped her cane in front of me, getting me to stop. She then moved on a few more feet and said, “It’s as we suspected, esteemed sages. This boy wields the link to Aranath the Sky Lord. He claims nismerdon markings have been found in the Vyalts, along with a nismerdon burial site. At minimum, the Advent are seeking to use nismerdon magic to empower themselves.” 
 
    “At worst,” I added, “they’ve already awoken several giants and they’re gathering strength to do who knows what. Alslana’s former king will soon spread this warning to every corner of Orda, so my words will have merit beyond my own mouth. I have no time for you to hear the warning through the grapevine, so here I am. Can you help me contact the dragon realm or not?” 
 
    A few of the sages murmured to those next to them, but the oldest man in the group stopped the mumbles when he asked, “Why do you fight, Mercer of Etoc?” 
 
    Admiring the old man’s snow-white beard, I answered, “It’s all I know how to do. The Advent made sure of that. They’re even showing my brother that as we speak.” 
 
    “I see… My name is Quandell Hermoon, head of the dragon sages living in the Dragon Spire Temple. Yes, we have a way to summon a dragon. Vlimphite stones filled with the prana of dragons can power a lure designed to activate a rune in the dragon realm. Should it choose to, a specially chosen dragon will enter the rune and be summoned to our own. I was not even born the last time the sages called upon the dragon realm. With our current number, if more than five object to the summoning, then it cannot be done.” 
 
    “I’ll work to change any objecting minds, if need be. When will you vote?” 
 
    “Before coming to that, I imagine several of the sages have a few questions for you. Anyone who wishes to ask a question may do so now.” 
 
    Taking a small step forward, one of the pale skinned elders asked, “Exactly how did you come across the sword? Did someone hand it to you?” 
 
    “No, I found it in Nimbria myself.” 
 
    “Then there was no test of your worth by Aranath or anyone else?” 
 
    “Neither of us was in any position to wait for better options. He saved my life and I help him experience life beyond his cage. It’s that simple.” 
 
    “But what of your commitment to following the path of a Veknu Milaris?” asked a woman somewhere in the line. 
 
    “Not to decry the old ways, madam, but they couldn’t prevent the War of Dragon Fire from happening, so they might be a better fit for thelki summoners for now. All the same, I recognize that the old ways did work for a long time, and I would like to learn as much as I can from those wiser than I.” 
 
    “An honestly noble assessment, if thou truly means it.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out how serious I am.” I took a deep breath and walked closer to Quandell. Then, getting on a knee and bowing my head, I said, “I wish to summon my own flying ally, and I humbly ask for your aid on that venture as well.” 
 
    The old man chuckled. “Rise, child.” I did. “Those that consider themselves dragon knights are said to only kneel before the gods. May that be your first lesson from me… Does anyone have any objections to summoning a dragon?” Many looked at one another with expressions that ranged from trepidation to detained eagerness, but no one said anything. “Very well. I suspect curiosity is holding the tongue of any skeptics. A dragon will also help us determine what to do with you. Ning! Everson! Gather the dragon crystals and meet us at the rune.” 
 
    The youngest sage and a thirty-something man put up their hoods and ran out the temple, heading for the bridge that led to the western pillar. The larger group turned and walked toward the bridge that led to the eastern pillar. From my previous view in the air, the eastern pillar stood as the tallest and broadest peak of the three. The bridge hadn’t appeared all that long from the air, but standing at its end showed that the connection of rock was about a hundred and fifty feet long. It sides curved four feet high, creating a nice bowl for water to collect, so a few holes had been bored every few paces to let the water drain. 
 
    I heard squawks from thelki, but as I couldn’t see them, I guessed they hid somewhere in the crags and foliage below. What I did perceive as I crossed the bridge was a ring of trees growing around the flattened peak of the pillar. We went toward the epicenter of the cleared area, which measured somewhere between one and two acres. The group of sages spread outward to surround a rune a hundred feet in diameter. 
 
    The two courier sages returned, each holding a small chest. Ning and Everson opened their cases and took out pinky-sized crystals. They then proceeded to embed the red minerals into holes scattered throughout the rune. I counted nine implanted crystals before they closed their cases and joined their fellow sages. 
 
    To me, the lead elder said, “Place your hand on the rune.” 
 
    “You want me to summon the dragon?” 
 
    “You should begin to sense the amount of power required for such an act. Release your prana into the groove of the rune. Send it flowing to the nearest crystal and let it flow naturally from there. Hold the spell for as long as you can so that the dragon on the other side will know this is no fluke.” 
 
    I knelt and rested my palm on top of the first crease. As I did with the miniature runes on the dragon stones, I freed the invisible prana from my body and had it latch on to the hard rock. The first crystal was ten feet away, putting it well within my range. The mineral seemed to react to my prana. Similar to the magnetized rocks Ghevont liked to experiment with, the crystal attracted my prana toward itself. When my piece of spirit reached it, a smaller rune lit up within its parent. The ruby light rapidly propagated to more crystals and the circular runes they held dominion over. 
 
    All nine crystals shed their steaming power into the grooves, producing a sharp glow that illuminated the clouds above us. My prana rushed out of me at an alarming rate. I slowed the momentum with slow, deliberate breaths, but I wasn’t going to last more than half a minute before fainting. When that half minute had nearly come, the elder bent his timeworn body so that he could add his power to mine. The others soon did the same, alleviating my burden by thirty fold. 
 
    Not long after the last sage added their prana, a blast of wind and the cold rain it carried almost knocked me over. A series of rumbling clicks secreted from the dragon silhouette now in front of me. Aranath responded to the clicks by growling inside his throat. Most of the scales on this dragon were of a dark purple and narrower than those of Aranath. Lighter shades of purples and hints of other colors tinted the web of its wings and a long, upright frill that started behind its python-like head and grew all the way to the tip of its tail. Including the tail, the dragon was probably a good fifteen feet longer than Aranath, but also leaner and lighter. Its wings, while large, did not appear as great as Aranath’s. 
 
    “I should have known,” said a perturbed Aranath. “Iterra.” 
 
    The dragon’s fearsome crimson eyes skimmed through the humans surrounding it, its long neck giving it a good field of vision without having to move the bulk of its body. A few of the sages had indeed fallen over from the gust and were getting back up. I and the other sages, including Quandell, kept their hands on the rune, which still glowed, but with a weaker light. The dragon stopped its evaluation to look at an unusual sight on these peaks—the hilt of a sword. 
 
    In a hissing tone slicker than Aranath’s, the second dragon voice I ever heard said something like, “Sensoris fru’ta lec. Mic lic’sis.” The dragon’s mouth barely opened to say the words, and without lips, a few syllables did not match the movement of the jaws. 
 
    Aranath grunted. “Stand up and tell her ‘It is so.’” 
 
    “It is so, Iterra.” 
 
    The summoned dragon lowered her head and shut her eyes. Then, resuming her previous position, she said, “Your name, human.” 
 
    “Mercer.” 
 
    “Should I assume you are the reason the sages have summoned me?” 
 
    “Yes. I need the aid of the dragon realm. I need the best information you have on nismerdons and their magic.” 
 
    “Nismerdons? Why?” 
 
    “At least one could be here.” 
 
    “In Orda?” 
 
    “Yes. Spiral-like symbols have been found near large mounds under a volcano, which was occupied by a human cult using powerful magic. The mounds are now buried by a lake of lava, but the Advent’s leader claims to have awoken his master with the help of holy prana. This master is now regaining his strength somewhere in Orda, and I need to find out the best way to find and stop him.” 
 
    An introspective rumble quivered her neck. “A serious assertion.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m all about serious.” 
 
    “Another grim assertion for a child to make.” 
 
    “The Advent took away my childhood, the life I should have had. Finding time to jest with a dragon and their sages is nonexistent on my list of priorities.” 
 
    “A shame. Dragons and their sages should always find time for jesting, even if our humors are different.” 
 
    “Will you help, Iterra?” 
 
    “Do you have proof of your claim?” 
 
    “The former Alslana king will spread what I claim. He and his army were in the volcano with me.” 
 
    “Ah, Alslana. I believe that is where Aranath was summoned, yes?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Can you summon him now?” 
 
    “No. I only summoned him before using the aid of leftover holy prana. I’m hoping the sages here will guide me to that end. Should they?” 
 
    “Are you really asking whether my elders will object to a human becoming Veknu Milaris?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I cannot say either way. The elders have always known a human could someday stumble upon the link to Aranath, so they must also be comfortable, or at least curious, by the idea of Aranath partnering with a human. I will return to my realm and inquire on the matter, as well as learn what I can about nismerdons. I do not know how long that will take, but my wings will be swift. When I am ready to be summoned, this rune will shine. Is there anything more?” 
 
    “Only to thank you, Iterra.” 
 
    “We’ll see what I return with. Ben’ha cur sismis.” 
 
    Aranath simply told me to say, “Yes.” 
 
    “Mes la mar. Sismis. Very well, release the spell.” 
 
    In a gust of wind that sucked us closer to the rune, the great beast vanished. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    “Is everyone all right?!” Quandell asked as loudly as he could, though he didn’t have the strongest of voices. His question had to be passed down the circle. 
 
    A few of the older sages were breathing hard, but nothing more worrisome than that. 
 
    As I helped Quandell straighten his bent spine, I asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Never better, my lad. Gods, I always thought thelki were robust beasts, but they are but pups compared to a full-blooded dragon, aren’t they? And to hear her speak! Like a feminine thunder. Marvelous.” 
 
    “What now, Master Hermoon?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Back to business, I suppose.” 
 
    “Er, sorry. I didn’t mean to snap you out of your wonder.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s quite all right. I expect you’ll provide a little more of it if we can help you summon Aranath. While we wait for Iterra to signal us, I would like to begin your training. Do you feel up for it, child?” 
 
    “I can start right away.” 
 
    “Good, good… From what I’ve read, dragon knights came from children who trained for years before ever getting the chance to meet their dragon knight master, which happened when they got to be around your age. Many would not get that far. If a sage ever witnessed a child harming animals for amusement, start fights with their fellow apprentices, or any number of ominous conduct, then they would be sent back to where they came from without a second thought. You have obviously skipped these initial stages.” 
 
    “And you’re worried I find my amusement by pulling the wings off flies?” 
 
    “No. Well, do you?” 
 
    “Only if they deserve it. None have, so far.” 
 
    The sages had gathered in front of us as we spoke. Most were still in a curious state of awe as they absorbed what had just happened. It reminded me that most people led different lives than I, even sages who protected and studied the old ways of dragon knights. 
 
    After a few words from Quandell to the sages explained that he planned to train me, Quandell said, “As I was saying, not going through the traditional trials muddles a clean evaluation of your skill. However, you came very close to summoning Iterra on your own, showing me that you are not far from summoning a dragon without a rune. Still, I first need you to complete a trial or two before moving on to an advanced form of training.” 
 
    “That sounds fine.” 
 
    Back to the sages, Quandell said, “Those assigned to the Trial of Heights, please move to your positions!” 
 
    A band of sages separated from the main group and walked toward the bridge. The first sage that reached the structure stopped and let the others pass her. Ten feet later and the next sage stopped. The first sage then rose her hands. The earthen spell she cast tore off several pieces of flat rock from the bridge’s inner brim. She next spaced them out over the mile deep drop. Her neighbor started doing the same. The pattern continued as Quandell continued to speak. 
 
    “As the name implies, a prospective dragon knight needs to rid a human’s inherent wariness of the sky, just as a swimmer needs to overcome their anxiety over drowning. You see, prana responds to one’s mental state as easily as it does to a physical one. So summoning a dragon with a mindset that still fears falling to one’s death restricts your potential. This is of course different for everyone. I, for one, started climbing trees as soon as my fingers and toes became strong enough to grip a branch. How strong is your aversion to heights?” 
 
    “Unless the Vyalts started shaking, I mostly did fine. The drowning thing looms much larger in my instincts.” 
 
    “This will hopefully be a quick trial, then. Follow me.” 
 
    Quandell and I walked up to the pillar’s edge by the bridge, watching as the last of the sages prepared their share of floating rocks. The length of each rock looked no longer than my foot. 
 
    “I assume you want me to cross the gap using only the rocks.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Do all sages go through this trial?” 
 
    “It’s voluntary, but yes, we all choose to test ourselves.” 
 
    “And I assume dragon sages don’t let the younger ones fall to their deaths.” 
 
    “Perhaps we do.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Do I start now?” 
 
    “Once you remove the possessions you don’t wish to retrieve off the forest floor.” 
 
    A dry day wouldn’t even have me worrying about falling, but the rain did increase the possibility that a foot would slip. I therefore removed the belt and scabbard holding Aranath, my dragon stones, a cloak heavy with rain, and other sundry items. 
 
    “By the way,” I said, “I’d like for my companions to be here. They probably want to come to my funeral in the event I make a ‘splat’ sound soon.” 
 
    “I’ll send for them.” 
 
    “What do I do when I cross to the other side?” 
 
    “Come back, then start again until your fear has eroded away.” 
 
    “Sounds sane.” 
 
    I stepped to the edge and wiped the rain off above my eyebrows. After recalling my balance training on the ship’s hull, I leapt for the first stone. My foot landed securely on the suspended rock after half expecting the stone to move out from under me. A second later and my next step reached the second foothold. The sages kept the stones firmly in place, though the rocks were not perfectly spaced or on an even plane. 
 
    I tried looking straight ahead at first, but thinking that contradicted the point of the exercise, I glanced down when I could. The plummeting view became a familiar sight during my time in the Vyalts. Still, that primal tinge in the forefront of my brain warned against staying above so much air. Was this the voice I had to silence completely? 
 
    When I touched down on the southern pillar, I turned to see that the casters on the bridge were joined by the remaining sages. They looked on as I took my return trip to the eastern pillar. Once again I had no trouble losing my balance all the way to the end. 
 
    “Impressive,” said Quandell. “Shows the difference between a warrior and a thelki summoner. It takes most of us dozens of tries before we can prevent ourselves from falling, and that’s on drier days. Keep going for as long as you can.” 
 
    There came a point when the rain fell harder, giving me a couple of close shaves. This had me wondering what would happen if I did fall. How would they save me? That question bugged me more and more. Then, on catching sight of two thelki flying to the southern pillar with my friends, I, as Ghevont would put it, formulated a hypothesis. The testing of that hypothesis proceeded after I said, “Fuck it.” 
 
    I jumped. 
 
    The stupidity of the decision collected into my throat, eliciting a brief shout before I forced it back in. Whistles from above dropped faster than I did. Two big colorful blurs then flanked me. The blue one flew closer, maneuvering itself under my falling body. I grabbed the saddle and set my stomach against its back. The thelki next flew upward, carrying me back to the eastern pillar’s peak. I slid off the thelki, offering my thanks by patting it on the head. 
 
    The two flying thelki I had seen before taking the leap of faith landed near its blue kin. Ghevont hopped off the scribe’s thelki while Clarissa skidded off the white one. 
 
    As Quandell came near, I said, “I’m pretty sure I figured out what the point of this trial is.” 
 
    “Yes, it appears so. Competitive children who fear failure generally take days or weeks to learn that passing the Trial of Heights comes once one embraces the sky, not simply use the stones to enhance their sense of balance. Thelki have always been used for this trial, as they have a natural instinct to catch those who fall or become injured. Thelki or griffins are also used to teach children how to fly, giving them confidence that they can ride a dragon with some competence.” 
 
    “Is that my next trial?” 
 
    “It’s no trial, dear boy. Merely what I have in mind.” 
 
    Dashay, hearing an opening to speak, said, “Master Hermoon, is it true a dragon was summoned?” 
 
    “Yes, but do not fret. I will make sure you’ll be present when she returns.” A booming grumble from the clouds convinced Quandell to say, “Since thelki do not fly well in these conditions, it’s best we find shelter until the clouds expel their bounty. It doesn’t help that most of us are liable to getting a nasty cold soon.” 
 
    The transitory journey to the western pillar had me describing to Clarissa, Ghevont, and a little to Dashay what had happened since I left them not so long ago. Clarissa slapped my arm when I told her the last thing I did. 
 
    Waiting to cloister us from the elements was a fully enclosed temple of reddish-brown and white stone. A large domed roof capped the center of the Dragon Spire Temple. Unlike the others, this temple was kept vine free and had no windows to speak of. I couldn’t see the entrance until Eloise tapped her cane on the surface, removing an illusion spell that revealed double doors made of an almost white silver. Above the doors were a varied pattern of crisscrossing scratches. Aranath translated the dragon script to say “Breathe deep and fly high,” the dragon knight motto. 
 
    Lit candles of different sizes lined the vaulted room we entered. A three-layered black chandelier dangled fifteen feet down from the dome and poured light to the center of the room. Tables and desks made from the stone floor itself dotted the room, with chairs being the only wooden furniture I could spot. About half the sages could inhabit this space without making it feel too cramped. Parchment, scrolls, musical instruments, wine bottles, flower vases, and paintings of ships, animals, and the like occupied the living area. I thought it pretty snug, all in all. 
 
    Several sages headed down the narrow left or right halls after hanging their sopping cloaks on metal hooks near the entrance. Watching them go, Quandell said, “Some of us have night shifts to rest up for. How wakeful are you and your companions? We have a few spare rooms you may rest in.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m fine for now.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Clarissa. “By the way, just so we won’t cause any misunderstandings, are there any rooms we aren’t allowed into? Rooms with priceless dragon knight artifacts, for instance?” 
 
    “That room cannot be entered by normal means, madam.” 
 
    Stomping his leather enwrapped foot on the floor, Ghevont asked, “Is it underground? If not, your temple is over a dangerously hollowed out cavity.” 
 
    “No, the room is indeed below us. What is your name again?” 
 
    “Ghevont. My surname is not well-regarded by many, so I don’t say it.” 
 
    “I see. Well, Master Ghevont, you have a good ear to sense the hollow ring of the basement.” 
 
    “Actually, master sage, I used a recently learned technique taught to me by Alslana’s best earthen specialists. Every few steps I release a pulse of prana from my feet and wait to ‘hear’ back from the ground. Though I suppose years living in a fort’s basement has also given me a knack for perceiving the underground world. If you consider that-” 
 
    “Master Hermoon,” I said. “It might not be in your nature, but start talking anytime you want the scholar to cease his expositions. He’ll otherwise judge your politeness to mean interest. And don’t worry about offending him. In fact, I don’t think he can be.” 
 
    “It would actually be fascinating to experience a subject hitting one of my nerves,” said Ghevont. 
 
    “I’ll someday help you with that.” I sat down on a presented chair and told Quandell, “I noticed you didn’t leave anyone to watch the rune.” 
 
    Grunting as he sat on his own seat, the sage replied, “Not a human, no. The thelki, however, will make a ruckus if they see the rune brighten without any of us there. Now then, are you hungry? We can have a nice fruit salad ready in moments.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll eat. Where do you get your food? I didn’t think a large garden could grow well up here.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised, but yes, nearly everything we get is as an offering from Sokomasi villagers. It’s been that way for generations. In exchange, we visit during the Solstice Festival and perform the solstice ritual that asks for Tahlous’ protection. The children always love seeing the thelki.” 
 
    “Asking for Tahlous’ protection appears to work,” said Clarissa. “It looks very peaceful up here.” 
 
    “Well, it helps to have the immense Imperial Forest and its mountains guarding our west and south. Dracera’s armies take care of everywhere else.” 
 
    “Dracera’s own people can present the problem,” I pointed out. 
 
    “True, but attempts at infiltrating the temple are rare. Most Dracerans know that our thelki make excellent sentries. About ten years ago a so-called master thief could only get as far as halfway up this pillar before a thelki smelled him out.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    “A group of us surrounded him on our thelki and knocked him off the cliff. We caught him before he hit the ground, but I imagine he was sentenced to death shortly after being handed off to Sokomasi guardsmen. The penalty for trespassing on our grounds is hanging, after all.” Clarissa rubbed her neck. “I know, I know, but the laws are not my own, and I suppose they do deter more foolish attempts.” 
 
    “Dashay,” said Ghevont with a randomly flamboyant voice, “What will happen to your students with you here?” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll be fine. Master Hermoon will send a sage to check on them from time to time. Besides, I sometimes give them a break from myself when I know my guidance begins to sound more like reprimands.” 
 
    “That’s i-impossible, madam! Nothing coming from your melodious voice can sound like reproofs! Just as the mere sight of you inspires painters to paint and singers to sing!” 
 
    “Lower your voice, Ghevont,” I advised. “She can hear your compliments just fine at a normal tone.” 
 
    “Compliments? They are mere statements of fact, Mercer.” 
 
    “I don’t think Marcela would say the same, honest scholar,” teased Clarissa. 
 
    The next couple of hours were dominated by Clarissa and Ghevont recounting parts of the journey that led us here, which was not done in strict chronological order. Both of my companions seemed to flourish in the nonthreatening environment the sages presented. One woman in particular brought out Ghevont’s social persona more than I had ever seen it. He took the initiative to start and end stories, and bragged about his accomplishments. Since the thelki summoners seemed as well-versed in social situations as the scholar was, his stumbles and babble were more easily forgiven. 
 
    After getting encouraging hints that the sages wouldn’t loathe her condition, Clarissa admitted her vampiric nature, making sure to emphasize that she only drank animal blood. Ghevont and I championed her tame nature, of course. The timid sages were unsettled at first, but Eloise and Ning warmed up to her quickly, easing the others back into the conversation. Even if a few of the sages weren’t exactly thrilled with having a vampire here, I knew their docile nature would not have them act anything but affable with her. 
 
    My fruit bowl tasted good, but I ironically did not enjoy the pink-skinned, white flesh bits that once formed a whole dragon fruit. My stuffed stomach, the tranquilizing background chatter, and my drying, warming body had me dozing off at some point. I still stayed semi-aware of my surroundings, except my senses were lowered to their weakest possible level. I forced myself awake when my own snore startled me, which prompted laughter from Clarissa and a few of the sages. 
 
    When I woke myself up, Quandell said, “The rain is sure to have passed by now. Are you up for learning to fly?” 
 
    I yawned. “As I’ll ever be.” 
 
    “Can we learn as well?” asked Ghevont. 
 
    “I’ll be glad to teach you what I can,” said Dashay, apparently charmed by the scholar’s bluntly naïve attempts at wooing her. 
 
    “I’ll just watch,” said Clarissa. 
 
    The outside world was far different than I remembered. If it hadn’t been for the water droplets dripping from the leaves, one would not have guessed that it rained in the last century. The sun was strong, the humidity not so sticky, and the winds sturdy yet tranquil. No better time to ease the tension on my restrained bowels, I thought. I was told a trench in the back of the temple had been fashioned for such a use. 
 
    Once I took care of the necessary business, I asked Aranath the question I had wanted to ask since summoning Iterra. “Who’s Iterra? Relative? Lover? Do dragons even have that concept?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we? While the word ‘romantic’ is not in our spoken collection, we dragons have a fierce loyalty to our mates. And if you must know, yes, Iterra was a potential mate.” 
 
    “Only potential?” 
 
    A rumbling sigh followed a short silence. He finally said, “She was not yet mature enough to lay eggs.” 
 
    “And you said dragons don’t sound romantic. I’m guessing the war happened before she matured.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Going by her apparent freedom, she didn’t take your side.” 
 
    “No, she did not. As it turned out, I’m quite grateful she didn’t. Nevertheless, it still seems the elders charged her with overseeing the summoning rune, likely anticipating its use by my human partner.” 
 
    “Or maybe she wasn’t charged with anything. Maybe she undertook the task on her own.” Aranath retorted with a trifling grunt. “What did she say to you?” 
 
    “She asked whether humans tasted decent.” 
 
    “I think Ghevont has tougher nerves than you.” 
 
    “Good, that will make him a fine morsel.” 
 
    “Okay, now I have to ask. Have-” 
 
    “No, and only the basest and most desperate of dragons go after something as scrawny and bony as a human.” 
 
    “You’ve never even been tempted by the sight of a fat man wobbling on his little feet? So slow and-” 
 
    “You have training to get to, boy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Quandell and Dashay whistled for their steeds to come to them when we reached the eastern pillar. It turned out that the blue one that saved me from becoming a gloopy stain on the forest floor was Quandell’s thelki. Everson had come along with a few other sages to observe my training and presumably add their counsel when they saw fit. Clarissa watched on from under the shade of a tree. 
 
    Before any actual flying could be endeavored, Quandell and Dashay went over many instructions and suggestions while riding their thelki. The next step was for us as passengers to pay attention to the riders as they performed exaggerated movements to lead their mounts where they wanted them to go. For safety, we never climbed to high in the sky and did not spend much time beyond the range of the pillars. That was pretty much all we did for the first day. 
 
    The second day turned out to be more of the same, with the added requirement of repeating to our tutors what we learned to make sure we memorized it. I wanted to be sarcastic in response to the nigh patronizing tone Quandell spoke with when instructing me, but I refrained, figuring he couldn’t help it. For that reason, I preferred it when Everson took over schooling duties when the old master needed a rest. 
 
    Everson was said to be the best rider of the sages, and he wasn’t afraid to show off his skill in diving loops and crisp rolls on his red and yellow thelki. Short, curly hair topped Everson’s oblong head. His body was a tad bulkier than mine, and even compared to native-born Dracerans his skin looked dark. His casual attire followed most of the sages’ Draceran inspired style. 
 
    I encouraged his acute maneuvers, as they were the only times I truly felt like I was being prepared to fly and not just going through humdrum training. During these times I actually longed for my stomach to squeeze between my lungs and for my brain to spin inside its skull. It was just plain fun, something my life seemed to fight as often as it did its enemies. Most would think me almost jaded by the twists and turns the thelki took, but the vampire knew how to interpret my little grins and minor changes to my voice’s pitch. 
 
    The third day was when my promotion to the front of the saddle took place. Everson sat behind me, supervising his student as I took the reins to his friend. Going against Quandell’s advice to start slow, Everson instructed me to go ahead and go as far to push myself to whatever speed I thought I could achieve. 
 
    “Thelki can’t exactly fly slowly with two people on its back,” said Everson as Alka, his female thelki, slunk toward the edge of the pillar. “They have to keep up a good speed to keep themselves aloft, so trying to force them to reduce their speed is a struggle for them.” Alka stopped at the precipice. “Thelki know what they’re doing, Mercer. Let them take the lead first, then you can take charge when you feel ready.” 
 
    I leaned forward and tapped both of its half spread wings with my boots. The thelki jutted forward and let herself drop. With equal pressure I squeezed my toes against her sides, telling her to keep on dropping. Quandell would have told me to pull up five feet after taking the dive, but Everson only hollered as we each savored the next few seconds of the world becoming nothing more than a green and blue blur. Then I relaxed my feet. Her wings opened at their full length and angled upward, jerking us back up to a level horizon. 
 
    To my surprise, we still glided a thousand feet above the forest canopy. I planned to someday push my luck and test how close I could get to touching the highest leaves. I let Alka fly straight for a couple of minutes before nudging her with my left leg, making her turn in that direction. A longer nudge had her tuning all the way around. Getting her to ascend required me to snap the reins twice. Tapping my boots at the base of her wings as before got her to descend. Pulling the slacked reins taut made her slow down while speeding her up involved the voice command “Go, go!” 
 
    It was all pretty straight forward as far as I was concerned. This wasn’t like trying to learn the intricacies of a ship. Flying became a personal life goal, not just something I did to humor someone else. Damn the salted seas! Damn all tottering boats! And damn the very ground! Dragon knights belonged in the air! Free and above the clouds themselves! 
 
    Unfortunately, a thelki carrying one person could not get itself that high without plenty of effort, but I still had Alka fly as high as she wanted to go to commence another dive. I think she enjoyed it as much as the humans did. One had to hold on tight to the saddle to not end up flopping at the end of the safety line during a dive. The rider also had to be careful not to accidentally send a command that confused the thelki, which might have happened once or twice before landing back on the pillar. 
 
    “Not bad for your first time,” said Everson. “A warrior’s instincts on full display.” 
 
    “And a warrior’s brashness,” said Quandell, walking up to us. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far, Master Hermoon. I was not much different when I first started learning, yet you now call me the finest flier here. You seem to forget Mercer is no dutiful sage.” 
 
    As an elder tended to do, Quandell waved off a point he could not argue. “Aye, maybe I do forget, that does not make me wrong. It would be quite a bit more than embarrassing if Iterra returns to find the first Veknu Milaris in five centuries lies somewhere in the forest floor. Now then, to prevent such a catastrophe, I think it’s time for Master Eberwolf’s true training to begin. Come, we need to move away from the rune.” 
 
    Here is when I noticed eight sages had lined up in a half circle near the bridge, six of them using a chair. 
 
    As we walked toward them, Quandell said, “Summoning a dragon on your own takes a master level of prana efficiency, and that does not include the prana it takes to keep it in this realm. Normally, reaching this level of proficiency takes decades of training, decades that will see one waste away their prime years, but potential Veknu Milaris have dragon fire as an ally. Training with the volatile power cultivates one’s prana much faster than the vast majority of spells could. You’ve done well on your own, Master Eberwolf, but mastery of the flame means more than simply burning down all you see.” 
 
    We stopped in front of the other sages. 
 
    “If you please, Master Eberwolf, place one of your dragon stones on the ground and ignite it. Keep it so for as long as you can.” 
 
    After doing as he asked, he nodded at his cohorts. Four of them stuck out their arms and cast a ward spell around my flame, combining their square forms into a six foot wide dome bubble that closed off physical access to my flame. Their presence did not at all impede my control over the fire, however. Indeed, Quandell stepped right up and showed me how weak the bluish ward was by using his bare fingers to break through it, destroying half of it instantly. It reformed once he removed his hand. 
 
    “As you can see, the barrier is not meant to keep your influence out of it. In truth, I want your flame to escape. Jude, please create an opening.” 
 
    A rectangular breach appeared in the middle of the ward, becoming two inches tall and six inches wide before growing any more. 
 
    “Pull your flame out of the ward without breaking it. Obviously, if my fingers were enough to disrupt the ward, then you can imagine the mere heat of your flames will result in a similar failure. An easy way to complete the trial is to manipulate a mere ember and send that through the hole, but that won’t exactly lead to improvement. The Trial of Poise is about understanding that a dragon flame’s power need not be an all-consuming wave of ruin, but a maternal energy that can provide warmth to the most delicate of flower petals. The reality is harsher to blossoms than the concept, but the essence is the same. You’ll want to sit for this. You’ll be here a while.” 
 
    I sat cross-legged, looking up in envy to see Dashay and Ghevont still sweeping through the clouds. 
 
    “Of course, one ward bubble wouldn’t be a challenge worthy of a warrior, would it? Sages, please create the second ward and its breach.” 
 
    The remaining four sages rose their arms to cast another half orb over the first, its perimeter a foot and a half wider. Regardless of the bigger reach, the second ward’s opening grew only half the size. Quandell bowed and sat on a nearby chair. 
 
    My first priority was to see if I could at least get an ember through the gaps. As it turned out, this exertion alone took a good deal of concentration. Cutting the flame down a few sizes was simple enough, but feeding the ember my prana without having it mature again proved problematic. All the same, the residual flame crossed the first opening without incident. The second ward did not fare as well. It wasn’t my fault, though. A big gust threw me off just enough for the ember to get too close and vaporize a third of the ward. 
 
    Reaching for my next stone, I asked, “Any advice, Aranath?” 
 
    “You once compared taming dragon fire to taming a wild horse. You must now become that wild horse.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You don’t understand your own comparison?” 
 
    “Not in reverse.” 
 
    “That’s the trouble with you humans. Few of you can think in more than one direction.” 
 
    “So, do you have advice or not?” 
 
    “Ah, my point proven already.” 
 
    “Fine, forget it, then.” I tossed a dragon stone through the wards to get another flame going. 
 
    After one of his draconic sighs, Aranath said, “How is a wild horse subdued?” 
 
    “Uh, by tiring it out?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “You want me to exhaust my prana?” 
 
    “Yes. Your flame will weaken in consequence, making it easier to influence. Of course, it’s a fine line between becoming too exhausted to hold a flame and still being able to control it. That’s the point of this trial. If you can consistently find this line, then it’s proof your prana is becoming more refined.” 
 
    “I have a feeling I was supposed to figure that out on my own.” 
 
    “I’d allow knowledge to flow naturally if we had more time, but if fighting a nismerdon is in our future, then you should have the ability to summon me. Regardless, previous experience tells me that you would have figured it out on your own, so there’s no harm sharing the knowledge sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. This training will still take weeks if not months to master.” 
 
    “I’m going to need more stones.” 
 
    Thanks to the sages, I soon had a large supply of dragon stones. When opportunity allowed, I continued practicing my flying skills, but the Trail of Poise became my new all-day affair. I now made sure to expend much of my prana in early training sessions before getting to the trial. Early training sessions meant early mornings, but many of the older sages woke up even before I did, so there was always a few ready to cast their hair thin wards. If rain or wind alone burst the wards, then yet another ward would be cast around my training spot to improve conditions. 
 
    One bright evening, as I threw in another dragon stone into the bubble, both wards suddenly vanished altogether. I looked at the sages to see that they were staring behind me. I turned around to see the summoning rune glowing red. It did not take long to gather everyone around the large circle, some of them signaled by squawking thelki. The beasts were quieted when their summoners connected to the rune. Due to my enfeebled state, I was excused from providing prana. This time everyone was better braced for the squall that came with her coming. 
 
    The dragon opened her toothy maw in either a yawn or an attempt to taste the air. Then, as she looked about herself, I noted two fresh scars on her neck. 
 
    “Did you have success, Iterra?” I asked. 
 
    She noticed what I stared at. “Hmph, yes. Dragons sometimes need to prove their convictions beyond speech. My convictions produced results.” 
 
    “What did you learn?” 
 
    “That my elders can indeed fly faster than they typically do. The threat of nismerdons being on Orda seems to concern them, which concerns me in turn. The elders would not normally trust a human’s interpretation on the matter, but Aranath recognizing the symbols adds some credence. They thus concluded they could not ignore the possibility that a nismerdon might be regaining its former strength. Even a withered nismerdon would be a match for a small army of human casters.” 
 
    “Then what is their recommendation? How do we find one?” 
 
    “With this.” 
 
    The dragon’s long tail slithered forward. Actually, “tails” might be more descriptive. Iterra’s tail started off as one appendage, but split into two thinner extremities down the middle. One of them was wrapped around a bluish white ball the size of a large pumpkin. On dropping it between us, I realized the ball was a perfect sphere of ice. At the very center of it I could make out a dull green crystal five inches long. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Ghevont, taking a few steps closer. 
 
    “One of the few examples we have of nismerdon prana. This crystal was discovered long ago and kept preserved within this spell. If a nismerdon is indeed attempting to recoup its strength, then it can be expected it will absorb energy from Orda herself. This crystal will be able to detect the spell that absorbs such energy.” 
 
    “What kind of energy?” I asked. 
 
    “Like most creatures, humans and dragons use the prana within ourselves to fuel spells and perform feats of strength, but nismerdons are said to have gained access to the energy present around them. Masters of this technique have the ability to drain the feeble prana inside mere leaves and insects. Fortunately, this process is sluggish and can be sensed by those familiar with nismerdon magic. This crystal, wishing to return to its rightful place, will react when brought near active nismerdon spells, no matter how subtle.” 
 
    “So, you want me to go around the world and use the crystal to look under every nook and cranny?” 
 
    “If you aspire to act foolishly, yes.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    “Then you’ll conclude that most of the world need not be searched. A hiding nismerdon will not wish to be disturbed as it recovers, yet it must also have access to plenty of life for it to feed on. The center of Orda’s greatest forests will be the best places to begin.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” said Ghevont. 
 
    “And then what?” I asked. “What is the best way to kill a nismerdon?” 
 
    The dragon sniffed the air. “I smell it burning now, child. Stone boiled to dust lingers in the sky. Master your flame and only powers bestowed by gods can withstand its heat. Hmm, I also smell…” Her head looked to the right of Ghevont, where Clarissa stood. 
 
    “She’s no secret,” I said. 
 
    Iterra grunted. “If you say so.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s too much to ask for direct help from your realm?” 
 
    “Summon Aranath and you will have direct aid.” 
 
    “I keep hearing it’ll take years for me to master flame and flight.” 
 
    “Indeed, but even an immediate threat from fifty nismerdons would not be enough to convince the elders to reunite our realms. For now, they see the actions of you and Aranath as having more far-reaching consequences. They are curious… as am I. Mes cur’lec damis, sismis.” 
 
    Wanting to hide his answer from me and the others, Aranath told me to say dragon gibberish. More gibberish responded. 
 
    The coded discussion went on for a few more rounds, stopping when Iterra said, “I trust once you are finished using the nismerdon crystal that it is brought back here. Destroying it is also preferable to losing it or using its power. I recommend embedding the crystal on a stave. I believe that’s how human casters retained such items before. Now, is there anything more from any of you?” 
 
    “Yes, madam dragon,” said Ghevont. “Is it true that vernics spit poison? If so, how potent is the toxicity?” 
 
    The dragon cocked her head. If she had an eyebrow to raise, I’m sure it would have been. “Vernics do indeed expel a black muck from their mouths, but poisonous it is not. It is only irritating if they can blind the eye.” 
 
    “Do they all have wings, or is it only females?” 
 
    “Males have them, but only for display.” 
 
    “Interesting. What ab-” 
 
    “Ghevont,” I said. “The sages can’t hold the summon forever. Let’s give the sages a chance to have their say.” 
 
    “Oh, of course.” 
 
    I nodded at Quandell. The head sage nodded back and took a step closer to the looming beast. 
 
    “Iterra, Voice of Slypso, we, eternal keepers of the Dragon Spire Temple, are honored to have borne witness to your form and hear your words after generations of concealment and silence.” 
 
    The dragon bowed her head. “And I commend you, sages, for keeping alive what mark my race has made in your realm. Perhaps someday it will be the site where our races reunite. For now, use your knowledge to bring about the best of this latent Veknu Milaris. I hope we meet again. Breathe deep and fly high.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Ghevont, being his ever proactive self when it came to oddities, walked right up to the ice ball after Iterra left. He crouched beside it and tapped it with his finger. Sensing no negative effect from the act, his fingers traced the surface of the ball. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “This is no mere ice ball,” he replied. “Pure ice water would be clear and immediately start to sweat in this air. As you can see, the ball has a blue tint to it, and its surface, while cold like ice, is remarkably dry. I should have asked her about the preservation spell.” 
 
    “You should have asked her a hundred other things. Master Hermoon, Iterra suggested we place this in a staff. Do you have any?” 
 
    “Only as old relics, but we do carry the knowledge and tools to make a new stave. If we can find one, then I believe the wood of a night palm will be perfect for the purpose. I will send a party tomorrow morning to locate one.” 
 
    “May I join them?” asked Ghevont. “I would love to collect a few samples of flora and fauna while I can.” 
 
    “Of course, I see no harm.” 
 
    “I can,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “Pardon, Master Eberwolf?” 
 
    “Nothing. Do we leave the crystal in the ice ball?” 
 
    “Yes. We’ll move it into the temple and keep an eye on it. We’ll see if it melts on its own. If not, then we’ll take less patient measures.” 
 
    “Ghevont, start researching world maps and mark down which forests will be our best bets to find a nismerdon.” 
 
    “I can do that,” said the scholar. “The Imperial Forest should actually be the first place we look.” 
 
    “As due diligence, but I doubt a nismerdon will choose to be between two major nations. Not to mention being under the shadow of sages who can summon a dragon at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “What about Gremly?” asked Clarissa. “There’s a whole disorientation spell there already.” 
 
    “It’s not nismerdon magic, however,” said Ghevont. “They might take advantage of it, but whatever is in Gremly’s deepest reaches will likely choose to fend off a nismerdon rather than protect it.” 
 
    “Still, due diligence and all that.” 
 
    “We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” I said. “Until I can summon Aranath, checking the world’s forests is beyond us. Master Hermoon, it’s time I finish my day’s training.” 
 
    Without anyone proficient in swordplay around, my training stayed limited to prana efficiency. Hours and days melded into one another as I sat perpetually by those weak-ass wards. Ghevont’s and Clarissa’s days were a little more varied. 
 
    The scholar joined the sages who flew down to the forest floor to seek out the night palm. They also gathered useful rainforest specimens they knew would help create healing balms, tonics, and other concoctions useful for those seeking danger. Moreover, these excursions served to collect animal blood for the vampire’s use. A full week passed before a healthy night palm was found, and so Ghevont spent the days after the discovery assisting the sages in the making of the stave. The ice ball began to melt, but at the pace of a droplet an hour. 
 
    As for Clarissa, she practiced her water spell with as much urgency as I had ever seen from her. I thought her capable already, but she must have been recalling her water spell’s ineffectiveness against my brother—ignoring the fact she helped topple a corrupted troll with it. She got support from the sages, who delivered elemental attacks for her to counter and cast defensive spells for her to find a way around. When she wasn’t training with spells, she liked using the stoves to learn to cook the beans, rice, meat, and vegetables available. 
 
    My constant training offered little time to mingle with the sages, but our close proximity made it impossible not to learn something about them. Quandell, for example, had only been head of the sages for six years. He was voted leader shortly after the last one died in her bed. Eloise had the distinction of being the most experienced summoner and being the “grandmother” to Ning. 
 
    The old woman first encountered a five-year-old Ning when she visited Sokomasi during the Solstice Festival. An orphaned Ning had essentially been passed down from person to person until she ended up in Sokomasi. Here Eloise learned that her thelki took a great liking to the girl and vice versa. Eloise then took Ning to the training temple and raised her there until Ning summoned her wings thirteen years later. As for how Ning became orphaned in Dracera in the first place, well, the handed down story stated that a slaver ship sunk off the coast and that a little girl floating on a boat was the only survivor. Exactly who or how the foreign born girl started hopping from person to person remained unknown. 
 
    Exempting Ning’s uncommon journey to the spires, the other summoners decided as young adults or older that they wanted to be dragon sages. Still, not everyone who summoned a thelki became a sage. A few headed back to families or used their new companion to travel, but those who became a sage had to sever their connection to the wider world, including their families. In some cases, there was no family to return to, making the decision to isolate one’s self from larger society an easier one. This turned out to be Everson’s circumstance. 
 
    A pestilence swept through Everson’s village and killed many of the adults, including his parents. He and his brother went to live in a city, but the bustle of the cramped life did not suit him. When he heard he could live in peace in the mountains, he jumped at the chance to test his placid personality. This placidity loosened when his thelki showed him what true independence from the ground felt like. Everson could thus be called the most unreserved of the sages, which was equivalent to pointing out the most dangerous rabbit in a herd. 
 
    All things considered, I liked the sages. Their personalities were predisposed to keeping to themselves and not force me into their discussions on subjects I cared nothing for. Yes, that meant they were sort of boring, but fuck it, I needed a little tedium in my life. What had been my alternatives to boring? Fighting for my life? Hoping I didn’t drown going from one point on a map to another? Or that a mountain didn’t collapse on top of me and my friends? In my life, at least, boring meant stability, a rare state for my mind and soul to be in, so I had no reason to refuse it when it came. 
 
    Ten days after felling its tree, the staff was nearing completion. The stave had been made by warping thin layers of the gray-black wood around a narrow core of compacted rock, giving it a spiraled appearance. Every sheet of wood was imbued with prana so that it could be enchanted by an earthen hardening spell. The wood kept its twisted shape until it met the carving of a croaking raven’s head at the top. To promote a faster end to the process, a ring of fire was cast around the stone pedestal the ice ball had been placed on. The warmth did shrink the ball quicker, but sheering off even more of the wait time came when water spells tore off the tenacious lumps of ice. 
 
    Half a day of work later and the prana crystal came free of its frost prison. Three inches of it was rooted below the raven’s open beak, leaving the rest visible so we could recognize a potential reaction. The upright stave stood as tall as Ghevont’s nose, and being that he was going to be in charge of it, the scholar spent time getting used to its weight and reach. He couldn’t use it to power spells, but as long as he kept fortifying the hardening spell enchanted on the wood, the stave would still make for a good last defense against a blade’s swing. I also expected that Ghevont expected to someday replace the nismerdon crystal with another he could use to supplement the power of his spells. 
 
    Measuring my training’s slow headway was done by how much flame I goaded out of the wards. The best motion that facilitated the flame’s exit looked similar to how one would carefully pull a long, heavy rope toward their chest. The fire responded by shaping itself into a heavy-to-my-soul thread that gently slipped inside the gaps. I started getting three or four inches out of the smaller gap before I lost control. 
 
    Glaring at fire all day meant having to see it every other night in my dreams. It was damn annoying. Sometimes everything in the dream would be made of fire, including the people. Other times it would only be a very specific thing, like hair or flowers, or that sea of flames I sometimes swam in. Of course, the dream people wouldn’t react to their head being on fire, which always threw me off because people should react to being on fire, and I was not always lucid enough to tell the difference between dreams and reality. They weren’t exactly nightmares, but they bothered me to the point that in the times I did get roused in the middle of the night, I often chose not to go back to sleep. 
 
    One spot I became fond of lied on the eastern pillar’s northwestern edge. A tree with broad leaves and high roots made for a good seat to watch the starry sky and moonlit forest canopy. Unless a downpour made going out unpleasant, then the pillar’s inhabitants frequently found me asleep under this tree if my room turned out to be empty. The active winds barred many of the flying bugs from reaching me, but the crawling type did occasionally cross my smoking dragon stones and leave a mark. 
 
    During one of these nights under the tree, I heard someone with three steps walking toward me. The third step came from a staff being used like a cane. Ghevont leaned the staff by the tree next to mine and sat down. 
 
    “A lovely night,” he said. 
 
    “You’ll get no argument from me.” 
 
    “I do hope to get the opposite of an argument from you.” 
 
    “An agreement? On what?” 
 
    “Wait, isn’t ‘advice’ the opposite of ‘argument’?” 
 
    “Uh, I guess it could be, but I think ‘agreement’ is a stronger opposite.” 
 
    “Hmm… Well, anyway, I want your advice on something.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “Dashay.” 
 
    “Ah. I suppose I can help with that, but my experience wooing a woman is as extensive as your own.” 
 
    “Weren’t you with Sophia?” 
 
    “The mere fact I could someday summon a dragon wooed her. Even the first woman I bedded was riding a kind of high after fighting vampires.” 
 
    “The same vampires Clarissa was with?” 
 
    “Aye. There are probably sages with more experience courting a woman than I.” 
 
    “Still, what do you think is the best way to proceed?” 
 
    “Depends what you want. Depends what she wants, too, I suppose. It’s pretty simple if both of you just want a few nights together, but if either of you want something more enduring, that’s something you’ll have to figure out with her. It’ll probably be best to be blunt with her. Not too blunt, of course. Uh, just between us, what do you want from her?” 
 
    “A fine question…” 
 
    “You don’t know, do you?” 
 
    “Not at all, no. At first I didn’t even recognize that I was acting different around her, not until you and Clarissa started specifying the changed behavior. Then I tried studying why her form and words had such an effect on me, but I would lose sight of my goals halfway into conversing with her. I am thus slow in ascertaining what particular facets she carries that hold such sway over me. I’ve read accounts of people conquered by similar emotions, but only now do I realize how swift and prevailing such sensations really are. Have you felt such a draw before?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “With who?” 
 
    “Odet.” 
 
    “And how has she responded to your advances?” 
 
    “Uh, there haven’t been any. She’s a princess already involved with someone else.” 
 
    “True, true… Her sister remains unattached, however. The older one, I mean.” 
 
    “You haven’t been talking to Clarissa, have you?” 
 
    “I always speak with Clarissa, why?” 
 
    “I meant about Beatrice.” 
 
    “Oh. No. Has the idea crossed her mind as well?” 
 
    “In a sense.” 
 
    “And what did you think of the notion?” 
 
    “That a few conditions must first be meet. It doesn’t exactly sound romantic, but I don’t think I’m the type, anyway.” 
 
    “I believe we share camps in that respect. In any case, I’ll try out your ‘blunt’ suggestion and learn where Dashay stands.” 
 
    “There’s no rush yet, scholar. I could summon Aranath tomorrow, but I’ll still need training to keep him summoned for more than a minute. We’ll be here a while yet.” 
 
    “Ah, speaking of your training, have you ever noticed how your dragon flame always stays a consistent orangey-red color?” 
 
    “Uh, sure. What’s your point?” 
 
    “Well, a natural flame changes colors depending on what it’s burning and how strong it burns. Most fire spells share comparable reactions. Your dragon flame, however, burns through different kinds of rock and wards without ever so much as shifting in shade. On top of that, while the flame itself is blazing orange, the light it generates is closer to a shade of white than not.” 
 
    “And what does this tell you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet, but I am certain it says something fascinating.” 
 
    “Let me know when you figure out what that is.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    The next few days didn’t show a noteworthy change in the relationship between Ghevont and Dashay, so I assumed he took my suggestion not to rush anything. There did come a morning when Dashay and Ghevont joined a group of sages who flew closer to the forest’s epicenter every day. They hoped to eliminate the region as a nismerdon hiding spot. Though I didn’t believe a nismerdon somehow made it there, I still wanted to accompany them in their investigation, but Quandell said that would take too much time away from my training. I ultimately agreed with him. If there was any hint of Advent nearby, then the group would return and summon Iterra. 
 
    It grated on my sanity that I had no one to spar with. The best I could do to release pent-up frustration was to slash at rigid wards cast by the sages. Lamentably, slow moving wards did not force me to evade or counter to the best of my ability, and no matter how much I insisted, the sages were too afraid of hurting me to attack with full forced spells. I therefore feared my reflex time was being dampened by a lack of pressure. Clarissa’s water spell pushed me some, but her not so great weapon skills removed the ring of steel I liked hearing every time sword clashed with its challenger. If I had foreseen the problem, I would have invited a pirate or two to join me. 
 
    Weeks of plodding progress combined with an appreciation of the routine birthed a mental arena where my restlessness fought my tranquility to a daily truce. It wasn’t much different than the weather on top of this forested mountain. Was it going to be hot and calm? Windy and rainy? Gray? Bright? And I had to ask that every hour. The same went for my concentration. Some days had my mind in a dismal haze I couldn’t escape until I found sleep. Others found me ready to take on nismerdons and all their servants. 
 
    “I’m going mad, Aranath,” I said as one mire of a day ended. The sages were heading for the stove temple to get supper, but I lagged behind. 
 
    “Ah, so you finally broke your silence.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    A small snort escaped the dragon. “It’s time you let your prana completely recover. Do nothing for the next two days.” 
 
    “Uh, okay. Why? And what did you mean when you spoke of my silence?” 
 
    “Draining one’s prana to such a low point as often as you do tends to erode one’s reason. Griping about your state this far into your training is a testament to the grievances your body has experienced.” 
 
    “Yeah, ‘grievances’ is how I would describe them. So, what’s after the rest? More training?” 
 
    “Of course, after you attempt to summon me.” 
 
    I stopped walking, which had me at the middle of the bridge. “You think I’m ready?” 
 
    “I can’t be sure, but you are close enough to try. I suppose that should count for something.” 
 
    “And there’s nothing more I can do to give me an edge? No secret, dangerous technique that will enhance my prana?” 
 
    “To be sure, but they will not be worthy of a Veknu Milaris. I also doubt any sage here would be familiar with the spells required for such forbidden arts. They would otherwise not have been able to summon a thelki.” 
 
    “There really aren’t any bloodthirsty thelki out there?” 
 
    “I suspect one or two in a generation might be inclined to bite rather than squawk, but these might be more ill than anything. Now then, eat and sleep as much as you can these next two days. Summoning me will require you to be at your most hale and hearty, as you humans say. I too will use your rest period to sleep.” 
 
    Quandell assented to Aranath’s recommendation after I told him of it. The next two days thus had me resting in the temple. Most of the minutes were disbursed in the usual activities of eating, sleeping, or bathing in a tub of collected rainwater. Reading extraneous stories and listening to sages strumming or blowing into their instruments also contributed to the passing of time. I already felt quite refreshed once I gained a full day’s of respite. I took breaks before, of course, but they did not last a whole day and still often found me doing something on par with basic military drills. 
 
    The thelki scout party returned from their latest outing in the middle of my second day of rest, so everyone would be present for my summoning attempt. Clarissa, who assumed I’d be feeling pressure, which I was, eased the stress in on my back with massage techniques she learned from a sage. Sometimes she pinched or rubbed too hard, but it sort of worked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Fuzzy sunlight nuzzled the horizon on the morning my repose ended. As I ate a piece of a bitter watermelon, everyone walked over and gathered at the eastern pillar. The sages had never been so silent and yet so excited before. I separated from the main group as they anticipated witnessing the first unassisted dragon summoning in five hundred years. 
 
    Out of earshot from the others, I asked, “Any last second advice?” 
 
    “Unsheathe the sword.” I did. “This blade gives you an advantage over most Veknu Milaris of the past. Without it acting as a conduit for my power, you would still be a year away from this chance.” His words were underlined by the sword rattling in my hand. “Do you remember summoning me in Alslana? How it felt?” 
 
    “Every muscle twitch.” I looked down at the long, faint scar on my left palm, which had been joined by a shorter, newer scar. “I’m not going to have to cut myself again, am I?” 
 
    “No. The blood seal only need be made once. What you need to do this time is pour your prana into the sword. Reach its very core. I will help provide the spark. And don’t plant your hand on the ground. Aim with your eyes instead. Veknu Milaris do not stoop. Gather as much prana as you can in your hand, and when I say so, release it all at once into the blade. If you cannot summon me after this first attempt, then another chance will have to wait until more training is completed.” 
 
    “Sorry, but fuck that. Brace yourself!” 
 
    The prana in my hand was shoved into the sword by an extra surge of prana amassed in my right arm. That characteristic airburst of something new and large appearing out of nowhere fluttered my cloak and hair. My brain suddenly shrank by half and my vision blurred, but I somehow kept upright. 
 
    The ground rumbled as the dragon did. It outright shook as the curved claws on Aranath’s folded wings crudely gripped the flat stone to lift his upper frame a little higher. The fire breathing beast stood twenty feet tall like this. If his head lowered back down, then he would be less than ten feet in front of me. The black slits in his burnt orange eyes fell on me. 
 
    As in Alslana, the dragon’s voice stayed telepathic when he said, “Calm your prana, boy. Let’s see how long we can hold me here.” 
 
    I saw him look behind me. I turned to see Clarissa and then Ghevont stepping up to me. 
 
    The vampire said, “Uh, nice to see you again, Aranath.” 
 
    Finally expressing himself outside of my head, the dragon said, “And it’s agreeable to see you with my own eyes for once.” His growling undertone sounded more distinct when he spoke out loud. 
 
    “How does it feel when converting to a human’s sight?” asked Ghevont. “A dragon’s true sight is much keener, I understand.” 
 
    “Yes, scholar, it is quite a contrast. I can comprehend more colors than a human, for instance, and perceive details three times as far. Night is also less of an obstacle for me.” 
 
    “You okay, Mercer?” asked Clarissa, seeing me waver in the breeze. 
 
    “I’m fine. It’s just a lot of prana draining out of me.” 
 
    “Come forth, Master Hermoon,” called Aranath. 
 
    Stepping up, the sage asked, “What do you ask of me, Sky Lord?” 
 
    Aranath brought the front of his long tail forward. The tail’s tip was wrapped around a big ball of dirt, which was dropped near the dragon’s head. “Within the soil are several dozen of my scales. I assume the knowledge to forge armor from these has been passed down.” 
 
    “It has.” 
 
    “And dragon saddles?” 
 
    “We only hold withered antiques, but one can be made swiftly once we gain the proper materials.” 
 
    “Then gain them.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Can I pet you?” asked Clarissa. 
 
    A grunt. “Not if you insist on describing it as ‘petting.’” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. Can I, uh, touch your head?” 
 
    As he lowered his skull, Aranath said, “Quickly, before the spell breaks.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, Mercer should get to pe- I mean, feel you first.” 
 
    I pushed her forward. “Go ahead, Clarissa. I’m just trying to not fall on my face right now.” 
 
    “Um, okay.” 
 
    In a pace that was both timid and fast, the vampire headed toward a mouth that could gobble her up with little trouble. Aranath turned his head so that only one of his eyes tracked her. With his mouth shut, I noticed that the tips of his white upper teeth could be spotted. Watching Clarissa’s fingers caress behind the dragon’s snout briefly made me forget that I was casting a spell, which also helped me forget I was about to teeter over. 
 
    “Oh, you’re warmer than you look.” Clarissa next garnered the courage to tiptoe in order to knock on one of Aranath’s horns. 
 
    “Step back,” I said. “I’m close to losing the connection.” 
 
    Startled, Clarissa step away, then spun back to give a little bow to the dragon, and sprinted back beside me. At that instant, all eighty-something feet of dragon vanished and was replaced by a strong suction of wind. My brain’s size exploded back to its regular size. 
 
    Knowing he had kept count, I asked Ghevont, “How long?” 
 
    “One minute and three seconds, give or take two seconds of awed discrepancy.” 
 
    “Is that good, Aranath?” 
 
    “About what I expected.” 
 
    “I still don’t know whether that’s good or bad.” 
 
    “Respectable for your age, but you are no prodigy. Allow your prana to recover and resume training in the afternoon.” 
 
    I sighed. “Are all dragons as pragmatic as you?” 
 
    “Only the most cunning ones.” 
 
    In the background I heard Quandell ask two sages to take the ball of dirt to the temple. As the sages lifted the earth sphere with an earthen spell, Quandell asked, “Are you well, Master Eberwolf?” 
 
    “Dandy.” 
 
    “Good. Please follow me. I think it’s time you see what lies beneath, eh?” 
 
    “I hope you mean the basement.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m still a little lightheaded. Let’s go.” 
 
    The head sage shook his head. He turned around and mumbled something that sounded like, “The consequence of youth.” Then, on noticing Ghevont and Clarissa following us, he said, “Ah, I apologize, but only sages and Veknu Milaris can witness what’s to come. Please, follow the others for a heartier breakfast or wait outside the temple when we reach it. I hope you understand.” 
 
    “Of course, Master Hermoon,” said Clarissa. “I know you already made an exception to having Ghevont and I up here. Come on, Ghevont, let’s go mingle with Dashay and the others.” 
 
    My companions thus trailed the larger group of sages ambling to the southern pillar while the two sages carrying the ball, Quandell, Eloise, and I headed for the western one. 
 
    As soon as Quandell closed the temple doors behind us, he asked Eloise to extinguish the appropriate candles. Using her dominion over fire to do so, she started to snuff out flames in seemingly random order, but it became obvious that this had a purposeful pattern to it. Once half of the light in the room had been quelled, a round, six inch thick section of the floor unhurriedly slid open to reveal only another portion of the stone floor. 
 
    When a moment passed, I asked, “Now what?” 
 
    “We’re waiting for Everson to do his part,” said Quandell. “A second spell needs to be cast outside to remove the second trapdoor. Give him a minute.” 
 
    The reward for giving a minute of our lives was a thicker trapdoor rasping open to expose a stairway. 
 
    “We don’t have to descend to the center of the world, do we?” 
 
    “No, Master Eberwolf. As your friend surmised earlier, the hollow is near. Come.” 
 
    We walked down the twenty foot deep staircase to enter the beginning of a large basement. Small runes emitting a soft white light lined the ceiling. In total, eight hefty bookcases of tanned stone had been carved into the wall to my left and the wall opposite the entry. The divisions were stuffed with scrolls, books, vials filled with colored liquid or pieces of minerals, a few fine jewels, and other related trinkets. Broad tables of stone in the center of the room displayed more literature as well as pieces of armor in all its varieties. 
 
    Alongside the right wall stood weapon racks containing well preserved spears, swords, axes, and the like. Hanging above them were shields and bows. Almost every single weapon and shield looked far too ornate to be practical, though I would have said the same for Eudon’s longbow. Two rock mannequins near the racks wore mismatching pieces of armor. Quandell and I walked toward the mannequin with a glass-gilded helmet and wrapped in a thick purple mantle. 
 
    Quandell pulled back part of the mantle to show the gray dragon scale armor underneath. Each scale looked to be as long as my hand, though their exact size was tough to estimate since they overlapped one another. The two sages carrying the dirt ball set it down behind us. 
 
    To the sages, Quandell said, “Find the instructions to make the dragon armor and saddle. They should be in the first shelf on the left.” To me, he said, “It’s customary for a Veknu Milaris to wear armor made from their partner’s skin. Once enchanted, a suit of dragon scales will be able to protect you from all but the most powerful and direct blows another warrior can deliver. Only an enchanted cuirass of steel could offer similar protection, but at the cost of more weight and less flexibility. We can also make bracers and greaves.” 
 
    “Make only one bracer. A, uh, grievance on my left arm prevents anything but cloth from wrapping around it.” 
 
    “As you wish, we’ll only make one of those. It’s worth mentioning that the downside to dragon scale armor is its short lifespan. Even with an enchantment the scales will lose its effectiveness over time, especially after taking damage. Without the blood of a dragon to keep it firm and healthy, a scale will become dry and brittle after a few years. Of course, an unsound dragon scale can be easily replaced by a freshly fallen one, so return to us and we can mend the armor.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Something else…” 
 
    Quandell and I walked over to the section of wall next to the stairs. He waved his hand over a smooth patch of rock, loosening a square piece of stone the size and thickness of my palm. Quandell pulled out the stone block and reached in to grab two red prana crystals. 
 
    “As you saw, we use nine dragon crystals to power the summoning rune. Every time a dragon accepts the summoning, they are generous enough to replace the prana expended in the spell. We do, however, keep a few spares in case we lose or break one. I am willing to part with two so that you may sustain a summoning for longer than a minute.” 
 
    “How much longer?” 
 
    “Dragon prana is dense, and based on your training, I estimate you can draw out a week’s worth of summoning power from each crystal. Possibly more if Aranath can help refine the prana through your sword. A dragon is said to be able to fly half a day without stopping, allowing it to cross upwards of three hundred miles in a single ride, so these two crystals alone should take you far.” 
 
    “So if I can get you more vlimphite crystals, can we get Iterra to fill them with her prana?” 
 
    “I believe we could. Still, using another’s prana to fuel any spell will not replace the benefits of continuing your training. Indeed, restricting yourself to the crystals will reverse the progress you’ve made. I only suggest this method because of what’s at stake, but you must not neglect your training. I recommend continuing to hone your prana here until next spring.” 
 
    “Er, sorry, but that sounds far too long to allow a nismerdon to regain its power. I might be able to stay until the end of summer, but even that sounds shaky to me. Besides, what’s training for another season or two going to do? It’ll take me three, five seasons before I can hold a summon longer than a few hours, right? I can’t afford to take the standard route now. Very little of what I’ve done has been standard, anyway.” 
 
    The sage sighed. “We’ll have to wait and see what the gods choose to do. For now, I’ll get the crystals on a chain for you, and the materials will be collected to create the armor and saddle.” 
 
    I looked around the basement a bit longer before going back up to eat. It was then a matter of getting back to my training. 
 
    As for the sages, they made several trips to Sokomasi to buy supplies or order them from a bigger town. Sokomasi blacksmiths and craftsmen also made parts of the saddle for the sages. The first finished items were the dragon crystals. They hung to a thin silver chain by way of a thinner silver wire coiled around their top. My body’s proportions were next measured to get the size of my armor right. The saddle would be able to adjust the tightness of the fastenings, so getting Aranath’s exact size didn’t turn out to be necessary. 
 
    Six days after summoning Aranath, a group of sages that included Ghevont and Dashay returned from picking up the latest components. I thought nothing of it at the time, but shortly after dinner, Clarissa told me we had to talk about Ghevont’s latest trip in my room. I thus waited for her in my chamber, which was furnished with a single person bed, a little wooden desk, a stool, a candle, and… no, that was everything. Thanks to the thick stone walls and heavy wooden door, no external sound had a chance to intrude on the space. 
 
    I wondered in the lull what could force Clarissa to seek a secret conversation from me in this pleasant place, but nothing had come to me by the time the vampire herself came in. I rose from my bed as she sat on the stool. 
 
    “What’s going on? Why the secrecy?” 
 
    “It’s Ghevont. He came up to me after coming back from Sokomasi to talk about something he heard. He wanted to tell you himself, but Dashay and the other sages made him promise not to tell you anything. I’ve never seen him so conflicted with himself, or about anything, really.” 
 
    “But he told you.” 
 
    “After a little coaxing. You see, he wants to tell you without betraying the promise he made to the sages, particularly to Dashay, of course. Quandell knows what the sages learned, so you have to make it seem as though he told you out of his own free will, not from me or him.” 
 
    “And what do you and everyone else but me know?” 
 
    A sigh. “Alslana is at war with Voreen. Oclor is apparently going at it with Brey Stor, too.” 
 
    I nodded. “Ah, and so the sages are afraid I’ll cut short my training to go help.” 
 
    “Yeah… Uh, are you?” 
 
    “Of course. After all, it could be my kingdom someday.” 
 
    “That’s not why.” 
 
    “I know. Regardless, I was planning on getting more prana crystals there, anyway. Once we get a handful filled with dragon prana, a worldwide search will be considerably easier.” 
 
    “So you promise to talk to Quandell first, right?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I promise. I wouldn’t want to hurt the greatest romance ever witnessed by mortals.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t make fun. I think they’re adorable together.” 
 
    “So do I, hence the jest. I’ll talk to Quandell the first chance I get.” 
 
    “Thank you for treating this delicately, Mercer. I know you must want to hop on Aranath right this second.” 
 
    “Sure, but I’ve been wanting to do that since getting out the first mountain I was in. Anyway, I’ve been bracing for the news ever since Eudon left the kingdom. Doubly so since the Advent promised to instigate it. Beyond all that, even if I could fly off right now, I couldn’t until the saddle is finished. There’s also the armor to wait for.” 
 
    “That’s right. And you’ll want to get a little flying practice on Aranath… Oh gods, we’ll be flying for hours at a time, won’t we?” 
 
    “Good night, Clarissa.” 
 
    I had memorized Quandell’s schedule after my first few days here, so I knew he would awaken well before dawn on this night. I therefore kept my sleep brief—not that they were long to begin with. Using mediocre stealth moves, I followed the sage leader until he stood alone on the eastern pillar. Actually, “alone” wasn’t the right word. He was feeding his thelki bunches of grapes from a bowl. I stopped being stealthy so that Quandell heard my incoming presence. 
 
    He turned his head and asked, “Ah, Master Eberwolf. Heading for your spot under the tree?” 
 
    “No, Master Hermoon. I’m here to ask you for a favor.” 
 
    “Oh? How can I help?” 
 
    “I need you to promise me something.” 
 
    Quandell turned all the way around, keeping a patting hand on the thelki’s head. “A promise? What’s this about?” 
 
    “I need you to promise that you’ll tell me any news on Alslana the first chance you get.” His shoulders slumped. “Promise me, Master Hermoon, and in this way you won’t be lying to the sages when you tell them you were obligated to tell me the news. You can even say you were waiting for the right time to tell me, such as when my armor and saddle are ready.” 
 
    He nodded. “This is to protect your friend’s reputation, isn’t it?” 
 
    “As a favor to another, yes.” 
 
    “Eh, as you wish, then. I don’t like keeping secrets at my age, anyway. Not good for the heart. Very well, I promise to tell you any news of Alslana. Alslana is at war, Master Eberwolf. There, it is done. Let’s keep this between us until your items are prepared.” 
 
    “When will that be, exactly?” 
 
    “The saddle will be done within the next two days. The cuirass a day or two afterward. Your bracer and greaves are already done.” 
 
    “Good. Thank you.” 
 
    “And thank you for taking the time to spare the honor of your allies and friends.” 
 
    “Thank a vampire for that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    With the exception of its length and higher cantles, the completed saddle ended up looking a lot like a horse’s. The cantles and size implied four people could ride safely on the dragon’s back, but there was room for a fifth person if I wanted to risk it. To fasten the saddle and practice using the crystal’s power, I summoned Aranath again. I still summoned the dragon using my own prana, thus sparing the crystals from having to contribute to the most wasteful part of the spell. Disregarding the crystal as a fallback option, simply knowing what to expect helped me handle the drop in energy I experienced. 
 
    This time I seized the opportunity to touch a dragon. Going up to him wasn’t a problem, but a shiver of reverence wriggled my life-force when standing right next to such a remarkable presence. Not wanting Aranath or anyone else to comment on my stricken state, I willed my arm outward and stroked the broad leaf-shaped scales. As long as I moved my hand from head to tail, Aranath’s lukewarm scales felt slippery smooth, to the point that I thought he had just emerged from a hot spring. Conversely, sliding my hand the opposite way had me thinking the majestic beast had rolled around like a happy dog in a beach full of fine, dry sand. 
 
    Tapping the scales echoed back a glass-like hardness, but pressing harder demonstrated their surprising pliancy. Slightly lighter and softer scales grew on the underside of the neck, which continued down to his belly and the first third of his tail. I almost missed it, but the vaguest quiver mortal perception could sense danced on my skin. A steady cadence beat on my fingertips, giving me the idea that I was sensing the rapid pulses of Aranath’s heartbeats. 
 
    The end of Aranath’s neck was where the saddle first latched on to. This placed the rider on a forward leaning position and somewhat at the mercy of the dragon’s head turns. I wondered out loud why we couldn’t place the rider in a less precarious spot, but Quandell explained that a dragon would have a harder time discerning the commands of my legs from his back. 
 
    “Wait, can’t I just tell him where to fly?” 
 
    “You’ll be lucky if he can hear you when you’re flying faster than a horse’s gallop. A thelki is clever enough to follow a hundred vocal commands, but those commands become muffled when the wind is blowing your words behind you. Aranath himself will clarify which command method he prefers when you take to the skies for the first time. This rain should clear up soon.” 
 
    “I’m going on as soon as the saddle is ready. I don’t want to use up any more of the crystal’s power than I have to.” 
 
    The saddle was soon secured on the dragon. Unlike many of his kind, Aranath had a reasonably smooth ridge structure running down his back instead of growing spiny scales or a raised frill like Iterra’s, which was fortunate for his comfort. In fact, most dragons chosen to work with humans in the past shared this uncommon trait precisely to make flying as stress-free as possible. Otherwise, both rider and dragon would have to be at least a little uncomfortable while in flight. 
 
    Aranath helped me get up to the saddle by bringing his body low to the ground. I still had to send a burst of prana to my legs to get the hop needed to grab the edge of the saddle and pull myself up. I then clipped two hooks to my form. The main hook grabbed on to the belt holding my scabbard while its backup grappled with the slacked safety rope I tied around my waist. 
 
    Aranath next started to walk. Or was he technically crawling? Anyway, his strong back legs did most of the work, but his folded wingtips stabilized the front half of his body and controlled his direction. The ride was akin to a horse only moving by taking short jumps. I kept my balance by holding on to the saddle’s tall horn. The dragon walked toward the edge of the pillar, needing to bend a couple of smaller trees to do so. He stopped right before gravity took over. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    In my head, he said, “It’s been a long time since I flew with a human on my back. The last such flight did not end so for either of us.” 
 
    “Trying to discourage me?” 
 
    A leathery rustle had me looking behind me to see Aranath was unfurling his huge wings about half their length. At the same time, more of the wet forest canopy became visible as the dragon tilted more of his body over the cliff. 
 
    “If I were attempting to discourage you, boy, it’ll be like this…” 
 
    His entire mass fell over the edge at once, the force pushing all my organs towards my ass and pressing that ass against the cantle. Aranath propelled himself faster to the ground with a flap of his wings, making him fast enough for the raindrops to rain up. Then, jerking up my insides to the roof of my mouth, Aranath spread open the entirety of his vast wings all at once. A glance below showed that we flew mere feet above the forest canopy as the dragon gained a straighter flight path. 
 
    Two whirlwind flaps rose us back up over a thousand foot tall pillar. More flapping angled us almost completely vertical. His wings beat with a tremendous ferocity that must have come from the prana he used to help spur his already powerful muscles. Quandell also told me of the wind spells bigger dragons instinctually cast in order to fly with any grace. So with muscle, prana, and skill thrusting him upward, Aranath was quick to take us into the rain clouds themselves. 
 
    Seconds after that and I had to shield my eyes from the high afternoon sun, which never in my life never looked so damn clear and close. It was a brief glimpse. Another dive had us breaking through to the other side like a thunderclap. The world around me suddenly spun. Aranath only rolled over once, but from my view point, Orda had to have been the one to flip so drastically. Aranath slowed down and leveled out after the world returned to its regular alignment. 
 
    I knew I was going to vomit, but I wanted to hold it back until we landed. Luckily, Aranath did not speak and I didn’t need to. I prepared for the impending event by detaching both hooks as Aranath touched down on the eastern pillar. I jumped off him and opened my mouth to release what had been wanting to come out. That was the same instant the summoning spell was released. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Clarissa when I finished making my puke puddle. 
 
    As she supported my rising, I smirked and said, “I want to get you on Aranath as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Ugh, I think I prefer your serious side.” 
 
    “Remarkable,” said Quandell with repressed wonder. “To think I’d live to witness such a sight. Any of us. Despite the, eh, far too risky aerial maneuvers you two endeavored, you have my compliments, my boy.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Hermoon. And if it’s any consolation, I’m pretty sure those risky maneuvers won’t be seen again until I can keep the summon myself.” 
 
    “And when I’m on the ground,” added Clarissa. 
 
    Two nights passed before I was informed the final knot keeping me on the spires had been undone. I was invited to the basement before breakfast. There I saw Everson holding up the dark blue cuirass with small shoulder plates attached. Another sage held the matching greaves and bracer. The armor’s texture looked to be made from large, leathery fish scales. Thankfully, they did not convey the same odor. Under the right light, the scales fleetingly reflected a speckled rainbow of other colors, which I assumed came from the enchantment placed upon them. 
 
    Stepping up to the cuirass, Quandell said, “Each scale is adhered to its neighbors and to a special lattice of cloth below it. The mesh of fabric has fine silver wires keeping it all together and a thin suede pads the innermost side of the armor. The same goes for the bracer and greaves.” 
 
    “Should I ask how many golden statues it’ll take to buy such craftsmanship?” 
 
    “The price a dragon knight pays for these marvelous items has never been with coin or statues, Master Eberwolf. They once pledged every drop of their blood for the good of Orda. Failure to live up to their promise meant condemning their souls to the gods of strife, who are said to use them as an errant child plays with their maltreated toys. Seeing as the gods have tossed you in themselves, you are exempt from that pledge for now. And Aranath knows full well that he needs to redeem his former deeds. Come now, let’s get this on you.” 
 
    A half hour later and I half-heartedly paraded my new attire in front of the other sages. As Quandell claimed, the armor pieces put together only weighed a couple of pounds more than my old leather cuirass, so no time was needed to adapt to it. Wearing it was comfortable, though I did have to overcome its initial stiffness. I also liked how the shoulder plates made me look a little broader. 
 
    Once everyone had their taste, I covered up the scales under a flimsy midnight blue shirt that hid the distinguishing armor better than the other options they presented me. My cloak would cover my scaled bracer most of the time, and even if someone did see it, I figured they would assume the scales were fake or from another creature. A gaudy steel helmet and a pair of gloves were presented as well. I rejected the helmet. 
 
    With all gathered under the dining temple, Quandell informed the sages that his conscious had compelled him to tell me about the war in Alslana. The mood promptly became melancholy, which invaded my own temperament. The last time I felt guilty about leaving a domicile was when I left the Equine Manor. As we had agreed to beforehand, I would leave after resting one last day. 
 
    Clarissa prepared packs of food for Aranath to carry on his saddle while Ghevont mapped out the best sites to rest. I forced myself to get as much shut-eye as possible, hoping to gain the wakefulness to last for a long first flight. 
 
    The first obstacle in our way was going to be the southern stretch of a thousand long mountain range. Luckily, skirting the higher peaks should not take much of our time, and hiding a flying dragon over a mountain range promised to be easier than going over the plains that came afterward. I didn’t care if a bunch of farmers or villagers saw us, but if a garrison of soldiers caught sight of Aranath, they might take it upon themselves to chase us down to investigate. 
 
    Avoiding forts would be easier at sea, but finding places to rest was going to be a trickier prospect. Bigger isles were often separated by five hundred miles, which sounded like too much of a stretch for Aranath to cross in one go. Meanwhile, smaller islands would be difficult to find without many reference points in the vast Parsillion. I trusted Ghevont would come up with several flight paths to choose from before dawn. 
 
    If all went well, pushing Aranath out of his comfort zone every few days could get us to Alslana in less than two weeks. Two weeks cut it close crystal wise, but as long as Ghevont could recreate Iterra’s summoning rune, I figured I could summon the dragon and convince her to fill blank crystals with her prana. 
 
    When I woke up permanently in the middle of the night, I learned that three thelki and their riders would fly us out for as far as they thought safe. This way I could preserve a little of the crystals’ prana. Clarissa would ride with Ning, Ghevont with Dashay, and I with Everson. I ate my last meal in the dining temple as the three riders slept for another couple of hours, though I had an inkling Dashay and Ghevont were not exactly sleeping. The scholar was probably asking Dashay too many academic questions in the middle of it, but good for them anyway. 
 
    Every sage came out to say their final words to me as predawn light made the scattered gray clouds stand out against night’s backdrop. I gave them all my bow and sincere thanks for everything they’ve done for me and my friends. I think they expected me to make a speech, but the best I came up with was promising to return. We then hopped on our assigned thelki and flew westward. 
 
    The riders pushed their thelki harder than usual, though still far from making anyone but Clarissa uncomfortable. We stopped every hour or so to let the thelki catch their breath for a few minutes, and then it was back to the sky. The pattern repeated itself until the thelki touched down on a mountainside cliff somewhere between one and two in the afternoon. Here the riders decided to leave us so that they could make it back home before nightfall. Everyone gave their salutations with a bow except for Ghevont and Dashay, who embraced like two children doing such a thing for the first time. 
 
    The thelki riders stayed long enough to see me summon Aranath. Despite the dragon humming a reassuring growl at them, the thelki squawked nervously at his arrival. After a few last waves from their passengers, all the flying creatures fell off the cliff at the same time to initiate their respective journeys. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Odet 
 
      
 
    “Princess,” said the talking sunflower. He sounded a lot like Gerard. 
 
    “When did you learn to speak?” I asked him. “Did Gerard teach you?” 
 
    “Odet, wake up.” 
 
    I opened my eyes to see Gerard sitting in front of me. He was being jostled in his mirrored green armor as the enclosed carriage rolled along. I lifted my head from Isabella’s shoulder and asked, “Are we almost there?” 
 
    “Take a look,” said Bell. 
 
    I pulled a corner of the curtain blocking the window to get a view of the palace’s outer wall. Strips of white stone reflected the bright afternoon light and hurt my eyes. We were already nearing the metal gates. 
 
    With a sigh, I said, “Gods, it’s good to be back home. I’ve never needed a bath worse than I do now.” 
 
    Gerard waved the concept away. “Nonsense, my love. Your very sweat can be condensed into a perfume every noble lady will pay through the nose for.” 
 
    I chuckled. “And yours, dearest, can make pigs scatter.” 
 
    He clutched his heart. “Ow! Insulting a man’s musk. You can surely stab at the most sensitive spots of a man’s ego. Say, if you are serious about the bath thing, I suppose I can come and aid your cleansing.” 
 
    “Hmm, another time. I have catching up to do and you need to visit your mother. I know how much she worries.” 
 
    “Every good mother does. You should have seen how upset she was after I came back from the Hadarii. She hadn’t seen me so emaciated in all my life, yet I barely lost five pounds.” 
 
    “It was more than that.” 
 
    “I did not feel it to be more than that, at any rate, but to her I was a walking, talking skeleton.” The carriage stopped to wait for the gates to open. He sighed. “I suppose I should go ease her mind.” 
 
    He leaned in. I instinctively did the same. Despite feeling quite myself around Bell, her presence still nipped my kiss with Gerard short. He next opened the door and stepped out to find a horse among the security force behind us. 
 
    “Do you wish to visit your brother, Bell?” 
 
    “He hasn’t worried about me since I could walk, Your Highness. Besides, as long as this war wages, I’ll be stuck to you more than usual.” 
 
    “Ah, so ending the war will have a negative effect. Perhaps I will not try ending it so quickly.” 
 
    “I’ll take the compliment, but you shouldn’t jest about the war.” 
 
    “That’s drivel. If anyone is allowed to jest about war, it’s those working to end them. Otherwise, I’d agree with you.” 
 
    A few minutes later and Bell and I were using our own feet to move deeper into the palace. We headed for the interior throne room after a maiden informed me that’s where the queen was seeing those who had been granted an audience. Unlike mother, Beatrice did not enjoy her hair and clothes always fluttering in the open-air throne hall. She preferred the cozier and older throne hall at the bottom of the tower bearing the palace’s famous spire. I passed by the guards and the already open wooden doors to get inside. 
 
    Three dozen High Guard knights kept the center of the hall clear of the few dozen nobles and townsmen mingling in the room, allowing me to go right up to my sister. She sat on the larger of two mahogany thrones cushioned by plush red velvet. Speaking to Beatrice was a plump woman with her gray her in a braided bun and wearing a lovely green gown. I recognized the back of this woman’s head anywhere, so I thought I could get away with a bit of interrupting. 
 
    As it turned out, it was Beatrice who did the interrupting when she noticed me coming. 
 
    “Forgive me, Lady Merriweather. It appears my sister is home.” 
 
    The noblewoman turned and squealed on spotting me. We embraced and kissed each other’s cheeks. 
 
    “Oh my!” said the lady. “Your mother would faint seeing you dressed for war!” 
 
    “This is hardly a warrior’s garb, Lady Iza. Only bits of leather under a maiden’s blouse and trousers. I find it charming myself.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps in a different humor I would agree, but it’s certainly not proper for someone of your station. Ah! Listen to me! Talking of dress when you are here on a matter of import, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Go, child! Speak with your sister-queen. I will dawdle with the others.” 
 
    I cared nothing for propriety after such a separation and ran right up to my ruling sibling. She cared more for decorum than I, but knowing that rebuffing my attempt at an embrace would hurt me, she gathered the effort to stand up and wrap her arms around me. It was then she who had trouble letting go. 
 
    In my ear, the queen said, “Captain Savoy worries you’re stretching our ground forces too thin. You took more soldiers to Brey Stor than initially agreed.” 
 
    Separating from her, I replied with, “Just what every sister wants to hear on her return.” 
 
    “In here, in front of all, I require you regard me as a queen, Odet. Later I can help fix your unsightly hair, amend your sense of fashion, laugh at Gerard’s latest quips, and remember better days. For now, let’s sort out a little matter that is the war.” 
 
    I sighed. “Yes, yes, you’re right. As I’m certain you heard, a last minute report told of an Oclor army heading to Brey Stor’s southeastern border.” 
 
    “Yes, but you should leave some of the fighting to our ally.” 
 
    “If all goes well for us, then it will only be Brey Stor’s lands that burn and soak the blood of every fallen solider. We can’t let Oclor dare believe they have anything but a long, treacherous road to cross if they desire to hold any land from Brey Stor, much less take our own. The faster they realize that concept, the faster they’ll stop testing us.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware of the strategy you like, but if Etoc hears that we sent so much southward-” 
 
    “What was Caracasa’s response?” 
 
    “Well, of course they confirmed their alliance to us, but they’re as likely to join Etoc as intercept any army of theirs.” 
 
    “But you promised them the trade deal, right? The one we give them should Etoc declare war on us and they uphold the agreement?” 
 
    “I implied a lesser version of it. I promised nothing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Odet, it would almost be cheaper to let Etoc go to war with us than assure such an agreement.” 
 
    “Ugh, I explained this to you before I-” 
 
    “And our financial advisors explained to me what the ramifications are for such a deal. You’ll make us an economic vassal to Caracasa rather than the other way around.” 
 
    “I realize all that, but it’s not really about the deal, Beatrice. It’s about Etoc learning of it, forcing them to consider the consequences beyond just losing. Ugh, well, hopefully the deal is still large enough to give them pause. What’s the latest from Voreen?” 
 
    “Their goal remains to thin us out using tactics fit for pirates. They attack any merchant vessel without a convoy and flee at the sight of true confrontation. We can’t protect every ship, so we’ve had to cut back on trading with most of Niatrios until Voreen decides to give up or one of us takes a more direct approach.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “Stop that.” 
 
    “Stop what?” 
 
    “You’re biting your lip and staring off at nothing. You looked exactly the same before getting your Brey Stor idea. I still don’t know why I agreed to let you go.” 
 
    “Because you liked the idea of me taking father’s responsibilities while you took mother’s, which means I’m doing everything I think father will do.” 
 
    “But many of our advisors are saying you’re risking too much too quickly. Oclor will only act brasher if they win a major battle against an army made up of Brey Stor soldiers and our own. A bolder Oclor means they’ll work harder to consolidate their dissipated navy and then we end up with a two front naval war.” 
 
    “I know everything you know, Beatrice. More so. I wouldn’t possibly risk so much if I didn’t think it would work.” 
 
    “But we can win prolonged wars, Odet. We’ve done it before. If our enemies can’t hold our lands, then their trade lines begin to hurt worse than our own. A quick war we can lose.” 
 
    “History is why I believe they’ll be unprepared for us to act more proactively this time. It even helps that both Oclor and Voreen waited so long to attack. I don’t know why they waited, but it gave us more time to prepare. It’s made me even more confident about the measures I’ve taken… and will take.” 
 
    “There it is! You plan on instigating Voreen further, aren’t you?” 
 
    “It’s an option.” 
 
    “A risk filled one.” 
 
    “All our options are risk filled, which is why we separated responsibility in the first place. We can’t do this alone. Just as Mom and Dad never did, and right now I’m the dad in the relationship. Let me think about all the dirt, blood, and war… and belching, philandering…” 
 
    Beatrice shook her head, trying to hold back a smile. “And spitting? Don’t forget spitting.” 
 
    “Yes, lots of that.” 
 
    “You certainly reek of a man… Very well, we’ll keep doing it your way, but the first sign of a setback and we take safer measures.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    The trace of a smile shrank, then turned into the trace of a frown. “There’s something else. Elisa’s behavior has only gotten more… erratic since you left.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, first she stayed in her room all day, acting quite dour. Then I heard she took up fencing and prana training. The last piece of news stated that she’s now been running to and fro, looking determined in whatever new pastime she’s found. I feel awful that I can’t keep up with her, but she doesn’t want to be near me as I work, and she’s already asleep by the time I become free. Please, find out how she’s doing before you go off again. Remind her that her sisters love her dearly.” 
 
    “I will. Do you know who she’s training with?” 
 
    Beatrice turned and asked Captain Savoy, “Who did you say Elisa had been training with?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Rowland Polack, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s right. Odet, please go see the lieutenant if Elisa is not in her room.” 
 
    I nodded as Beatrice sat on her throne again. I was about to go before I remembered something. “Hey, what did you mean by amending my sense of fashion?” 
 
    With smiling eyes, she said, “We’ll talk later. I have people waiting. Captain, please call Lady Merriweather back up.” 
 
    With little choice but to let it go, Bell and I left the hall and went to find Elisa. 
 
    My youngest sister was not in her room, so I hurried to the palace training grounds. The grounds encompassed a big patch of dirt between the inner and outer walls. The dirt patch lied alongside the large western barracks that housed many of the High Guardsmen. Father and I often trained here together as others watched on or trained nearby. Gods, I pray we could do so again. 
 
    I asked a group of sparring soldiers if they had seen Elisa and the lieutenant. A shirtless man pointed to two men sitting against the inner wall. As many men tended to be while training, they were shirtless. On seeing me approach, both resting men stood up.  
 
    To both, I asked, “Lieutenant Polack?” 
 
    The late twenty-something man with shoulder-length brown hair bowed. “Aye, that be me, Your Grace.” 
 
    “You’ve been training Elisa?” 
 
    “When the little lady wishes it.” 
 
    “Has she wished for it recently?” 
 
    “Not for the past three days.” 
 
    “Do you know why she stopped?” 
 
    “Not at first. She did well enough as my student. She listened and did not talk much. No complaints when she couldn’t get something right. It was hard to read her, but I thought she was enjoying the training. Still, something did seem restless about her.” 
 
    “But you found out why she stopped?” 
 
    “Aye. She asked me one day if I ever went to see the royal seer. I told her only special people like her are allowed to see him anytime they wanted. She ran off right then and there.” 
 
    “The royal seer? Then she’s with Tascus?” 
 
    “That would be my next stop, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Thank you, lieutenant.” 
 
    We retraced our steps back inside the inner wall, keeping an eye and ear out for Elisa in case she showed herself first. 
 
    The seer tower was a slender structure on top of the palace temple. A little glass dome topped it off, making it glitter in the sunlight. After greeting the head priest—a kindly old man whose legs could no longer support his dwindling body—Bell and I climbed twenty feet of stairs to reach the beginning of a forty foot high spiraling staircase within the tower itself. I considered myself fit enough to run all the way up, but that’s when I was well rested. I thus climbed the stairs at a regular pace. Bell, being her ever supportive self, asked me whether I wanted her to carry me. 
 
    “No, Bell. I’m quite all right… Tell me, did you ask that as my friend or as my bodyguard?” 
 
    “Bodyguard, Your Highness. My own children won’t get such an offer once they can walk on their own.” 
 
    “Is that so? I suppose I can imagine you being tough on a boy, but based on how you treat Elisa, you’ll melt around a little girl.” 
 
    “She’s an isolated case.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    On reaching the last handful of steps, I told Bell to wait outside the doorless room. I took a couple of deep breaths before entering the threshold. Bordering the circular wall of the room were varisized candles, many unlit at the moment. The few that were gave off a fruity scent as they heated a brew inside little bowls hanging from metal perches. The sunlight pierced through the glass dome, but much of its heat was held back by a second layer of curved glass under the first. A shelf with books stood at the opposite side of the entrance. 
 
    At the center of the room was a low, short-legged table. With his back to me, a man with long, long blonde hair sat on his knees by this table. With a full-length robe of red silk flowing out from his neck to the floor around him, it was difficult to see what he was doing. The sound of a scraping quill revealed his present action. Black cushions lied between his legs and the stone floor. 
 
    “Seer Tascus?” 
 
    With a voice moths might find too quiet, he said, “Little Lady Astor is due to return soon, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Why is she returning?” 
 
    “I asked her to obtain a crow’s feather for me before evening fell. If you wish for further explanation, I recommend taking a seat so we may speak face-to-face.” 
 
    Indeed wishing for it, I strode to the table and sat in front of him. With this new perspective I could see the eyepatch over his right eye. An infection had taken the sight and beauty of his dazzling blue eye as a child. The infection was not natural, but the result of a seer’s secret training. Many seers lost their sight either partly or completely during their training, often in vain. The thirty-four-year-old Tascus earned his place as a royal seer after his predecessor declared him worthy. Clair died days later. 
 
    Like his voice, Tascus’ face had a kind complexion, though his eyebrows did always look a tad stern. When I had made myself comfortable, the seer stopped writing in his small tome. Even if I wanted to read what he had been scrawling, the tiny letters he used prohibited such a venture. 
 
    “Why did you ask for a crow’s feather?” 
 
    “Your younger sister needed a purpose, so I have given her errands these past three days.” 
 
    “Errands? You should have told her to return to her training.” 
 
    “Training with spell and sword requires that body, mind, heart, and soul all walk the same path. The little princess is split among many paths. Her body wishes to become stronger, and her mind is angry at the present queen while her heart aches for the last.” 
 
    “She’s angry at Beatrice? Why?” 
 
    “I can presume she feels that her sister is attempting to replace her mother, just as she replaced her as queen. The young mind is, understandably, troubled by such a notion.” 
 
    My head shook and my shoulders slumped. “Gods, if-” 
 
    “Princess, if I may… Elisa is confused about her anger. Guilt consumes her more than the ire, and isolation consumes everything else.” 
 
    “That sounds even worse than I first thought.” 
 
    “Indeed. The unsolicited grip of isolation can be harsher on one’s soul than anger, guilt, and confusion. However, I believe it easier to remedy.” 
 
    “How? With mother gone, our father still countless miles away, and her sisters under the demands of war, I fear, well, I fear many things… and now I have to fear my sister’s…” I took a breath. Then a longer one. “What easy remedy do you suggest employing, master seer?” 
 
    “My precarious link with time has given me considerable sway over the girl at the moment. I will soon use it to tell her something Clair once told me. Your presence will only strengthen my words.” 
 
    “What did Clair say?” 
 
    “Patience, Your Highness. Seers loathe repeating ourselves.” 
 
    “Non-seers don’t enjoy it either… Or was that a joke?” 
 
    As if not hearing me, the seer went back to writing. 
 
    A few minutes later, when I was about to ask whether I could ask what he was scrawling, the seer asked, “Do you want Elisa to sit beside you when she arrives?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Then do not speak to her. Acknowledge her, but act as though you are here for a vision. Doing anything more will make her defensive.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “If you want her to embrace you, leave as soon as our business is done.” 
 
    “How will-” 
 
    “She is here.” 
 
    Two seconds later and I heard Bell formally greet Elisa. My sister responded with a couple of mumbled words. It required a great deal of self-discipline to trust the seer’s words and do no more than nod at the sweet, confounded girl. She looked so much closer to her teens since I saw her last, but she mostly just appeared out of breath after running up the stairs. Her left hand held a big crow’s feather. The rest of her wore a lilac lace vest over a white blouse that blended seamlessly to her double-layered skirt. 
 
    Elisa didn’t know what to do at first. I think she wanted to run and jump into my arms, but then she remembered how I was among the people making her feel alone. Seeing my own subdued reaction as I sat in front of what could be an important meeting with the seer disorganized her thoughts further. It was Tascus asking whether she had the feather that gave her something to do. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Good. Place it on the table and have a seat. Your sister and I are almost done.” 
 
    Elisa proceeded to follow the instructions. I worried she would choose to sit by the width of the table, but after setting her feather down, Elisa did come and set herself beside me. 
 
    I was going to reach out and swallow her whole, but Tascus said, “My apologies, Odet, but the older the participant, the more diluted a vision becomes. It’s why a seer always prefers glimpsing destinies through minds unspoiled by knowledge of the world. An adult’s primary ambition are as fickle as the weather on a mountain peak, with each fickle creating new possibilities. This is why I cannot in good faith foretell the outcome of this war. Your main desire does not lie with it, it lies closer to home. This concern will muddle everything else.” 
 
    Playing along, I said in a regretful tone, “I understand.” 
 
    “While the war’s outcome is out of my grasp, your true concern has already been answered by my predecessor.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, no longer playing along. 
 
    “When Clair chose me to succeed her, she told me the most notable visions in her memory. I also read what she wrote on them. One of the strangest occurrences came on realizing something unlooked-for in the seer world—a pattern. You see, visions hardly follow consistent rules within the same person and even within the same invocation. Often, seers are fortunate when our subjects symbolize themselves as human. However, three visions from three princesses revealed remarkable vividness to Clair.” 
 
    “What were the visions about?” asked a captivated Elisa, who leaned on the table. 
 
    “I’m afraid seers only say what they beheld to those who asked for the invocation. As you were but babes at the time, only your parents were privy to the information. I can say that in Beatrice’s vision, a younger sister was seen—her crystal shield as strong as her mind. This child held what she assumed must have been a doll wrapped in a blanket, but which Clair later believed to be a third sister. That third child unmistakably appeared in Odet’s vision. This one younger still, her hair darker, like her father’s.” 
 
    “And my vision?” asked Elisa. “What did the seer see?” 
 
    “In yours she once again observed the unswerving pattern repeat itself—three sisters seen as clearly as today’s sky. Every vision could not have been more different from the other, yet the destinies of each sibling were so inexorably tied to the other, that not even the fastidious nature of time could separate them. So, as far as I can tell, Princess Odet, no matter what catastrophe this realm heaves upon you, you can be assured that your sisters will be there by your side. Now, if you excuse us, Princess Elisa and I have our own affairs to straighten.” 
 
    Remembering what he said earlier, I stood up and started to leave for the exit. Elisa shouting, “Wait! Odet!” stopped me. 
 
    I had no time to look back before her arms squeezed around my waist. I bent down and tried making her into a diamond in return. When my attempt at gem-making failed, I separated us a little to look into her sandy brown eyes. Guising my true intention with a favor, I said, “I know you don’t like standing around in the throne hall, but Beatrice would like you to learn about tact and statesmanship front and center at least an hour a day. Won’t that be all right?” 
 
    She moaned, but one I recognized as saying, “You caught me in a good mood, so I’ll do it. In reality, my sister said, “But it’s boring.” 
 
    “And you think Beatrice and I find it thrilling? Besides, there are worse things than being bored.” 
 
    “Ugh, I’ll think about it, okay?” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Just don’t be gone so long next time. Oh! And you have to sleep with me tonight. Or will you be too busy?” 
 
    “Not tonight. I’ll even drag Beatrice by the hair to join us.” 
 
    “Don’t do that. Her hair is too nice. Drag her by that pearl necklace she likes. That thing is ugly.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind. All right, it’s time you get back to Tascus. We’ll be together again at dinner.” 
 
    I left the tower immensely impressed by the seer’s faultless strategy to begin restoring Elia’s spirits. Had he foreseen this day? Or was he a better people person than he looked? Perhaps a bit of both. Perhaps all good seers needed to be a bit of both. All I knew to do was to thank the gods while in the temple. I gave an extra prayer to have the war end in an equally positive result. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    That night with Elisa and two hours of Beatrice felt as close to normal as I had experienced since mother died. I knew he would refuse gifts, but I had to find out if Tascus wanted for anything. 
 
    The seer did indeed insist that nothing was needed as a thanks, but when I countered with another insistence, he became quiet for a minute. Then he asked for a bowl of baby carrots. 
 
    “Really? Carrots?” 
 
    “The stunted kind, yes.” 
 
    “Okay. Do you want one every week? Month?” 
 
    “No. A single bowl once will do fine.” 
 
    “Are you doing this just to get rid of me?” 
 
    “I would simply stop talking if that were my goal.” 
 
    “I see. A bowl it is then. Has Elisa been to see you in the last two days?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you still going to make her run errands?” 
 
    “These errands have a purpose beyond keeping her occupied, but that is between me and the little lady.” 
 
    “You’re going to invoke her future, then?” 
 
    “All I’m willing to say is that my job is to guide your family as best I can. Sometimes that merely means becoming a listener. Other times I beseech the gods for their insight.” 
 
    “And what of the queen? Has she asked you about the war?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And I suppose your answer to her is secret.” 
 
    “You may ask her yourself, though I suspect she’ll withhold what I told her.” 
 
    “And what about me? May I invoke your ability?” 
 
    “My prana has not yet recovered from invoking the queen’s vision, and if Elisa does require her own invocation, then-” 
 
    “No, I understand. She’ll need it more than I do.” 
 
    “Indeed. However, a seer’s power is never entirely inert. It’s the main reason you’ll not meet a seer in a crowd, but high up in towers or in solitary huts. We have become highly sensitive to the prana of others around us, which incites a consistent outpouring of lesser visions. These uncalled for images can still give me impressions of anyone nearby.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying you have an impression on me?” 
 
    He closed his eye. His brow furrowed. “Yes.” 
 
    “What does it tell you?” 
 
    “That you your mother’s sacred prana stirs like your father’s. That despite everything you already shoulder upon yourself, you aspire to carry even more. Beware of such an impulse, Your Grace. Most people will gladly hand you their responsibilities, and not even your ancestral blood can keep flowing steady under such pressure. Your demeanor and station can be better applied in inspiring others, not bearing their burdens.” 
 
    “I suppose they don’t teach seers how to inspire people.” 
 
    He opened his eye. “No, but if you ever doubt yourself, remember the respect your warrior-king father commands among his men. Remember that your mother’s compassion and acumen has won more friends than enemies for Alslana. And most of all, remember that you are a daughter to both of these eminent parents. Balance what… they have… taught…” 
 
    Tascus slowly stood up, but knowing how little he moved, it registered like panic to me. 
 
    “Seer Tascus, is something the matter?” 
 
    “Please, Princess Astor, I have to request that you leave me be for now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, did I do something to offend?” 
 
    “I’ll explain at another time.” He bowed his head and kept it down. “Please.” 
 
    “Very well. Again, you have my thanks.” 
 
    I hurried down the tower, sensing I was somehow hurting the seer the closer I stood. 
 
    “Why were we rushing out?” asked Bell when we exited the temple. 
 
    I stared up at the glass dome. “I’m not certain, but I believe the seer was experiencing an intense vision, or at least an unexpected one. Tascus asked me to leave as a result. Pity, he was making me feel better. Remind me to get him the best baby carrots coin can buy.” 
 
    “Baby carrots?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s apparently partial to them. Or maybe he needs them for a ritual. I can’t be certain.” 
 
    “Well, for now, I have to remind you about the meeting you have with General Switzer.” 
 
    “Yes, we better make our way to the war room.” 
 
    The curious incident at the seer’s tower was forgotten as I once again dove into the war’s developments. The reports that came in over the next few of days indicated that Brey Stor had been holding its own so far, though no major battle yet. I could only assume that Oclor’s scouts and spies had given word to their generals that Brey Stor was receiving significant manpower from us, not only weapons and coin. Oclor’s response was to thus take more time gathering soldiers for the fight while mercenaries at the border poked at Brey Stor’s defenses with skirmishes. 
 
    I was glad if the reports turned out to be true. It meant Oclor didn’t have the expectation that their first armies could win, forcing them to reevaluate their stance. The longer their leaders doubted their tactics, the greater the chance they abandoned their plans or made a costly error. 
 
    Of course, if they elected to act foolishly, then the armies I should have used to defend my homeland would be lost in Brey Stor. There was also the possibility that Oclor wanted to wait and see how dedicated Voreen acted in their sea war. This and other reasons were why Voreen’s war now absorbed my attention the most. 
 
    The biggest concern my advisors and I had was if Voreen stayed content picking off unprotected vessels and limiting our sea trade to only one side of the Lucent. Nevertheless, despite Voreen’s tactics being low-cost in risk and energy, they were still reliant on us bringing them many kinds of goods from beyond the Parsillion and, ironically, Oclor. So as long as they waged war, their populace would get more restless as they saw their leaders horde the luxuries in life while their children fought their war. 
 
    Still, what seduced a Voreen populace every generation or so was the prospect of taking Alslana for themselves. If this was their current mindset, then they could doubtless jab us for years to come. Oclor might take their cue from them and begin to jab us in Brey Stor and in the Parsillion. As Beatrice and my advisors more than hinted at, we had the resources to outlast their kingdoms in such a dragged out affair, but too many soldiers on all sides would die for merely keeping the status quo. Not to mention that the Advent could pose a threat to any one of us at any time. The cult would love nothing more than to see us weaken one another. 
 
    No one liked my recommendation to plan an offensive ploy, but I knew if I inflicted a big enough blow to Voreen’s strategy, then both they and Oclor would take the early defeat as a sign of what’s to come. Their morale would be shaken and should give father a more advantageous battlefield to work with once he returned—gods grant it. So it became a matter of choosing what strategy to use. 
 
    I recognized as soon as I resolved myself to take action that I would first have to deceive any spies who had infiltrated trusted palace positions. I also had to consider that one of my very own advisors might be a traitor as well. So as I openly spoke of two or three tactics in the meetings, I formulated a separate one in my head based on the latest information. My advisors must have thought me indecisive, but I wanted to wait for the perfect conditions. 
 
    Eleven days later, I experienced my delayed epiphany. 
 
    Out in the open, I declared what I wanted to do. I ordered for an envoy of ships to take me to Prusal’s capital. My stated goal was to meet with the Prusal king and get him to agree to a temporary alliance that would have him supply ships and mercenaries for our use. Prusal did not need Alslana for trade, for nations in southern Iazali were more convenient partners, so they held no economic obligation to aid us. That said, when Voreen wasn’t trying to take over Alslana, Prusal’s northern border often served as a site for contentious neighbors to settle out their differences. 
 
    In the grand scheme of things, Voreen and Prusal were more like enemies of convenience than anything, and neither had any real chance of overwhelming the other. Really, both nations understood that winning all-out war between them netted them only marginal gains for the sacrifice. Each nation also contested with barbarians more than each other. However, if Voreen heard that Alslana was willing to open serious talks about forming a pact that could see Voreen besieged on two fronts, they would have to react. 
 
    As expected, my advisors rightly remarked that Prusal would not hazard a war for a measly sum. I assured them I could get them down to a reasonable price if I spoke to them in person. Moreover, they warned an envoy large enough to protect my crossing entailed for us to sail on the best ships we had on the Lucent, leaving our shores more vulnerable to attack. I countered by saying military vessels charged with defending trade were to be temporarily assigned to coastal patrol until my return. This would slow trade further for several weeks, but I would sacrifice a year’s worth of trade for a day’s worth of peace… Okay, six months of trade. 
 
    The question of secrecy was brought up. This was when I exaggerated my naiveté by saying that I trusted my inner circle and that preparing in haste would take the enemy by surprise. Regardless of my lineage, training, military tutors, and observing war room meetings for a decade, several of my much older and experienced advisors could not help looking past my youth and professed gentle nature. I hoped the enemy made the same mistake. 
 
    I think the haste and resolve I exhibited surprised everyone. Beatrice wasn’t so much surprised as perturbed. She called me into her chambers the evening she heard of my plan. 
 
    Once everyone, including the High Guard captain, stood outside her door, she asked, “What are you thinking now, Odet?” She sat by her vanity and looked at me from its large mirror. 
 
    “You can’t tell anyone what I’m about to tell you, okay? Not even to Captain Savoy.” 
 
    She turned to study me. “As I thought,” she said after a moment. “Gaining Prusal’s aid is a ruse, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. A Voreen agent will hear of it, see me boarding a vessel heading southwest, and will inform their superior. After two or three days out at sea, I will send messengers to a Brey Stor fleet scheduled to defend a major merchant convoy in the area. The seasonal currents and winds should allow the fleet to reach us in time for our combined might to engage the Voreen flotilla that will surely be ordered to intercept me.” 
 
    “You’re truly going to rely on capricious weather and currents to decide whether you win a major sea battle? To decide whether someone I love is captured by an enemy nation? Or worse?” 
 
    “The ships Voreen will be forced to implement will be the smaller frigates they’ve been using in their pirate tactics, not their best war vessels. If the situation becomes perilous, then our superior craft and crew will allow us to escape intact. I’ll even abandon the plan altogether if Voreen doesn’t take the bait.” 
 
    Beatrice shook her head, then looked back at me through the mirror. As she started unraveling the coiled braids of hair, she said, “I love you, Odet. You’ve been my best friend since you could talk, but I’ll never understand how composed you can be when you speak of sparring, to say nothing of when you speak of war. I both admire and wince from it.” 
 
    “I can say the same about your love of liver chunks.” 
 
    “Don’t trivialize this matter, Odet. I don’t want this night to be the night I send you to drown surrounded by our enemies.” 
 
    “It won’t be.” 
 
    With all her long hair free, the queen stood up and faced me directly. “Very well, Odet, I’ll approve of your plan, as long as you can leave my room confident that my heart won’t be broken again. For if it does…” Her head lowered as repressed emotions began to brim over her lower eyelids. I rushed up to my cherished sibling and held her snug in my arms. I don’t know if I had anything to do with it, but Beatrice quickly collected herself and stepped back. She said, “So, can you leave with such confidence?” 
 
    I uncurled my back. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you have my blessing to do as you please.” Her forehead relaxed, showing off more sister than queen. “Father will be proud when he hears that you’re as fearless as he is… and don’t say what you’re about to say.” 
 
    “Why not? Mother would be proud of you as well.” 
 
    “A sister’s perspective.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t take all my praise as mere sisterly formality.” 
 
    “Only when I see evidence to the contrary.” 
 
    “Gods, do you think mother started off perfectly? Or had ever claimed to be so? You might have always been the more practical of the two of us, but have you ever known me to dole out flattery for its sake? Or hold my tongue when I believe you to be at fault?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Fine, I’ll at least accept the praise as a sign of your growing delusion.” 
 
    “As long as you accept it. Good night, Beatrice.” 
 
    “Good night, Odet… and be careful.” 
 
    “I will be. Believe it or not, I don’t relish the idea of dying at sea, or anywhere else for that matter.” 
 
    Preparations for my voyage were going to take another couple of days, primarily to allow time for warships to be redirected to coastal duty. In the meantime, I remembered the seer’s incident and wanted to check on him before I left. Once again climbing the stairs all the way to the top had me seeing the cascade of golden hair pouring down his back. 
 
    “May I come in?” 
 
    “Yes, have a seat, Your Grace, but I fear this meeting must be short.” 
 
    When I sat down, I asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Physically. My mind is confused, however.” 
 
    “Why? Can you explain what you experienced?” 
 
    He looked up from his writing. “A seer does not perceive the physical world as one solid image. The best I can explain it to you would be to describe a room made completely of mirrors of different shapes and sizes, each reflecting a different scene. With training and time a seer can focus on one scene at a time and not become dazed. However, sometimes scenes can invade other mirrors. Sometimes a scene and its mirror will shatter altogether. What happened in our last consultation appeared to be a combination of both, and yet more.” 
 
    “Was it because of me?” 
 
    “Seers already speak in enough conundrums. I do not wish to say more when I am still evaluating what happened.” 
 
    “Please, tell me what you have so far.” 
 
    He closed his eye and stayed silent for a few moments. Keeping his eye shut, he said, “I do not find it a coincidence that more and more mirrors cracked and darkened as you came up the tower.” His eye opened. “As concerning as that sounds…” His eye closed again. 
 
    “What? Is it happening again?” 
 
    “To a degree.” 
 
    “Do you want me to leave?” 
 
    “After another word. I do not want you to leave with an anxious heart, Your Grace. I am partly responsible for not being strong and wise enough to understand what is happening. For what it’s worth, I also cannot say whether this is an omen for good or ill. Many times omens do not differ from a storm. They can be welcomed after a long drought, or rebuffed by those whose rivers are already full. Otherwise, without more knowledge, there is nothing either of us can do at the moment.” 
 
    “Well, thank you for doing your best. Whatever happens, if an omen powerful enough to disrupt your visions decides to show itself, I think I’ll see it coming.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    As I made my way to the exit, I asked, “By the way, did you enjoy the carrots?” 
 
    “Yes. If you’re still feeling generous, I wouldn’t refuse another bowl. I can still foresee that with clarity.” 
 
    Omens aside, I started getting a little anxious about the sea mission. I liked being on a boat during calm days, but “calm” would not describe a mission of war. It helped that, like most Alslana’s citizens, I learned to swim well at an early age. I would even go as far as to say I was a better swimmer than most people I met, though Elisa was catching up quick. Beatrice and I used to call her our “Little Sardine” before she learned that the small fish did not look particularly pretty. 
 
    Easing my anxiety further was seeing The Silver Queen floating the palace pier. She was a two-masted brig one hundred and fifty-three feet long. She had been built for speed and maneuverability, yet the distinctive sheets of steel wrapped around her hull gave her the defense of our dedicated warships. The weight-shaving enchantment on the steel plates contributed to the ship’s haughty name, as the spell made the otherwise gray metal shine like polished silver. Her crew of over a hundred and fifty were among the best sailor casters in the kingdom, and they worked day and night to keep the ship ready at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Beatrice and Elisa were there to see me off under the youngest morning sky there could be. Yes, they were sad to see me go once again, but this sadness felt more natural than the kind I experienced before leaving for Brey Stor. For one, Elisa had actually allowed for Beatrice to pick her up this time. I suppose there was also a higher chance I could meet my end at sea than I did within the grounded confines of an allied kingdom, but I tried not thinking about the percentages. 
 
    I continued bequeathing my love in kisses and waves as The Silver Queen sailed out into deeper waters, not stopping until my sisters were blanketed by the misty shadows. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    If my plan was going to work, then I expected for a motley Voreen flotilla to find me after sailing a thousand miles southwest. Any farther than that and I would be entering the range of patrolling Prusal ships, deterring Voreen ships from attacking us. Therefore, after a day of sailing made it nigh impossible for spies to give away my plot, I ordered my eighteen ship envoy to move at a more modest speed and to keep our course at a more southern bent. 
 
    I couldn’t tell whether the menacing Admiral Graham was impressed with my strategy or not. His fierce green eye had seemingly been shriveled from his decades at sea, as had the rest of his face and frame. He was no more than three years away from an age when most men would retire and hand down their rank to a younger mariner. Even so, if his full head of gray hair was any indication of his vitality, he could keep his station a decade longer than such a cutoff point. Unlike his crew, who wore various layers of light armor, the admiral wore breezy trousers and a blue coat over a fluffy white shirt. 
 
    After the admiral heard my true goal, he merely said, “May the sea sink our foes, Princess Astor.” 
 
    Three and a half days passed before our place on the map determined it was the best time to commission my messengers. One of the messengers I wished to send was a boyhood friend of Gerard’s named Soren Kline. Soren was two winters older than Gerard and the pair acted as close as twin brothers. The older fellow had wanted to join the High Guard, but took a different path on realizing he could rise in rank—and pay—more expeditiously in the navy. 
 
    Gerard was adorably nervous when he first introduced me to his friend. I soon realized that the unease stemmed from Soren’s debonair bearing, wild black hair, sharp style, and honeyed voice. Lucky for Gerard, I soon discovered that Soren was a dash self-centered and eleven dashes of impulsive. Good for a laugh and some amusing company, but far from a worthy prince. Still, his loyalty to those he befriended and strength in will made him a fine warrior for Alslana. 
 
    What set Soren apart from my other courier options was the rare sea creature he had learned to summon. The turtusk was named for its crude resemblance to a turtle and a walrus, but both name and description were on the lazier end of human inventiveness. First off, the beast’s long snout, short neck, shark-like tail, and six flippers grew a tawny shag of fur on them, and even its full grown tusks only grew to be cute, stubby things. 
 
    The only part that reminded one of a turtle was its back. Specifically, its back bore a resemblance to the shell of a leatherback sea turtle, if bumpier. It was this “shell” that a human rode on as the turtusk swam at a speed twice as fast as the swiftest ships. Soren only had a juvenile turtusk, but its six foot wide back had the space to carry two people comfortably. 
 
    Instead of the turtusk carrying the other two messengers, they each summoned the more common gitra. An informal name for them would be the golden eel, for that is pretty close to what they looked like, except they grew in excess of forty feet. They appeared as unnerving as their Orda doppelganger, but they were remarkably easy to tame, even if one summoned an older one. Their sociable nature also contradicted their Graham-like expression. 
 
    With the turtusk between them, the gitra took their riders south, hoping to swim right up to the Brey Stor fleet in a day’s time. 
 
    The weather over the next few days was perhaps too kind to us. The winds that I trusted would deliver us the critical fleet in time had to also be struggled against on my end. At least slowing down a ship remained as easy as turning or rolling up a sail. What concerned me more was when we went two days over the anticipated deadline without any sign of Voreen activity, and we couldn’t wait much longer straddling the waters of Prusal. 
 
    A bit of good news untied several bowline knots looped around my heart when a griffin bearing the purple Brey Stor banner landed on an envoy ship. The emissary brought word that the fleet of fifty-six warships had answered my entreaty and that they would be willing to follow us to Prusal’s capital. With me ordering a slower course westward, they had a good chance to catch up with us by that very nightfall under favorable winds… Almost like a joke, the winds turned out not to be so favorable anymore. 
 
    The dead winds lasted until the morning sun warmed the sea again, though they now blew more northerly than before. Then, at high noon, with a cloudless sky overhead, a scout ship sent back a mortifying update. Voreen and Prusal ships were all sailing for our bows. I-I couldn’t understand it. How did Voreen convince its enemy to attack a kingdom it had no quarrel with? Did the Advent have something to do with this? Had they infiltrated both nations? Did they offer their leaders immortality? Or did a mere whisper of gold push them to this rash act? 
 
    Finding a chair, I asked Gerard, “How many ships do the scouts see?” He and I were with the admiral in his war room, who sat unmoved on the other side of his desk. 
 
    “Their spyglasses count at least twenty-five ships lined abreast of one another, with at least three rows of less organized ships behind those. There could be more behind their horizon.” 
 
    “Is there yet any sign of the Brey Stor fleet?” 
 
    The admiral placed his elbows on his desk and clasped his hands. He said, “Assuming the latest calculations are correct, they won’t be in view for another hour. Maybe two. Do you still plan to attack, Princess Astor?” 
 
    I shut my eyes a moment to think. When I opened them again, I answered, “Yes. The odds are closer to even than I would like them to be, but if we can stall long enough for Brey Stor’s fleet to reinforce us, I still like our chances. What stalling tactics would you recommend, admiral?” 
 
    “The best way to stall a navy is to attack it in broad strokes. If we want Brey Stor’s fleet to take an advantageous position, I recommend turning the enemy coalition northward as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Using our own envoy as bait,” said Gerard. 
 
    “Precisely. We set a northwestern course and make it seem as though we plan on flanking them. Unless they know Brey Stor is coming, at least a quarter of their ships will be compelled to block our maneuver.” 
 
    “A quarter doesn’t sound good enough.” 
 
    “We don’t have the ships to… do any better.” 
 
    “What was that, admiral? Your little pause.” 
 
    His narrow nostrils flared, which exposed tips of overly long nose hair. “A memory.” 
 
    “Of what? Hold nothing back, admiral.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I have little time to get into particulars, but I once observed an unconventional formation give a larger force trouble, trouble familiar to this situation.” 
 
    “Do tell.” 
 
    “My patrol had been ordered to chase down Oclor privateers that had encroached on our waters. We caught up with them easily enough. We just as easily fell into their trap. As soon as they spotted our six ships they organized their trio in a triangular formation. My captain ordered them surrounded. What we didn’t know at the time was that they had seven ships in their convoy. The others were using a small island nearby to keep out of sight until they saw their comrades in need. Our ships were a little too separated and my commander a little too incompetent to coordinate a counter attack. We became disorganized enough to allow five of the enemy ships to escape.” 
 
    The short-lived silence in the room was broken by the normally discreet Bell, who said, “Gods, you’re not really considering such a tactic, are you? Flanking them should suffice.” 
 
    “But forcing them to circle us would get at least half of their ships turned around. And I don’t care if they’re working together, Voreen and Prusal will not have an efficient communication system ready. If we can get them turning and disorganized before Brey Stor’s fleet arrives, it’s a victory.” 
 
    “Not if Brey Stor takes longer than anticipated,” said Gerard. 
 
    “A worry if the winds slow back down. For now, let’s see how they react. Admiral, order a northwestern course at full sail.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    When the admiral left the room, Gerard said, “We better get you into your armor.” 
 
    With a groan, I said, “I tried it on two nights ago. I think I must be getting plumper. The ensemble felt more suffocating than the last time I wore it.” 
 
    “I’d rather use the word ‘fitter.’ A natural consequence of your training.” 
 
    “And my tendency to eat when I’m nervous. How can you and Bell eat so much more than me and not get as soft?” 
 
    “You exaggerate. As far as I’m concerned, you’re soft in exactly the right places.” 
 
    Bell tapped her spear’s point on the door. “Let’s go fight a war, love birds.” 
 
    Bell helped me into my armor when we reached my room. The first article of defense I put on was a white gambeson of silk. It was a loose-fitting, sturdy, and flexible vestment that made sense at sea. I would have been pleased with this level of protection and mobility had it not been for my status. As Tascus said, I had to be inspiring. 
 
    So, to shine under the sun, my embellished plate armor was fitted on to my torso, making me feel as though I could no longer draw in full breaths. I glibly blamed my negligible increase in bulk for the effect, but, in truth, I suppose I was a wee bit claustrophobic. Otherwise, the genteel steel plate was handsomely adorned with the Alslana emblem. Tiny shavings of white prana crystals implanted into the steel gave the motif a brilliant snowy luster. 
 
    Dark leather vambraces reinforced by gilded steel protected my forearms. The same materials were used to defend my thighs. My lower legs had my best non-slippery war boots, which held daggers in their shafts. My silver helmet had a ribbon of metal covering the bridge of my nose, but the rest of the metal had been forged to fashion two eagle’s wings that stretched from my chin to behind my head. Small holes were supposed to allow me to hear better, but everything still sounded muffled. I planned to chuck the ceremonial lump as soon as the fighting started. A small white cape added to the pompous ensemble. 
 
    Gods help me if I fell overboard. 
 
    Weapon wise, I possessed a curved short sword with a golden hilt. Father trained me in a number of offensive implements, with the short sword complementing my crystal ward the best. Longer weapons such as spears and longswords forced me to extend my shield farther out, and anything two-handed limited my casting ability. The best casters manipulated their prana using only the slightest of physical gestures, so using both hands to hold a weapon or shield did not hinder them as much as an amateur like myself. 
 
    I came above deck to see that Gerard had fitted every piece of his suit as well. The veneer of green glass suffused over his steel plates did little to deflect direct blows, but the glass’ purpose was to weaken the impact of fire and lightning spells. A beak-shaped protrusion from his helm curved in front of his forehead and nose, giving him the mien of a bird of prey. His talons came in the form of a longsword and a straight short sword, each presenting a crossguard that curved upward into points. Aware of my bias, I thought the High Guard knight exceedingly dashing in his full battle attire. 
 
    For his part, the admiral put on a simple brigandine of leather and cloth. A small round shield was slung on his back and two moderate sized axes dangled on each side of his hips. I liked the simplicity of it all. Most of his crew followed a similar style. Most of his crew also eyed me as I strode across the deck in my most assertive walk. I felt embarrassed trying to seem larger than life to them, but I wanted them to feel as if any plan their leaders enacted came from the gods themselves. 
 
    I reached the port side bow, gazing across the glistening sea with a spyglass Gerard had handed to me. The magnifying tool had the ships jumping up to my nose. Reality did not have them that close, but the first line of ships were still close enough to pick out individual silhouettes scampering over their decks. 
 
    “Look further north,” said the admiral, who had his own spyglass. 
 
    I skimmed to the suggested direction, spotting smaller, faster ships sailing apart from the main fleet. The dozen ships sailed northward with an eastern bent. 
 
    “They want to cut us off,” I said. “Good, we’ll let them, and that’s when we turn toward that main armada. How they respond will decide the battle.” 
 
    Irrespective of the intimacy I already sensed between our fleets, ships could only go so far so quickly. It didn’t help that I counted every yard we spanned. Slower ships drifted out of the main group to support their faster counterparts. Eventually, the fastest of the ships sailed on my convoy’s starboard side, a few closing in tighter. Using the proper flag signal, the order was sent for my convoy to turn toward the fleet. Perhaps proving that their communication system was indeed unclear in either chain of command or method, only a fourth of the enemy ships countered our turn with their own. This reaction was encouraging in terms of the type of discipline we faced, but ironically diminished our strategy’s effectiveness. 
 
    Before we ran out of room to maneuver anymore, the admiral ordered for thirteen of our ships to line up behind the ship in front of them. The lead ship was to then circle around and follow the last vessel, creating a ring that encompassed the five remaining ships, including mine. I didn’t like being on the inside looking out, but I would settle for engaging the enemy ships that found gaps in the protective circle. 
 
    Auspiciously, as this circular formation formed, more divisions of the rival fleet moved to surround us. I’m confident less than ten people in all of Orda history felt as glad as I did watching their army surrounded by a superior force. 
 
    Our defensive formation was pretty much completed by the time the first floating foe came within a thousand yards. They had not yet entirely enclosed us, but that didn’t stop a western contingent of nine ships from moving in. 
 
    Not standing the idea of doing nothing but watch as the enemy closed in on my people, I told the admiral, “As soon as you see it as inevitable, steer us alongside the first ship that will endure a boarding. We will assist the engaged ship with our own men and retreat once the enemy has been repelled or we risk being flanked.” 
 
    He looked down at me and shook his head, not from disapproval, but incredulity. “You do your ancestor proud, princess.” His voice’s tenor carried a casual twang I only heard him use on certain crew members. 
 
    “Which ancestor?” 
 
    “The Prince of Perils, as they called him.” 
 
    “Oh, him. A compliment, admiral?” 
 
    “If your risks produce the same rewards. His nigh mad military and political strategies helped create the Alslana Empire over three centuries ago, after all.” 
 
    “And despite his death defying exploits, he lived to be a ripe ninety-three-year-old man. I’ll take that fate.” 
 
    “As we all would, princess.” 
 
    Despite my order, I recognized that the threat of being boarded was not the first offensive concern. A sophisticated fleet would first attempt to stall their targets by destroying their opponent’s sails. That meant griffins, lots of griffins. Generally, a dedicated warship always carried three griffin riders on board, which put the griffin army of my enemy at well over two hundred strong. So, despite most ships in my envoy transporting two more than the standard, the antagonistic squadron that took to the skies outnumbered mine almost three to one. 
 
    Our advantage lied in the fact that the enemy had to enter our air space. Spells and projectiles would volley from below while our griffins swooped at them from higher up. Of course, if an enemy this size was adeptly regimented, then a third of the force could distract our fliers as the others dealt with the sails and attackers on deck. It was thus in the skies that soldier and beast conveyed by sea clashed. 
 
    Cold, high-pitched screeches from livid creature and shouting rider shivered my inner ear. Yet there was little time to look up as claw, sword, beak, and spell tore into their first victims. Seeing his opening, the admiral ordered his ship to sail near the Humber. I desired that all who fought for my kingdom witness their princess head straight into the fray, untroubled by something as abstract as numbers when I had the palpable trust in their ability. Gods! I started believing it all myself. And why not? Why even rely on the Brey Stor fleet when I had my regal ship and her valiant crew on my side? 
 
    Humber’s crew and their incoming counterparts soon started launching spells, arrows, ballista bolts, and shattering bombs. Some were aimed at the incoming vessel while others targeted sails that had not been furled out of the way. Water specialists tried dowsing the fires that sprang up and ward specialists protected them from projectiles that would often be aimed at them. 
 
    Humber’s adversary crashed on to her bow while The Silver Queen remained two or three minutes away from her. Dozens of Voreen soldiers made the push to board Humber in unison. They were, of course, met by dozens of defenders. As my ship coasted nearer the inner side of Humber, the agile Nusa made its way past my slowing transport to block the gap ahead. 
 
    Meanwhile, large barrels were tipped over to release the soil and sand they held. Earth specialists grabbed the element and compacted it to make flat land bridges. Earth specialists on Humber caught sight of our undertaking and linked their soil with ours. Taking the middle of three bridges, I led Gerard, Bell, and the initial support party of forty sailors to our besieged sister ship. 
 
    My heart and soul swelled when the Humber’s crew—those unengaged, at least—cheered at my coming. Unsheathing my sword, throwing down my helmet, and casting my shield, I sprinted to where the fighting was thickest. It was suddenly so very loud. Griffins screeched like boiling tea kettles above. Sailors around me did everything from grunt to scream, and spells burst, crackled, and hissed everywhere else. Allied soldiers who saw me coming yelled out to those ahead of them to make way. 
 
    Then, as the sight of my allies converted into charging Voreen soldiers, I stopped dead in my tracks and swept my shield forward with all the shrieking fury I could assemble. I didn’t even plan to scream, it simply came out of me. The crystal shield became a tidal wave, its density focused below the waist. I don’t know how many soldiers the flung buffer toppled. I had to focus on my training and reform my shield while Gerard and the crew moved forward to cut down the upended enemy. 
 
    When more Voreen trespassers replaced the dead ones, my allies flanked me to once again get out of the way of my rushing barrier. As soon as I let it go, I was startled by a dying foe grabbing my leg. Bell’s spear ended his despair. This happened to be the point when I realized my pounding heart was giving way to cooling reason. The push to board the hostile vessel was being made without me, but I believed I had incited the appropriate amount of courage in my people. With almost fifty percent more hands, muscle, and training available to them, Humber’s crew abolished the enemy’s upper deck in swift fashion. 
 
    Additional ships closed in, so I ordered for The Silver Queen’s crew to return to their original station. This success inspired the other ships inside the circle to follow my example. It was an unsustainable tactic, but I didn’t need it to be anything more. That point stood on shaky water at first, but hearing the distant screeches of griffins to the southwest steadied my stance. The wind blew a soft hail of feathers across the sea as new flapping shadows plunged and collided over us. 
 
    Brey Stor’s ships took longer to spot, but their appearance did send the unexpected allies into a delightful tumult. Unfortunately, the confusion as to how to respond did not translate into submission. I had the battle won in my head already, but our rivals did not share that truth yet. How much needless death would that obstinacy bring on both sides? 
 
    To keep the still aggressive fleet from attacking the circle, the Brey Stor griffins did their best to rend sails in order to disable those ships and also impede the ones behind them. The strategy turned out to be only partly successful. A half intelligent commander influenced enough ships and griffins to create a distraction so that their ship could enter my circle. The Voreen ship was a huge clipper whose speed would make it impossible to outrun, especially when The Silver Queen couldn’t risk exiting the ring. Not concerned with being overwhelmed by the enemy crew, I ordered for a direct engagement. 
 
    Our bows were less than twenty yards from grating against the other when a roaring shockwave rattled the sunlight. The animalistic thunder reminded me of a day when a young man returned from an infected madness to summon a dragon. The roar was followed by every single griffin shrieking as though they had been gored through the gut. Many ignored their rider’s commands and sought safety on a random deck. At the same time, every human still capable scoured the skies to find the origin of such a devastating sound. I counted myself as one of those capable humans. 
 
    Thanks to all the flying beasts being closer to sea level, I knew that the darting shadow plummeting down the center of the sun belonged to the dragon. The narrow silhouette expanded thirty fold as its wings spread open. I and the total sum of the fighting force watched as the dragon flew with haste toward my circle. The blur cleared up to become the dark blue dragon I saw in the Advent attack. He aimed right for the big clipper, using a puff of flame to promptly combust half the sails on the ship. 
 
    The dragon then swerved back around and flew right over my ship’s bow. A human figure dropped on to the deck as the dragon continued on its way, leaving behind a gust of wind. Everyone else was still, but I ran past the statues to get to the new member of my crew. I didn’t think it was Mercer when I spotted him. His hair was wilder and his shoulders looked bulkier, but as his head turned to follow Aranath’s path, I confirmed his identity. 
 
    After our eyes locked, he said, “Ah, good. I chose the right ship.” 
 
    “I see you no longer care about hiding who you are.” 
 
    He shrugged. “There are bigger concerns. This mess, for instance.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming, dragon knight, but I fear this battle has been pretty much won.” 
 
    “Congratulations, princess, but I’m not here to help you win a battle. I’m here to win you the war.” 
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